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

Summary of Themes from Seminar 3
     13.10.05     Birmingham

Research & Practitioners: people, organisations and systems

This paper seeks to convey a sense of the richness of the presentations and discussions during Seminar 3. It is less a distillation of key themes, more a celebration of different stories, perspectives and metaphors.  It builds on the summaries of previous seminars in the series, which are accessible via the series’ website and workspace (Appendix A). 
Scope of Seminar 3 

Seminar 3 was essentially about the flows of research-based knowledge within, between and beyond practice communities.  Participants came from schools, colleges, local authorities, policy organisations, research organisations and universities (Appendix B). What was interesting was the combination of diverse institutional contexts but commonality of roles/purposes/interests.  Put simply, everyone round the table was in some way, shape or form a mediator of research engagement.  The value of the day, then, was in the different stories and perspectives that were shared about how research-based knowledge is generated and used within and between different contexts.    

The presentations included: 

· Anne Edwards (Oxford University) on different views of research and practice

· Janet Brewer (City of Bristol College) and Robin Bevan (King Edward VI Grammar School, Chelmsford) on research engagement in their institutions

· Donald Christie (University of Strathclyde) on knowledge generation/utilisation within the Applied Educational Research Scheme (AERS)

· Danny Durant (Worcs), Graham Handscomb (Essex) and David Leat (University of Newcastle) on case studies of local research engagement

· Lesley Saunders (GTCE) with a synthesis of the day. 

Towards an Overview of the Presentations 

It is not easy to encapsulate the many aspects and overlaps of the different presentations.  An attempt to do so diagrammatically is given below.  It tries to portray the contributions as:

(i)  providing insights into research engagement in different contexts; and 

(ii) highlighting different ways of understanding and supporting such engagement. 
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1.
Different types of knowledge flow

Anne Edwards argued that there is a need to recognise and escape from old ideas about the research-practice relationship:

The difficult lies, not in the ideas, but in escaping from the old ones […]. (Keynes, 1936) 

Three alternative perspectives were identified: 

Evidence–informed  
application of findings, simply do good research and make the findings available

Theory-led
conceptual approach, general principles that can be used to discover specific phenomena 

Theory and practice interaction
engaging with a logic of enquiry, passing conceptual knowledge along-, down- and upstream

A key dimension in theory and practice interaction is ‘moving from everyday situated conceptions of practice to situation-free versions’.  This requires different kinds of knowledge flow and the flow of different kinds of knowledge.  For example: 

1. Passing knowledge alongstream – this can involve knowledge that is situation-specific (e.g. sharing practical responses or descriptions) or more conceptual and situation-free (e.g. sharing explanation and interpretations of new problem spaces)

2. Passing knowledge upstream – very important for informing research and policy BUT often more difficult e.g. ‘I’m not very good at feeding up to the strategic players’; ‘Reports go up the line but I’m not sure what happens to them’ (quotes from NECF evaluation)

3.  Passing knowledge downstream – there’s nothing so useful as an idea; testing the usefulness of an idea in practice.  

Emerging questions for research design: 

· How to allow an openness for practice knowledge and conceptual knowledge being generated in the field of enquiry during research?

· How to create spaces for downstream and upstream movement of ideas in research design?

2.
Research engagement in a college

Janet Brewer (City of Bristol College) described a range of research-related activities that take place within her college.  As a Research Development Manager, she has a college-wide brief to support research/research use within the college as well doing research projects of her own. 

The kinds of research-based knowledge that are used include: 

· LSDA-type reports as background for research and policy development

· Statistical data such as LEAs and LSCs sharing data for school to FE transfer

· Research projects such as widening participation studies. 

Janet and her colleagues provide support for practitioner researchers within the college in terms of: developing a college research network; holding a conference for researchers internally; supporting a ‘peer shadowing’ project; and convening the South West Learning and Skills Research Network (LSRN). 

They also carry out research/evaluation internally linked to the College Improvement Unit (e.g., student feedback). This tends to involve qualitative methods in combination with descriptive statistics. 
Bristol is an unusually large college and one of only a few with a dedicated research and development unit.  However, it still faces challenges: 

· the continual shortage of funding 

· the lack of a research library

· the time and support required for staff to become good researchers. 

3.
Research engagement in a school 

Robin Bevan (King Edward VI Grammar School, Chelmsford) shared five examples of research-based knowledge that are used within his school: assessment for learning; approaches to revision; KS2-KS3 transition; ICT pedagogy; and effective CPD.  In talking about these, he made clear that: 
· Research use is ‘not a clean process’: regardless of how pure the fuel (i.e.  research) is, when it goes into a school it gets burnt and that is inevitably a messy process

· Teachers’ use of research can develop with experience, but is never a clean process: ‘filtering’ in early career; ‘fragmenting’ during mid career; and then ‘fiddling’. See Robin’s Teacher Development paper.  

· There were different ‘tipping points’ for each of the five topics listed above, but common factors seemed to be: 

· initial contact with an accessible, stimulating piece of practitioner research on the topic OR a specific difficulty being experienced by staff within the school 
· the availability of an established research base on the topic 

· the availability of research that is easy to play with i.e. susceptible to filtering, fragmenting and fiddling

· research that has practical applications that bring with them workload benefits and learning benefits i.e. win:win or ‘carrot and carrot’ 

Taking the example of assessment for learning:  

	Tipping points
	Example

	An accessible, stimulating piece of practitioner research on the topic
	A TTA-funded teacher research study on ‘How many students could accurately recall the comments on their work 30 minutes after they’d looked at their book?’

	The availability of an established research base on the topic 


	Assessment for Learning research

	The availability of research that is easy to play with
	Many AfL strategies you can easily take bits of  

	Practical applications that bring with them workload benefits and learning benefits
	Many strategies involve teachers doing less marking and they can be confident it’ll have an impact


4.
Fostering a research culture in schools and colleges

Further discussion about Robin’s and Janet’s presentations raised questions about the development of research cultures within their institutions.  This touched on the importance of various systems-level features: 

· mediators –responding to staff at an appropriate level e.g. realising that some staff don’t want to do something called ‘research’ so you call it something else, and judging whether a colleague wants to explore something themselves or simply wants a mediator to tell them quickly what they know about a particular issue 

· permission and subtle forms of support – staff being encouraged in formal and informal ways to be involved in research 

· action research – In Robin’s experience, you only need 10% to be involved in research for there to begin to be a culture of it

· relationships – mediators being well connected and respected both within and beyond their institution     

· funding – because funding is time e.g. Leading Edge, Gatsby in case of Robin’s school

· personnel – particular people with vision, especially senior managers 

· CPD – the goal for CPD in Robin’s school is to shift dialogue i.e. how teachers talk about their work

· a confluence of many different influences – in City of Bristol College: LSRNs, Transforming Learning Cultures TLRP project,  quality/accountability concerns, College-funded research degrees, college research network and wider organisational changes.

5.
Research engagement in networks e.g. AERS

The Applied Educational Research Scheme (AERS) is a two million pound, 5-year programme funded by the Scottish Executive Education Department and the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council, which started in early 2004.  The Programme is organised into four inter-connected research networks:

· Learners, Learning and Teaching

· School Management and Governance

· Schools and Social Capital

· Research Capacity Building. 

A core principle underpinning AERS is that ‘the best way to enhance the infrastructure of educational research is through collaboration and a spirit of inclusiveness’.  In connection with this, Donald raised issues about the nature and extent of participation and networking within AERS.  In particular: 

· the importance of peripheral (as well as active and core) participants within research networks (see below) and the possibility that stakeholders might move between the three forms of participation during a project 
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· the deliberately open nature of the AERS networks so that participants can have a significant role in formulating and refining the detailed specifications of the projects as the plans unfold i.e. networks designed to be formative as well as facilitating  

· the view that new collaborative relationships will be the most important benefit of the scheme (alongside enhanced research capacity and knowledge creation/transfer). 

The hope is that AERS can create a new model of educational research that is not top-down.  In the subsequent discussion, it was suggested that the sustainability of any new collaborative relationships would depend on trends in educational policy-making in Scotland.  If the apparent desire to move away from a top-down command and control model is real, then this should help to sustain the AERS networks as they will be needed. 

6.
Research engagement supported by LEAs and HEIs

Danny Durant (Worcestershire) used the example of research on teaching assistants to show how the flow of research-based knowledge within local authorities requires: 

· an individual and organisational mindset that this is a good thing

· the intellectual capacity to do it

· the physical capacity to do it (time, technology)

· change management skills. 

Graham Handscomb (Essex) described how Essex Local Authority had made the promotion of enquiry and research a real priority.  This has developed through a series of phases:

· Involvement in research with HEIs and schools during the 1990s e.g. on primary school improvement 

· Subsequent efforts to (i) promote school and teacher engagement in research; and (ii) make research an embedded feature of the authorities’ own practice and policy. (Both noted as strengths in recent OFSTED inspections of the LEA)

· In 2002, establishment of the Essex Forum for Learning and Research Enquiry (FLARE) which is made up of teachers and headteachers who, together with senior local authority managers, operate as a strategic group to promote enquiry and research in Essex schools and beyond. 

· One FLARE development has been the concept of the Research Engaged School as a school which: has a research orientation; has a research-rich pedagogy; promotes research communities; and puts research at the heart of school policy and practice.  See details of recently-published NFER research project Postcards from Research Engaged Schools.   
Despite these positive developments, Graham voiced concerns about what the next five years might hold in the face of development such as School Improvement Partners and the ‘single conversation’.  Graham’s view is that authorities are in a strong position to use their strategic position to help schools connect their enquiries with other priorities and developments, but this depends on real commitment to enquiry and research. 

David Leat (University of Newcastle) talked about the Campaign for Learning three year action research project called Learning to Learn in Schools involving clusters of about 12 schools in Cheshire LEA, Enfield LEA and Cornwall LEA/EA.  

Their experiences have highlighted the importance of:

· Scaffolding using ICT but based on personal relationships e.g. university based research officer promising to answer schools’ emails within 24 hours

· Seeking to provide just enough support to get schools going but not too much 

· Written reports as a ‘boundary object’ between schools and university

· Teachers being motivated firstly by curriculum concerns; so research is ‘the tool’ 

· Knowledge with a strong action implication which become tools

· Teachers’ beliefs and pupils’ responses to teachers’ motivation

· relationships, trust, working spaces and mediation (see below)
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In terms of teachers’ development during the process, four trends are evident:

· Accelerated professional development

· Narrowing of research focus

· Broadening of conceptual understanding – more connections (demand for research)

· Autonomy survives – most feel in control of the research process. 

For further details, look out for: 

Leat et al. (forthcoming). ‘The Road Taken: Professional Pathways in Innovative Curriculum Development’, Teachers and Teaching 

Hall et al. (forthcoming). ‘Learning to Learn: teacher research in the Zone of Proximal Development’, Teacher Development 

7.
Synthesis: Certainties, contentions, and concerns 

Lesley Saunders summed up the day as follows. 

(i) What we know with some certainty is that…

· the notion of practitioner research engagement is flourishing and appealing

· structures and processes that can support such engagement exist

· opportunities for such engagement exist

· practitioner engagement in and with research combines both the older notion of passionate enquiry with the newer appeal to develop an evidence base 

· there are effective methods for communicating research to practitioners

· still a relatively small percentage of teachers report involvement in action research

· there is a welter of acronyms and agencies in this area, which is a good sign

· there is an improved understanding of different kinds of knowledge flows  

· accreditation/recognition is valued by teachers

· information specialists have an increasingly important role in brokerage/mediation e.g. school librarians. 

(ii) What is still uncertain or contentious is that…

· the policy environment gives mixed messages about research engagement 

· there are questions in education that can’t be answered by research i.e. values questions: what should …?

· the epistemological stature is important: how do we increase the quality of research, while protecting its diversity/capacity?

·  identifying structures/sets of skills which will work best to sustain knowledge flows in the long-term 

· we don’t know how to synthesise something that is fluid or whose core business it is to do this.  
(iii) What are our enduring concerns? …

	Social/political concerns

· Collaborative working

· How the communication of practice is supported

· Risk-taking – conceptual risks

· Permission and where the power lies
	Infrastructural concerns

· Time

· Resources

· Mentors/mediators

· Funding

· Tools for thinking about progression in research engagement



	Epistemological concerns

· Provisional nature/refutability of research knowledge is challenging for practitioners in climate of getting results

· Credibility/currency: How do we create the right kinds of warrants for our knowledge?

· Written report as ‘boundary object’  
	Pedagogical concerns

· Students as co-researchers

· Teachers own engagement with research (learning theory) 


Future Plans and Events 

Building on the ideas above, the final two seminars within the series will be as follows:

Seminar 4
What can we learn about user engagement from the wider

social science community?

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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