TLRP CONFERENCE: POLICY SYNTHESIS

Educational Research: Perspectives from Policy and Practice Communities
Background
TLRP decided, in conjunction with AERS, to hold its annual Conference in Scotland in 2006 to help make available to Scotland the insights of the largest Programme of educational research undertaken in the UK. To this end a sustained dialogue between different educational communities will take place on Tuesday 21st November. Three themes running across sectors and phases of life  have been identified in discussion the Scottish Funding Council for further and higher education and the Scottish Executive’s Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong Learning and Education departments. These issues are: Learning; Equity; Transitions. Each of these themes will be the subject of a two hour session in the Conference. Each session will be introduced by two, 10 minute ‘framing’ papers from policy and research perspectives. There will then be up to 15 parallel workshops discussing particular dilemmas entailed in the theme, before a plenary session which will vary according to theme.
In order to prepare for the day policy and practice communities were asked to submit ‘starter’ papers on the three themes addressing three questions:

1) What are the main challenges which you face with respect to your chosen theme(s) (Learning, Equity or Transitions)?

2) What are the Research Questions which research could constructively address and what is the evidence which it could generate to help you address these challenges?

3) How would you like to see the relationship between research and policy and practice develop in Scotland in the future?

This paper synthesises the responses to these questions. It is being distributed to TLRP and AERS research teams for written responses. These will in turn be synthesised and these two overview papers distributed to participants before the Conference. The issues raised by the two sets of overview papers will be used to structure the workshops for each theme.
The main challenges for educational research
The nature of learning is felt to be undergoing rapid change currently in ways which are challenging to the policy, practice and research agendas. In early years education the emerging mixed economy of provision is not fully understood and issues of identifying the quality environments in which children could best thrive are important. How quality can best be assured, and how teachers are best educated and supported to deliver such quality, remain challenges. Given the diversity of pre-school provision the relationship between different forms of provision, quality standards and parental perceptions have yet to be charted and linked to socially diverse environments.
In the statutory school sector there is felt to be a gap between system level processes of measuring standards, with the concomitant emphasis on inspection and school leadership, and detailed understanding of the diverse classroom processes which lead to effective learning. How to introduce new approaches to learning to support an outcomes based curriculum is a challenge. The identification and sharing of good practice are challenges while some areas of the curriculum (eg the arts) may become marginalised as options. The best use of ICT remains a challenge. There is a sense that the complexities of teaching are increasing and that there is a potential tension between demands for school outcomes and preparation for lifelong learning in a changing socio-economic environment. All these factors pose questions about capacity of the system, and of people within it, to engage with serious adaptive change.
In the post-school sector community based learning is under pressure to demonstrate that its provision leads to outcomes which meet national policy objectives. This poses significant problems of measurement and of causal inference. In higher education changes in financial regimes and the assessment of research are posing difficulties for learning. The unit of resource has declined at the same time as there has been a substantial increase in the bureaucracy surrounding learning. Further pressure is put on the processes of learning in higher education by demands of the Research Assessment Exercise and by the increasingly consumerist outlook of learners, created in part by the changing and increasingly diverse policy contexts. Stimulating interest in research into learning in higher education, how this may be synthesised and translated into effective policy and practice, remain serious challenges.
Challenges of equity are resistant within and across education. A distinction is drawn between equity in education (e.g. equitable distribution of resources, equitable outcomes amongst socially diverse groups) and equity through education (e.g. promoting equity as a basic value position). Little is known about the latter whereas the former has not been achieved particular with groups such as those with additional support needs; young people (and young teenage mothers especially) not in employment, education or training (‘NEETS’); ethnic minority/racialised and faith-based groups or those at risk of other forms of social exclusion. The inequalities of social class remain, albeit somewhat hidden and nuanced by other forms of social diversity and exclusion. The distribution of these inequalities, which extend to wider socio-cultural activities, is spatially patterned with whole areas (‘postcodes’) suffering disadvantage. While educational institutions may themselves generate barriers to greater equity through their organisation and practices, policies of inclusion mean that they are faced with trying to meet needs of all pupils when some are significantly disaffected and disruptive and yet also disadvantaged. Learning systems appropriate for such an inclusive system have yet fully to be developed to meet the range of social diversity and multi-cultural contexts and staff who do the ‘equity work’ are not routinely involved in policy making. Pursuing policies of greater equity while systems and pedagogies have not been fully developed runs the risk of raising expectations in disadvantaged groups, the non-fulfilment of which would further strengthen low expectations of the benefits of education.
Problems of transitions are a significant factor in the limitations of education in addressing diverse problems of equity. While the Qualifications Framework provides an administrative system for enabling smoother transitions the operation of this in practice is not unproblematic, with institutions slow to change traditional criteria and practices. In this context disadvantaged or socially excluded and diverse groups need nurturing through the various transitions within, and out of, the education system.
Questions to be addressed and evidence to be adduced
The nature of learning in a time of rapidly scientific, technological and social change provides a rich agenda for research. Changes in early years’ provision have resulted in a mixed economy. Identifying the features of good learning in the first three years of life, and the environments which nurture this, is still fully to be explored. How ‘quality’ across these different and diverse contexts may be defined, and assessed, and what are the traits of staff which lead to quality provision, are significant questions. 
In the statutory sector emerging changes in pedagogy and assessment present fundamental challenges to schools and staff, raising questions of the capacity for adaptive change. Personalisation of, and choice in the curriculum, may represent a shift in the centre of gravity of schools while the implications of placing formative assessment at the heart of the educational process are profound. How teachers, and those charged with monitoring education, understand assessment and its evidence needs to be explored. The emphases on pupil engagement, especially boys’ engagement and on the responsibilities of pupils for their own learning, similarly pose first order questions about the educational process. Given such developments identifying, and the mechanisms of sharing, good practice are high priorities. How this relates to, and what the evidence is for, the introduction of an outcomes based curriculum need to be explored.
In post-compulsory sectors the grand narrative of the contribution of education to a knowledge economy requires critical scrutiny. The pace and complexities of change are such that institutional forms and diverse practices need to be reviewed for fitness for purpose.  For example is learning being globalised through ICT and should it become less located within one institution? Similarly does the organisation of learning into a working day (09.00-18.00) and into terms-semesters-academic years meet the diverse  needs of diverse learners? Is valued knowledge increasingly being defined on an individual basis rather than being received from the curriculum of the institution? Is attendance at an institution necessary or would valued ‘soft skills’ not be fostered and isolation increased, motivation decreased, in remote or individualised learning? The impact on the all round development of students of financial regimes necessitating having to work during term time, and increasingly to stay in the parental home,  have yet to be assessed. Are such pressures, and the support systems of HEIs, leading to a generation of risk averse graduates? Such questions raise primary questions such as the links between student experience and outcomes, what effective learning environments are, how a diverse student population, are to be supported, how learning can best be supported by assessment and, crucially, what the nature of leadership in HE should be. While many of these questions are being posed in terms of full time degree level studies in HEIs the area of higher education below degree level, and in FE and other contexts, is little explored.
Across sectors of education the contribution of developing neuroscientific knowledge has yet fully to be defined as has the role of developing ICT systems in different educational contexts. Will contemporary ICT systems nurture a generation of learners who will re-define lifelong learning and the systems to support it or will the weight of traditional practices, and the personal experiences of current staff, limit this? Will blended learning bring these two tendencies together?
Priorities in researching Equity in the early years and schools’ sector focus on naturalistic studies of the processes by which inequitable outcomes are generated. While research into population ‘rates’ are still necessary, attention should focus onto more qualitative studies exploring the dynamics of exclusion, the components of effective practice etc. How institutions (unwittingly) erect barriers to learning for different groups (characterised by, for example, family circumstances, social or emotional difficulties, impairments, forced migration) through the construction of particular learning environments is a key question. Understanding how such barriers may be lowered through improving teacher education, CPD and the co-ordination of children’s services would be a significant step towards improving provision. The complexities of what is ‘effective’ practice for a diverse population of learners need to be charted and sensitive indicators of the equity of outcomes from schooling developed. The tension between meeting individual and diverse needs and equity in schools needs to be understood as do the limitations of that for which schools can be held responsible.

In the post compulsory sector the widening participation agenda provides a series of research challenges. Much attention is focussed on the population of students who are the first generation of their family to enter higher education. Do they have equal access to information about opportunities for higher education; do they have different attitudes to higher education possibly with a more instrumental approach to it, losing out on the wider benefits. Is the higher attrition rate in disadvantaged students due to alienation and isolation (and does this vary by type of HEI) – indeed does the widening access discourse generate damaging stereotypes of students from disadvantaged or socially excluded backgrounds? Looking beyond higher education do such students fare differently, ceteris paribus, in the labour market than students from more advantaged backgrounds? What effect does the experience of this new generation of students have on their communities of origin? At a system level are HEIs ready to change to accommodate such students; how do HEIs respond to the increasing employment and caring commitments of students; what is the cost-benefit calculus of learner support; would a needs led funding model be detrimental to the system?

Easing transitions between educational sites, and from education to other social sites, is the dominant research concern. With the developing mixed economy of early years’ provision how transitions from home to pre-school to school be made to best effect? Is the current education and support for staff sufficient? Later in the process of schooling the Qualifications Framework provides administrative systems for more effective transitions but the ecology of actual use needs to be explored. Is there continuity and progression in learning and a shared understanding of assessment to help plan children’s progression? In particular what is emerging pattern of provision in the final years of compulsory schooling and how does this articulate with FE? Are productive partnerships emerging between schools, colleges and other stakeholders?  For those progressing to higher education does schooling equip them with the dispositions, as opposed to the qualifications, necessary for success in HE? What happens to students transferring to degree level studies from HNC and HND qualifications? Do they get credit for their studies and do they progress well? Such transitions should not be taken for granted but explored to assess whether they are necessary or made only for historical, institutional reasons. Should it be the learner or the learning context which change to make transitions more effective? Assuming transitions between school and HE is necessary what information is available to students to help them manage transitions; is consumerism leading to more selective transitions and what are the consequences of this? Are transitions affected by geography and could blended learning help ease transitions from sparsely populated areas? Little is known about the careers of students taking HNC and NHD qualifications.  In making the transition from HE to employment is having made previous transitions successfully, as well as the particular substance of qualifications,  positively valued by employers? In general how may students be supported in moving out of comfort zones; what are the differential responses to this movement? Overall research priority is given to understanding the micro dynamics of transitions rather than to the further study of population rates.
Research, policy and practice
Responses to this question were less specific than to the others, suggesting that there is fertile ground for debate in November. Areas of strength are seen to be the growth of robust, independent and collaborative research in Scotland over the past decade, with an emerging climate of partnership in the development of policy and practice. Areas for development are the current undervaluing of small scale practitioner research and barriers to speedy knowledge exchange with policy and practice communities. The synthesis of existing research could be strengthened. The differing time cycles of research and the development of policy and practice need to be recognised and reconciled. The tendency for policy makers to contact researchers only when there is a specific piece of work to be done should be replaced with more strategic relationships in which cross-secondments would be a valuable element. The Reference Group formed for ‘Assessment is for Learning’ from all the Scottish Faculties of Education offers a robust model of evidence gathering, critical commentary on policy delivery and capacity building on all sides. This group has managed to bring the research, policy and practice timetables together into a continuous cycle, particularly through small scale enquiries. How research is presented could be made more accessible.
The views proposed in this paper have been drawn from the responses from policy and practice communities to the questions posed at the start of this paper. This synthesis has been performed by the TLRP Directors’ Team which is responsible for the formulations of the paper.
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