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Abstract
This paper investigates how Austrian undergraduate preservice student teachers 
evaluate (1) the importance of educational research for teachers in general and 
for themselves in particular and (2) the impact of diff erent aspects of utility val-
ue of research evidence on educational practice. In order to achieve this, a theo-
retical framework proposing fi ve aspects of utility value  (Rossi & Freeman, 1993; 
Visscher & Coe, 2002; Weiss, 1979, 1998) was transferred to the pedagogical con-
text and served as a basis for the development of an interview guideline and of 
content-analytical rules for qualitative text analysis.

To answer the research questions, 30 guideline-based qualitative interviews 
with Austrian undergraduate preservice student teachers in their second or third 
year of study were analyzed using various techniques of Qualitative Content 
Analysis, in particular, inductive category formation and deductive category as-
signment  (Mayring, 2014). Results of the analysis suggest that the interviewed 
undergraduate preservice student teachers tend to primarily refer to study-ori-
entated topics (e.g. bachelor theses) when evaluating the importance of educa-
tional research for teachers and address the conceptual and instrumental value 
of research evidence for educational practice. The paper concludes with a critical 
discussion and derives implications for further research projects.
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Zum Nutzen von Forschungsergebnissen für 
die schulische Praxis aus der Perspektive von 
Lehramtsstudierenden in Österreich – 
Eine qualitative, explorative Studie

Zusammenfassung
Im vorliegenden Beitrag wird untersucht, wie österreichische Lehramts studie-
rende (1) den Nutzen von Forschungsergebnissen für Lehrer/innen im Allge-
meinen und für sich selbst und (2) den Einfl uss verschiedener Nutzenaspekte für 
schulische Praxis einschätzen. Hierfür wurde ein theoretisches Rahmenmodell 
bestehend aus fünf Nutzenaspekten (Rossi & Freeman, 1993; Visscher & Coe, 
2002; Weiss, 1979, 1998) abgeleitet, welches zunächst in den pädagogischen 
Kontext transferiert wurde. Diese Nutzenaspekte bildeten die Grundlage für die 
Entwicklung eines Interviewleitfadens und für die Erstellung von inhaltsanalyti-
schen Regeln zur qualitativen Textanalyse. 

Zur Beantwortung der Forschungsfrage wurden 30 Leitfadeninterviews mit 
österreichischen Lehramtsstudierenden in ihrem zweiten Ausbildungsjahr ge-
führt. Die Transkripte der Interviews wurden mit verschiedenen Techniken der 
qualitativen Inhaltsanalyse, insbesondere der induktiven Kategorienbildung 
und der deduktiven Kategorienanwendung (Mayring, 2014), ausgewertet. Die 
Ergebnisse legen nahe, dass die befragten Lehramtsstudierenden überwiegend 
studienbezogene Themen (z.B. Verfassen der Bachelorarbeit) nennen, wenn sie 
den Nutzen von Forschungsergebnissen für Lehrer/innen angeben sollen. Für 
die schulische Praxis sehen sie insbesondere den konzeptuellen und instrumen-
tellen Nutzen von Forschungsergebnissen. Der Beitrag endet mit einer kritischen 
Diskussion der Ergebnisse und der Ableitung von Implikationen für zukünftige 
Forschungsprojekte.

Schlüsselwörter
Nutzen von Forschungsergebnissen; Lehramtsstudierende; Lehrerbildung; 
Qualitative explorative Studie; Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse

1.  The role of research in teacher education

Supported by the recommendations of the expert group of the Federal Government 
for the present and future of education professions in Austria  (BMUKK & BMWF, 
2010), educational science and research as constitutive elements of the universities 
of teacher education are in focus and publicly debated. Especially by embedding 
teacher education on a tertiary level in legislation in 2007 the issue to appropriate 
educational research literacy for preservice student teachers arises. This raises the 
question of whether it is appropriate or even necessary to talk about using evidence 
from research in the context of preservice teacher education.
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Exploring the reasons of why (preservice) teachers should use evidence,  Taber 
 (2013) points out a fundamental and a pragmatic approach. In a fundamental view, 
teaching and instructing has to be considered as a profession that requires to act 
and argue based on evidence. A more pragmatic argument focuses on the preser-
vice student teachers who seek employment.

On the pragmatic side, teachers, and especially students on course of initial 
teacher education […] are increasingly being expected to demonstrate 
‘evidence-based’ practice […] and in many schools it may be normal, or even 
expected, that teachers engage in research as a part of their work.  (Taber, 
2013, p. 3)

If we take a closer look at the quote, two diff erent roles in relation to making use 
of research in teacher education are mentioned, namely, the reception of research 
and inquiring confrontation with professionally relevant topics for teachers (evi-
dence-based practice) and the implementation of practice research for the purpose 
of the production of knowledge. Altrichter and Mayr (2004, p. 170) name six dif-
ferent possibilities of interpretation of research in teacher education that contain 
both mentioned aspects. They argue that there is a consensus in the fact that the 
reception of knowledge (interpretation 1) and fundamental methodological skills 
(interpretation 2) should be achieved by all teachers. These two interpretations of 
research are designated as engagement with research by Borg and include “teach-
ers as readers and users of research” (Borg, 2010, p. 410). The underlying claim is 
“research orientation” (e.g., Fichten, 2010) of teachers in the sense of a certain dis-
position that is acquired during studies and is seen as fundamental for continuous 
professionalization, also known as evidence-based practice (Taber, 2013; Wodarski 
& Hopson, 2012). A basic assumption in this context is that teachers integrate re-
search results into their work and use it for decision making, in other words they 
“should not have to depend on others’ assessments of the credibility or usefulness 
of research; they should be able to read, critique, and evaluate research informa-
tion themselves” (McMillan & Wergin, 2010, p. v). 

For the development of a professional habitus, however, this is inadequate. 
Active inquiring with relevant questions in the professional fi eld should be comple-
mented, as shown by Altrichter and Mayr (2004, p. 171), in their Interpretation 3 
(teacher uses research methods for the analysis and processing of professionally 
relevant cases), Interpretation 4 (participation in instructed practice research) and 
Interpretation 5 (practice research) which represent diff erent organizational struc-
tures of this examination. 

Teacher research, classroom research, or action research are often united un-
der the generic term engagement in research (Borg, 2010) or practical research be-
cause they represent very similar concepts (Hollenbach & Tillmann, 2009). They 
take place during teaching practice at school, appreciate the expert knowledge of 
teachers, adhere to fundamental rules of scientifi cally controlled procedures, take 
place in professional learning communities, and use the results for school and cur-
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riculum development. Borg (2010, p. 394), furthermore, argues that “while teacher 
research is necessarily refl ective, refl ecting on one’s practice does not automatical-
ly constitute teacher research”. He sees action research (Altrichter & Posch, 1990) 
as a form of teacher research with specifi c procedures. If teachers conduct action 
research, it is teacher research, but not every research conducted by teachers is ac-
tion research. Classroom research is research to be conducted in a classroom. Most 
research conducted by teachers falls under this label. Exceptions are, for exam-
ple, mandatory tests (Schildkamp, Lai, & Earl, 2013) because they are conducted 
in a classroom but do not fall under the label teacher research. Research with the 
primary focus on the scientifi c community (Interpretation 6 in Altrichter & Mayr, 
2004, p. 171) cannot be considered as a required qualifi cation for teachers. This 
requirement is addressed to teacher educators. Drawing on this means that pre-
service student teachers and practitioners should at least be able to fi nd, critical-
ly refl ect on, and apply research literature for their specifi c context. If preservice 
teachers in general recognize the utility value of research evidence for education-
al practice, an infl uence on their motivation to deal with required contents and on 
their achievement performance in educational research literacy is assumed (Eccles 
& Wigfi eld, 2002; Vetter & Ingrisani, 2013).

2.  The perceived utility value of research evidence for 
educational practice

In the wake of the output-oriented controlling of the educational system, the im-
plementation and assessment of national educational standards, as well as inter-
national comparative research studies which aim to objectively measure existing 
competencies, the paradigm of evidence based practice has become established. 
According to the motto “what works” (Bennett, 1986), it promises experimental-
ly secured and generalizable knowledge about the eff ectiveness of education poli-
cy measures. Moreover, evidence-based education mandates a transfer of this the-
oretical knowledge into pedagogical practice. However, exactly this transfer from 
theory to practice can be considered a decisive element in that process because, on 
the one hand, research must produce appropriate usable knowledge; on the oth-
er hand, teachers must be able to fi nd, understand, and transfer this knowledge 
to their educational practice (Patry, 2000; Astleitner & Herber, 2008; Astleitner, 
2007; Tom, 1985).

It is undisputed that there are a number of advantages if teachers use research 
knowledge for educational practice. Borg summarizes this when stating that teach-
ers

[…] make deeper sense of their work (new ways of seeing), identify ideas 
to experiment with in their classroom (new ways of doing), extend their 
discourse for discussing teaching (new ways of talking), validate with a 
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theoretical rationale what they already do (new ways of knowing), or examine 
their planning and decision-making processes (new ways of thinking). (Borg, 
2010, p. 414)

Further positive eff ects are the increase of problem-solving abilities, the ability to 
change perspectives, and the intensifi cation of communication with pupils and col-
leagues (Zeichner & Noff ke, 2001). If teachers themselves contribute to instructed 
practice research or conduct teacher research, it has been claimed that this, for ex-
ample, develops teachers’ capacity for autonomous judgment (Lankshear & Knobel, 
2004), reduces teachers’ feelings of frustration and isolation (Roberts, 1993) or al-
lows teachers to become more refl ective, critical, and analytical about their teach-
ing behavior in the classroom (Atay, 2006). 

If the question is addressed how this utility value for educational practice can 
be theoretically diff erentiated, the context of the reception of performance data 
provides fi rst indications as follows:

2.1  Instrumental value

A direct infl uence from research fi ndings to practical actions exists  (Rich, 1977). 
This is also expressed by  Weiss  (1998, p. 23) as follows: “We expected evaluation 
to produce fi ndings that would infl uence what program and policy people decided 
to do next. They might end a program, extend it, modify its activities, or make wis-
er decisions.” Various authors  (Bryk & Hermanson, 1993; Visscher & Coe, 2002; 
 Weiss & Bucuvalas, 1980) agree with this and point out that the instrumental use 
of research fi ndings rarely or almost never exist in the social science fi eld. 

2.2  Conceptual value

Research fi ndings infl uence the way of thinking and attitudes of an individu-
al, which can have an eff ect on their practical actions as a consequence  (Weiss & 
Bucuvalas, 1980). According to  Kirkhart  (2000, p. 9), this addresses “enlighten-
ment and demystifi cation, which captured cognitive impact on appreciations or un-
derstandings that did not necessarily lead directly to change in overt behavior”. 
Nevertheless,  Nutley, Walter, and Davies (2003, p. 130) emphasize the importance 
of this specifi c aspect of utility: “Even if it is not used directly, research knowledge 
can off er insights and ideas, and new understandings of practice. Indeed, the con-
ceptual use of research represents a substantial and important category.”  Bryk and 
Hermanson  (1993), as well as  Weiss  (1998), see a limitation in terms of the actual 
change in pedagogical practice which can “broaden our understanding of problems 
and trigger new ideas, but rarely provide specifi c solutions for school improve-
ment”  (Visscher & Coe, 2002, p. 61).
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2.3  Symbolic value

Results or information from research are used to substantiate opinions in discus-
sions or to legitimate views  (Greene, 1988). “Variously labeled legitimatized use, 
symbolic use, political use, and persuasive use, this application explicitly focused 
on using evaluative information to convince others to support a position or to de-
fend from attack a position already taken.”  (Kirkhart, 2000, p. 10) According to 
 Nutley et al. (2003, p. 130) this aspect of research use is referred to as „mobiliza-
tion of support“, they also stress the political function of the symbolic value.

2.4  Strategic value

The fourth possibility to use research encompasses the ideas of legitimation in an 
abusive and manipulative way.  Visscher  (2008) talks about a strategic value which 
has to be referred to as unintended and negative. Strategic use of data potentially 
occurs in the context of educational rankings because they focus on the comparison 
within school systems, regions or federal states.

2.5  Knowledge-enhancement value

In addition to the values already mentioned  Weiss  (1998, p. 24) adds a fi fth aspect 
which allows to extend the view.  Nutley et al.  (2003, p. 130) describe it as “wid-
er infl uence“, because the impact of this value can reach much wider than the con-
crete level of the participating institutions. One could refer to it as knowledge-en-
hancement value.  Weiss  (1998, p. 24) states that “such infl uences are by no means 
commonplace or easy […] When evaluation adds to the accumulation of knowl-
edge, it can contribute to large-scale shifts in thinking and sometimes ultimately, 
to shifts in action.”

3.  Research questions

Based on the considerations in the fi rst two sections of this paper, we investigated 
if preservice student teachers in Austria actually see the addressed utility value for 
educational practice or if they emphasize other aspects. This is of particular impor-
tance in Austria because, as mentioned in section 1, the research orientation at the 
teacher education colleges is quite new. Considering the current discussion regard-
ing this issue, it appears that delimitation problems and status discussions in rela-
tion to universities and technical colleges characterize the arguments (Markowitsch 
& Rosenberger, 2013). The legitimation of the scientifi c orientation with profes-
sionalization in teacher education is often secondary. This fact could possibly play 
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a role for the interviewed students. Furthermore, the preservice student teachers 
were directly interviewed regarding their views in relation to the diff erent facets of 
utility value for educational practice. As a result, the following research questions 
are addressed:
• How do Austrian undergraduate preservice teacher students evaluate the impor-

tance of educational research for teachers in general and for themselves in par-
ticular?

• How do preservice student teachers evaluate the impact of diff erent aspects of 
utility value of research evidence on educational practice? 

4.  Methods

To answer the research questions, 30 guideline-based qualitative interviews were 
conducted with Austrian undergraduate preservice student teachers in their second 
or third year of study at the University of Education, Salzburg between October 
2015 and December 2015. The interview guideline was developed based on the the-
oretical background outlined in section 1. To start the interview, students were 
asked to share their thoughts, including relevance, expectations, advantages and 
disadvantages, on a lecture on research methods which they have to attend in their 
fourth semester. The subsequent questions addressed the students’ experience with 
research up to this point, the expected utility value of educational research for their 
future work, and possibilities to successfully integrate research into their educa-
tional practice. Lastly, the interviewees were asked for their suggestions on how ed-
ucational research could improve the quality of schools, teaching, and education. 
The interviews were conducted by other preservice student teachers as a part of 
a methods course. All students received an introduction to the topic, detailed in-
terview training, practical training, and the prescribed interview guideline. This 
approach might be criticized for using inexperienced preservice student teachers 
as interviewers because problems regarding the conducting of the interview and 
the integration of specifi c demands may occur. On the other hand, the chosen ap-
proach could be advantageous in relation to the problem of social desirability as 
students responded to their fellow students.

The recordings of the interviews were literally transcribed (Mayring, 2002) 
and analyzed using Qualitative Content Analysis (Mayring, 2014; Mayring & Fenzl, 
2014). Based on the data at hand, the content analytical technique of inductive cat-
egory formation is appropriate to answer the fi rst research question on how the in-
terviewees evaluate the importance of educational research for teachers in general 
and for them in particular. In this procedure the categories are being developed in-
ductively based on the text material along a selection criterion determined by the-
oretical grounds. In addition to the selection criterion the content analytical rules 
for inductive category formation require the specifi cation of a level of abstraction, 
on which categories are phrased (Mayring, 2014; Mayring & Fenzl, 2014). In this 



Christina Haberfellner & Thomas Fenzl

76 JERO, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2017)

study we categorized all text passages, in which “interviewees reported on any pos-
sible positive implication of educational research on one’s studies or on the job” 
(selection criterion). Whenever this selection criterion applies, a new inductive cat-
egory was formulated or the text passage was assigned to an already existing in-
ductive category. Categories were formulated as “concrete aspects on how educa-
tional research positively aff ects one’s studies or the job” (level of abstraction). The 
result of the analysis is the category system with the inductively developed catego-
ries and the corresponding frequencies.

Using a deductive coding guideline is the suitable content analytical technique 
to answer the second research question on which aspects of utility value are ad-
dressed by the interviewees when they are unaff ected by theoretical knowledge 
about possible aspects of utility. This technique, also referred to as deductive cate-
gory assignment, requires the fi xing of rules within the theory-driven construction 
of a coding guideline, consisting of category defi nitions, anchor examples, and cod-
ing rules (Mayring, 2014; Mayring & Fenzl, 2014). Based on the theoretical back-
ground outlined in section 2 of this article, a deductive coding frame was devel-
oped to classify preservice student teachers’ evaluations of the impact of diff erent 
aspects of utility value of research evidence on educational practice. For each inter-
view, every single text passage referring to an aspect of utility value addressed by 
the interviewee was assigned to one of the categories in the coding guideline. The 
result of the analysis is the frequency of found deductive categories. For reasons of 
better readability, the coding frame is presented together with the results in sec-
tion 5 of this article.

For both techniques, the coding unit, which is the smallest component of the 
material that can be coded (sensibility), was linked to a clear meaning component 
(seme) in the text. The context unit, which serves as the background for the coding 
decision, was the respective interview. By defi nition, the recording unit is linked to 
all documents for inductive category formation and to the single document in de-
ductive category assignment (Mayring, 2014). For both techniques, multiple coding 
of categories in a document was counted. Text analysis was performed with the on-
line tool QCAmap (Mayring & Fenzl, 2013; Fenzl & Mayring, 2017). The interviews, 
which were conducted in German, were transcribed and categorized in the original 
language; the results were translated into English.

To check the quality of the results of the analysis, an intercoder agreement was 
performed. To do so, a randomly selected subset of ten interviews (33  % of the en-
tire material) was categorized by a second researcher (intercoder) with respect to 
both research questions. For inductive category formation, the intercoder was pro-
vided with the plain, uncategorized text material along with the selection criterion 
and the level of abstraction, as well as the content analytical units (coding, context, 
and recording unit). For deductive category assignment, the intercoder received the 
uncategorized text material, the coding guideline, and the content analytical rules. 
In the conclusive coding conference, the coded text material of the primary coder 
and the intercoder was used to compare each marked text passage and its assigned 
category for consensus. To count as a match, a text passage marked by the prima-
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ry coder and the intercoder has to coincide in terms of the denoted core statement 
in the text material, and either in terms of the meaning of the assigned inductive 
category for inductive category formation or in terms of the assigned deductive cat-
egory for deductive category formation. Subsequently the intercoder-agreement in 
terms of the percentage of agreed and non-agreed text passages was computed sep-
arately for both research questions.

5.  Results

The sample consisted of 24 female and 6 male Austrian undergraduate preser-
vice student teachers with an average age of 22.36 years (standard deviation: 2.95 
years; 2 missing), of which 15 were in their third and 15 in their fi fth term of a ma-
jor degree at the University of Education, Salzburg. Thirteen students attended the 
program for elementary schools, 10 were in the degree courses for new secondary 
schools, and three attended the special education course.

5.1  Results from inductive category formation

The answer to the fi rst research question on how Austrian undergraduate preser-
vice teacher students evaluate the importance of educational research for teach-
ers in general and for themselves in particular is provided by the category system 
found by inductive category formation of the text material (see Table 1).

Based on the selection criterion stated in section 4 of this article, a total of 353 
text passages were categorized in the 30 interviews. Given the absolute or relative 
frequency of categories, which include multiple counting of categories per text doc-
ument (interview), the students attribute the greatest importance of educational 
research to the extension and utilization of knowledge (147 mentions or 41.6  %). 
This topic contains attaining knowledge on scientifi c research (B2; e.g., “I hoped to 
learn more about how to question theories, how to analyze questionnaires and how 
we can integrate them in [sic] our bachelor thesis.”), the extension of pedagogical 
knowledge of students through the engagement with research and research results 
(B8; e.g., “That you stay informed about new published research and that you put 
it into practice as a teacher.”) and the utilization of research results to justify dif-
ferent strategies in educational practice (B13; “Simply that I do not act as I just like 
to [sic] but that there is an underlying theory behind it.”). Moreover, interview-
ees evaluate the importance of educational research most relevant for their stud-
ies (101 mentions or 28.6  %), in particular in terms of preparing to write scientifi c 
papers and a thesis (B1). The following statement illustrates this aspect: “Because 
it [research knowledge] is a kind of topic identifi cation for the bachelor thesis. You 
deal with it [research knowledge], you learn how to develop a questionnaire and 
that is very important for the degree.” As a third topic, the students mention the 
importance of educational research for their future work as teachers at school (97 
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Table 1:  Results from inductive category formation of the 30 transcribed guideline-based 
interviews conducted with Austrian undergraduate preservice teacher students

Category Category Title Absolute 
Frequency

Relative 
Frequency

Number of 
interviews

Percent of 
interviews

extension and utilization of knowledge 147 41,6  %

B2 attain knowledge on scientifi c re-
search

55 15,6  % 25 83,3  %

B8 engagement with research extends 
pedagogical knowledge

53 15,0  % 27 90,0  %

B13 utilization of research results to justify 
educational practice

31 8,8  % 16 53,3  %

B18 engagement with research extends 
general knowledge

8 2,3  % 5 16,7  %

relevant for studies 101 28,6  %

B1 preparation for writing scientifi c 
papers and theses

84 23,8  % 26 86,7  %

B7 extends the range of qualifi cation 11 3,1  % 9 30,0  %

B15 a means of professionalizing studies at 
the University for Education

6 1,7  % 5 16,7  %

relevance for teachers at school 97 27,5  %

B6 qualifi es to conduct research in class 36 10,2  % 21 70,0  %

B16 research results support modifi cation 
of educational practice

28 7,9  % 19 63,3  %

B10 encourages (self-)refl ection of one‘s 
educational practice

14 4,0  % 13 43,3  %

B5 important to evaluate the quality of 
education, teaching, and schools

9 2,5  % 7 23,3  %

B19 to discuss diff erent strategies in edu-
cational practice with others

6 1,7  % 6 20,0  %

B3 teaching pupils how to conduct 
research

4 1,1  % 3 10,0  %

necessity for particular professions 8 2,3  %

B12 important for university teachers 4 1,1  % 4 13,3  %

B14 relevant for jobs dealing with educa-
tion policy

2 0,6  % 1 3,3  %

B17 important for researchers 2 0,6  % 2 6,7  %

Total 353 100,0  %
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mentions or 27.5  %). This includes becoming qualifi ed to conduct research in class 
(B6), i.e.,

[…] that I am able to conduct research in my professional fi eld I would say. If 
you maybe teach for some years and you develop a new learning technique, 
then you want to conduct research on that method or you make a study on 
[sic] that.

and the impact of the engagement with research and research results on the refl ec-
tion (B10) and modifi cation (B16) of one’s educational practice.

I think research is extremely important for me personally, for my students, 
that you can honesty refl ect yourself, you refl ect your teaching [sic] and the 
current stage of the learning of the kids you know how your methods work, 
how that works [sic] what I want to teach my kids.

When evaluating the importance of educational research for teachers and for stu-
dents by means of the number of students mentioning a specifi c aspect (excluding 
multiple counts of categories per document),
• the extension of pedagogical knowledge of students through the engagement 

with research and research results (B8; 27 out of 30 students or 90  %),
• preparing to write scientifi c papers and a thesis (B1; 26 students or 86.7  %),
• attaining knowledge on scientifi c research (B2; 25 students or 83.3  %) and
• qualifying to conduct research in class (B6; 21 students or 70  %)
rank among the most frequent categories. Summing up, educational research is 
most important with respect to the extension and utilization of knowledge from 
the student’s perspective. While the relevance of educational research for studies is 
mainly restricted to the aspect of preparing to write scientifi c papers and a thesis, 
the relevance for the future work as teachers is multi-faceted, including the abili-
ty to refl ect and change one’s educational practice and the capability to conduct re-
search at school.

The result of the intercoder agreement for inductive category formation showed 
congruent categorizations of the primary coder and the intercoder for 107 out of a 
total of 130 text passages that had to be categorized according to the selection cri-
terion. The resulting agreement of 82.31  % suggests a good objectivity of the re-
sults. 

5.2  Results from deductive category assignment

While the resulting category system in inductive category formation emerges step 
by step during the analysis, where categories are being developed inductively based 
on the text material, the deductive coding frame is developed based on theoretical 
grounds ahead of the analysis. In the latter case the result of the analysis is the fre-
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Table 2: Coding guideline for deductive category assignment

Category & Titel Defi nition Anchor examples Coding rules

C1: instrumental 
value

[…] research fi ndings or 
the analysis of research 
data are used to consider 
alternatives for pedagogi-
cal practice and a direct 
infl uence on educational 
practice exists (Rich, 
1977)

(1) […] to design classes 
diff erently (2)  [ …] to get 
away from unproductive 
teaching concepts (3) […] 
to learn about methods 
which can be used in class

only categorize text passages 
that provide an indication of 
a direct change in practi-
cal actions, including the 
development of new teach-
ing methods, regardless of 
whether the text passage 
refers to the utilization of 
existing research fi ndings 
or to conducting research in 
class oneself

C2: conceptual 
value

[…] research fi ndings or 
the analysis of research 
data infl uence the way 
of thinking about, the 
understanding of, and the 
attitude towards peda-
gogical practice, which 
can have an eff ect on edu-
cational practice (Weiss & 
Bucuvalas, 1980)

(1) […] to get a better or 
broader theoretical under-
standing of methods and 
contents used in practice 
(2) […] to gain new ideas 
and insights into teaching 
and educational practice 

only categorize if the 
text passage is related to 
pedagogical knowledge and 
aspects of school or teach-
ing; otherwise C5

C3: symbolic 
value

[…] research fi ndings or 
the analysis of research 
data are used to refl ect 
subjective theories and 
to substantiate opinions 
on educational practice 
in discussions or to le-
gitimize one‘s educational 
practice, e.g. in a conver-
sation with other teachers 
or the school administra-
tor (Greene, 1988)

(1) […] to legitimize one‘s 
educational practice to par-
ents or other teachers (2) 
[...] to establish a basis for 
argumentation to convince 
others of a taken position 
referring to practical ac-
tions in class

C4: strategic 
value

[…] research fi ndings or 
the analysis of research 
data are used abusively or 
in a manipulative man-
ner, e.g., in the context 
of studies and tests of 
school achievement 
(Visscher & Coe, 2002)

(1) [...] educational practice 
concentrates on those 
students where the most 
‘profi t’ can be gained (2) 
[…] to develop indicators 
that allow for selective 
student admission

C5: knowledge 
enhancement 
value

[…] research fi ndings or 
the analysis of research 
data add to the accumula-
tion of knowledge and 
are used to broaden one‘s 
view and horizon (Weiss, 
1998)

(1) […] to satisfy one’s curi-
osity (2) […] to up-skill and 
to continue one‘s education

only categorize if the en-
hancement of knowledge in 
general is addressed by the 
interviewee; if the text refers 
to pedagogical knowledge 
related to aspects of school 
or teaching, categorize C2

quency of the found deductive categories. The deductive coding guideline for this 
study, which was developed based on the theoretical background outlined in sec-
tion 2 in this article, is depicted in Table 2.
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The category statistics resulting from deductive category assignment (see Table 3) 
provide an answer to the research question of how Austrian preservice student 
teachers evaluate the impact of diff erent aspects of utility value of research evi-
dence on educational practice.

Table 3:  Frequencies of the deductive categories on utility values found in the 30 transcri-
bed guideline-based interviews conducted with Austrian undergraduate preser-
vice teacher students

Category Category Title Absolute 
Frequency

Relative 
Frequency

Number of 
interviews

Percent of 
interviews

C1  instrumental value 25 30,5% 15 50,0%

C2 conceptual value 26 31,7% 16 53,3%

C3 symbolic value 12 14,6% 6 20,0%

C4 strategic value 0 0,0% 0 0,0%

C5 knowledge enhancement value 19 23,2% 12 40,0%

Total 82 100,0%

Based on the coding guideline outlined in Table 2, a total of 82 text passages were 
categorized in the 30 interviews. Given the absolute or relative frequency of catego-
ries, which include multiple counting of categories per text document (interview), 
the students believe that conceptual value of research evidence (C2; 26 counts or 
31.7  %) and instrumental value (C1; 25 counts or 30.5  %) are most relevant. The 
following statements illustrate these two aspects:

The sense is probably simply that you can connect the theoretical knowledge 
and the practical knowledge [sic]. That you can combine both well and that I 
just can use research for my teaching practice. (conceptual use; Interview 15)

If research shows that kids are only able to stay concentrated for fi fteen 
minutes then I will modify my teaching that I will have a concentration phase 
for these 15 minutes and then to provide some variety. (instrumental use; 
Interview 12)

Students, furthermore, mention knowledge-enhancement value (C5; 19 mentions 
or 23.2  %; “Educational theory is constantly changing and we will never stop learn-
ing.”) and symbolic value in the interviews (C3; 12 mentions or 14.6  %; “Therefore 
you could link it to parental work maybe somehow. That you justify everything bet-
ter or so.”), but do not refer to strategic value (C4) at all. When students were con-
fronted with this aspect of utility value directly, most of them refrain from using 
research evidence abusively, which is illustrated by the following text passage:

This is not an issue for me, as I would never use any research fi ndings 
abusively. Of course, it depends on the person whether somebody would take 
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action in this direction. But myself, I would not misuse research to, e.g., have 
students stay away from exams. (Interview 3)

The numbers of students mentioning an aspect of utility value (excluding multiple 
counts of categories per document) yields the same picture. Conceptual value of re-
search evidence (16 mentions or 53.3  %) and instrumental value (15 mentions or 
50  %) are most relevant for the students, followed by knowledge enhancement val-
ue (12 mentions or 40  %) and symbolic value of research fi ndings (6 mentions or 
20  %). Summing up, regardless of considering multiple counting of categories per 
text document (interview), the students consider conceptual value and instrumen-
tal value of research evidence to have the greatest impact on educational practice, 
with the two aspects being equally important.

The result of the intercoder agreement for deductive category assignment 
showed congruent categorizations of the primary coder and the intercoder for 22 
out of a total of 27 text passages that had to be categorized according to the coding 
guideline. The resulting agreement of 81.48  % suggests a quite strong objectivity of 
the research results.

5.3 Integrating the results from inductive and deductive 
analysis

If we fi nally bring together the results of the inductive and the deductive analy-
ses, it appears that some of the mentioned categories in relation to the importance 
of educational research can be integrated in the diff erent aspects of utility value. 
Thus, the deductive category instrumental value (C1) extends over the inductive 
categories B16 (research results support modifi cation of educational practice) and 
B6 (qualifi es to conduct research in class). On the other hand, the inductively for-
mulated category B8 (engagement with research extends pedagogical knowledge) 
covers aspects of the conceptual value (C2) and the knowledge enhancement val-
ue (C5) of research evidence. Moreover, the statements of the inductive category 
B18 (engagement with research extends general knowledge) represent the knowl-
edge enhancement value (C5). The symbolic value (C3) however primarily consists 
of statements associated with the inductive category B13 (utilization of research re-
sults to justify educational practice).

6.  Conclusions, implications and limitations

In accordance with Vetter and Ingrisani (2013) we found that the undergraduate 
preservice student teachers in our sample thoroughly recognize the utility value 
of research evidence. This became particularly clear when they were talking about 
school development and curriculum development and about diagnostic tasks of 
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teachers. However, an orientation toward utility value in the structuring of teach-
er education implies fi rstly clarity on what constitutes this utility value and sec-
ondly on how this utility value can be communicated and taught in an accessible 
way (Vetter & Ingrisani, 2013, p. 330). The results from our study provide some in-
sights into the answers to these two questions. 

In detail we may conclude based on the results from inductive category forma-
tion (see Table 1) that the undergraduate preservice student teachers in our sam-
ple believe that attaining knowledge on educational research helps them to get pre-
pared for scientifi c work, which most of the respondents believe to be vital for their 
studies as well as for their future work as teachers at schools. On the one hand, 
knowledge on scientifi c research supports the students in their eff orts to comply 
with scientifi c standards throughout their studies, which became a highly relevant 
issue since the embedding of teacher education on a tertiary level in Austria. On 
the other hand, the majority of students in our sample is convinced that engage-
ment with educational research and research evidence extends their pedagogical 
knowledge. This includes fi rstly to stay informed on latest fi ndings and develop-
ments in educational research and secondly to put these developments and fi nd-
ings into practice in the classroom. These fi ndings are also refl ected by the results 
from deductive category assignment, where the majority of students in our sample 
consider conceptual value and instrumental value of research evidence to have the 
greatest impact on educational practice. While the former includes the ability to re-
fl ect one’s educational practice, the latter also comprises the ability to modify one’s 
pedagogical practice and thus to act based on research evidence. Hence, our fi nd-
ings from both inductive category formation and from deductive category assign-
ment are in line with previous claims that teachers are increasingly being expected 
to demonstrate evidence-informed as well as evidence-based practice in the class-
room through the engagement with educational research (Borg, 2010; Taber 2013). 
However, it should be critically noted that the instrumental use as well as the con-
ceptual use may sometimes be assessed as rarely relevant in practice because the 
necessary prerequisites are only seldom found or research knowledge hardly pro-
vides specifi c solutions for school improvement or teaching practice. Hammersley 
(2004, p. 138) gives some reasons for that, such as the general falsifi ability of re-
search, the confl ict between generalizable knowledge as a result of research, and 
the need to fi nd specifi c solutions for a practical problem, as well as the fact that 
pure factual knowledge can never be a suffi  cient basis for practical action. He sum-
marizes “[…] that professional practice cannot for the most part be GOVERNED by 
research fi ndings because it necessarily relies on multiple values, tactic judgment, 
local knowledge, and skills” (Hammersley, 2004, p. 138, emphasis added by the 
authors). Cordingley (2004, p. 83) complements this idea when stating that “there 
will always be a skilled professional job to do in interpreting the relevance of and 
implications of evidence for a practioner’s own setting”. Borg (2010, p. 411, em-
phases is taken from the original) explains the resulting conceptual clarifi cation, as 
follows: “In response to such critiques, the term evidence-INFORMED practice is 
often preferred to evidence-BASED practice; it still allows for a contribution of re-
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search knowledge to classroom practice without implying that this contribution is 
an unmediated one.” 

Moreover, Weiss (1998, pp. 23–24) mentions four conditions which increase 
the probability that instrumental use arises: (1) the implications of the research 
fi ndings should not be comprehended controversially and not lead to confl icts of 
interest within the system, (2) the necessary modifi cations can be implemented 
within existing structures, (3) no changes regarding human resources, budgets or 
leaders are necessary, and (4) an organization or company is in a crisis and no-
body has a “better solution”. In any case, a knowledge transfer from theory to prac-
tice must be provided by the teacher. This knowledge transfer is nontrivial and has 
to overcome high hurdles within the practical implementation. Borg (2010, p. 410) 
states that engagement with research makes four fundamental erroneous assump-
tions:
• Teachers have access to published research.
• Teachers want to read published research.
• Teachers need to read published research.
• Teachers have the time to read such material.

These assumptions are applicable to teachers who engage in research, “[…] but 
they do not hold true for the majority of […] teachers in schools around the world” 
(Borg, 2010, p. 410). In order to motivate teachers to read and use scientifi c publi-
cations, certain points are important. Teachers need fewer technical explanations, 
but instead support in understanding the theoretical background and the often 
only implicitly underlying assumptions of the research. Furthermore, a continuous 
opportunity to exchange teachers’ understanding of the scientifi c publications and 
the transfer to teaching practice would be desirable (Zeuli, 1994, p. 54). According 
to Borg (2010, p. 415), the willingness of teachers to deal with scientifi c research 
results may be increased if the results
• are relevant to teachers’ context, concerns, interests and priorities;
• provide detailed descriptions of classroom activities which teachers can relate to 

their  own work;
• build on what teachers already know;
• are congruent with teachers’ beliefs and values; 
• make clear and feasible recommended changes to practice.

A research study by Beycioglu, Ozer, and Ugurlu (2010) shows that about one 
third of the teachers interviewed have not seriously dealt with research results 
since the beginning of their teaching activities. However, it has been shown that 
teachers take a positive stance on research and would like to be more involved in 
research (Beycioglu et al., 2010, p. 1092).

Another noticeable point is that the students in our sample did not refer to stra-
tegic value at all. When they were confronted with this aspect of utility value di-
rectly in the interviews, most of them refrain from using research evidence abu-
sively. On the one hand, these fi ndings could be attributed to the problem of social 
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desirability as students might know that this aspect of utility value is unintend-
ed. On the other hand, it could be possible that this aspect is not relevant from a 
student perspective because typical examples of a strategic use of data potential-
ly occur in the context of educational rankings. These assessments focus on the 
comparison within school systems, regions or federal states and therefore can’t be 
considered to be part of students’ horizon of experience. Based on the fi ndings of 
Visscher and Coe (2002, p. 65) one can for example think of the following strate-
gic actions of schools:
• concentrating on those students where most ‘profi t’ can be gained;
• selective student admissions;
• removing ‘diffi  cult’ students;
• concentrating on the indicators to the exclusion of other qualifi cations;
• teaching for the test;
• consciously depressing baseline test scores to obtain high value-added scores.

The list of diff erent aspects of utility value originating from the perspective of our 
interviewed preservice student teachers does not enable a stereotype classifi cation 
into diff erent groups. Nonetheless, it may provide the foundation for the refl ection 
or the critical discourse of students’ attitudes in lectures. Refl ecting and discussing 
student attitudes towards the importance of educational research for teachers and 
towards the impact of research evidence on educational practice early on in the un-
dergraduate studies may help to remove possible fears and concerns of students 
and thus promote the development of a research orientated habitus for their future 
teaching profession.

In the future, it would be interesting to investigate which students mention 
which aspects of utility value and if or how these aspects contribute to the devel-
opment of research-oriented habits as a major objective for modern teacher educa-
tion.

 References
Altrichter, H., & Posch, P. (1990). Lehrer erforschen ihren Unterricht. Bad Heilbrunn, 

Germany: Klinkhardt.
Altrichter, H., & Mayr, J. (2004). Forschung in der Lehrerbildung. In S. Blömke, P. 

Reinhold, G. Tulodziecki, & J. Wildt (Eds.), Handbuch Lehrerbildung (pp. 160–
184). Bad Heilbrunn., Germany: KIinkhardt.

Astleitner, H. (2007). Das Verhältnis von Wissenschaft und Praxis bei innerer 
Diff erenzierung im Unterricht: Das besondere Problem der Umsetzungshilfen. In 
A. Gastager, T. Hascher, & H. Schwetz (Eds.), Pädagogisches Handeln: Balancing 
zwischen Theorie und Praxis (pp. 137–146). Landau, Germany: Verlag Empirische 
Pädagogik.

Astleitner, H., & Herber, H.-J. (2008). Methoden und Probleme bei der Entwicklung 
instruktionspsychologischer Ansätze zur Unterrichtsgestaltung. In F. Hofmann, C. 
Schreiner, & J. Thonhauser (Eds.), Qualitative und quantitative Aspekte. Zu ihrer 
Komplementarität in der erziehungswissenschaftlichen Forschung (pp. 359–370). 
Münster, Germany: Waxmann.



Christina Haberfellner & Thomas Fenzl

86 JERO, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2017)

Atay, D. (2006). Teachers’ professional development: Partnerships in research. TESL-
EJ, 10(2), 1–14.

Bennett, W. J. (1986). What works: Research about teaching and learning. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.

Beycioglu, K., Ozer, N., & Ugurlu, C. T. (2010). Teachers’ view on educational research. 
Teaching and teacher education, 26(4), 1088–1093.

BMUKK, & BMWF – Bundesministerium für Unterricht, Kunst und Kultur & Bundes-
ministerium für Wirtschaft und Forschung. (2010). LehrerInnenbildung NEU. Die 
Zukunft der pädagogischen Berufe. Retrieved from http://www.bmukk.gv.at/me-
dienpool/19218/labneu_endbericht.pdf

Borg, S. (2010). Language teacher research engagement. Language Teaching, 43(4), 
391–429.

Bryk, A., & Hermanson, K. L. (1993). Educational indicator systems: Observations on 
their sturucture, interpretation, and use. Review of Research in Education, 19(1), 
451–484.

Cordingley, P. (2004). Teachers using evidence: Using what we know about teaching 
and learning to reconceptualize evidence-based practice. In G. Thomas, & R. Pring 
(Eds.), Evidence-based practice in education (Conducting educational research, 
pp. 77–87). Maidenhead, England: Open University Press.

Eccles, J. S., & Wigfi eld, A. (2002). Motivational beliefs, values, and goals. Annual re-
view of psychology, 53, 109–132.

Fenzl, T., & Mayring, P. (2017). QCAmap: Eine interaktive Webapplikation für 
Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse. ZSE Zeitschrift für Soziologie der Erziehung und 
Sozialisation, 17(3), 1–11.

Fichten, W. (2010). Forschendes Lernen in der Lehrerbildung. In U. Eberhardt (Eds.), 
Neue Impulse in der Hochschuldidaktik. Sprach- und Literaturwissenschaften 
(pp. 127–182). Wiesbaden, Germany: VS. 

Greene, J. C. (1988). Communication of results and utilization in participatory program 
evaluation. Evaluation and Program Planning, 11(4), 341–351.

Hammersley, M. (2004). Some questions about evidence-based practice in education. In 
G. Thomas, & R. Pring (Eds.), Evidence-based practice in education (Conducting 
educational research, pp. 133–149). Maidenhead, England: Open University Press.

Hollenbach, N. & Tillmann, K.-J. (2009). Handlungsforschung-Lehrerforschung-
Praxisforschung. Eine Einführung. In N. Hollenbach & K.-J. Tillmann (Hrsg.), Die 
Schule forschend verändern. Praxisforschung aus nationaler und internationa-
ler Perspektive (Impuls Laborschule, Bd. 2, S. 7–20). Bad Heilbrunn, Germany: 
Klinkhardt.

Kirkhart, K. E. (2000). Reconceptualizing evaluation use: An integrated theory of infl u-
ence. New Directions for Evaluation, 2000(88), 5–23.

Lankshear, C., & Knobel, M. (2004). A handbook for teacher research. From design to 
implementation. Maidenhead, England: Open University Press.

Markowitsch, J. & Rosenberger, K. (2013). Die akademische Abschlussarbeit in der 
Lehrerinnen- und Lehrerbildung. Ein Gesellenstück? Beiträge zur Lehrerbildung, 
31(3), 333–344.

Mayring, P. (2014). Qualitative content analysis. Theoretical foundation, basic pro-
cedures and software solutions. Retrieved from http://fi les.qualitative-content-
analysis.webnode.at/200000075-82241831d6/Mayring(2014)QualitativeContent 
Analysis.pdf

Mayring, P., & Fenzl, T. (2014). Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse. In N. Baur, & J. Blasius 
(Eds.), Handbuch Methoden der empirischen Sozialforschung (pp. 534-547). 
Wiesbaden, Germany: Springer VS. 

Mayring, P., & Fenzl, T. (2013). QCAmap – An open access software for qualitative con-
tent analysis. Retrieved from www.QCAmap.org. 



The utility value of research evidence

87JERO, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2017)

Mayring, P. (2002). Einführung in die qualitative Sozialforschung. Eine Anleitung zu 
qualitativem Denken (5. Aufl age). Weinheim, Germany: Beltz-Studium.

McMillan, J. H. & Wergin, J. F. (2010). Understanding and evaluating educational re-
search (4th ed.). Boston: Pearson.

Nutley, S., Walter, I., & Davies. (2003). From knowing to doing: A framework for un-
derstanding the evidence-into-practice agenda. Evaluation, 9(2), 125–148.

Patry, J.-L. (2000). Schulunterricht ist komplex – Kann da Theorie noch praktisch 
sein? Salzburger Beiträge zur Erziehungswissenschaft, 43–59.

Rich, R. F. (1977). Uses of social science information by federal bureaucrats: Knowledge 
for action versus knowledge for understanding. In C. H. Weiss (Eds.), Using social 
research in public policy making (pp. 199–212). Lexington, MA: Heath.

Roberts, J. (1993). Evaluationg the impacts of teacher research. System, 21(1), 1–19.
Rossi, P. H., & Freeman, H. E. (1993). Evaluation: A systematic approach. Newburn 

Park, CA: Sage Publications Ltd.
Schildkamp, K., Lai, M. K., & Earl, L. M. (Eds.) (2013). Data-based decision making in 

education. Challenges and opportunities (Studies in educational leadership, 17). 
Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer.

Taber, K. S. (2013). Classroom-based research and evidence-based practice. An intro-
duction (2nd edition). Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications Ltd.

Tom, A. R. (1985). Rethinking the relationship between research and practice in teach-
ing. Teaching and teacher education, 1(2), 139–153.

Vetter, P., & Ingrisani, D. (2013). Der Nutzen der forschungsmethodischen Ausbildung 
für angehende Lehrpersonen. Beiträge zur Lehrerbildung, 31(3), 321–332.

Visscher, A. J. (2008). The utilization of school performance feedback systems for 
school improvement. In A. Breiter, A. Lange, & E. Stauke (Eds.), School informa-
tion systems and data-based decision-making [Schulinformationssysteme und da-
tengestützte Entscheidungsprozesse] (pp. 23–36). Frankfurt a. M., Germany: Peter 
Lang.

Visscher, A. J., & Coe, R. (Eds.). (2002). School improvement through performance 
feedback (Contexts of learning, Bd. 10). Lisse, The Netherlands: Swets & Zeitlinger.

Weiss, C. H. (1998). Have we learned anything new about the use of evaluation? 
American Journal of Evaluation, 19(1), 21–33.

Weiss, C. H., & Bucuvalas, M. J. (1980). Truth tests and utility tests: Decision-makers’ 
frames of reference for social science research. Americal Sociological Review, 
45(2), 302–313.

Weiss, C. H. (1979). The many meanings of research utilization. Public Administration 
Review, 39(5), 426–431.

Wodarski, J. S., & Hopson, L. M. (2012). Research methods for evidence-based practice 
(Evidence-based practice in social work). Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications Ltd.

Zeichner, K., & Noff ke, S. (2001). Practitioner research. In V. Richardson (Eds.), 
Handbook of research on teaching (4th ed., pp. 298–330). Washington, DC: 
AERA.

Zeuli, J. S. (1994). How do teachers understand research when they read it? Teaching 
and teacher education, 10(1), 39–55.


