TLRP CONFERENCE: RESEARCH SYNTHESIS

Educational Research: Responses from TLRP & AERS Research Teams
Background
In order to prepare for dialogue at the TLRP-AERS Conference on 21st November, on the themes of Learning, Equity and Transitions, policy and practice communities were asked to prepare short starter papers in response to 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?

These responses were synthesised by the Directors’ Team and the paper circulated to research teams in both AERS and TLRP seeking short responses. This paper is a synthesis of these responses by the Directors’ Team and is structured in three sections: emergent research findings; research questions to be addressed and evidence adduced; research, policy and practice. 
Emergent Research Findings
The nature of learning and the conditions for effective learning are long run concerns of educational research. They have been given a contemporary importance and inflection by arguments about the ‘knowledge economy’. In TLRP research there is doubt about the utility of the concept, especially the impact of discourses about ‘upskilling’ (usually equated with increasing levels of qualifications). Previous research (in the ESRC Learning Society Programme) showed that Britain, in terms of labour supply and demand, is a significantly over-qualified country with 4 million jobs requiring Level 3 qualifications but a supply of 6.4 million people. Similarly 6.5 million jobs required no qualification whereas there were only 2.9 million people in this category. This is not, however, an argument for less education and training, rather it means policy should pay more attention to the quality of jobs in terms of their demands for skills, knowledge and understanding. TLRP research suggests that the emphasis on ‘outcomes’, solely in terms of achievement of qualifications, which the ‘upskilling’ thesis fosters has negative impacts on educational institutions and on learners (especially the less successful ones). It also carries the danger of polarising the workforce. 
TLRP research is producing consistent messages about the nature of successful learning (which is related to wider benefits such as improved health). The following Table summarises the findings of the research into schools in an early Phase of TLRP (see http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/TLRP_Schools_Commentary_FINAL.pdf) . These Principles have been tested against the emerging findings from other sectors and found to be applicable mutatis mutandis:
	Effective teaching and learning:



	1. equips learners for life in its broadest sense
Learning should aim to help individuals and groups to build the intellectual, personal and social resources that will enable them to participate as active citizens, contribute to economic development and flourish as individuals in a diverse and changing society. This may mean expanding conceptions of worthwhile learning outcomes and taking seriously issues of equity and social justice for all.  



	2. engages with valued forms of knowledge

Teaching and learning should engage learners with the big ideas, key processes, modes of discourse and narratives of subjects so that they understand what constitutes quality and standards in particular domains. 



	3. recognises the importance of prior experience and learning

Teaching and learning should take account of what the learner knows already in order to plan their next steps. This includes building on prior attainment but also taking account of the personal and cultural experiences of different groups of learners. 



	4. requires the teacher to scaffold learning

Teachers should provide activities and structures of intellectual, social and emotional support to help learners to move forward in their learning so that when these supports are removed the learning is secure. 



	5.
needs assessment to be congruent with learning

Assessment should be designed and implemented with the goal of achieving maximum validity both in terms of learning outcomes and learning processes. It should help to advance learning as well as determine whether learning has occurred. 



	6.
promotes the active engagement of the learner. 

A chief goal of teaching and learning should be the promotion of learners’ independence and autonomy. This involves acquiring a repertoire of learning strategies and practices, developing positive learning dispositions, and having the will and confidence to become agents in their own learning. 



	7.
fosters both individual and social processes and outcomes. 

Learners should be encouraged and helped to build relationships and communication with others for learning purposes, to assist the mutual construction of knowledge and enhance the achievements of individuals and groups.  Consulting learners about their learning and giving them a voice is both an expectation and a right. 



	8.   recognises the significance of informal learning 

Informal learning, such as learning out of school, should be recognised as being at least as significant as formal learning and should be valued and used in formal processes.



	9.   depends on teacher learning

The need for teachers to learn continuously in order to develop their knowledge and skill, and adapt and develop their roles, especially through classroom inquiry, should be recognised and supported.



	10. demands consistent policy frameworks with support for teaching and learning as their primary focus

Institutional and system-level

policies need to recognise the fundamental importance of teaching and learning and be designed to create effective learning environments for all learners.  




TLRP research emphasises key features of effective learning: it is meaningful for the learner engaging their motivation in a climate of respect. It is a social process involving not only good personal relations with the tutor but also with the peer group. Learners value (and gain benefit) from active involvement in the articulation of learning goals, pedagogy and assessment. Formative feedback and encouragement in the next steps of learning are preferred to simple grades. Explicit discussion about learning and thinking are effective. Such features appear to be desired by pupils who display a highly developed sense of fairness and inclusivity by which they judge their education.
Currently the research suggests there are significant barriers to learning for many people. Some of these are contextual issues with which educational institutions have to engage – the previous (often unhappy) learning careers of people, financial pressures, family problems, impairments, unresolved emotional and social issues, cultural diversity. 

Similarly there are significant policy and practice issues to be addressed if the conditions for effective learning above are to be secured. The education and professional development of educators in developing the complex of intellectual, personal and emotional traits necessary to the task is crucial as is a critical mass in each setting of staff sharing the same professional perspective. Institutional settings are not always supportive of involving learners in decision making about their own learning.  Similarly, if learners are to engage in the active learning environments outlined above then such principles need to inform their education from early years onwards.
The burgeoning field of neuroscience presents education with both dangers and opportunities. The ‘neuromyths’ prevalent in educational communities about ‘brain based’ learning provide little foundation for effective practice. Neuroscience does, however, emphasise the importance of transferable cognitive processes in comparison with reductive, assessment driven teaching and learning which the ‘upskilling’ thesis fosters. The science suggest that there are two particular phases of development of young people when educational interventions are particularly relevant – in the first three years of life and between the ages of 10 and 15 years. Similarly specific syndromes such as Dyslexia, dyscalculia and ADHD are susceptible to educational interventions.
Transitions between educational settings and from these to other settings are highly consequential for life chances and a major indicator of equity. TLRP research suggests that transitions need to be conceptualized differently from the linear, aspirational and individualistic view which currently dominates. Rather transitions are being increasingly seen as iterative, contradictory and often unconscious but dependent on agency and identity transformation. Transitions between educational institutions (both formal and informal), between education and other settings and between different educational regimes are heavily inflected with class, race and gender and are formed by the different economic, social and cultural contexts. The relationship between such competing conceptions of transition in policy, practice and research discourses is being explored. 

Current (and previous) research indicates that attempts to reduce social inequalities by educational means are having little impact. Indeed the tendency of educational institutions to reproduce existing patterns of inequality is noted by TLRP research (and exhaustively documented by the recent ESRC funded study of social mobility in Scotland in the twentieth century see http://www.ces.ed.ac.uk/SocMobility/mobility.htm). In particular, the unintended consequences of the competition fostered between institutions disadvantages already disadvantaged learners. Transitions from statutory schooling are crucial for future life chances and a major touchstone of equity but, as suggested above, these transitions are not simple and linear.
A move into Further Education (whether immediately after schooling or later in life, whether full time or part time) can offer opportunities for those for whom schooling has not been a success. This results in FE having a diverse student population, but differing social structural conditions can lead to differential success in transitions. Relationships with the tutors (and the broader ‘learning culture’) of the college are important for sustaining students in FE, especially those in adult and community routes. The move from FE appears to be easier for Level 1 and Level 2 students than for those from adult and community routes and those also involved in work based learning. Educational interventions (such as the development of blended learning systems) can be effective in easing such transitions.
In higher education (where it must be noted the transition from school to full time higher education is a route taken only by a minority of those involved) attempts to widen participation have had limited success in terms of the social composition of higher education when ‘reputational hierarchies’ are taken into account. Decisions about whether to participate on higher education are not the simple linear, aspirational and individualistic decisions noted above but are complex decision taken in social context especially in the networks of intimacy which nurture the prospective student. Differentiation in terms of the length of education is being replaced to some extent by differentiation in terms of the reputation of the institution attended. Students at different types of HEI have very different experiences ranging from almost total identification in an ‘historic’ HEI to partial and contingent  attachment at newer institutions where student concerns are significantly structured by the demands of paid work.
One, somewhat neglected, type of transition is that of the educators themselves. How teachers manage the transitions in their own lives and in their professional identities (including their ‘resilience’) is directly related to their perceived and measured effectiveness. In newly qualified teachers the process of becoming a teacher focuses significantly on a complex of emotional, social and identity processes. Resilience is fostered by good leadership, support and collegial relations but is harder to maintain in secondary schools and in areas of socio-economic deprivation. Biographical features of teachers’’ lives are related to their approach to creating inclusive classrooms.
Research Questions to be addressed and evidence adduced
The conditions for effective learning, outlined above, suggest a series of research priorities. Where such forms of education are being offered the question of how it may be sustained needs to be addressed as do the long term benefits and outcomes. If such innovations are to have a wider impact then how to scale innovation up is a crucial issue. In terms of the school sector such wider change would depend on changes in the teaching profession and so questions of how teachers can create a new language of professionalism in order to revitalise the educational sphere are vital (and part of questions about the re-moralisation of the public sphere). The continued relevance of the idea of research based teaching needs to be explored as do the environmental conditions for expansive and sustained teacher learning.  Renewed attention needs to be given to developing an holistic understanding of learning, and whether educational strategies are consonant with such understandings. Similarly assessment strategies would need to be reconsidered in terms of whether they can successfully address an expanded definition of achievement in ways which have currency but which do not distort that which they claim to assess. These issues raise significant questions for policy and quality control - what are the dynamics of a more democratic and collegial inspection system? How is policy mediated and transformed as it permeates the education system and how can it create the conditions for teachers to respond to the complex and diverse contexts in which they work? 
Research into further education, adult and community learning and into work based learning are comparatively under-developed with the need for more basic research into the diverse learner populations and their trajectories; the institutional mechanisms delivering the education; the curriculum and its assessment; the processes of learning and the interactions which support them; the professionals who deliver the education; quality control systems and their impacts; the policy context and its impact on learning; how learning in these contexts articulates with learning in other contexts and with performance based on the learning.
The rapid change in the higher education sector raises primary questions, but the initiation of the Bologna process has not led to comparative research, a lacuna unthinkable in the rest of Europe. The changing composition of the student body (especially when stratified by reputational hierarchies) raises questions about the different material conditions in which people study and the effect of these on their approach to study and future progress. Understandings of diversity need to extend beyond macro social categories such as class, gender, age and ethnicity to more nuanced understandings. Similarly the diversity of HEIs needs to be explored including how common systems quality assurance and funding have differential impacts. The restructuring of higher education raises questions about student control of the curriculum and, from staff perspectives, the competing demands of quality assurance and research activity for the RAE. How staff negotiate such tensions remains to be explored. The increasing use of technology enhanced learning deserves a broader conceptualisation than it has tended to have and the opportunities for real time data gathering could be exploited more fully. As with other sectors holistic and longitudinal research is needed to track the careers of different populations and to assess the impact of policies. As with other sectors it is important to seek the voice of those marginalised rather than those of professionals speaking for such groups. The postgraduate area remains under-researched (despite its growth) and the impact that first generation students have on their home communities is still to be explored.
Research, policy and practice
Current relations between research, policy and practice communities are not usually close. In developing such relations it would be important to distinguish between different types of policy research (e.g. policy strategy; policy formation; policy implementation; policy evaluation) and different policy agencies. The types of relationship between research and policy (e.g. close or at arm’s length) would need to vary with questions in hand and the agency involved. The European Science Foundation currently argues that policy would benefit from the relative independence of research from the policy agenda so as to foster a more long term and strategic view through research with longer timescales and more open objectives. Research which translates existing knowledge for different audiences with their territories and roles offers significant advantage. Similarly the co-production of knowledge by research, policy and practitioner communities offers a good mechanism for developing better articulation. Developing user research expertise is an important factor in both forming the research and in maximising its impact, while researchers need to recognise that provisional and partial evidence is better than none. Policies of user engagement which TLRP has developed offer a good basis for further development. Educational research has, however, to maintain its critical distance from policy and its relations to the social sciences from which it draws (and contributes) theoretical and methodological insights.
Currently the differing time scales of research and policy mean that there may be a disjuncture between the evidence base about effective learning and assessment and the structures and processes of the formal curriculum. Rather than research offering a retrospective commentary on policy the opportunities for research to inform policy prospectively should be strengthened. The full value of comparative research remains to be taken as does the value of longitudinal studies for mapping the processes and impacts of change. Questions of sustaining and developing the infrastructure for educational research, and of developing more strategic relationships, are pressing (while current Procurement Rules tend to inhibit this).
