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TLRP Seminar Series: Making a difference: working with users to develop educational research

Summary of Themes from Seminar One                     2.3.05     London

Seminar One - Identifying Lessons for Research design from Experiences of User Engagement in TLRP Projects: scoping the challenges for the seminar series

The Aim of the Day

The purpose of the first event in the seminar series was to explore and scope the problem area to be examined during the remaining seminars. In brief, therefore, the intention was to identify aspects of user engagement in examples of TLRP projects in order to begin to map the areas for further conceptual work. 

Three projects were presented as case studies in order to stimulate discussion. In addition, there was a presentation from the Research Capacity Building Network based at Cardiff. The three TLRP projects were: Towards Evidence-Based Practice in Science Education (Phase I), Learning how to Learn (Phase II) and Learning in and for Interagency Working (Phase III). The first two case studies focused on what might be learnt from their experiences of user engagement and the third case study was used to identify areas where clarification about types and purposes of engagement is needed. 

Prior to the event a starter paper was circulated. That paper is available on the seminar series’ website (currently under construction). A list of attendees is attached as Appendix A. 

The Purpose of this Paper

The present paper is a summary of the themes to be drawn from the discussions. A more detailed account of the discussion is available on the series’ website (currently under construction). These themes will be elaborated upon and refined in subsequent seminars and it is also expected that additional themes will be revealed. The five themes from Seminar One cohere around the aim of the seminar series which was summarised in the application for funding as follows:

The series will focus on enhancing policy and practice as two goals of pedagogical research. It 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.

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?

 Answers included: 

· To make educational research more respectable i.e. a political agenda.

· To support different notions of professionalism including: the practitioner researcher, practitioners as users of research and practitioners as users of research informed teaching materials.

The relationship was looked at slightly differently in the suggestion that, 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.

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 Mode Two 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 Phase II case study. There, 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 the Research Capacity Building Network was initially established on the basis of a deficit model of educational research which took one epistemological line. 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 was 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 a warrant for the quality of the work.

One example of different types of engagement in different stages of a research process was provided by the first case study (see below). 

	 Research Activity
	 Level of User Engagement 

	 In writing the proposal
	 None 



	 In making specific choices 

 and decisions 
	 Partnership groups in P1, 2, 3             *


	 In developing instruments
	 Partnership groups in P1, 2, 3         ***

             

	 In collecting data
	 Partnership groups in P1, 2, 3         ***

 

	 In analysing data
	 None

	 In validating interpretations 

 of data
	 Partnership groups in P1, 2 ,3             *    

	 In disseminating findings,  

 insights, ideas
	 Partnership groups in P1, 2 ,3         ***

 Other CPD providers; curriculum  

 developers

	 In suggesting what should  

 follow on
	 Partnership groups in P1, 2 ,3           **


Note: number of * indicates the degree of engagement 

P1, 2, 3 refers to projects 1, 2 and 3 in this Phase I Network
Discussion which touched on differences in epistemology included the following points. 

· Can you only talk to policy-makers when you are secure in the outcomes of your research? (An evidence-informed approach) 

· Isn’t it enough to share your conceptual framing of the problem area as this can be done during the research process? (A theory-led approach)

· Is research only a matter of finding answers to problems of practice? If these problems are only defined by practitioners the result will be a conservative research programme of how to do the same things better. (Arguing for an interaction between theory and practice)

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 commodified as a product 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 here may be 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. 

This theme does seem to be an area for further work during the seminar series.

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. 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 in discussions in the first strand, after the first case study was presented, 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. 

When we turn to the second strand, that is, mutual expectations for the research relationship, the question of power wove its way through discussions. In the second case study 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 framework of the research study  informed the development of the research, while the exchange discourse 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

These 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 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 ASE science educators network and the ground work undertaken over the last thirty years by 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. 

Although discussion under this theme focused on the use of outputs from research programmes, points raised under earlier themes were recognising a subtle, complex and changing relationship between research, policy and practice. This relationship acknowledged that the usefulness of user engagement in research was more than a matter of enhancing the impact of research findings on policy or practice, if indeed that was happening. The aim of this series is to tease out that complex relationship and consider its place in the development of educational research.
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