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Introduction 

The purpose of this short paper is to outline the intentions of the seminar series. In the application for funding we made the following points.

The series takes as its starting point that what makes educational research distinctive is its capacity to operate as an engaged social science that can make a difference to education as a field. Sessions will explore the nature of that engagement and the implications for the design of research on teaching and learning that arise from it. The interplay between evidence-based practice and practice-based evidence will be examined in discussions of how the concepts and practices employed in educational research may develop through engagement with educational goals and practices.

The series will focus on enhancing policy and practice as two goals of pedagogical research, will examine the relevance of a range of research designs and associated methods to those goals and consider the implications of these for the development of educational research.

TLRP has made close connections between the research process and research users a priority and projects have tackled these connections in a variety of ways. The series will therefore start with a scoping of what is already known within the Programme and the implications for educational and particularly pedagogical research that can be drawn from these experiences. In the second seminar we shall work with those who fund research to examine their expectations of research and their interpretations of the research-user interface. The third session will be based on research-practice links. In the fourth we shall explore what can be learnt from researchers who are working with policy and practice communities other than education. In the final session we shall reprise the implications of what has been learnt so far for educational or pedagogical research. We shall do that with representatives from all of the seminars in the series.

One Way of Conceptualising the Series

One way of thinking about the series is to: 

· identify the problem we want to work on, 

· examine the conceptual tools and strategies we have available to work on it, 

· consider the conventions and expectations which may enable or hinder the use of those tools, 

· look at who the stakeholders are and 

· tease out the different ways in which researchers and research users help shape the problem and may be able to work on it. 

These are all issues which are examined when undertaking an activity theory analysis (Engeström, 1999). They are useful entry points for an examination of educational research as a system as it relates to policy communities. As well as providing a way in, these issues are dynamically related. For example, by examining relationships between the problem, the tools we are using and the conventions of their use we will be able to identify the social practices of educational research, their histories and their relevance for the problem of research-policy links.

The production of new conceptual tools is a frequent outcome of such analyses. When examining systems which are undergoing change it is common to find that the tools and strategies being used are inappropriate for the new problem. Consequently it is often necessary to take one step back and concentrate on refining existing tools and strategies or creating new ones for the new job. 

We may find that the tools and strategies we have available in both policy and research communities are not quite right. If so, one outcome of the series may be new conceptual tools which enhance the capacity of educational research to inform policy and practice in the area of teaching and learning.

Identifying the Problem

The series is planned to examine how research can better inform policy and build on developments in practice. That is, although research-practice links are important this is not a series about practitioner research. Instead the focus might be defined in terms of knowledge management i.e. how can knowledge from practice and policy implementation be fed into educational research and how might research-based knowledge be more readily used by policy makers and implementers.

The first seminar will contribute to clarifying the problem to be worked on by identifying what we already know about these relationships as researchers, the current implications for educational research and where we need to know more. We will also draw on experiences from projects to clarify the conceptual tools in use, their efficacy and limitations.

In the second seminar we intend to capture the concerns of those who commission, fund and use research on teaching and learning for policy purposes. At that session we will compare the problem space as it is seen by policy communities with the interpretations arrived at by researchers in the first session. As a result we will be able to expand our understanding of the problem. 

Examining the Conceptual Tools and Strategies Available 

At the core of the series is a set of concerns about how knowledge moves between systems: from practice to research, from research to policy and so on. Most versions of knowledge transfer currently focus on either (a) trying to reduce differences in social practices between the systems across which the knowledge is to be transferred or (b) considering how individuals can be prepared to manage their personal trajectory across different settings. In following these lines we have arguably paid too little attention, conceptually at least, to how knowledge is recognised, accessed and used across settings. 

There are at least four ways of conceptualising relationships between research, policy and practice, all of which have implications for research design.

(a) The Application of Science Here, at best, concepts, which have been empirically refined, are presented in examples of good practice and embedded in policy. External validity is strong. However the research time-scale does not match that of the policy community.

(b) Learning from Practice Here examples of good practice are shared, and sometimes further researched. Internal validity is strong. However, the evidence base is rarely considered to be sufficiently robust for it to influence policy and sometimes the lack of conceptual explicitness makes transfer difficult. 

(c) The Mode 2 Model of Integration of Research, Policy and Practice Gibbons et al (1994) have argued that what we need is ‘a transformation of the practice of technology transfer itself’ (p. 87). Here ‘Technology transfer looks more like a soccer game in which the university is a member of the team’ (p.87). Also ‘universities are no longer the remote source and wellspring of invention and creativity but are part of the problem solving, problem identification and strategic brokering that characterise the knowledge industries’ (p. 86). They are therefore calling for greater flexibility among researchers and more collaboration across disciplinary and policy boundaries.

(d) The Triple Helix Model of Integration of Research, Policy and Practice Etzkowitz et al (2000) present what they describe as a triple helix model as an attempt to account for a new configuration of institutional forces emerging within innovation systems (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 2000). Their ideas can be seen as an analysis of the organisational implications if Mode 2 work. These systems are made up of networks and organisations which have already embraced a degree of cross-boundary hybridity. The sources of innovation in a triple helix configuration do not fit together in a pre-given order, but they generate puzzles for participants to solve. 
Both (c) and (d) take us towards network analyses, particularly the building of what Cussins (1992) has referred to as cognitive trails. In the context of this series, these can be seen in terms of relationships of risk and trust that cut across tribal boundaries. But there remains considerable conceptual as well as practical work to be done in relation to knowledge transfer and its implications for the structures and processes that operate in each tribe.

Conventions and Expectations

Here we find a major set of contradictions. Educational research embraces several strands of activity and each has its own integrity. That integrity has recently been attacked, which has only made the research community more intent on demonstrating the robust nature of its work. These moves have not led to a view of educational research as a rapid response system which can help with policy generation.

However, from a policy perspective a rapid yet reliably informed response is what is required. Mulgan, writing from the Performance and Innovation Unit and the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit in 2003, differentiated between three kinds of policy field, each demanding a different relationship between policy, theory and practice. They were: stable policy fields, policy fields in flux and inherently novel policy fields. Educational research, in his view, fell into the second category. ‘where most people recognise that things need to change’ and where ‘evidence, which by its very nature is backward-looking, is often not very useful. It may reveal the weaknesses of policy. But it is unlikely to give convincing evidence about what works’ (pp 3-4). His response is to look outside the UK and using benchmarking identify polices in use elsewhere which have produced the outcomes desired by English strategists.  He describes this way of working as operating in a ‘global commons – a shared space of knowledge, experiment and experience’ (p. 5).  Although in areas of ‘novel policy’ he sees a role for research in theorising from analyses of practice, he does not seem to apply that possibility to educational research. 

Two issues arise from his analysis. First is the double dismissal of educational research (though he does not specifically name educational research) either as a useful source of information or as a place where theory might follow practice. Second is the potential inherent in the ‘global commons’ as a resource for policy. Clearly Downing Street and the broader policy community in England do call upon some educational researchers for advice, but what we have to offer is perhaps is not as evident to them as it might be. Here we also return to risk and trust in networks.

The seminar series brings together people from across the UK, and doubtless there are lessons to be shared about different expectations and conventions and how they play into relationships between research and policy.

The Stakeholders

It is useful to look at the stakeholders in an activity theory analysis as they are particularly well-placed to shape the tools and strategies used. There are long standing interests, expectations and anxieties to be found among those who are stakeholders in how pedagogical research works on the problem space. 

Participants in the series will be drawn from almost all of those who have an interest in the problem. Therefore we hope that the seminars will provide an arena where the tools can be refined.

Who does What?

In teasing out the different voices that construct the problem and the tools that can be used to work on it we move to what activity theory terms ‘the division of labour’.  Developing an understanding of the implications for roles, responsibilities and identities in research designs which make knowledge management more central has implications for research capacity building, the costing of projects, boundaries between universities and other educational spaces and so on. We anticipate that TLRP is a rich source of evidence on these topics.

Summary

This paper is no more than an initial mapping of the terrain we hope to explore over the next year or so. We shall be developing working papers as we proceed through the series, redefine the problem and find new ways of working on it.
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