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

Summary of Themes from Seminar 5
     15.6.06     London
Review of what has been learnt so far and implications for the development of educational research
This paper presents a summary of the main themes emerging from Seminar 5, the last event in the series.  The summaries of previous seminars are accessible from the series’ website.  

Scope of Seminar 5 

Previous seminars in the series have explored the principles and purposes of user engagement in various settings: TLRP contexts, policy contexts, practice contexts, and wider social science contexts.  The hope in this final seminar was to look forward from what we have learnt to what might happen in the future.  There were presentations by:  

· Dr Philip Davies (Government Social Research Unit) 
· Dr Richard Batholomew (DfES)
· Philipa Cordingley (CUREE)
· Professor Mary James (TLRP)
and summarising inputs at various points during the day by:

· Professor Pamela Munn (University of Edinburgh)
· Professor Alan Dyson (University of Manchester)
· Professor Donald McIntyre (University of Cambridge). 
These presentations and the discussion that surrounded them can be summarised in terms of five themes: knowing what; knowing how; knowing who; knowing when; and the social and the epistemological.  The paper concludes with a brief consideration of possible future activities arising from the series. 
Theme 1: Knowing what

Philip Davies emphasised the wide range of sources that are drawn upon by policy-makers, and the relatively low position enjoyed by ‘academic research’ amongst such sources (see slide below).  This is echoed by a recent US study which showed that ‘policy-makers reply primarily on three sources of information: commissions, gurus and think-tanks … social science researchers working in academia are rarely consulted’.   
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This raises questions about what kind of knowledge or evidence is being shared and used.  Philip Davies and Richard Batholomew both touched upon the distinction between sharing ideas and sharing findings.  Their argument, echoing Anne Edwards’ pre-seminar discussion paper, was that researchers need to think more about sharing ideas and concepts and policy makers need to see researchers as sources of ideas.  This raises interesting questions concerning the role of research in generating ideas and the role of ideas in developing research evidence.
It was also noted that:  
· not all researchers will be willing or able to go beyond their data and contribute new ideas and concepts 

· not all levels of policy-makers will be more interested in ideas as opposed to evidence about what works
· any understanding of the policy process will be incomplete without a recognition of the central role of ideology alongside evidence and ideas.   

Finally, given that policy-makers are primarily interested in the ‘balance of evidence’, another point that was made was the importance of research synthesis.  As Donald McIntyre reflected at the end of the day, ‘There is a danger of trying to push one research project too hard. Individual researchers trying to get their specific project’s ideas or findings across can be part of the problem’.  This takes us into questions of knowing how. 
Theme 2: Knowing how

A recurring theme during the series has been the complexity of knowledge processes within and between different user groups in education.  Once again the presenters in this seminar stressed the importance of notions such as knowledge transfer, knowledge translation, knowledge brokerage and knowledge transmission.  ‘Knowledge brokerage’ was singled out by Philip Davies as the closest depiction of the work of government social researchers.  One elaboration of this term is provided by the Canadian Health Services Research Foundation:  

Knowledge brokering links decision makers and researchers, facilitating their interaction so that they are able to better understand each other's goals and professional cultures, influence each other's work, forge new partnerships, and promote the use of research-based evidence in decision-making. 
[…]

Since the creation of the foundation in 1997, knowledge transfer and exchange has been integral to all of our activities. Recently, the foundation added another dimension to its knowledge transfer and exchange activities by adding a knowledge brokering program aimed at understanding brokering, identifying and linking knowledge brokers, providing resources, and evaluating brokering effectiveness.

One way to make sense of processes like knowledge brokerage is through the lens of activity theory.  In various papers during this seminar series, Anne Edwards has outlined ways in which activity theory can be helpful to understanding user engagement in terms of boundary zone processes between different stakeholder systems.  This perspective was endorsed by presenters and participants during the day who reported, for example, that an activity analysis had been useful in the context of a large TLRP project in terms of encouraging the team to think about different communities and points of tension within the project.  Others, who were dissatisfied with categories such as research, policy and practice, felt that activity systems may provide a more helpful framework due to their emphasis on boundaries and boundary work. 

In terms of strategies and approaches, suggestions were shared by colleagues from the Centre for Use of Research and Evidence in Education (see below left) and the Government Social Research service (see below right).  
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Working with Policy Makers: Some Solutions
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How is it, though, that researchers get to meet people working in the policy realm? Several participants talked about activities such as networking, socialising and infiltration of existing fora.  Once again the social and affective dimensions of user engagement and knowledge transfer activities were a theme.  Mary James, for example, talked about how the user-researcher interface is shot through with emotions, feelings and tensions (e.g., about arrogance and humility) which can present challenges for researchers.  
Theme 3: Knowing who

The emotional dimensions noted above mean that knowing how is intricately connected with knowing who.  There were several threads during the day’s discussion that related to this theme.  For example:  
· The term ‘user’ was once again problematised, as were labels such as ‘practitioners’ and ‘policy-makers’.  In place of such terms, several participants favoured the notion of ‘decision-maker’ because of its focus on helping people to make better decisions and its capacity to include groups such as students and parents as well as teachers and civil servants.  
· That said, it is important not to overlook the fact that relationships between different user communities can be very different in terms of power.  For example, knowledge flows between researchers and practitioners are often less problematic than between researchers and policy-makers. Differences of this kind should have significant implications for the design of research projects.
· Knowing who is an issue that is relevant within research teams as well as beyond them.  The experience of large-scale TLRP projects and the prospects of still larger educational research projects in the future, has highlighted the potential for a greater diversity of roles within project teams.  Within this, there is an opportunity to recognise and take seriously the knowledge management/boundary role within projects.  One question, though, is: Where is the career structure for such individuals? 

Theme 4: Knowing when 

There was strong agreement that questions of timing, time-scales and time were central to all activities associated with ‘working with users’.      

Timing – Both of the policy presenters underlined the importance of knowing when in terms of spotting the emerging hot issues/topics, waiting for the moment when a senior policy person is looking for something that you can provide, and getting involved when ideas are in development/formation such as in David Cameron’s policy task forces.  Another presenter talked about the knack of being in a place where others might enquire about what your research could do for them.
Time-scales – As in earlier seminars, there were references to the perennial challenges of the diverging time-scales of policy, practice and research.  Alan Dyson saw this in terms of an inevitable tension between acting and understanding: ‘It is perfectly true, as philosophers say, that life must be understood backwards.  But they forget the other proposition, that it must be lived forwards’ (a quote from the Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard).  In other words, there is always a mis-match between what we know and what we want to know.    
Time – Mary James explained how, as a researcher, her time is taken up doing research so finding the time and space to do dissemination and knowledge transfer activities is difficult.  There was hope, however, that TLRP’s emphasis on user engagement will help (i) to improve the way in which this aspect of research projects is dealt with in future proposals; and (ii) to enhance the emphasis on knowledge transfer skills within larger and more diverse project teams. 
One further concern which cuts across all of these dimensions of knowing when is the question of: At what point do research teams let go?  Mary James felt that researchers have an obligation to go so far but after that they have to give it away because they can’t go any further in distilling out the findings/implications.  Philipa Cordingley suggested that it is not necessarily a process of letting go so much as one of entering into dialogue with decision-makers. 
Theme 5: The social and the epistemological
During the day, Alan Dyson pointed out that there seemed to be two different ways of thinking and talking about user engagement issues.  One is more social, the other more epistemological. 

The social perspective uses terms such as tribes, bridges, fora, co-location, mediation, consensus building and boundary crossing.  Implicit to all of these terms is the idea that research impact is a socio-cultural problem.  Researchers and users have something to offer each other but they have drifted apart and so need solutions such as bridges, mediation and so on.  
The epistemological perspective uses terms such as ideas, concepts, forward looking, different ways of thinking and ideology.  These assume that the problem is not so much about two groups but about two groups with different ideas of what constitutes knowledge.  
Alan’s point was that if research impact is not only a social problem but also an epistemological one, then there is a need not only for fora and bridges, but also for notions of co-configuration and co-production.  In other words, policy-makers work alongside researchers to construct a third type of knowledge: a where do we go from here-type knowledge. 
In summing up the day, Donald McIntyre returned to the empistemological dimension, stressing that the nature of the epistemological challenge will be different for each user group (e.g. policy knowledge versus practitioner knowledge).   

Future activities arising from the seminar series

There will be some written outputs from the seminar series which will include the final report as required by ESRC, a ‘Gateway’ book in the TLRP series and contributions to books and journals edited by others in this field. Negotiations are also underway for a special issue of a journal focusing on this seminar series. These written outputs will attempt to describe what we have learned, the conceptualisation of existing processes and further theorisation that might be helpful. 

We would like to go beyond written outputs. The series might stimulate existing organisations or groupings to undertake new activities. We suggest here some initial thoughts drawing on ideas that emerged in the seminars. We invite reactions, comments and further ideas prior to revision and extension of any of these proposals.

Proposal 1:
Generating case studies of different models of participatory and democratic research. Drawing on the issues that have arisen in the seminars, the implications for research design are around participatory and democratic models of research. Existing examples of this include research about disability undertaken by disabled people, the TLRP inclusion network, GTCW professional networks and bursaries, etc. The proposal is to take this forward by generating further examples.

Proposal 2:
Schools and other institutions use of research. The projects to date seem to have focused on schools engaging in research through undertaking research activities. The seminar series has highlighted the importance of ensuring that schools and other institutions develop a thirst for research and that findings are accessible. A further project might usefully set up experiments in this area.

Proposal 3:
Identifying and improving mediation processes. The seminars have given rise to a number of issues about who mediates research and how this is done. The role of think tanks, the media, teacher educators and others in mediating research has been considered. A study of these agents and the processes might further illuminate these issues.

Proposal 4:
Development opportunities for policy-makers and potential researchers, early career researchers, contract researchers and established researchers. The need to embed and extend current training and CPD to include issues around how research is designed with users in mind, the research to practice and research to policy processes and use of evidence. A few isolated examples of Masters’ courses and others have been identified but further work in this area is needed.

Proposal 5:
A list of possible questions around improving user engagement for researchers to consider will be generated from the seminar series. Further work could involve the testing out of the utility of these.

Proposal 6:
Research into changing understanding of the role of research by users including teachers and policy-makers.  Issues such as recognising the provisionality of research conclusions, valuing uncertainty and debates about weight of evidence could be researched over time, perhaps linked to one or more of the other proposals involving ‘intervention’.
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Working with Policy Makers: Some Solutions

		Clarify questions and theory of change

		Provide the challenge function

		Identify impacts and ways of implementation

		Identify the key message(s) from research 

		Identify limitations of evidence

		Communicate clearly and concisely

		Use appropriate format (eg 1:3:25)

		Don’t patronise/over-simplify/dumb-down

		Don’t ‘blind with science’, jargon, sociologese

		Persistence and Opportunism













GSR

GOVERNMENT SOCIAL RESEARCH

Analysis for Policy







