
[image: image1.png]



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

Summary of Themes from Seminar 4
     8.3.06     Oxford
What can we learn about user engagement from the wider social science community?
This paper presents a summary of the main themes emerging from the presentations and discussions during Seminar 4.  It builds on the summaries of previous seminars which are accessible from the series’ website.  

Scope of Seminar 4 

Having explored interpretations and practices of ‘user engagement’ amongst educational researchers, policy-makers and practitioners in earlier seminars, Seminar 4 sought to draw on experiences and expertise from the wider social sciences.  There were presentations from: 

· Michael Preston-Shoot (Luton University) on involving services users and carers in systematic reviews within social work/social care
· Marian Barnes (University of Birmingham) on researching with service users in relation to health and social policy
· Tom Bentley (DEMOS) on the role of think tanks in the mediation and transfer of knowledge 
· Sandra Nutley (University of St Andrews) on cross-sector approaches to research use and their implications for user engagement 
· Andrew Pollard (TLRP) on links to future developments from TLRP.  
One way to synthesise the main ideas from these different presentations is to think about them in terms of the five themes that emerged from the first seminar in the series.  In this way, we can see the presentations in Seminar 4 as deepening and extending our thinking about: 
· The Purposes of User Engagement and Issues of Epistemology (themes 1 and 2) 

· Issues of Expectation and Issues of Feasibility (themes 3 and 4) 

· How Research Based Knowledge is Used (theme 5)
1.
The Purposes of User Engagement and Issues of Epistemology 
The epistemological and political dimensions of user engagement were made very clear by Marian Barnes’ and Michael Preston-Shoot’s presentations about recent work in social work/social care.  Marian Barnes emphasised the ways in which health and social policy research has been profoundly influenced by developments in deliberative governance and new social movements.  She explained how her own work researching with mental health service users was underpinned by a number of assumptions: 
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Michael Preston-Shoot, who discussed the experience of involving service users in a systematic review project, located his and his colleagues’ work in the context of three wider developments: (i) modernisation and the drive for evidence of ‘what works’; (ii) recognition of systematic review as a means of evaluating evidence; and (iii) growing emphasis on participation.  More specifically, their work sought to develop a way of doing systematic review which included non-research based evidence in the form of the testimonies of ‘experts by experience’ (i.e., service users and carers).  They saw this as challenging the epistemological assumptions of systematic review methodology in various ways: 
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From the perspective of this seminar series, we might see these two examples from health and social care research as highlighting not only the epistemological dimensions of user engagement, but also its connections with notions of participation.  This can be seen to extend the purposes of user engagement touched on in Seminar 1 to include supporting different notions of participation as well as making educational research more respectable and supporting different notions of professionalism.  This brings models of participation (for example, a comsumerist model or a citizenship model) into the picture, alongside beliefs about knowledge, its production and use.  Demos’ central focus on ‘building everyday democracy’ is a case in point: 
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2.
Issues of Expectation and Issues of Feasibility
This seminar considered not only on the why, but also the how, of user engagement.  Three main strategies were discussed.   

Stakeholder conferences in the context of a systematic review
Michael Preston-Shoot explained how examples of service user involvement in systematic reviews are difficult to find and what work has been done relates mainly to ‘research users’ as opposed to ‘service users’.  Their work, therefore, can be seen as providing insights into possible approaches and likely challenges and benefits of service user and carer involvement in systematic reviews.  
Drawing on groupwork theory, they used stakeholder conferences as the main strategy for working with service users and carers.  These events took place alongside a systematic review of international research and a survey of practice nationally, and were seen to provide a ‘reference group proactively steering the research and interpretation of data’.  More details about the ways in which the conferences were set up, resourced and facilitated are available in a recent article in the journal Evidence and Policy, but a summary of the lessons learnt is given below. 
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Collaborative research teams and processes
Marian Barnes’ work on ‘experiences of compulsion’ was informed by methods of participatory inquiry grounded in a dialogic conception of knowledge production.  User engagement in this context was characterised by a number of practices (see left-hand slide below).  
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These strategies brought a range of benefits for the project including encouraging participation by mental health service users, challenging assumptions about incapacity, developing collegial as opposed to ‘user’ and ‘researcher’ identities and helping to link research outputs to action.  As with the systematic review example above, the learning stemming from this work encompasses both practical issues and conceptual subtleties (see right-hand slide above). A key challenge in Marion’s experience has been that of creating genuine dialogue amongst project participants with different kinds of knowledge and expertise.    
Networks and institutional partnerships

In talking about the work of Demos, Tom Bentley stressed the importance of developing and practising longer-term institutional change.  Central to this are networks, partnerships and collaborations:   


Demos has developed a distinctive approach to research and works in 
partnership with public, private and voluntary sector partners.  

Demos is redefining itself and the think tank category.  By working with 
organisations across all sectors we are making an impact in ways that go 
beyond national government policy.  That’s why we emphasise collaboration 
with our project partners.  Our aim is to build everyday democracy.             
Tom outlined the following as key features of Demos’ approach to research: 
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He illustrated this in terms of a number of Demos projects such as Glasgow 2020 (imagination exercises involving people across Glasgow thinking about the future of their city); Growing Trust in Cities (exploring ‘the trust gap’ between the public and local authorities); and The Atlas of Ideas (developing a framework for understanding China, India and the new geography of science).  
The importance of futurising and the need for creativity not just in research methods but also in research partnerships/networks and research communication, are just some of the potential learning points stemming from Demos’ work.  

3.
How Research Based Knowledge is Used 

An issue brought up during the discussion was how approaches to user engagement might help to inform approaches to research impact.  Concerns were expressed that innovation in the former might be at the expense of creativity in the latter.  In other words, ‘the more we obsess about working with users during the research, the more we end up doing things to wider users after the research’. 

This connects with Sandra Nutley’s presentation which showed how user engagement activities can be analysed in terms of: 

(i) the assumptions/models of the research-practice relationship that underpin them (simple linear models, complex linear models, relativist models and interactive models); and 
(ii) the mechanisms and strategies that are employed for promoting research use (dissemination, interaction, social influence, facilitation and reinforcement).  

Hence, there are different kinds of user engagement activities associated with different models of the research-practice relationship: 


[image: image12.emf]Models, mechanisms & user engagement

Simple linear 

models

•Tailored & targeted dissemination

• Guidelines for practice

• Design research-based tools and progs

• Implementation of tools and programmes 

(e.g. training)

Complex ‘linear’

models

As above plus:

• User research priorities and questions

• Incentives & rewards

• Target organisational barriers 

• Work with opinion leaders

User engagement

 
[image: image13.emf]Relativist 

models

• Work with communities of practice

• Give voice

• Practitioner researchers

Interactive 

models

• Ongoing partnerships - build trust

• Negotiate and test out findings -

dialogue and reflection

• Local experimentation - participatory 

and action research (inc. practitioner 

researchers)

• Key issue - scaling up activities


Another dimension of user engagement/research impact is the issue of replication, in relation to which Sandra distinguished the following perspectives: 

· Strict replication - engage users to achieve commitment and ownership
· Adapted replication:
· What works principles - engage users to interpret these in local context

· Scientific realist replication - engage users to examine interaction between context and programme mechanisms
· Relativist replication - negotiation of the meaning of a phenomenon and what counts as replication. 
The implications for research design were seen as follows: 
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This focus on identifying questions for consideration during the planning and design of research provides a helpful link to the future work of the series (see below). 
Links to TLRP and Future Plans/Events 
In his summing up of the day, Andrew Pollard reminded people of how ‘user engagement’ is a term that was imposed on educational research in response to critiques of the 1990s.  In this light, a seminar series that provides an opportunity to refine understandings of the concept and consider what these mean for academic work, professional identities and the role of academics in modern democracy is a positive development.  This connects strongly with the growing range of thematic developments happening within the TLRP.   
In terms of future plans for the series, we are moving into the phase of clarifying what has been learnt and how this can best be communicated to different communities.   A key aim of the series is to more clearly conceptualise the research design dimensions of user engagement.  Hence, one outcome will be a set of questions or criteria for consideration while planning and conducting research and when managing knowledge in and out of research projects.  This task will form the main focus for the final seminar (see below), which will be preceded by the preparation of a briefing paper through focused discussions with members of the Core Group. 
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 the final seminars, please contact Joan Lloyd, University of Birmingham (j.v.lloyd@bham.ac.uk). 
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