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Making a Difference: working with users to develop educational research 

ESRC TLRP Thematic Seminar Series
Seminar Two - Knowledge generation, knowledge management and the links between research and policy, 24 May 2005 Background Notes

The aims of this seminar series are to refine understandings of how knowledge is shared between researchers, policy makers and practitioners across education communities.  The intention in doing this, is to increase the capacity of the research to make a difference. A core principle in the setting up of the TLRP programme was to increase user engagement in the research process. This means more than just inviting users to be respondents or sharing findings with them when projects are near completion. Meaningful user engagement raises potential challenges to researchers and funders whose perspectives of the key issues may differ from that of practitioner users. However, funders (and researchers) are themselves users in this process. 

This second seminar in the series will explore the relationships between research funding and the processes of research design and knowledge sharing. This includes 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.

In his infamous TTA lecture in 1996, David Hargreaves accused the educational community of wasting £50-60m per annum on research that is poor value in terms of improving the quality of education provided in schools.  Cuttingly, he went on to suggest that seeing the problem as one of dissemination assumes there is something worthwhile to disseminate. However, he went on to spend extensive time and energy into trying to influence the government to address these issues and many of the initiatives that have since developed such as NERF, the Funders’ Forum and others have their basis in his earlier writing and ideas.  The speech was deliberately provocative but a think piece and TLRP provides us with a major opportunity to interrogate the evidence of the value of educational research in making a difference. In the first seminar we saw how two TLRP projects near completion - the science network and the phase 2 Learning to Learn project - have had observable impact on policy and on some practice. There is a strong sense developing, though as yet difficult to demonstrate, that user involvement in the research process will make a difference, in particular to the relevance, accessibility and applicability of the research.

Who are the funders? Major funders of research include central government core funding (through HEFCE, around 60%), research councils (around 5%), government departments and related non-departmental public bodies (e.g. TTA, GTC, QCA, LSC, etc, around 15%) and charitable foundations (around 7%). In addition, local authorities, EU projects, industry, teacher organisations all fund research, though this tends to be smaller scale. Some of these funders are also policy-makers, some attempt to influence policy directly and others regard their role as independent but expect the researchers that they fund to influence policy. Is it the responsibility of researchers to draw out the implications of their research?

How is research commissioned? The process of commissioning research varies between the types of funders e.g. government departments, charities, etc., and even within types of funders e.g. between different government departments and different charities. The current implementation of full economic costing is creating major changes. Practitioner user involvement in this process varies dramatically. 

How much negotiation takes place between funders and researchers during the commissioning process and during the project?  Many funders have introduced sections on their application forms asking how the research will engage users.  Verification seminars at which other researchers and practitioner users are invited to comment on emerging findings and possible interpretations have become more common. ESRC is running a pilot on inviting applicants to comment on the referees remarks, prior to making funding decisions on larger projects. TLRP has built in negotiation between the directors’ team and the research applicants in the commissioning process and indeed, may have set an example for the recent, more general ESRC initiative.

Where does research fit in the policy process? At what stages of policy development are there opportunities for research input and how receptive are policy-makers to challenges to perceived wisdom? This question is relevant to the whole series, not just this seminar. Many writers including Sandra Nutley contributing, Ben Levin in Canada who has been both an academic and a senior policy-maker and the OECD appointed team who reviewed educational research in England in 2002 have noted that the research to policy process is not linear as often assumed. Policy-making is multi-faceted and often implicit rather than observable and transparent. It is therefore unsurprising that much of the influence of educational research is difficult to track and passes unacknowledged.  There are many examples to discuss in the seminar.

How far are the problems symptomatic of misunderstandings between researchers and funders? The Hillage et al (1998) report suggested that may of the research respondents felt that the criticisms levelled at researchers were the product of poor understanding of research processes in some of the organisations commissioning and using research.  Likewise, researchers need to be given opportunities to develop a better understanding of the constraints that operate for some funders/policy-makers.

Carol Weiss (1998) in promoting user engagement in evaluations suggested:

The best way that we know to date of encouraging use of evaluation is through involving potential users in defining the study and helping to interpret results, and through reporting results to them regularly while the study is in progress.

She went on to suggest that: This kind of sustained interactivity transforms one-way reporting into mutual learning.
Perhaps a target of establishing mutual learning between funders, policy-makers and researchers can provide an appropriate target for our seminar?
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