The Teacher Education Research Network (TERN): Building Research Capacity in the North West Region of England

Rationale
     This pilot project, funded by the ESRC for 12 months, is establishing a regional network (the Teacher Education Research Network [TERN]) for research capacity-building in the North West of England. The network has a substantive focus on teacher education research. It proposes to develop inter-institutional collaboration through a model of hubs-nodes relationships, implemented through a research training programme, consisting of face-to-face meetings, workshops and a Virtual Research Environment (VRE). The main aims are to pilot a strong and sustainable model for research capacity-building in teacher education across a collaborative network of seven regional universities, and to test the potential of this model for building a coherent research infrastructure on a larger scale across England. 
     Within the broad discipline of education, teacher education research can be seen as under-developed and the product of a ‘young field’, informed by many different disciplines and subject to rapid policy changes (Zeichner, 1999, cited in Cochran-Smith and Zeichner, 2006:755). Much of the research is generated by those who are also the teachers and managers in the teacher education communities (Furlong, 2007). The need to develop research capacity in order to strengthen these communities, to enhance the quality of new knowledge generated within them and to increase the overall quality of student learning has been identified as important (Menter et al, 2006). This project is based on the principle that increasing research capacity in teacher education is important in its own right, as well as a vital component of any more general research capacity-building initiatives in education. 
     The context for research capacity-building in teacher education in England has the following characteristics. There is growing differentiation between the small number of universities rated 4 or 5 in the Research Assessment Exercise of 2001 and universities with no QR funding (Pollard, 2008). Many of this latter group of institutions are in the post-1992 sector and have high numbers of teacher education students on pre- or in-service courses. There are traditions of engagement in small-scale pedagogical research and pockets of research excellence in these universities, but in general levels of research activity are low.   

     Many new academics come into the university from practitioner backgrounds, without sustained experience of research in the social sciences. The factors which restrict the time and opportunities available for them to participate in research are well known (Furlong, 2007; Maguire, 2000; Sikes, 2006). This situation is further exacerbated by the increasing bifurcation of research and teaching roles in some universities and by the uneven quality of induction provision for supporting research development (Murray, 2006). Policies for growing research selectivity in the university sector are potentially in tension with the dispersed model of research activity that is needed to support high quality research in teacher education (Furlong, 2007). If the current situation continues then the danger is that teacher education will become divorced from the engagement with high quality research, which should be informing all levels of its work. Concerns about this situation and its long term impact on educational research have been raised repeatedly (e.g. Furlong, 2007). Together these various issues indicate the urgency of developing models to facilitate research capacity-building in teacher education. 
     The Teacher Education Group (TEG) recently completed a mapping of UK research in teacher education. This was funded by the TLRP, the British Educational Research Association (BERA), the University Council for the Education of Teachers (UCET) and ESCalate (the Education Subject Centre of the Higher Education Academy). That mapping indicates the rich potential for capacity-building by drawing on the specific substantive, methodological and theoretical issues in teacher education research. This project envisages that drawing on the TEG mapping and other TLRP resources will enable the generation of new knowledge and scholarship in the field, as well as supporting the career development of a new generation of educational researchers. But the TEG mapping also shows that the majority of the existing research is small-scale with significant gaps where issues of contemporary relevance have not been thoroughly researched (e.g. the use of work-based learning frameworks in teachers’ learning). 
TERN Project objectives
     The project will involve mapping, inputs, and evaluation. The inputs will be based on a hub-nodes model in one region, involving workshops, group mentoring, and on-line resources. We elaborate these proposed methods below, after setting out the project’s objectives, which are as follows: 
1. to foster institutional networking across one English region, ensuring collaboration between research-intensive and teaching-intensive universities; 

2. to audit the existing provision for research training and researcher needs in each institution;

3. to contribute to building the institutional research capacity of the participating universities; 
4. to provide a research training programme, consisting of five workshops enhanced by website and VRE usage, to improve existing regional provision and develop institutional and individual research capacity; 

5. in so doing, to develop a) a network sustainable beyond the life of the project, and b) an effective model for capacity-building which can potentially be applied more broadly.  
     An integral aspect of the project is the evaluation of the proposed model, analysing its effectiveness for developing regional, institutional and individual research capacity and assessing its potential for building research infrastructures of a larger scale. 

In achieving these aims and objectives the project will draw on previous investments in educational research, including the methodological resources available through TLRP and the Applied Educational Research Scheme (AERS), the TEG mapping and the findings of relevant TLRP projects, both in teacher education specifically and in related fields such as workplace learning and lifelong learning. 

Rationale for the composition of the project and the regional focus 
     Originally forwarded by four members of the TEG, this project is supported by seven universities in the region and by ESCalate, UCET and the Teacher Education and Development Special Interest Group within BERA. The project centres on a proposed collaborative network between the universities, all of which are involved in providing teacher education courses for the school sector in the North West region. Regionality is a strong principle on which to base a pilot project for building research capacity as much of teacher education provision is already organized on a regional basis. 
     Teacher education in the North West shares many characteristics with that in other regions of England, notably low levels of research activity in most of the providing universities and the threat of growing dislocation between teaching and research. There is one research-intensive university (Manchester); Manchester Metropolitan also receives QR funding for education. The other five institutions are teaching-intensive with pockets of research excellence, but no QR funding. The universities involved in this project have the largest concentration of teacher education students and staff outside the South East. (The South East was not felt to constitute a sufficiently representative or applicable case, given the atypical nature and geographical clustering of its teacher education institutions.) The University of Cumbria also runs the ESCalate centre for Initial Teacher Education. This project offers then the opportunity to achieve high impact levels in teacher education nationally, whilst also testing the potential of this collaborative model in a broadly representative region of England. 
     The seven participating institutions belong to the Federation of Universities in the North West in Initial Teacher Education, a forum of Deans which focuses on the strategic management of pre-service provision. The existence of this federation and a limited history of collaborative work (through some sharing of resources and involvement in small-scale, research activities) will facilitate co-operation and communication during this project. A further factor is that the North West has two urban clusters of universities (in Manchester and Liverpool). The University of Cumbria, however, has three teacher education bases at a considerable distance from both clusters. This geographical distribution pattern gives particular relevance to the establishment of a TERN website and the use of a Virtual Research Environment.

Methodology: core components of the proposed network
Ethics: the project will adhere closely to BERA and ESRC guidelines. Initial briefings have been held with the Deans or Research Leaders of each university to outline the project and its evaluation. This enabled information sharing and ensured stakeholder awareness of ethical issues. As the project progresses, all involved in it will be provided with a participant information sheet, clearly detailing aims, objectives and activities to be undertaken. Individual participation will be voluntary, based on informed consent, and allowing participants the right to withdraw at any time. Procedures for the collection and analysis of data will be explained, and assurances given about the secure storage and publication of data, including anonymised reporting of individual activities. Any institutional issues raised by the project will be discussed with Deans on an on-going basis and before any publication of findings. 

Preliminary mapping of research activities: a preliminary mapping of existing research experiences, interests and activities will provide information on which to develop the detailed activities of the network. Taking into account the constraints of time and funding, a comprehensive survey will not be appropriate or possible. It is therefore proposed to undertake an on-line mapping by questionnaire, supplemented by interviews with the Research Leaders in each university in order to ascertain: the existing structures, areas of expertise and resources available to relevant researchers; the details of research active staff and of those at earlier stages of research development; the training required by staff; and any research seminars and training events already planned for 2008/09.
Data from the mapping: the resulting data from the questionnaires and the interviews will be analysed using content analysis techniques. Sharing the results of this mapping between institutions will facilitate: 
i) identification of differentiated training needs at various career stages to inform development of project activities;

ii) mapping of existing interests, leading to identification of opportunities for collaborative research;

iii) identification of existing structures and areas of  expertise and of where they are in need of further development.
It will give a base-line mapping of research activity in the region to inform the final evaluation.

A communal North West  research programme for 2008/09 will be compiled from the information supplied by each university. Disseminated by conventional means to the universities, it will also be posted on the project website. Supplemented by the TERN research training provision, this communal programme will ensure a strong social science focus to regional provision. 

Research development / training programme: This will include a series of workshops, which together with supporting use of a project website and VRE, will aim to simulate all stages of the research process, providing research training on an embedded social practices model (Baron, 2005). Specific objectives here are: to provide well-focused research training and mentoring to early and mid career researchers;  to explore the theoretical, methodological and substantive issues involved in generating high quality teacher education research; and to identify and address an under-researched issue, which has contemporary relevance and potential to inform practice in teacher education. A blended learning approach will be used by the Steering Group to develop systematic researcher engagement in the workshops, the website and the VRE. This will create purposeful dissemination and use of the TLRP research-capacity building resources, particularly the methodological resources and the mapping of TEG. TLRP projects which have focused specifically on teacher education (e.g. Day et al, 2006) will be used as research cases on the project. Other research cases will include other TLRP studies with high relevance to teacher education (e.g. Eraut et al on early career learning).
     Broad structures and content for the workshops and VRE will be determined by previous initiatives on developing institutional and individual research expertise (e.g. AERS) and good practice in developing blended learning programmes, but exact details will be fine tuned according to the information gained through the mapping exercise. 
     Each university will be asked to involve six mid or early career researchers and one or two research-experienced members of staff. There will be seven working groups, each consisting of six researchers with differing areas and levels of research expertise (and from different universities), working with the support of at least one of the experienced researchers as mentor. This aspect of the group structure will draw on relevant characteristics of the TLRP Meeting of Minds Fellowships, adapted to small communal groups. Mentors will come from the North West, particularly the research-intensive University of Manchester, from Manchester Metropolitan University and the pockets of research excellence in other universities. 
     Participants will work on developing well-structured research proposals to address a communally defined research question with high relevance to teacher education in the contemporary university (this question and relevant sub-questions will be determined in workshop 1). In addition to allocated planning time at the workshops, groups will have dedicated space on the VRE in which to collaborate between meetings. It is envisaged that, with permission from the TLRP, existing models of internal websites and VREs within the TLRP site will be extended for use by the project. The VRE will facilitate group communication and exchange of ideas, and support the systematic development of the group research proposals. The website will enable relevant TLRP resources to be easily accessed.
     It is envisaged that, subject to the findings of the mapping, the workshop focuses may  be as follows: 
1. reviewing the scholarship of the field; negotiating the overall research question;

2. theoretical frameworks and their impacts on research design: perspectives from history, sociology, psychology, philosophy of education and policy studies; 

3. research methods: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods; research ethics; 

4. analyzing data, writing up and disseminating research; 

5. presentation of group research work to Deans and Research Leaders.

Colloquia: Additional funding from ESCalate will enable three colloquia to be run in the region. These will supplement the basic training programme, enabling the theoretical, substantive and methodological emphases within it to be re-visited in more depth. Each colloquium will aim to analyse exemplars of recent, high quality research from the TLRP, relevant to teacher education. They will also include discussion of the implications of the research for teacher education and identification of any future research questions. 

Dissemination: Regional dissemination of the project will be achieved in two ways: as a specific contribution to the annual ESCalate conference for research in pre-service teacher education in May;  and at the North West Federation conference in summer 2009. Both events will disseminate the project findings to date, including the research proposals generated by the workshop groups. Conference contributions will be published and disseminated through the TERN and ESCalate websites. National dissemination will be through a symposium at the BERA conference (September 2009), presentations at the UCET conference (November 2009) and seminars for the UCET Research and Management Committees (autumn 2009.
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