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Introduction

Evidence has become a major part of governments’ approaches to policy making, practice
intervention and evaluation of 'what works' and best value. Claims to be ‘evidence based’ are
taken to be the rationale and the measure of accountability, for expenditure on public services,
for their effectiveness and cost-effectiveness. The paradigms and models currently used to
define evidence-based practice have often travelled from the medical into the social field,
giving rise to lively debate as to the nature of evidence, philosophical considerations about the
nature of meaning and knowledge, issues of technical implementation, and questions about
the relation between research, policy and practice.

This module takes a critical stance in analysing the relationship between research, knowledge
production and dissemination, and decision-making in practice and policy. Rather than
prescribing and teaching particular methodologies to feed into evidence-based policy and
practice, it explores the philosophy, epistemology and politics underpinning contemporary
hierarchies of evidence. There will be particular emphasis placed on the theories underpinning
research synthesis, that is to say, attempts to develop more sophisticated methods of drawing
conclusions for policy and practice from often scattered and unwieldy bodies of research.
Drawing on the extensive theoretical literature, the module aims to provide you with a critical
understanding, helping you to relate the debates to your own research interests and explore
the implications for your wider disciplinary field.

This module aims to:

(1) introduce the key issues and themes relating to evidence informed policy and
practice;

(2) critically evaluate the research literature about the relationship between research,
policy, practice and decision-making;

(3) consider the research environment of policy makers, front-line practitioners and
professional decision-makers;

(4) explore the mechanisms for supporting evidence informed policy and practice
(systematic reviews, research synthesis, meta-analyses) ;

(5) evaluate the effects of evidence informed policy and practice on public services, non-
governmental organisations and those who use them.

Learning outcomes

1. demonstrate critical awareness of the key themes, issues and competing theories
discussed in the evidence informed literature;

2. describe and discuss the types of evidence that could appropriately contribute to
research, policy making and/or professional decision making;

3. critically evaluate the processes involved in whether and how evidence informed
research is transmitted to policy and/or practice;

4. show understanding of the general methodological principles of the main approaches
to evidence informed policy and practice, and appraise their use.


mailto:D.Orr@sussex.ac.uk

Assessment
The course is assessed by a written essay of 2000 words.

“A critical reflection on the application of evidence-informed policy and practice in a chosen area
of interest”

Assessment is by a written essay of 2000 words. Students will select an area of activity, planning
or research, and discuss it in relation to the themes of the module. The choice of area will be
made in accordance with their own individual research interests and in discussion with the course
tutor. There will be plenty of opportunities for discussion over the course of the module about how
students might relate teaching content to their own research interests for the purposes of the
assignment.

Indicative Reading

The course aims to stimulate discussion among participants on different approaches to evidence,
drawing on our different disciplinary backgrounds to challenge and gain different perspectives on
the ideas presented. The indicative reading is drawn from a range of disciplines and fields, and
students are encouraged to follow their own interests in making selections of what to read, while
being open to perspectives from other areas which they might not normally explore in the course
of their work.
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