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

Summary of Themes from Seminar 2
     24.5.05     London

Seminar 2 – Knowledge Generation, Knowledge Management and the links between Research and Policy 

Purpose of this Paper

This paper presents a summary of the main themes emerging from the presentations and discussions during Seminar 2.  For more details about the previous seminar and the series as a whole, please visit the series’ website and workspace (Appendix A). 
The Aim of Seminar 2 

This second seminar in the series 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.

The day began with an overview of various models of the relationship of research to policy 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).  Then followed inputs from two government research managers on the kinds of research that policy-makers find useful (Richard Batholomew, 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.  The seminar was brought to an end with closing comments by Catrin Roberts (Nuffield Foundation).    

A list of attendees is attached as Appendix B.  

Theme 1: Understanding the Complexity of Research–Policy Relationships

Several presenters stressed the complexity of the policy process and the need for more sophisticated (and empirically-informed) understandings of the research-policy interface.  One of Sandra Nutley’s slides emphasised an appreciation of interactions within policy networks: 
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Sue Duncan highlighted the several layers of government research and the danger of focusing solely on the tip of the ‘policy iceberg’: 
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Other participants drew attention to: 

· the growing influence of think tanks whose staff (according to a recent US study) are more likely to have a training in media/politics rather than in research (who is mediating the mediators?)

· the role played by quasi-researchers within government, government agencies, NDPBs, and the voluntary sector (are they researchers or policy-makers?)

· the brokerage role of independent foundations such as Nuffield in maximising the impact of research on policy 

· the fact that the decision-making system (and who has the power within it) is constantly changing

· seeing research-policy interaction not only in terms of communication, but also in terms of a process with different kind of outputs e.g. shared scenario building 

· the ease with which one can slip into instrumental, short-term thinking in relation to policy impacts

There was also a suggestion that educational research needs to learn from recent work in the field of policy studies.  

Theme 2: Roles and Responsibilities

Andrew Pollard argued that getting clearer about what it is reasonable to expect of different players within the research-policy arena (e.g., researchers, politicians, civil servants, journalists) was a key priority.  His view was that the job of researchers was to focus on ‘the enduring issues’ so as to generate resources that policy-makers can draw on to deal with specific problems.  

Issues relating to roles and responsibilities recurred throughout the day, particularly in relation to the following points: 

· Who are the researchers and who are the policy-makers? Richard Bartholomew opened his presentation by saying that he needed to consult colleagues at DfES as he didn’t feel that he was a policy-maker himself.  In other words, identities of ‘researcher’ and ‘policy-maker’ are relative depending on your perspective and context.  This echoes discussions about researchers and practitioners in Seminar 1. 

· The importance of the personal. Sandra Nutley argued that ‘research needs to be embodied as well as embedded’. Several participants picked up on the importance of personal interaction between individual researchers and decision-makers within Pamela Munn’s case study. It was argued that in a field like education, the valuable knowledge often resides in the person i.e. the researcher rather than in a file/publication. Both Richard Bartholomew and Sue Duncan stressed the importance of trust in policy-makers’ relationships with individual researchers. In connection with this, the advantages of secondments across and between different professional contexts within the research/policy landscape were highlighted.  

· The value of expert researchers who can use knowledge flexibly.  Both of the government research contributors underlined the need for researchers who can use and communicate their expertise in new ways. ‘An important aspect is the ability to respond when the information is needed and to apply knowledge flexibly to novel situations rather than reiterating past nostrums’ (Great Expectations: the Social Sciences in Britain, 2003, Commission on the Social Sciences). 

Theme 3: What helps and what hinders productive links between research and policy? 

Much of the day’s discussion touched on this question.  The table below presents a summary of the many points made under a series of headings taken from Sandra Nutley’s presentation. 

	
	Facilitating Factors
	Hindering Factors

	Nature of the research
	- Timely

- Practical, clear implications

- Perceived to be high quality

- Credible researchers

- User-friendly presentation 

- Advisory/reference groups
	- Certain types of research more attractive

- Unrealistic expectations of impact 

	Research–policy links
	- Personal contacts

- Linking agents

- Sustained interactions

- Size of country, access to policy contacts
	- Circulation of civil servants 

- Researcher: presenter or advocate? 

- Time-scales

	Political context
	- Fits current ideology

- Aligns current interest

- Not contradict other sources of info
	- Research only one influence among many

- Knowledge ‘does not speak for itself’ 


Theme 4: Getting beyond ‘more of the same’ 

The ‘So what?’ question was raised in various ways during the day.  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
Later in the discussion Alan Dyson observed that policy-makers always want to know ‘What will happen if....?’ Yet researchers can’t answer this because research by definition looks backwards or at the current picture. What is needed, he suggested, is research which can get close to the options: for example, by commissioning respected researchers to undertake syntheses of research in a prospective way. Another suggestion, from Brian Fender, was the need for short scale ‘crystallising’ studies which could illuminate powerful ideas or options. Along similar lines, Tim Oates, highlighted the importance of framework concepts which can enable knowledge transfer.

In terms of possible strategic developments, references were made to the idea of establishing an education equivalent of NICE (health) and SCIE (social care).  The usefulness of such a body, it was suggested, would depend on it being at arm’s length from government (in a similar way to the Bank of England’s control over interest rates). 
Future Plans and Events 

We are starting to develop ideas about two collections of papers from the seminar series. One will be a TLRP GateWay edited book, which will be accessible to a broad audience. We have also started to discuss a special issue of a journal where we can tackle some of the more demanding conceptual issues arising from the series. We have approached one journal, but are still waiting for an outcome. We would welcome ideas on topics and offers of contributions for both of these collections. 

We would also like to take forward ideas from this series into discussions of an  education equivalent of NICE or SCIE. 

The next three seminars within the series will be as follows:

Seminar 3
Research and Practitioners: People, Organisations and Systems October 13, 2005, University of Birmingham 

Seminar 4
What Education can Learn about Knowledge Transfer from Across the Social Sciences

March 8, 2006, University of Oxford

Seminar 5
A Review of the Learning from the Previous Seminars with a Focus on the Implications for the Development of Educational Research


June 15, 2006, Institute of Education, London

For further details about attending any of the seminars, please contact Joan Lloyd, University of Birmingham (j.v.lloyd@bham.ac.uk). 

Appendix A: Series’ Web-based Workspace

To aid communication and debate between seminars, the series has a web-based workspace as part of the TLRP Virtual Research Environment. 

To access the workspace: 

1.
Go to http://www.tlrp.org/themes/seminar/anneedwards.html 

2.
Click on Workspace 

3.
You will then have to register with TLRP Virtual Research Environment (follow on screen prompts) 

4.
Look under ‘SS-Collaboration’ 

The workspace provides: 

· further details about the series 

· summary papers from previous seminars

· links to related developments

· discussion and chat room facilities.
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	School of Education, University of Birmingham

	Richard
	Edwards
	Institute of Education, Stirling University

	Sir Brian
	Fender
	Former Chief Executive, HEFCE & Chair, Funder’s Forum

	John
	Gardner
	Faculty of Legal, Social and Educational Sciences, Queens University Belfast

	Ann
	Lewis
	School of Education, University of Birmingham

	Donald
	McIntyre
	Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge

	Andrew
	Morris
	Strategic National Education (Research), DfES

	Pamela
	Munn
	Head, Moray House School of Education, University of Edinburgh

	Sandra
	Nutley
	School of Management, University of St Andrews

	Tim
	Oates
	Head of Research and Statistics, QCA

	Katherine
	Pinnock
	National Evaluation of the Children’s Fund, The University of Birmingham

	Andrew
	Pollard
	Director, TLRP

	Mark
	Rickinson
	Senior Researcher, TLRP Seminar Series Organising Group

	Catrin
	Roberts
	Assistant Director (Education), Nuffield Foundation

	Christopher
	Robertson
	School of Education, University of Birmingham

	Lesley
	Saunders
	Policy Adviser for Research, GTC for England

	Esther
	Saville
	Scottish Executive Enterprise & Lifelong Learning Team

	Judy 
	Sebba
	Sussex Institute, University of Sussex

	Felicity 
	Wikeley
	Department of Education, University of Bath

	Amanda
	Williams
	Knowledge Transfer Team, ESRC

	Martin
	Young
	National Teacher Research Panel


1
1

