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Abstract  
 
 This paper investigates the establishment of a quality research scheme that draws from optimal educational research from the European Union, Organi-
sation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Australia, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Based on the results 
of one of the sub-projects of the Integrated Joint Research Project financed by the Science Council in Taiwan, this paper focuses on the process and con-
struction of an Educational Research Quality Standards/Indicators Scheme. The implications of the results of this comparative study will help improve 
education research generally and will provide suggestions for future use in assessing the inputs and outputs of research projects funded by governmental and 
non-governmental agencies in Taiwan and in international contexts. 
 
Abstrak 
 
 Makalah ini menelaah rancangan skema kualitas riset yang merujuk pada riset kependidikan di Uni Eropa, OECD (Organisasi Kerjasama Ekonomi 
dan Pembangunan), Australia, Perancis, Jerman, Inggris dan Amerika Serikat. Berdasarkan temuan salah satu subdivisi Proyek Riset Bersama (Inte-
grated Joint Research Project) yang dibiayai oleh Dewan Sains di Taiwan, makalah ini difokuskan pada proses dan pengembangan Skema Indi-
kator/Standar Kualitas Riset Kependidikan. Implikasi temuan studi komparatif ini akan membantu meningkatkan kualitas riset pendidikan secara 
umum, sekaligus menawarkan rekomendasi terkait dengan evaluasi input dan hasil riset yang dibiayai oleh unit pemerintah maupun non-pemerintah 
di Taiwan dan di forum internasional.  
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Introduction 

 
Under the impacts of the rapid progress of science and technol-

ogy and the quick pace of globalization, many countries worldwide 
have adopted strategic plans for social, cultural and economic de-
velopment to outstrip rivals in the fiercely competitive international 
arena. Education has been thought to play a key role in fostering 
social, cultural and economic development. Being aware of the im-
portance of education to national development, many countries take 
education reform as their administrative priority. 

Education reform should be based on good education research 
in order to have sound judgment about the strengths and weaknesses 
of the educational policies and practices in a country. Unfortunately, 
the quality of education research has been criticized for its sloppi-
ness and uselessness in many countries as well as in international 
organizations. In OECD’s (1995) report Educational Research and 
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Development: Trends, Issues, and Challenges, the production of ed-
ucational research was criticized as very weak and thus leading to a 
patchwork of educational knowledge. The European Commission 
(2008) has also criticized educational research in European coun-
tries as locked into national intellectual resources and lack of inter-
national visibility (European Commission 2012, p. 29). In the 2012 
report Global Europe 2050, most of the research governance in Eu-
rope is judged as fragmented within national borders even more 
than in the 2010s. 

Critique leveled against the fragmentation, poor quality and the 
gap between research and policy/practice in education research has 
been also raised in many countries. In the UK, Hargreaves (1996) 
criticized educational research in his Annual Lecture to the Teacher 
Training Agency as second-rate, without contribution to fundamen-
tal theory, irrelevant to practice, and uncoordinated with any pre-
ceding or follow-up research. In response to the criticism and caring 
about the future of education research, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspec-
tor of Schools, Chris Woodhead, commissioned J. Tooley and D. 
Darby (1998) through the Office for Standards in Education (OF-
STED) to carry out a study on the quality of educational research. 
The results of the study find educational research full of partisan-
ship, logically incoherent, without connection to practice, and 
sloppy in methodology. In the United States, as Atkinson and Jack-
son (1992, p. 19) indicate, research in education is likely to be dis-
missed as trivial or irrelevant to practice. In Germany, a series of 
workshops from June 2004 to January 2006 was launched by 
Hochschulrektorenkonferenz (HRK) to examine the lack of coordi-
nation between educational research institutes and the low quality 
of educational studies. In France, Antoine Prost was commissioned 
to write a report on the strategic program for educational research 
and the report concluded that educational research in France was 
rather weak, fragmented and too dispersed to be cumulative. 

Being aware of the importance of high-quality educational re-
search to the improvement of educational practice and of the poor 
quality of recent educational research, international organizations 
and many countries have established special institutes responsible 
for monitoring educational research and its use in educational prac-
tice. For the purpose of controlling the quality of educational re-
search, international organizations and many countries have 
founded special responsible agencies in charge of educational stud-
ies (e.g., the Centre for Educational Research and Innovation of 
OECD, the Office of Educational Research and Improvement in the 
United States). These organizations have developed a series of qual-
ity indicators of various types and for various levels of educational 
research. This paper addresses itself to the comparison of these var-
ious kinds of quality indicators. First, critique of educational re-
search quality will be analyzed, which will be followed by the ex-
plication of the meanings of quality, excellence and standards. The 

paper then moves to the exploration of the founding of special re-
sponsible agencies for monitoring educational research quality by 
international organizations as well as by governmental and non-
governmental research units. The quality indicators/standards de-
veloped by international organizations, university departments and 
independent research units will be carefully compared, with a view 
to constructing a sound “Educational Research Quality/Indicator 
Scheme” for assessing educational research in the future. 

 
Criticism of Educational Research Quality 

 
The awful reputation of educational research has a long history. 

In the inaugural issue of Educational Review, Josiah Royce (1891, 
pp. 23-24) published an article entitled, “Is there a science of edu-
cation?” In the essay, Royce was of the opinion that “there was no 
universally valid science of pedagogy... capable of... complete for-
mulation and... direct application to individual pupils and teachers” 
(p. 16). In a word, Royce criticized the studies in education of that 
time as unsystematic, without the possibility of being put into prac-
tice. 

From an historical perspective, Lagemann (2000, p. ix) observes 
also that, though education emerged as a subject of university stud-
ies, there were neither focus and unified methods of investigation, 
nor any coherent, strong self-regulating professional communities. 

Though great progress in educational research was made in the 
later half of the last century, in 1960 Kerlinger still leveled his sharp 
criticism toward the educational research community. He criticized 
education research as fraught with mythology, that is, “a body of 
legends and beliefs purporting to be the rationale, purpose and 
methods of educational research” (1960, p. 149). Three research 
myths pertained to “methods,” “practicality,” and “statistics.” The 
methods mythos is centered on the naive misconception that re-
search design is synonymous with research methodology. For Ker-
linger, more attention should be put on the investigated questions, 
rather than methods. The “practicality” mythos referred to the pre-
occupation with usefulness when designing, conducting, or evalu-
ating research. Practical research is very important for educational 
practitioners and policy-makers. However, basic research is more 
promising than applied research as a means for understanding edu-
cational phenomena. Concerning the statistics myth, Kerlinger 
meant two problems: (a) a fundamental disregard for statistics as an 
informational and methodological tool, with the result being a mul-
tifarious series of numerical abstractions that have little or nothing 
to do with educational reality; and (b) a failure to understand that 
research design and statistical analysis are intimately related, with 
the result of causing researchers to settle for sophisticated data an-
alytic methods and/or doing a poor job of interpreting the results of 
the methods they use. 
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The criticisms of educational research quality have recurred 
throughout the twentieth century, growing even sharper today. In 
the United States, the Congress founded the National Institute of 
Education in 1992 because they believed that the research programs 
of the Office of Education were mediocre and useless. In 1971, the 
Presidents’ Commission on School Finance commissioned the 
RAND Corporation to review research on what is known about 
what works in education (Averch et al. 1972). The result of the re-
view found that the body of educational research available at that 
time was very unsatisfactory as compared with studies in numerous 
other fields. In 1972, the RAND Corporation commissioned Averch 
and colleagues (1972) to conduct research on the effectiveness of 
schooling. They found that there is no consistent and unambiguous 
evidence to support enhancement of effect and efficiency of stu-
dents’ learning. The Report of the National Science Foundation 
(NSF) (1999), “Improving Student Learning: A Strategic Plan for 
Education Research and Its Utilization,” has a similar conclusion 
as the Rand Report: educational research is not rigorous enough for 
the betterment of educational practice. Further, the National Re-
search Council (NRC) (1999) also criticized educational policy-
making in the US as based on personal experience and ideology, 
with the consequence of inadequacy and uselessness in improving 
educational practice. In 2002, the NRC released “Scientific Re-
search in Education.” In addition to explicating the nature of scien-
tific educational research, the Report aimed at guiding efforts to im-
prove educational research quality. According to the Report, the 
findings from education studies “are of low quality and are end-
lessly contested the result of which is that no consensus emerges 
about anything” (NRC 2002, p. 28). In other words, the criticism 
leveled at educational research is that its results cannot contribute 
to the growth of knowledge and cannot provide any useful infor-
mation for improving policy-making and educational practice.  

Parallel to the trends of critique of educational research quality 
in the US, there arose also an indictment against the current situa-
tion of studies in education in the UK. The critique of educational 
research in recent years began when David Hargreaves (1996, p. 7) 
delivered his Annual Lecture to the Teacher Training Agency with 
a sharp criticism of the educational research community. The criti-
cisms leveled at educational research offered by Hargreaves in-
cluded the following points:  

 
1. Educational research is second-rate, without any serious con-

tribution to fundamental theory or knowledge; 
2. It has no relevance to educational practice;  
3. It is uncoordinated with any preceding or follow-up research;  
4. Mediocre research clutters up academic journals that virtu-

ally nobody reads. 
 

In light of three of Hargreave’s significant criticisms, they built 
criteria for “good practice” in educational research in three catego-
ries: (a) whether educational research makes a serious contribution 
to a fundamental theory of knowledge, (b) whether educational re-
search is irrelevant to practice, and (c) whether educational research 
is uncoordinated with any preceding or follow-up research. In each 
category, some questions were proposed in terms of focus, conduct 
and presentation of research. For example, the “good practice” cri-
teria questions concerning the conduct of the research within the 
category of “making a serious contribution to fundamental 
knowledge” include the following, which should ideally merit af-
firmative answers: 

 
• Does the research involve triangulation to establish the trust-

worthiness of its findings? 
• Does the research avoid a sampling bias? 
• Does the research use primary sources in the literature review? 
• Does the research avoid partisanship in the way the research 

is carried out and in the interpretation of data? 
• Do the conclusions follow from the evidence presented? 

 
In the other two categories of “good practice” in educational re-

search (i.e., “relevant to practice” and “coordination with preceding 
and follow-up research”), some questions were also proposed to 
check whether the research was good enough or not. 

With this list of questions, Tooley and Darby selected 264 arti-
cles from four representative British educational journals to check 
if they met the requirement of good educational research. The re-
sults were very unsatisfactory. As Tooley (2001, p. 138) points out, 
the study reveals that there is a large amount of second-rate aca-
demic research in terms of partisanship, methodology, and the ar-
gumentation of non-empirical research. Many selected articles in 
this study did not present factual details about sample size and sam-
pling method. Furthermore, most articles have shown themselves as 
having the severe weakness of educational research that is con-
ducted as if carried out in a vacuum, often apparently unheeded and 
unnoticed by anyone else in their field. In a word, most articles un-
der the study are full of partisanship, logically incoherent, method-
ologically sloppy, and uncontexualized in their research. 

Furthermore, the Department of Education and Employment 
commissioned J. Hillage, R. Person, A. Anderson and P. Tamkin 
(1998) to produce a report titled Excellence in Research on Schools. 
They found also that almost all those involved with educational re-
search, including practitioners, decision-makers, researchers, spon-
sors and beneficiaries, were very dissatisfied with its quality and 
usefulness. 
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In response to the criticisms, a series of measures for improve-
ment of educational research have been launched by the British Ed-
ucational Research Association, the Academy of Learned Societies 
in the Social Sciences and other related organizations. The situa-
tions of educational research in the UK have taken a turn for the 
better in the last ten years. However, due to political change and 
economic recession, the public status of educational research is still 
fraught with uncertainties and tensions (Oancea 2011, p. 6). 

The situation of educational research in France is much worse 
even than in the UK. In 2001, Minister of Education Jack Lang com-
missioned Antoine Prost (2001) to write a report on the strategic 
program of educational research. The result revealed that educa-
tional research in France was very weak, fragmented and too dis-
persed to demonstrate cumulative growth in knowledge. Though 
measures have been taken to amend the drawbacks of educational 
research, the situation has not changed much. In the last ten years 
more than 30 educational research centers have emerged and there 
are about 600 to 800 researchers who have devoted themselves to 
educational research. There is still no apparent improvement in ed-
ucational studies. Further, “science de l’éducation” was created by 
ministry decree as an institutional discipline in universities in order 
to provide an academic framework for teacher training. Neverthe-
less, the term “science de l’éducation” has no clear epistemological 
consensus: is it defined by object? by methods? by values? or by 
common references? There is no common agreement on these is-
sues in French educational science. Even worse, on an academic 
level, studies carried out in the circle of educational science are of-
ten ranked lower than those conducted in other disciplines (e.g., so-
ciology, psychology, or cognitive science). The politicians and pol-
icy-makers are often suspicious of educational research, and some-
times seek legitimate policies for research that appears more scien-
tific, such as cognitive psychology or neuroscience. Educational re-
search is actually viewed not as a strong “scientific” field, but rather 
an ideological one (Rey 2011, pp. 28-29). 

In Germany, though scientific educational research can trace its 
origins to the eighteenth century when the first academic journal 
(perhaps also the first one in the world), “Magazin für Schulen und 
die Erziehung überhaupt” was published in 1766, its shortcomings 
and irrelevance to policy and practice are still raised in critiques. In 
the inaugural issue of the first journal, it announced that Erziehung-
swissenschaft (the science of education—a term that seems to have 
appeared for the first time in academic history) was the favorite 
term of the journal. The main purpose of the journal was to publish 
articles concerning the result of scientific studies. Through scien-
tific studies the principles and rules of educational process could be 
established. Observing these principles and rules in their teaching, 
teachers could avoid appealing to pedantry’s authority, to bias, to 
ideology or, even worse, to superstition in managing their school 

activities. Nevertheless, educational science or educational research 
today in Germany cannot escape critique. 

From June 2004 to January 2006, Hochschulrektorenkonferenz 
(HRK, Conference of University Presidents), in cooperation with 
universities, launched a series of workshops to examine the weak-
nesses of teaching and research and the lack of coordination of dif-
ferent units of educational research with a view to improving the 
quality of research and teaching. Stefan Hornbostel (2004, p. 78) 
indicated also that educational science in Germany, owing to its tra-
ditional affiliation with humanistic science (Geisteswissenschaft) 
and cross-disciplinary characteristics, could not be completely in-
ternationalized. In order to rectify this weakness, the Federal Min-
istry of Education and 16 State Ministries of Education signed an 
agreement (Hochschulpakt 2020) with the aim of improving univer-
sity research facilities and providing extra-expenditures for far-
sighted research projects to enhance the international visibility of 
German research products. 

Not only various countries, but also international organizations, 
have raised critiques leveled at educational research quality. The 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD 
2007, p. 16), after country reviews of educational R&D, confirmed 
the following features as commonly characterizing OECD systems: 

 
• Low levels of investment in educational research; 
• Generally low levels of research capacity, especially in quan-

titative research; and 
• Weak links between research, policy, and innovation. 
 
Similar critiques of educational research have also been raised 

by the European Commission (2012, p. 80) in the Global Europe 
2050:  

 
the innovation system thinking and coordination capabilities at 
the EU level fail to emerge, leaving the whole of Europe in an 
unfavorable competitive position as compared to other regions 
of the world, and especially to emergent economies. 

 
Measures have been taken by the EU to improve these deficiencies 
of research, especially with the establishment of the European Re-
search Area (ERA) for the purpose of integrating research con-
ducted in European countries. However, public sector agencies of 
various countries collect and diffuse data in a fragmented manner 
and with varying pricing practices for public sector information in 
quite different ways. Even worse, duplications and the fragmenta-
tion of educational studies are still found in many countries, with 
the consequence of wasting limited resources. Furthermore, the 
gaps between research and practice are still large, waiting for 
amendment. 

http://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89
http://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89


An International Comparison of Nongovernmental Education Research Agencies 11 
 

Excellence in Higher Education, Volume 7, Numbers 1 & 2, June 2016, pp. 7-26 
doi: 10.5195/ehe.2016.150 | http://ehe.pitt.edu 

 
Quality, Standards, and Indicators 

 
The foregoing analysis of the critiques and debates on educa-

tional research quality shows that all those involved in the discus-
sions have no commonly agreed meanings of the terms quality, 
standards, and indicators. It is therefore imperative to clarify the 
meanings of these terms before going on to investigate the quality 
standards of good educational research. 

The term quality in Greek is ποιòν or ποιóτης can trace its origin 
to Democritus (around 460-370 B.C.), who distinguished between 
primary qualities based on the shape and characteristics of the 
atomon and secondary or derived qualities (like sweet, bitter, warm, 
cold, etc.), which are conventional and essentially subjective and 
passive. It was Plato who first used the abstract form of the term 
ποιóτης to differentiate it from substance (Plato, Timaieus, 49a-50a). 
The quality ποιòν in Aristotle’s philosophy is one of the ten 
categories used to describe being (Aristotle, De Cat, 1b-2a). The 
Greek words for quality (ποιòν and ποιóτης) are predicative to de-
scribe an object. 

How does one determine if the quality is good or bad, positive 
or negative? There must be some standards or criteria for reference 
of sound judgment. Etymologically, the term standard has no cor-
respondent origin in either Greek or Latin. According to Johannes 
Bilstein (2009), standard can trace its origin to Old French standard, 
which means “a place for lining up or erection.” In military termi-
nology, it means a place where a flag is erected as a guideline for 
gathering the soldiers. From Old French, standōrd transforms into 
the English standard, which often means an optical and spatial point 
of reference or guideline. The point or guideline can help people to 
take common action together. The traditional French and English 
term for standard transformed in the nineteenth century to the Ger-
man standard as a merchandise indicator, which means a prototype 
or model guaranteeing the quality of the goods. 

From an educational perspective, quality and its standards are 
much more complex and multifarious. Quality may take meanings 
depending upon: (a) the understandings of various interests of dif-
ferent constituencies or stakeholders in a given institute; (b) its ref-
erence: inputs, outputs, mission, objectives, etc.; (c) the attributes 
or characteristics of the academic world that are worth rating; and 
(d) the historical period in the development of higher education and 
research organization. 

UNESCO has thus proposed a spectrum of definitions of aca-
demic quality as follows: 

 
1. Quality as excellence: a traditional, elitist academic view, ac-

cording to which only the best standards of excellence are 
understood as revealing true academic quality; 

2. Quality as fitness for purpose: a concept that stresses the need 
to meet or conform to generally accepted standards as those 
defined by an accreditation or assurance body, the focus be-
ing on efficiency of the process at work in institutions or pro-
grams in fulfilling the stated, given objectives and mission; 

3. Quality as fitness of purpose: a concept that focuses on the 
defined objects and mission of a given organization; and 

4. Quality as enhancement or improvement: focusing on the 
continuous search for permanence, stressing the responsibil-
ity of higher education institutes and research organizations 
to make the best use of academic freedom and autonomy. 
(Vlãsceanu et al. 2007, pp. 70-73) 

 
Harvey and Green (1993) also proposed five categories of qual-

ity as follows: 
 
1. The exceptional view of quality as excellence unattainable by 

most; 
2. Quality as perfection views quality as a consistent or flawless 

outcome; 
3. Quality as fitness for purpose sees quality in terms of ful-

filling a customer’s requirement, needs or desires; 
4. Quality as value for money sees quality in terms of return on 

investment; and 
5. Quality as transformation denotes that it can change one sit-

uation to another. In educational terms, it refers to the en-
hancement and empowerment of students, teaching and re-
search staff of an institute as well as the growth of knowledge. 

 
Not only are there debates on the meanings and definitions of 

research quality, but also there are various discussions on the issues 
of the approach and the methodology of defining or deciding the 
quality of educational research. Traditionally, peer review, biblio-
metrics, impact factor of publications and articles published in SCI 
or SSCI journals are used to assess research results, research pro-
posals with the purposes of recruiting new researchers, promoting 
the academic status of researchers or allocating research funds. 

However, all the mentioned approaches and methodologies are 
not without questions. Most articles published in SCI or SSCI are 
confined to the English language. Only a few articles are published 
in German or another European language. It is thus unfair to those 
competent researchers who have an acquaintance with languages 
other than English. Furthermore, in some disciplines (such as phi-
losophy of education, history of education, etc.), publications in 
book form or book chapter are much more important than journal 
articles. 

http://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89
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Peer review, as a commonly used method to control research 
quality, is also full of problems. The first issue confronting peer re-
view is how to select competent reviewers. Even if the chosen re-
viewers are very famous for research in their reviewed disciplines, 
they cannot be completely free from personal bias and ideologies. 
Panel review is also problematic or even worse. Since the constitu-
ent members are selected from different institutes, partisanship and 
tribalism cannot be completely avoided in the reviewing process. In 
order to protect from possible bias and partisanship, setting up ob-
jective standards for reviewer’s reference is the prerequisite to guar-
anteeing the quality of educational research under review. However, 
the question of who or which organizations are authorized to estab-
lish educational research quality is also a big problem. These issues 
are discussed in the next section. 

 
Institutes Responsible for Quality Assurance in Educational 
Research 

 
In light of the important role of educational research in deter-

mining the improvement of educational policies and practice, thus 
leading to social, cultural and economic progress, many interna-
tional agencies and governments in various countries have estab-
lished institutes to monitor the quality of educational research. Es-
pecially confronting the emerging new development issues in the 
twenty-first century, the research institutes must undertake the soar-
ing responsibility for finding possible solutions to these problems. 
A good quality of educational research is the key to flourishing so-
cial, cultural and economic development. The research institutes at 
international, national, as well as private levels thus play key roles 
in monitoring research and knowledge systems for complex educa-
tional and social activities. 

OECD countries, in consideration of the patchy works and lack 
of coordination in educational research and policy-making in the 
member countries, established the Centre for Educational Research 
and Innovation (CERI) with the main mission of opening up new 
fields for exploration and combining rigorous analysis with concep-
tual innovation. The Centre’s extensive work covers learning at 
every age, from birth to old age, and also goes beyond the formal 
education system. CERI has a particular concern with emerging 
trends and issues in education resulting from the rapid pace of glob-
alization and the quick progress of science and technology. It puts 
specific emphasis on accumulating statistical evidence for the value 
of its research work. 

To keep a high level of educational research and effectiveness of 
knowledge utilization, CERI draws on extensive expertise and 
methodologies from across the OECD area. Its work is designed to 
satisfy the needs of all stakeholders, especially policy-makers, re-

search communities and leaders. Currently, five main projects, in-
cluding the topics of education system governance, innovation strat-
egy, social progress, innovative learning environment, and innova-
tive teaching and effective learning are underway to achieve the 
main goals of CERI: to generate forward-looking research analyses 
and syntheses, to identify and stimulate educational innovation, and 
to promote international exchange of knowledge and experience. 

For enhancing the international competitiveness of European 
countries and coordination of research, innovation and policy of the 
member countries, the European Commission has established the 
Joint Research Centre. It comprises seven research institutes located 
in five EU member states (Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Nether-
lands, and Spain). Its mission is to provide customer-driven scien-
tific and technical support for the conception, development, imple-
mentation and monitoring of EU policies. The Centre is governed 
by a Board of Governors, comprised of high-level representatives 
from EU member states, candidates and associated countries. The 
main mission of the Board is to advise on strategy, work program, 
budget and high-level appointments. Under the important consulta-
tion Seventh Framework Programme (FP7), a series of standards for 
assessing educational research qualities have developed. The stand-
ards will be discussed in the next section. 

Not only international organizations, but also many countries 
have established institutes responsible for monitoring educational 
research quality. In the US, the Office of Educational Research and 
Improvement affiliated with the U.S. Department of Education is 
the federal government’s lead agency for educational research and 
development. Its main goals are to promote quality and equity in 
education. OERI’s immediate predecessor was the National Insti-
tute of Education (NIE), created in 1971 with the mission to provide 
“leadership in the conduct and support of scientific inquiry into the 
education process” and to build “an effective educational research 
and development system.” Since its inception, NIE has scarcely 
been free from political interventions. NIE was always vulnerable 
to charges that its research programs were influenced by the politi-
cal and ideological concerns of the administration, congressional 
sponsors, and agency managers (Atkinson and Jackson 1922, pp. 
57-58). Owing to its small scale and limited budget, NIE became 
one of the institutes belonging to the “holding company,” the Office 
of Educational Research and Improvement, created in 1979. 

The occasion of establishing a national educational research 
quality monitoring institute like OERI can be traced its origin: An 
Act to Establish a Department of Education in 1867, which stipu-
lated the establishment of the Office of Education (USOE). Its mis-
sion was to collect such statistics and facts as to show the condition 
and progress of education, to diffuse information about the organi-
zation and management of schools and school systems, teaching 
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methods, and to aid the people of the United States in the establish-
ment and maintenance of efficient school systems. 

However, USOE’s research activities were primarily restricted 
to the routine collection and dissemination of statistics in its first 
nine decades. The federal investment in education research was 
minimal. Only with the stipulation of the 1954 Cooperative Re-
search Act was USOE authorized to provide funds for field-initiated 
research, primarily at universities, much as other federal agencies 
were doing for research in the natural sciences. Under the Act, indi-
vidual projects were funded through proposals initiated from the 
field, with little opportunity for federal officials to shape a national 
research agenda. Systematic research for improving educational 
policies and practice was still lacking. 

In 1979, the OERI was established when the Office of Education 
was replaced with a Department of Education. It was originally seen 
as a “holding company” for NIE, the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES), Library Programs, and some other discretionary 
and dissemination activities. OERI was to provide some overall 
guidance and coordination, but to allow the main entity to operate 
semi-autonomously. OERI was restructured in 1985 into five of-
fices. 

Nowadays, OERI is composed of six offices: the Office of the 
Assistant Secretary, the Office of Research, Programs for the Im-
provement of Practice (PIP), the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics (NCES), the Fund for the Improvement and Reform of 
Schools and Teaching (FIRST), and Library Programs. In addition 
to achieving the goals of the Congressional mandate to promote the 
quality and equity of American education, OERI has the mission to 
support educational research of the highest quality and to strengthen 
the educational research and development system. 

In addition to national institutes of educational research quality 
monitoring like OERI, NIE, etc., there are also many private or in-
dependent organizations of educational research and development. 
One of the oldest and most important research institutes is the 
RAND Corporation. The primary idea of creating an independent 
organization for connecting military planning with research and de-
velopment decisions, like RAND, can trace its origin to some far-
sighted persons working at military units and private organizations 
during the close of World War II. World War II revealed the im-
portance of technology research and development for success on the 
battlefield. In order to assure complete and permanent peace, the 
forward-looking individuals, General H.H., Hap Arnold, Edward 
Bowles, Donald Douglas, Arthur Raymond, and Franklin Collbohm 
met to set up Project RAND under a special contract to the Douglas 
Aircraft Company. The project stressed the importance of coordina-
tion, balance, and cross-fertilization of efforts from the laboratories 
of industry, the seminars of universities, and the offices of admin-
istration.  

On 14 May 1948, RAND was incorporated as a nonprofit cor-
poration under the laws of the State of California. The goal of 
RAND was “to further and promote scientific, educational, and 
charitable purposes, all for public welfare and security of the United 
States of America.” For securing the quality of RAND’s publica-
tions and productions, the Corporation decided to codify in writing 
the quality standards for all RAND research. The written standards 
were put on RAND’s web page in 1997 for public discussion. The 
newly revised version in 1999—RAND Standards for High-Quality 
Research and Analysis—will be discussed in the next section. 

In the UK, an independent educational research unit was created 
in 1946 in the name of the National Foundation for Education Re-
search following The Education Act of 1944, which introduced free 
secondary education for all and included powers for the Ministry of 
Education and local education authorities to fund research on edu-
cational provision. By 1949, the Foundation was a self-governing 
body supported by all local education authorities, universities and 
national teachers associations, which became corporate members. 
In 1967, NFER became an incorporated, charitable body. Nowadays, 
it is an independent charity and active fundraiser working to provide 
evidence that improves education and learning and, as a result, the 
lives of learners. Through providing unbiased expert consultation, 
the efforts to connect to influential governmental departments, 
stakeholders, policy-makers, practitioners, and its emphasis on ac-
countability in educational research and planning, the NFER plays 
a key role in monitoring the quality of educational research and ed-
ucational activities. 

In Germany, there are also various institutes for monitoring the 
quality of educational research and educational practice at federal, 
state and private levels. One of the bigger institutes is Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft (DFG 2011). It is an independent private legal 
corporation financed mainly by the federal and state governments. 
In addition to supporting individual researchers and strengthening 
international exchanges of research information, the DFG also em-
phasizes quality control through rigorous review of research pro-
posals.  

Deutsches Institut für Pädagogische Forschung is a non-univer-
sity scientific institute that offers infrastructural service for research, 
praxis, administration, and policy in education systems. It provides 
the public with national information on education research, on the 
one hand, and carries out research on and evaluation of the educa-
tion system, on the other. 

The Max Planck Institut für Bildungsforschung (MPIB) is a 
multidisciplinary establishment with about 80 research facilities fi-
nanced by Max-Planck-Gesellschaft Zur Förderung der Wissen-
schaften e.v., the core support for which is provided by federal and 
state governments. The inquiries of MPIB concentrate on the evo-
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lutionary, social, historical, and institutional contexts of human de-
velopment, as well as examining them from life span and life course 
perspectives. Quality control is carried out in cooperation with for-
eign experts in reviewing the processes and outcomes of the conduct 
of research projects. 

The Forschungsinstitut für Bildungs und Sozialökonomie is a 
private and independent research and consultation institute founded 
by Dieter Drohmen in 1993. The institute emphasizes research on 
all economic aspects of education, social problems, workforce, and 
demographic changes. 

 
Standards of Educational Research Quality from an Interna-
tional Perspective 

 
For purposes of monitoring educational research quality, inter-

national organizations and various countries have developed stand-
ards of research quality to assess research proposals, processes and 
production at different levels. In seeking to correct the weakness 
and patchwork of educational research in its member states, OECD 
invited expert researchers and statisticians to have a consultant 
meeting in Frascati, Italy in 1963 to jointly write the Proposed 
Standards Practice for Surveys of Research and Experimental De-
velopment, better known as the Frascati Manual for short. The 
Frascati Manual serves as the standard criteria based on which sci-
entific research systems, research policies, research personnel, fi-
nancial allocation and research productions in various countries are 
assessed. Based on the Frascati Manual, UNESCO formed a Group 
of National Experts on Sciences and Technology Indicators to de-
velop a series of manuals for research methods, research quality, 
and research policy as a reference for researchers in different coun-
tries. 

With a view to building a European Research Area, the European 
Union has launched the Seventh Framework Programme (FP7) to 
strengthen European scientific and technological research. Under 
the FP7, the European Educational Research Quality Indicators 
(EERQI) Project was initiated. A series of indicators for assessing 
educational research was proposed for the discussions in a two-day 
workshop held at Leuven University. The series is composed of ex-
trinsic and intrinsic indicators. The extrinsic indicators refer to cita-
tion index, impact factor, etc. The intrinsic factors are the essential 
characteristics of the research, which consist of five categories: ri-
gor, originality, significance, integrity, and style. After a series of 
discussions and consultations, integrity and style were revoked be-
cause they are not transparent, nor were they considered valid cri-
teria for assessing research. Sixteen concrete indicators within the 
categories of rigor, originality and significance were proposed to 
evaluate not only empirical, but also philosophical and historical 
studies of education. 

In the United States, the NRC of the National Academy of Sci-
ences commissioned Shavelson and Towne (2002) to examine and 
clarify the nature of scientific inquiry in education and how the fed-
eral government can best foster and support it. After careful study, 
six fundamental principles underlying scientific research in educa-
tion were proposed: 

 
1. Pose significant questions that can be investigated empiri-

cally, 
2. Link research to relevant theory, 
3. Use methods that permit direct investigation of the question, 
4. Provide a coherent and explicit chain of reasoning, 
5. Replicate and generalize across studies, and 
6. Disclose research to encourage professional scrutiny and cri-

tique. 
 
RAND, as an independent, nonprofit, charitable corporation, 

commits itself to high-quality, objective research and analysis on 
issues at the top of the national and international policy agenda. To 
assure the high quality of research and analysis, RAND has made 
public its standards for high-quality research and analysis since 
1997. The standards are important tools, not only for those who are 
involved in Rand research production and research utilization, but 
also generally for those who have a common interest in educational 
research. The standards of RAND’s high-quality research and anal-
ysis run as follows: 

 
1. The problem should be well formulated, and the purpose of 

the study should be clear, 
2. The study approach should be well-designed and executed, 
3. The study should demonstrate understanding of related stud-

ies, 
4. The data and information should be the best available, 
5. Assumptions should be explicit and justified, 
6. The findings should advance knowledge and bear on im-

portant policy issues, 
7. The implications and recommendations should be logical, 

warranted by findings, and explained thoroughly, with appro-
priate caveats, 

8. The documentation should be accurate, understandable, 
clearly structured, and temperate in tone, 

9. The study should be compelling, useful, and relevant to 
stakeholders and decision-makers, and 

10. The study should be objective, independent, and balanced. 
(RAND Foundation 2011, p. 19) 

 
RAND assures that its production has not only short-term value 

in response to the immediate policy concern, but also enduring 
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value in furthering the growth of scientific knowledge. This is the 
reason why RAND places its research products in the public domain. 
RAND’s standards of high-quality research and analysis may be 
universally very useful for those who engage in promoting the pro-
gress of educational knowledge through objective research. 

For the purpose of assisting researchers in the preparation of 
manuscripts that report work in empirical education research, edi-
tors and reviewers in the consideration of these manuscripts for pub-
lication, and readers in learning from and building upon such pub-
lications, the American Educational Research Association (AERA 
2006) published Standards for Reporting on Empirical Social Sci-
ence Research in AERA Publications. The reporting standards are 
divided into eight general areas: problem formation; design and 
logic of study; sources of evidence; measurement and classification; 
analysis and interpretation; generalization; ethics in reporting; and 
title, abstract, and headings. Each area starts with a general discus-
sion about the research, followed by specific numbered standards 
that pertain to that domain. In total, 43 standards pertaining to the 
above eight areas are proposed to provide a framework for what a 
report of empirical work ordinarily should address. 

The AERA (2009) published Standards for Reporting on Hu-
manities-Oriented Research in AERA publications to complement 
the Social Science Standards. The document, Humanities-Oriented 
Standards” has two sections. The first section describes humanities-
oriented research in terms of its primary methods, purposes and 
content, as well as its inherent controversies. In the second section 
of the report, seven standards, each with a series of sub-standards, 
for a total of 43 sub-standards that explicate and elaborate the major 
standards are set forth: (1) significance, (2) methods, (3) conceptu-
alization, (4) substantiation, (5) coherence, (6) quality of communi-
cation, and (7) ethics. The purpose of the proposed series of stand-
ards is to assist those who engage in humanities-oriented education 
research, including reviewers, editors, readers and researchers, to 
have a whole picture of humanities-oriented educational studies. 

In light of the importance of ethics in the production and dissem-
ination of education research, the AERA (2011) published in 2011 
The Code of Ethics of the American Educational Research Associ-
ation, which articulates a common set of values upon which educa-
tion researchers build their professional and scientific work. The 
Code consists of five principles: (1) professional competence; (2) 
integrity; (3) professional, scientific, and scholarly responsibility; 
(4) respect for people’s rights, dignity, and diversity; and (5) social 
responsibility. 

With these principles reflecting the highest ideals of professional 
conduct, the AREA expounds 22 standards as rules for ethical con-
duct by education researchers. The ethical standards are set forth as 
follows: (1) scientific, scholarly, and professional standards; (2) 

competence; (3) use and misuse of expertise; (4) fabrication, falsi-
fication, and plagiarism; (5) avoiding harm; (6) nondiscrimination; 
(7) non-exploitation; (8) harassment; (9) employment decisions; (10) 
conflicts of interest; (11) public communications; (12) confidential-
ity; (13) informed consent; (14) research planning, implementation, 
and dissemination; (15) authorship credit; (16) publication process; 
(17) responsibilities of reviewers; (18) teaching, training, and ad-
ministering education programs; (19) mentoring; (20) supervision; 
(21) contractual and consulting services; and (22) adherence to the 
ethical standards of the American Educational Research Associa-
tion. Most of the ethical standards are written broadly in order to 
apply to educational researchers in varied roles, and the application 
of an ethical standard may vary depending upon the context. 

The foregoing standards of scientific and humanities-oriented 
research, as well as standards of professional ethical conduct of re-
searchers, are proposed to provide guidelines mainly for those en-
gaged in the reporting, reviewing, editing and disseminating of their 
research in AERA publications. Nevertheless, in light of their 
breadth in the spectrum of application and their profundity in expli-
cation all the mentioned standards, both scientific and ethical, are 
applicable to other forms of research documents worldwide. The 
standards deserve careful deliberation by those who engage in mon-
itoring educational research quality at various levels, national or in-
ternational, governmental or non-governmental. 

In the UK, an important component of reforms of public sector 
financing was the introduction of devolved management accompa-
nied by increased selectivity and concentration, and a move from 
negotiated budgets to “performance budgeting” throughout the 
1980s and 1990s. Performance assessment of higher education has 
thus become a very important way for those deserved institutes to 
earn necessary financial resources in a fair way. Public evaluations 
based on externally decided benchmarks and indicators have to be 
institutionalized to guarantee the objectivity of the assessment. The 
Research Assessment Exercise, first introduced in 1986, played an 
important role in ranking higher education institutes in the last three 
decades. 

The UK Research Assessment Exercise was carried out by as-
sessment panels that were constituted on the basis of nominations 
from learned societies in relevant fields, but additionally with rep-
resentatives from the “users’” communities for research in those 
fields. Their size reflects the likely scale of the work to be submitted 
in any particular field. Education was one of the largest fields, 
joined by psychology and sport science. 

The higher education institutions were asked to provide the fol-
lowing data as a basis for the assessment: information about the 
numbers of submitted staff under different categories; quantitative 
data related to research students and studentships; quantitative data 
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about research income and its sources; and a descriptive account of 
the research environment. 

A five-point scale was provided by the Higher Education Fund-
ing Councils (HEFC) for judgment criteria for each invited panel 
conducting an assessment: 

 
4. Quality that is world-leading in terms of originality, signifi-

cance, and rigor. 
3. Quality that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, 

significance, and rigor. 
2. Quality that is recognized internationally in terms of origi-

nality, significance, and rigor. 
1. Quality that is recognized nationally in terms of originality, 

significance, and rigor. 
Unclassified. Quality that falls below the standard of nationally 

recognized work. 
 
Based on the data provided by the assessed higher education in-

stitutes, the sub-panels produced three profiles: 
 
1. The profile of research environment: the profile is formed on 

the basis of the institute’s account of its structure and envi-
ronment. 

2. The profile of esteem: the profile is formed on the basis of 
the institute’s account of the achievement, evidence of es-
teem and strategy for future development. 

3. The profile of research quality: the profile is formed on the 
basis of the published works submitted by the assessed insti-
tutes. The sub-panels read most of the submitted publications 
in order to have a fair and sound judgment. 

 
The criteria for the assessment of the “output” employed in mak-

ing the sub-panels’ judgments are as follows: 
 
1. Originality: a characteristic of research that is not merely a 

replication of other work or simply applies well-used meth-
ods to straightforward problems, but that engages with new 
or complex problems or debates and/or tackles existing prob-
lems in new ways. 

2. Significance: judged in different ways according to whether 
the research is basic, strategic or applied. Ways of evaluating 
significance include judging the effects of the research on the 
development of the field, examining contributions to existing 
debates, and assessing its impact on policy and practice. 

3. Rigor: judged in many ways, and can hopefully be associ-
ated with methodological and theoretical robustness and the 
use of a systematic approach. It includes traditional qualities 

such as reliability and validity, and also qualities such as in-
tegrity, consistency of argument, and consideration of ethical 
issues. 

   
Finally, the three profiles will be combined into a single profile. 

The weighting for each element is determined by each sub-panel; 
the weighting agreed upon for the Education sub-panel is 70 percent 
for research outputs, 20 percent for research environment and 10 
percent for indicators of esteem. 

The expert panels will produce for each unit of assessment of a 
single numerical profile of their research quality expressed as a per-
centage of each of the five grades. Concerning the allocation of the 
financial resources based on the assessment, the four national fund-
ing councils will each make their own decisions about how to relate 
funding to these profiles. 

The Research Assessment Exercise began in 1986, was carried 
out in 1989, 1992, 1996, and 2001, and the last Exercise was com-
pleted in 2008. In December 2006 the Department for Education 
and Employment announced that a new framework for research as-
sessment and funding would replace the RAE after the 2008 exer-
cise in England. The underlying policy of allocating research fund-
ing selectively on the basis of quality remained unchanged. The 
main intention was to make the assessment mechanism simpler and 
less burdensome. 

The new framework for research assessment and funding is the 
Research Excellence Framework (REF), which was completed in 
2014. The key aims of the new framework, as indicated in the Cir-
cular Letter (Number 06/2007) by the Chief Executive of HEFCE, 
Professor David Eastwood, are the following: 

 
• To produce robust UK-wide indicators of research excellence 

for all disciplines, indicators that can be used to benchmark 
quality against international standards and to drive the Coun-
cils’ funding for research. 

• To provide a basis for distributing funding primarily by ref-
erence to research excellence, and to fund excellent research 
in all its forms wherever it is found. 

• To reduce significantly the administrative burden on institu-
tions in relation to the RAE. 

• To avoid creating any undesirable behavioral incentives. 
• To promote equality and diversity. 
• To provide a stable framework for our continuing support of 

a world-leading research base within HE. 
 
The REF is a process of expert review. The assessed higher ed-

ucation institutes are asked to submit the required documents, pub-
lications, evidence concerning the outputs, impacts of the research 



An International Comparison of Nongovernmental Education Research Agencies 17 
 

Excellence in Higher Education, Volume 7, Numbers 1 & 2, June 2016, pp. 7-26 
doi: 10.5195/ehe.2016.150 | http://ehe.pitt.edu 

and research environment of the institute. The criteria for assessing 
outputs are rigor, originality, and significance. The criteria for as-
sessing impacts are reach and significance or transformation. An 
expert sub-panel will assess the HEI’s submission for each unit of 
assessment, working under the guidance of four main panels. Sub-
panels will apply a set of generic “assessment criteria and level 
definitions” to produce an overall quality profile for each submis-
sion. The levels of the assessment criteria are five for each: Four 
star, Three Star, Two star, One star, and Unclassified. The expert 
panels of assessment will produce four quality profiles, with differ-
ent weighting for each sub-profile awarded to each submission: 
Overall quality profile, Outputs sub-profile (65 percent), Impact 
sub-profile (25 percent), and Environment sub-profile (15 percent). 
The assessment criteria and level definitions of the four quality pro-
files are set out below. 

The 2014 REF was conducted jointly by the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England (HEFCE), the Scottish Funding 
Council (SFC), the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales 
(HEFCW) and the Department for Employment and Learning, 
Northern Ireland (DEL). The REF was managed by the REF team, 
based at HEFCE, on behalf of the four UK higher education funding 
bodies, and was overseen by the REF Steering Group, consisting of 
representatives of the four funding bodies (REF 2014). The primary 
purpose of REF 2014 was to assess the quality of research and pro-
duce outcomes for each submission made by institutions (REF 
2014): 

 
1. The four higher education funding bodies will use the assess-

ment outcomes to inform the selective allocation of their 
grants for research to the institutions which they fund, in ef-
fect from 2015-16. 

2. The assessment provides accountability for public invest-
ment in research and produces evidence of the benefits of this 
investment. 

3. The assessment outcomes provide benchmarking infor-
mation and establish reputational yardsticks, for use within 
the higher education (HE) sector and for public information. 

 
REF 2014 had taken years of toil and turmoil, but a new land-

scape of research excellence later emerged. An overall quality pro-
file will be awarded to each submission to show the proportion of 
the submission that meets each of the starred levels outlined in Ta-
ble 1.  
 
Table 1. Overall Quality Profile: Definitions of Starred Levels 

Four star Quality that is world-leading in terms of originality, signifi-
cance and rigor. 

Three star Quality that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, 
significance and rigor but which falls short of the highest stand-
ards of excellence. 

Two star Quality that is recognized internationally in terms of originality, 
significance and rigor. 

One star Quality that is recognized nationally in terms of originality, sig-
nificance and rigor. 

Unclassified Quality that falls below the standard of nationally recognized 
work, or work that does not meet the published definition of re-
search for the purposes of this assessment. 

Source: REF (2014, p. 3).  

Table 2. Outputs Sub-profile (65 percent) 

Four star  Quality that is world-leading in terms of originality, signifi-
cance and rigor 

Three star  Quality that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, 
significance and rigor but which falls short of the highest stand-
ards of excellence. 

Two star  Quality that is recognized internationally in terms of original-
ity, significance and rigor. 

One star  Quality that is recognized nationally in terms of originality, 
significance and rigor. 

Unclassified  Quality that falls below the standard of nationally recognized 
work, or work that does not meet the published definition of re-
search for the purposes of this assessment. 

Source: REF (2014, p. 6). 
 
Table 3. Impact Sub-profile (20 percent) 

Four star  Outstanding impacts in terms of their reach and significance. 

Three star Very considerable impacts in terms of their reach and signifi-
cance. 

Two star Considerable impacts in terms of their reach and significance. 

One star Recognized but modest impacts in terms of their reach and sig-
nificance. 

Unclassified The impact is of little or no reach and significance; or the im-
pact was not eligible; or the impact was not underpinned by ex-
cellent research produced by the submitted unit. 

Source: REF (2014, p. 6). 
 
The criteria for assessing the quality of outputs are “originality, sig-
nificance and rigor” is depicted in Table 2, while the criteria for as-
sessing impacts “reach” and “significance” are portrayed in Table 3. 
The research environment will be assessed in terms of its “vitality 
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and sustainability.” Panels will consider both the “vitality and sus-
tainability” of the submitted unit, and its contribution to the “vitality 
and sustainability” of the wider research base (see Table 4). 
 
Table 4. Environment Sub-profile (15 percent) 

Source: REF (2014, p. 6). 
 

In light of the importance of these standards in evaluating edu-
cational research, the Teaching and Learning Research Programme, 
in association with the Economic and Social Research Council 
(2009), conducted a review of the criteria used in the assessment of 
educational research across the UK. The Review Report Quality 
Criteria for the Assessment of Education Research in Different Con-
texts, was published in 2009. In addition to an account of general 
principles of research assessment, the report details three main con-
texts of evaluating educational studies: (1) peer review for publica-
tion, (2) Assessment of proposals for funding, and (3) investment 
decisions. The general principles used in research assessment are 
set out as follows: 

 
1. Theoretical and methodological robustness, significance and 

contribution, and communication and engagement with dif-
ferent publics are general concerns that cut across, in differ-
ent shapes, most contexts of assessment. 

2. Operational criteria used in the assessment of education re-
search may vary with the context, time, object, and purpose 
of assessment. 

3. Research can be formative if it involves exchange, mutual 
learning and collaboration. 

4. The actual review and assessment processes are based on in-
dividual and group interpretations of explicit criteria medi-
ated by implicit standards of quality and worth. 

 

The criteria used in the context of peer review for publication are 
classified into the following three categories: 

 
1. Criteria for journal publication: relevance, significant and 

original contribution, accessibility and clarity, high standards 
of scholarship in argumentation and interpretation; sound 
methodological basis, ethics, adequate presentation, style, 
and language. 

2. Criteria fed into the assessment of monograph proposals: 
balance of contents and coverage, convincing rationale and 
originality, logical structure, thematic coherence, and effec-
tive organization, overall academic standard, quality of writ-
ing of sample chapters, evidence of appropriate readership 
and market need, advantages over competition, suitability of 
author, peer endorsements, realistic timetable and feasibility, 
financial soundness, concision and clarity of proposal. 

3. Criteria used in the assessment of learned society confer-
ence: scope, relevance, robustness, clarity, likely signifi-
cance of presentation, appropriateness of research method 
and/ or literature, reporting sufficiently advanced research, 
accessibility to wider audiences, informative style, including 
adequate use of references and keywords. 

 
The criteria used in the assessment of proposals for funding are clas-
sified in the following three categories: 

 
1. Criteria used in the assessment of proposals for funding 

research: relevance, originality, innovation and topicality, 
scholarly importance, specificity, adequate background, clear, 
concise and appropriate objectives, aims and rationale for the 
project, explicit and appropriate theoretical and conceptual 
framework, promised scientific quality of approach, potential 
for positive users, society and economic importance and im-
pact, user engagement, dissemination, contribution to capac-
ity building, international competitiveness, ethical conduct 
and awareness of wider ethical conduct and awareness of 
wider ethical implications, principled scientific practice, 
ability, feasibility/achievability evaluation, value for money, 
presentation of the application, compliance with eligibility 
criteria and terms and conditions of the funding scheme. 

2. Criteria used in the assessment of applications to early 
career funding schemes: outstanding academic merit of 
proposed project, merit of applicant, viability/feasibility of 
the project, suitability of the host institution, quality of plans 
for dissemination and engagement with academic and non-
academic communities, potential impact, value for money, 
conformity to eligibility criteria and award specifications, 
quality of writing of the proposal. 

Four star  An environment that is conducive to producing research of 
world-leading quality, in terms of its vitality and sustainability. 

Three star An environment that is conducive to producing research of in-
ternationally excellent quality, in terms of its vitality and sus-
tainability. 

Two star An environment that is conducive to producing research of in-
ternationally recognized quality, in terms of its vitality and sus-
tainability. 

One star An environment that is conducive to producing research of na-
tionally recognized quality, in terms of its vitality and sustaina-
bility. 

Unclassified An environment that is not conducive to producing research of 
nationally recognized quality. 
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3. Criteria used in the assessment of proposals for the fund-
ing of developmental and practice-based research: aca-
demic robustness, timeliness and potential to achieve posi-
tive short- or medium-term impact, educational usefulness, 
resonance, engagement of partners from different sites of ed-
ucation policy and practice in the research process, relevance 
to the remit of the funder, sustainability of development, lo-
cality, distinctiveness, ability/expertise of applicant to under-
take the proposed research, professional development bene-
fits for the applicant, institutional support, feasibility, evalu-
ation, value for money, presentation. 

   
The criteria of assessment related to investment decisions are 

classified in two categories: 
 
1. Criteria used in project and report evaluation: accounta-

bility, effectiveness, quality, innovation, contribution to 
knowledge, contribution to policy and practice, contribution 
to research training and professional development, contribu-
tion to institutional development, development of research 
products, quality of output and effectiveness of dissemina-
tion, opening avenues for further research, peer appreciation 
and user satisfaction.  

2. Criteria used in the procurement of research: conform-
ance to the issued specifications and the associated terms and 
conditions, completeness, demonstrated understanding of the 
research brief, quality and credibility, added value, quality 
assurance, relevant leading-edge research expertise in the re-
quired discipline and substantive topic, relevant development 
experience, relevant strategic experience, communication 
and reporting, liaison and flexibility, organizational model, 
feasibility, consideration of the burden, consideration and ad-
herence to ethical and legal issues, quality of management 
arrangements, value for money and soundness, price of con-
tract. 

 
Further important contexts for research assessment not included 

in the criteria are set out as follows: the awarding of degrees (MSc, 
PhD, EdD), the screening of existent research for review purposes, 
the inclusion of different forms of output in indexes, progress as-
sessments/research monitoring, the evaluation of programs, the set-
ting up of new journals or book series, the setting up of consultancy 
agreements. 

Though these contexts are not covered in the proposed criteria 
of educational research quality of the Teaching and Learning Re-
search Programme, they can apply these criteria in the process of 
research assessment, and in relation to different contexts. In short, 

the proposed criteria of ILRP are very universally inclusive and ap-
plicable to the evaluation of great varieties of genres of research 
documents. 

Inclusive and extensive as the proposed criteria of TLRP for the 
research assessment are, they mesh the theoretical with practical re-
search in too simplistic a way and confuse practical with technolog-
ical. To clarify the concept of quality and the relationship between 
theory, practice and technique, Furlong and Oancea (2005) con-
ducted a research project Assessing Quality in Applied and Prac-
tice-based Educational Research, commissioned by the Economic 
and Social Research Council in 2004 and completed in 2005. In the 
research, they propose a three-dimensional approach for assessing 
educational studies. The three dimensions can each be divided into 
several sub-dimensions, which may be used to develop criteria for 
assessing the quality of research: 

 
1. Epistemic: The assessment process should reflect traditional 

dimensions of quality such as methodological, theoretical 
and scientific robustness. 

2. Technological: As immediate impacts of educational re-
search on knowledge growth or improvement of policy and 
practice are not expected, the focus should be placed on the 
potential practical use, rather than just its actual impacts. 

3. Capacity building and value for people: This dimension re-
fers to the contribution to the collective and personal devel-
opment of practitioners and policy-makers, making them 
more receptive to new ideas, encouraging new partnerships 
or improving their ability to reflect critically on their work. 

 
The three-dimensional approach, each with some sub-dimen-

sions, was elaborated and refined on the basis of Aristotelian dis-
tinctions between forms of rational activity and expressions of ex-
cellence on virtue. Three domains of excellence in applied and prac-
tice-based research are: theoretical (episteme), technical (techne), 
and practical (phronesis). The model of three domains of quality, 
each divided into sub-domains in applied and practice-based re-
search, is epitomized in Figure 1. 

The situation of educational research in Germany is much the 
same as in other countries. Confronted with the pressure of interna-
tional competitiveness and being aware of the importance of educa-
tional research to national development, the German government 
and non-governmental agencies have recently initiated actions and 
measures to improve the infrastructure of educational studies and to 
enhance the quality of educational research.  
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Figure 1. Domains of Quality 
 

 
 
Source: Adapted by the author from Furlong and Oancea (2007, p. 133). 

 
After a series of workshops and negotiations, the Federal Minis-

ter of Education and Research and 16 State Ministers related to ed-
ucation reached a resolution, Beschluss der Regierungschefs von 
Bund und Ländern zum Hochschulpakt, based on which the federal 
government and the governments of 16 states (Länder) share the 
common responsibility for promoting the improvement of higher 
education institutes and for raising the standards for research in 
HEIs. This resolution was signed into a legal document in 2007 by 
the Federal and State Ministers with the title Hochschulpakt 2020 
(“University Agreement 2020”). In accordance with this agreement, 
the federal government lists the expenses for an extra-budget 70.3 
billion Euro for improving research facilities of universities and 
supporting far-sighted research projects. Furthermore, based on the 
spirit of Hochschulpakt, the Federal and 16 State Ministers signed 
Verwaltungsvereinbarung (“Agreement of Administration”). Under 
the Agreement, the federal government lists the expenses for an ex-
tra-budget 14 billion Euro in 2010, 17.5 billion Euro in 2011, and 
20 billion Euro each year from 2013 to 2020 to improve or recruit 
excellent and competent teaching and research personnel to forge 
ahead vigorously in improving the quality of teaching and research 
in HEIs. 

  In light of the importance of nongovernmental agencies in the 
enhancement of research quality, the federal government, in associ-
ation with the 16 state governments in 2010 signed Der Pakt für 
Forschung und Innovation with Deutsche Forschungs-Ge-
meinschaft, Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft, Helmholtz-Gemeinschaft 
Deutshcer Forschungszentren, Max-Planck-Gessellschaft and Leib-
niz-Gemeinschaft. In accordance with the Agreement, the federal 
government promised an annual increment from 2011-2015 of 5 

percent of the research budget for enhancing the international com-
petitiveness of these research organizations. The concrete aims of 
this Agreement are as follows:  

 
1. To promote the dynamic and progressive development of the 

German scientific research system. 
2. To network all the German scientific research systems in or-

der to enhance the capacity for research and development. 
3. To develop or to improve strategies for international coope-

ration. 
4. To build sustainable partnerships between scientific research 

and economic communities. 
5. To continuously keep German scientific research quality at 

its apex. (BMBF 2010) 
 
For the purposes of enhancing international cooperation and 

competitiveness in scientific research, on 15 May 2012, Wissen-
schaftsrat (2012) published Leitfaden zur Begutachtung von 
Forschungsbauten-gültig ab Förderphase 2014. In addidtion to the 
explanation of the aims, the composition of the assessment com-
mittee of the proposed guidelines for promoting the improvement 
of research construction, the Guideline promulgated a two-phase 
assessment (assessing an outline of the construction plan and a the 
details of the construction plan) and their evaluation criteria. The 
criteria for assessing the construction plan (both the outline and the 
details) are divided into five domains: 

 
1. Objective-setting: Suitability of objective-setting for the 

building and required equipment for the applied research pro-
gram. 

2. Quality of the research program: Whether the superordinate 
scientific problem-raising of the applied research program is 
relevant, original and innovative, and whether the planned 
research work matches a coherent research program. How far 
is a committed medium- and long-term perspective expected 
in the proposed plan? How mature is the technical-scientific 
concept in the plan? 

3. Quality of the preparatory work of the participating scientists 
in the plan: From their publications and past experience of 
participation or cooperation in a similar plan or project, is it 
possibble to show that their competency is suitable for car-
rying out the proposed plan? 

4. The national significance of the proposed plan: How strong 
is the replication of the proposed plan? Can it be spread from 
one State (Land) to another? How important is it in national 
or international context? What position does the proposed 
plan have in relation to comparable research programs in 
Germany? 
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5. The inclusion of the proposed plan in the university: How 
does the proposed plan fit in the structural and development 
plans of the university, specifically, to the efforts of promo-
ting up-and-coming academics, of parity-giving, of diversity 
management, of the transfer of science and technology, as 
well as the strengthening of competitiveness? 

 
From the above discussions, it can be observed that the govern-

mental research agencies in Germany are concerned not only with 
the research quality itself, but also with the construction and infras-
tructure for supporting high-quality research. Many independent 
non-governmental research agencies pay similar attention as go-
vernmental organizations, not only to research quality, but also to 
the required facilities for advancing high-quality research. The 
Leibniz Association (Leibniz-Gemeinschaft) is one such prominent 
research organization that not only produces excellent scientific stu-
dies, but also evaluates periodically the job, production, staff, ma-
nagement and quality-assurance of its affiliated institutions. 

The Leibniz-Association, as one of larger non-university 
research organizations, can trace its origin to the Leopoldina esta-
blished in 1652. In 1700, G.W. Leibniz initiated the founding of the 
Society of Sciences in Berlin, which was later to become the 
Academy of Sciences. After World War II, the federal political sys-
tem was established, which empowers the federal states to control 
their own cultural affairs, education and science. However, some 
research institutions would have overburdened the funding capabi-
lities of any one federal state. Thus, even before the Federal Repu-
blic was founded, the Königstein Agreement was signed at a meet-
ing of West German federal states. In accordance with this agree-
ment, joint funding for larger research institutions of super-regional 
importance was pledged if their financial needs exceeded the means 
of one individual federal state. The 1969 revised German Basic Law 
granted the Federal government and governments of States (Länder) 
the constitutional right to cooperate on research projects of supra-
regional importance and national scientific interest. In 1977, after 
intensive negotiation involving more than 300 institutions, 46 were 
identified for joint funding and published, which was called the 
Blue List. 

From 1979 on, the Science Council regularly evaluated Blue List 
institutions in order to guarantee high standards of scientific perfor-
mance and be able to set them on the track to targeted development 
at an early stage. After German Reunification in 1990, the important 
research institutions were integrated into the Blue List. The total 
number of the institutions rose from 47 in 1989 to 81 in 1992. All 
34 new members were accepted after successfully passing a Science 
Council evaluation. In 1990, the 81 institutions formed the Blue List 
Partnership, mainly for the purposes of cross-institutional admin-
istration. The List Partnership was transformed into the Blue List 

Science Association (WBL) in 1995. The WBL renamed itself the 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz Science Association (WGL), known as 
the Leibniz Association for short. Currently, the Leibniz Associa-
tion is composed of 89 Institutes belonging to five sections. 

 The Section of Humanities and Educational Research has 11 in-
stitutes (five for educational science and six for cultural and histor-
ical science) and five museums. The main tasks of this Section are: 
to carry out scientific research on cultural reality and construction 
and to promote critical analysis of scientifically acquired cultural 
knowledge; to document cultural heritage and to guarantee its res-
toration; and to disseminate the results of scientific research and 
documentation to both the professional and the non-professional 
publics. 

 In order to guarantee the fulfillment of the mentioned tasks and 
the quality of their performance, the Science Council launched a 
seven-year periodic evaluation of the institutes of the Leibniz Asso-
ciation beginning in 1979. The evaluation procedure is divided into 
two stages: the first stage is conducted by review boards, the second 
by the Leibniz Association Senate.  

 The criteria of the first stage evaluation are set out in the fol-
lowing categories: 

 
 1. General concept and profile/subdivisions of the institutions: 

a coherent and successive  development plan, originality and 
state-of-the-art work program, relevance of the institute's 
work to the non-academic public, a strong position in na-
tional and international arenas, the number of publications, 
commercial property rights and patents, consulting contracts 
and third-party funds raised for research, visibility and out-
reach of the institute's performance, and appropriateness of 
staffing and facilities. 

2. Collaboration and networking: commitment to collaboration 
with universities, joint academic appointments with univer-
sities, appropriate cooperation with non-university institutes 
at home and abroad. 

3. Staff development and promotion of junior staff: appropriate 
strategies to recruit personnel, good structure of the compo-
sition of personnel, staff development and continuing educa-
tion, gender equality, structured programs for promoting jun-
ior academic staff, professional training for non-academic 
staff. 

4. Quality assurance: the appropriateness of the leadership and 
management staff, the appropriateness of in-house quality as-
surance measures, the reasonableness of the composition of 
the scientific advisory board/user advisory board and the su-
pervisory board, and the effectiveness of the board's work. 
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The criteria for science policy-related evaluation by the Leibniz 
Association Senate (the second stage of the evaluation procedures) 
include quality of output, excellence of work units, achievement po-
tential of the institution, added value of the institution, the signifi-
cance of the institute's strategies and the international visibility of 
the institute's achievements. 

Not only government agencies and independent corporations, 
like the Leibniz Association, but also professional academic learned 
societies, have launched initiatives to improve educational research 
quality and development. Fretting over the lack of undisputed qual-
ity-standards and of international connection, the Zeitschrift f ür Er-
ziehungswissenschaft held a two-day ZfE-Forum on 12-13 Decem-
ber 2003 in Berlin with the theme “Standards und Standardisierung 
in der Erziehungswissenschaft.” The Forum was intended for dis-
cussions on the quality-deficiency in various strategic points of ed-
ucation and educational science, on the formulation of standards, on 
the ways and process to actualize the formal standards of education 
and educational science (Gogolin et al. 2005). The results of the 
discussions in the Forum were published as Beiheft der Zeitschrift f 
ür Erziehungswissenschaft in 2005. 

It is worth noting that a document for evaluating research and 
teaching at universities proposed for the discussions in the Forum 
by the Ministerium für Wissenschaft, Forschung Und Kunst Baden-
Württemberg (2004) manifests as typical concerns about the stand-
ards of university research and teaching. 

The criteria for assessing research quality proposed by the Ba-
den-W ürttemberg Ministry are divided into the following eight cat-
egories: 

 
1. Fundamental conditions include: material construction (re-

search space, technical infrastructure, laboratory, library fa-
cilities, financial resources) and personnel provisions (the 
size and range of qualifications profiles of personnel with ac-
ademic expertise, the relationship of research personnel to 
faculty members of the university, the number of student as-
sistants, technical personnel, and administrators and office 
personnel). 

2. Scientific quality of the research is evaluated in terms of the 
following criteria: a clearly designed research program, sci-
entific profile-formulation and discernibility of the research 
focus, originality of approaches and problem-formulations, 
coherence and cumulativeness of the research results, the sig-
nificance of the research in national and international devel-
opment of the studied field, recognition by the scientific 
community (invitations to national and international confer-
ences, editors of renowned scientific journals, reviewers of 
the German Research Association and international research 

organizations, and prominent position in the scientific sys-
tem). 

3. The criteria for assessing production quality of research in 
HEIs are as follows: academic publication (the number of ar-
ticles published in renowned, double blind-reviewed journals, 
books or book chapters, monographs in renowned publica-
tion series or university publication series), number of disser-
tations, contributions to international or national conferences, 
professional publications for practice, policy-making or the 
general public, and patents or productions for further devel-
opment. 

4. Practical relevance of research is assessed in terms of: its rel-
evance to the dissemination of professional knowledge, rele-
vance to educational practice through the implementation of 
innovations and the improvement of and relevance to educa-
tional decision-making and public discussions. 

5. The enlistment of third-party funds is assessed in terms of 
winning competitive funds offered by research-promotion or-
ganizations or enlisting other financial resources, the system-
atic promotion of the younger-generation research staff with 
third-party funds, and earning production through third-party 
funds. 

6. The support given to younger-generation research is evalu-
ated in terms of the following aspects: the embodiment of the 
younger works for applying for qualification in the research 
projects and systematic care for younger researchers, a plan 
for the professional development of younger-generation re-
searchers through methodical education and participation in 
conferences, joint publications of junior and senior scientists, 
participation of external evaluators, and active participation 
in the graduate program. 

7. Cross-regional cooperation and international connection are 
evaluated in terms of the following aspects: participation in 
coordinated cross-regional programs of the German Re-
search Association, successfully winning the resources pro-
vided by the EU, Federal or State Governments or Founda-
tions that initiate research programs, a cross-regional or re-
gional developmental plan as the focus of the research, ex-
changes of guest researchers financed by DAAD or other re-
search-supporting agencies, and participation in international 
research societies. 

8. The management and developmental plan is assessed in 
terms of whether the HEIs have a systematic plan for quality 
assurance and quality development for sustainable growth of 
the institutes. 

 
From the foregoing comparison of educational quality-standards 

in international organizations and various countries, the following 
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common characteristics of high-quality standards construction can 
be observed: 

 
1. Attention is paid, not only to the construction of the standards 

of good quality itself, but also to how the hardware and in-
frastructure favorably contribute to conducting excellent ed-
ucational research. 

2. Rigor, originality, significance, integrity and style of commu-
nication are the most important common indicators employed 
in the assessment of educational research quality in various 
countries. 

3. Ethical considerations are specifically emphasized both in 
the process of conducting research and in the dissemination 
and utilization of the studied results. 

4. The impacts of educational research are evaluated, not only 
in light of immediate effectiveness, but also considering its 
possible long-term influences. 

5. The outreach of the impacts should be evaluated in terms of 
the influences upon educational decision-making by practi-
tioners, as well as by all the stakeholders of educational re-
search. 

6. The assessment of the quality of research projects should take 
into consideration their embedment into the structure and 
programs of HEIs, especially into plans for enhancing re-
search capacity and promoting opportunities for younger-
generation researchers. 

7. Innovation and advancement of educational knowledge are 
specifically emphasized in the assessment of the highly com-
petitive apex research projects provided by international or-
ganizations or various governmental or nongovernmental 
agencies. 

8. The assessment of educational research should vary from 
context to context, depending on its different users (e.g., jour-
nal publication, selection of monograph series or promotion 
of professional positions). 

9. International visibility of educational research and develop-
ment is emphasized in various countries. 

 
Concluding Remarks 

 
Educational research has been criticized as sloppy, useless, frag-

mented, irrelevant to decision-making and practice, and lacking cu-
mulativeness for the growth of knowledge, and, even worse, as 
wasting limited national resources doing insignificant, idle things 
for a long time in international organizations and various countries. 

Accompanying the quick progress of science and technology 
and the rapid pace of globalization, international competitiveness 

has led to mounting tensions day by day. Being aware of the im-
portant role of high-quality education supported by excellent re-
search for national development, international organizations and 
many countries in the world have established institutes with special 
responsibility for monitoring the quality and progress of educa-
tional research. 

The research institutes established by international organizations 
and governments in various countries are generally commissioned 
not only with the task of monitoring research quality, but also with 
the mission to improve research facilities and conditions for recruit-
ing and promoting younger-generation researchers. The Centre for 
Educational Research and Innovation of OECD, the Joint Research 
Centre of EU, the Office of Educational Research and Improvement 
in the United States, the Max-Planck-Institut für Bildungforschung 
and the National Foundation for Educational Research in the UK 
are all responsible, not only for monitoring research quality itself, 
but also for improving research environments to facilitate the pro-
duction of high-quality educational research. 

One of the important measures employed by these institutes to 
support high-quality educational research is research assessment. 
For the purposes of conducting fair and objective assessment, al-
most all of these institutes have developed their own quality stand-
ards. The most important common standards for assessing research 
quality itself are rigor, originality, significance, integrity and com-
munication style. However, the detailed and concrete criteria of 
each standard are under debate by different sectors involved in ed-
ucational research. 

It is therefore imperative to strengthen international cooperation 
of international, national and independent educational research or-
ganizations. Through the coordination and cooperation of interna-
tional, national and professional educational research agencies, a 
fair and objective series of criteria for judging educational research 
quality can be developed. Under the assessment of the newly-devel-
oped criteria, the improvement of educational research can be ex-
pected, thus leading to the betterment of educational practice. Since 
education plays a key role in social, cultural and economic devel-
opment, high-quality education activities supported by excellent ed-
ucational research may lead to elevating the happiness of all human-
ity living in an environment of flourishing development. 
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