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Background

User engagement has become part of the rhetoric of educational (e.g. Levin, 2004) and social science (e.g. Nutley, 2003) research and many funders (e.g. initially the Nuffield Foundation and more recently, ESRC) expect research applications to address issues of how users will be engaged in the research process. But the reality is often that user engagement is limited to issues around verification of findings and accessibility of outputs. Carol Weiss (1998) in promoting user engagement in evaluation, suggested that ‘sustained interactivity transforms one-way reporting into mutual learning’.  There remain major challenges of developing meaningful user engagement throughout the process of framing research questions, commissioning projects or programmes, data collection, analysis, reporting and dissemination. In particular, the implications for research design have been barely explored. 

The Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) is a coordinated research initiative. Its overarching purpose is to support and develop educational research leading to improvements in outcomes for learners of all ages, in all sectors and contexts of education, training and lifelong learning throughout the UK. The first projects began work in 2000 and the Programme is scheduled to end in December 2008. It is managed by the Economic and Social Research Council on behalf its funders. To date, it has received some £30m from the Higher Education Funding Council for England, the Scottish Executive, the Welsh Assembly, the Northern Ireland Executive and the Department for Education and Skills, making it the largest single research programme in education in the UK and one of the largest in Europe. One of the key aims embedded in the programme from the outset is user engagement. TLRP provides us with a major opportunity to interrogate the evidence of the value of educational research in making a difference.

The TLRP seminar series “Making a Difference: Working with users to develop educational research” aims to develop the capacity of educational research to make a difference to policy and practice through better understanding and promotion of user involvement. The series is examining four issues:

· different interpretations of user engagement across a range of groups such as funders, policy-makers, practitioners and researchers themselves;

· different frameworks used for promoting user engagement such as those developed through the Research Utilisation Research Unit at the University of St Andrews;

· implications of these frameworks and our understanding for the design of educational research in order to increase potential impact;

· implications of these design options for building capacity in user communities to access, use and engage in research.

Five seminars are taking place over an 18 month period with development work between them. Papers are prepared to inform the seminars and the process and conclusions are being documented. This presentation reports on progress from the first two seminars and invites discussion of some of the questions emerging.

Emerging Issues

Our first seminar explored the scope of the area to be examined in the other seminars. The intention was to identify aspects of user engagement in examples of TLRP projects in order to begin to map the areas for future conceptual work. Three projects were presented as case studies - the Phase 1 network on Towards Evidence-Based Practice in Science Education, the Phase II project on Learning How to Learn and the Phase III project on Learning in and for Interagency Working. From the discussion of the experiences of these projects, five themes emerged. 

The Five Themes

Theme One: The Purposes of User Engagement

A key question was what do we see to be the purposes of user engagement? 
Initially, two purposes were identified, one that was concerned with improving the respectability of educational research (partly a political agenda) and the other to support professionalism including the practitioner as researcher, practitioners as users of research and practitioners as users of research informed teaching materials.

An alternative perspective on the relationship between research and practice was posed.  If practice is thoughtful action, and research is a matter of generating knowledge in particular rule-bound ways, the relationship between research and practice is one of interruption. That is, research-based knowledge can interrupt practice, and practice may have the potential to interrupt taken-for-granted aspects of research. The same may apply to policy. The challenge lies in generating these interruptions.  This perspective takes us from a concern simply with how research knowledge is used by different communities to an examination of two-way relationships between research and practice and research and policy which both Weiss (e.g. 1998) and Nutley (e.g. 2003) have written about extensively.

We were also reminded that we need to distinguish between relationships with policy communities and those developed with practitioners. This point will be expanded in later sections of this paper.

The two-way relationship was also discussed in the context of approaches to knowledge production and the relationship between research and development that ensues. The boundary between research and development was a strong element in the discussions which followed the case study on the Learning How to Learn project. In this case, the scale of the research design had been increased to incorporate more teachers than originally intended and the presentation led to discussions about the challenges of ‘scaling up’ possibilities for practitioner learning from specific projects.

Theme Two: Issues of Epistemology

Much of the discussion reiterated the need to recognise that educational research is not homogeneous. There are different research genres which bring with them different warrants, and have the potential to engage with policy and with practice communities in ways that respect the integrity of each genre. It was noted that initially, the Research Capacity Building Network was established on the basis of a deficit model of educational research which took one epistemological line although it later developed a more user-led model for identifying needs. There was also discussion of the development of that line in the US and a welcoming of the more collaborative approach currently being taken in the UK, in which user engagement is now an important element.

It was agreed that user engagement needs to reflect the beliefs about knowledge, its production and use that are inherent in each genre. Equally, each approach to educational research needs to be explicit about the purposes of user engagement at different stages in the enquiry process and what counts as evidence for the quality of the work.

One example of different types of engagement in different stages of a research process was provided by the Science Education Network.  They had analysed the phases of their research in which users had been engaged. They noted that there was no engagement in the initial writing of the proposal, but some in developing the instruments and in the data collection.  While there was no user engagement in analysing the data, there was considerable involvement in validating the interpretations that emerged, disseminating the findings and suggesting follow up activities. Furthermore, national user organisations such as the Key Stage 3 strategy had been involved in disseminating the findings and ideas.

Discussion included consideration of whether researchers can only talk to policy-makers when they are secure in the outcomes of their research? A theory-led approach was suggested in which the conceptual framing of the problem area is shared during the research process. Concerns were expressed that research should not be limited to finding answers to problems of practice. If these problems are defined only by practitioners, the result may be a conservative research programme of how to do the same things better.

Timescale was also discussed in relation to beliefs about knowledge. The time-scale at the interface between research and policy is short. Research knowledge is consequently presented as a commodity to be used. Relationships at the research-practice interface may be long-term with a potential for a slow process of trust building and co-construction of knowledge.  One challenge identified (and explored by Sandra Nutley in seminar 2) related to how to build relationships of mutual trust between policy and research communities so that tentative findings and conceptual framings may be brought into conversations between the two communities. 

Discussion of warrants also related to this theme. Plausibility was regarded as an insufficient warrant for researchers, while it might have its attractions for both policy and practice. Researchers tended to aim at some explanation of causality and perhaps prediction, though approaches and importance would vary across research genres. 

Theme Three: Issues of Expectation

The capacity of policy makers and practitioners to understand how they might relate to the research process was a strong theme.  There were two strands in the discussion. One strand focused on what might be reasonably expected of educational research (previously explored by Edwards, 2000). The other explored the nature of the relationship between researchers and the practitioners who are involved in the research process.

Expectation in relation to the first strand was summarised as an issue of receptivity. It was noted, for example, that current theoretical understandings of how research is used by policy communities are poorly developed.  Also, emerging from the discussions of the case studies, it was agreed that the different disciplines that are represented in education will operate with different criteria for good quality research. That is, science educators will differ from historians, who will in turn hold different expectations from sociologists. It is therefore an oversimplification to see the practitioner community as homogeneous when expecting them to value research findings. 

The second strand within the theme of expectation was the role of power in the relationship between researchers and practitioners in the research process. In the case study on Learning How to Learn, there were concerns that researchers have in the past tended to operate with a deficit model of teachers and considerable efforts were made by the team to engage teachers as active participants and contributors to the research process. This raised questions about who, finally, was the more powerful, given the time spent on ensuring user engagement and the use of the research project as a vehicle for improving teacher morale in one local authority. Here the question of the responsibility of the research team for scaling up the learning that that was achieved by participating practitioners was highlighted. The implications of Full Economic Costs for being able to assume that responsibility was noted.

The third case study was based on a project which aims at intervening in practices to promote learning. However, negotiating and achieving a balance between a focus on, for example, the conceptual development the project is aiming at and the expectations of the co-operating local authorities was an on-going tension. In both case studies the practitioners were potentially very powerful but operating at times with an agenda which did not have the research project as their object. The third case study also noted that there were different relationships with different groups of practitioners and at different phases in the study. For example the on-going relationship with the reference group within the research study informed the development of the research, while the context of local authorities meant that researchers had to offer services in order to achieve co-operation.

Researchers too needed to manage their own expectations. Greater user involvement does not necessarily mean that impact either during, or after the study will be achieved. Instead attention needs to be paid to working out the conflicting interests of researchers, practitioners and policy makers both during the research and when there are outputs to share.

Theme Four: Issues of Feasibility

Issues relating to feasibility ranged from difficulties in finding practitioners willing to co-operate in a research project in the first case study  to meeting the expectations held by practitioners and their employers in the second and third case studies.

The strong message was that user engagement with practitioners takes time to negotiate and sustain and that unless expectations are managed they may orient the project to meet the immediate needs of user communities rather than the longer term aims of the research programme. Managing the tension so that user engagement enhances the research programme seems to demand a new set of skills for researchers. One starting point may be to rethink the notion that practitioners are less powerful than researchers and to focus on making different expectations explicit at the outset, so that feasibility can be achieved.

Full Economic Costing of research projects will have to take into account expectations for researcher involvement in sharing the learning and may lead to  explicit formulations of those expectations with feasibility as a criterion.

Theme Five: How Research Based Knowledge is Used

This theme is presented last as it brings together much of the discussions under the other four themes. It does, however, also reflect the epistemological basis of the day. 

Discussion focused more on how research outputs are used, than on an analysis of the interaction between practice or policy and research in the research process. That is, relatively little attention was paid to how research-based concepts are shaped and refined in interaction with the field. 

Much of the conversation was, implicitly at least, working with the idea that research produces knowledge which can be applied and that the involvement of users in the research process leads to stronger alignment between the priorities of each of the three communities. This approach was captured in a notion of receptivity, that is, how receptive are potential research users to research outputs? This concern in turn led to the idea that a pedagogy for research use is needed.

A clear distinction was made between how knowledge is used by policy communities and by practitioners. While it was recognised that policy makers need clear and well communicated ideas and research findings in which they can have some confidence, it was also acknowledged that conceptualising user engagement with the policy community was currently more challenging than working with practitioners. This may be a matter of low levels of trust, or because policy makers do not yet have any conceptual framework for how different types of research knowledge may be used, or simply because too little attention has been paid by researchers to understanding that interface. It was suggested that research on the social practices of decision-making in relation to the use of research in the policy community was necessary.

However, there were examples of how research-based knowledge is shared with practitioner communities. Discussions centred on networks. The Association of Science Education network and the ground work undertaken over the last thirty years by organisations such as the Nuffield and the Gatsby Foundations were mentioned as illustrations of the investment necessary to build  ‘an attentive audience’ for research among practitioners. 

Other discussions of networks and the role of practitioner participants and university-based researchers in them revealed just how much work needs to be done to conceptualise how, for example, research-based knowledge is mobilised, moved, built and shared in networks. There was a recognition that spaces for conversations between the different communities was essential for cross boundary learning but work needs to be done on understanding what happens in these spaces and how understandings and priorities are negotiated.

Discussion of the second case study also raised questions about the importance of lead learners who could operate as research activists to encourage and promote learning from research in which they had been involved. There was also talk of boundary workers able to champion research in practitioner communities. Here too the need to undertake empirical studies of the social practices of decision-making and potential research use was considered a priority. 

Emerging issues from the second seminar

This second seminar explored the relationships between research funding and the processes of research design and knowledge sharing. This included the diverse culture of research commissioners, what researchers need to understand about these cultures, funders’ perceptions of research needs (‘use-inspired’) and how the research-policy cycle does and does not work.

An overview of various models of the relationship of research to policy was provided by Sandra Nutley (St Andrew’s University), and a case study of policy interactions within a research study on school exclusions in Scotland by Pamela Munn (University of Edinburgh).  Inputs from two government research managers followed on the kinds of research that policy-makers find useful (Richard Bartholomew, DfES) and how policy-makers can learn to use research (Sue Duncan, Cabinet Office).  Brian Fender (ex-HEFCE and Funders’ Forum Chair) then commented on the role that funders might play in enhancing user engagement.  Closing comments by Catrin Roberts (Nuffield Foundation).  Presentations are available on the seminar series website.

In the discussion of these presentations, Alan Dyson warned of the risk of rehearsing old debates and failing to consider what some more challenging alternatives might look like.  He suggested distinguishing between three possible approaches:

· incrementalist – everybody does a bit better within the existing ways of working 

· radical democratic – researchers say that ‘cosying up’ to policy-makers is not the right way and look seriously at what a radical democratic model might look like

· radical policy-orientated – in which we rethink relationships between research and policy

In terms of possible strategic developments, references were made to the idea of establishing an education equivalent of National Institute for Clinical Excellence (health) and Social Care Institute for Excellence (social care).  The usefulness of such a body, it was suggested, would depend on it being at arm’s length from government. 
Some emerging questions about the implications for research design (for discussion at BERA)

In designing research, how can users be engaged in more stages of the process than has traditionally been evident? Is Weiss’s ‘sustained interactivity’ a realistic aim?

Users are overstretched people for whom engagement in research is unlikely to be a high priority - realistically, how can the research design build this in?

Researchers are bidding for funds in a highly competitive market with full economic costings. How can time for user engagement be appropriately costed?

A pedagogy for research use is needed - what might this look like and how will the research design reflect this?  
The first two seminars have recognised a subtle, complex and changing relationship between research, policy and practice. This relationship acknowledges that the usefulness of user engagement in research is more than a matter of enhancing the impact of research findings on policy or practice, if indeed that is happening. The aim of this series is to tease out that complex relationship and consider its place in the development of educational research.
The website http://www.tlrp.org/themes/seminar/anneedwards.html includes relevant papers.
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