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Impact and Educational Research

Context

Over the last few years, the UK Strategic Forum for Educational Research ( UKSFRE) has generated discussion and debate around notions of research creation, mediation and application.  The latter has been the focus of the most recent work built around the possible applications of research and the nature of impact if any.  An important aspect of this work has been the catalyst provided by SFRE for each jurisdiction within the UK to learn from each other while also beginning to engage more fully within each area, with those who seek to fund, generate and use educational research.

Consequently in November 2009, Scottish Government initiated a meeting with funders and stakeholders of research to consider ways in which research on education might be more effectively utilised.  Key elements included:

- The capacity within Scotland/ outside Scotland to provide this evidence at a reasonable cost and of a reasonable quality 
- What scope there is to work with others within the public sector to meet evidence needs

- How the public sector can best engage with the suppliers of evidence

 
Building on this, the Scottish Educational Research Association (sera.ac.uk) held an event in February 2010. For this initial meeting, those who had attended the Scottish Government event were also invited to attend along with practitioners and academic researchers.
Our thanks to Moray House School of Education, University of Edinburgh who supported and hosted this event in conjunction with SERA.
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Key questions

Key questions were generated around the concept of impact – it could be argued that this has been an almost taken for granted aspect of research which is now being questioned as we try to work towards a more coherent infrastructure for the planning, creation, mediation and application of research on education.  The ESRC has established a particular interest in and support for the exploration of impact recognising that,


Social Science lies at the heart of understanding and tackling the complex
          challenges facing society.  The principle aim is maximising the impact of 
          our  work through excellence: Academic impact – making scientific advances
          including promoting innovative, interdisciplinary and international research 

          Economic, societal and  policy impact – benefiting  society and economy 

         (ESRC Strategic plan 2009-2014)

They state the belief that this can be achieved through:

          * world class research 

           * skilled people

            * infrastructure 

           * international leadership

            * partnerships
Quality and capacity has been discussed at previous SFRE meetings ( 2008 and 2009 sfre.ac.uk) and  remains an important component of any work in this area.  However, the main focus of this current event has been on the mechanisms and connections which can/should be encouraged and reflections on any necessary infrastructure and partnerships in order to enhance the impact of research on education through the lens of collaboration.

Challenges in evaluating impact 

We believe that Education is one of the most difficult to assess in terms of impact.  Even with time lags built into the process, it can be argued that Educational research may have an effect over generations and, even then, it may be difficult if not impossible to isolate and capture impact.  Indeed many would argue that such a short-sighted perception of impact could have a detrimental effect on the research carried out.

Lorna Hamilton and Ralph Catts on behalf of SERA – consultation on research excellence framework December2009

So while acknowledging the difficulties outlined above, this seminar sought to engage a variety of participants in debating the possibilities with regard to impact and the ways in which collaboration may play a role in helping to achieve and capture research impact.

Key questions 26 February 2010
1.   What kind of impact can educational research have?
2. Can impact in educational research be achieved through stronger collaborations? 
3.  Is an infrastructure of some kind desirable/viable in order  to enhance collaborations and to maximise the benefits of research for the wider community?             
Summary Main Themes

Consideration was given to existing collaborations and the achievement of impact.  Professor Ian Menter discussed the highs and lows of trying to collaborate across the public sector and the challenges of trying to make research matter.   He considered highly structured and inclusive collaborative projects such as the  Ambitious Schools project as well as the framework for research capacity building and research engagement  generated as a result of AERS and the enduring networks across stakeholder groups which emerged from this initiative.

Dr Ross Deuchar and Mrs Aileen Welsh (HT) consider the more informal ways in which researchers and practitioners can work together and the research ripples which can generate substantial influence on practice, CPD, teacher collegiality and engagement with research.

From this point on the group sought to consider how thinking around this area of collaboration might increase the presence and impact of research across the education community(ies) in Scotland and the ways in which both formal and informal mechanisms could be instigated to support research collaborations.

Who can participate?

A substantial number of groups generate and engage with research in education but often there is a lack of connection across groups. 

Who is listening?

How is research collated and shared and how can we ensure that those from the different stakeholder groups listen to research?
Structured and serendipitous collaborations

While serendipitous collaborations were considered to be of value and as an important impetus for enhancing practice, groups explored the possible ways in which a more structured approach could benefit policy, practice and research. 

Suggestions – 

· Encourage practitioner researcher research 

· Local Authorities support for research
· The importance of building relationships across sectors 

· Scottish Forum yearly/twice yearly -  cross- sectional – impetus and focus for activities. 
Presentations

Introduction  Lorna Hamilton, University of Edinburgh

Importance of impact

At times, it can seem as if the popular perception of research generally is that it provides society with statements of the obvious or of the seemingly ridiculous.  Harvard awards such work Ig Nobel awards given by the Annals of Improbable Research magazine eg:


BIOLOGY: Apparently, fleas that live on a dog can jump higher than fleas that live on a cat. And we wouldn't know this if it were not for Marie-Christine Cadiergues, Christel Joubert and Michel Franc.


ECONOMICS: Geoffrey Miller, Joshua Tyber and Brent Jordan get this prestigious award for discovering that exotic dancers earn more when at peak fertility. So long as they don't make use of such fertility.

Those working in research then can find themselves facing prejudices and assumptions concerning the worth and relevance of research to the wider world.   Current debate in relation to research funding revolves around the increasing importance of engagement with stakeholders and practice in the creation of research.  However, many would argue that educational research in particular has tended to have a strong and successful remit in the application of research (RAE, 2009) which has prioritised the application of findings to the educational world.  In addition as those who generate research become increasingly diverse, more opportunities may grow for partnership as well as accumulation of knowledge.   However, it might be argued that at present there are strong examples of good practice ( Presentations Menter; Deuchar and Welsh) but without the supporting infrastructure or means to disseminate more widely or to persist after the initial impetus has been withdrawn.
I have retained the informal nature of the presentations mentioned above as I feel this both captures the flavour of the event while also highlighting the enthusiasm of the presenters.
Collaborative research and impact: sore heads or blissful harmony?

Ian Menter, University of Glasgow – Keynote speaker
These two words - impact and collaboration – have very strong connotations in contemporary educational parlance, indeed in general parlance.  I hope my talk will have some impact on you – not so much a sore head as a mild challenge or provocation and I hope it will help to establish collaborative dialogue during the day.

These two words are what one of my colleagues might call ‘condensation symbols’ – terms that carry a lot of baggage – ideal for unpacking in an opening talk of this kind.

Well I don’t want to spend the full half hour playing semantic or any other games but I do want to do a little bit of thinking about why they are significant and what does actually get implied when you put them together.

But I also want to think in rather practical terms about what we might mean by collaborative educational research – indeed we might consider whether it is possible to have non-collaborative educational research? – and what the nature of the impact may be when research is genuinely collaborative.

The point I expect to arrive at by the end of this talk is implied in the annex to the main heading – the more collaborative research is, the more possibility there is of extreme outcomes – that is from total disaster through to immensely valuable and well-received work.  It will be my contention that collaboration can be a risky business and that trust may be a rather important component.  But when collaboration is successful the rewards for all concerned – not least the learners - may be considerable.

Let’s start with the words of someone who should know – he’s been a practitioner (schoolteacher), a researcher, trade unionist, (local) politician and a policy maker (and now international management consultant):

Whitehall often feels a long way from the frontline.  Unless civil servants make an effort, they can easily become detached, spending a lifetime in departmental meetings and distant from the services for whose outcomes they find themselves responsible.  Worse still, they often have no idea what impact the policies they are in charge of have on the ground.  From the late 1980s onwards, there had been a fashion for evaluating every policy that moved.  

This was intended as  a response to the failure to identify impact, but in fact resulted more often than not in long, turgid academic evaluations which were published long after the event and written by researchers more interested in scoring points in the Research Assessment Exercise than in shaping the future of government policy. Indeed, as a professor myself, I often used to say – partly to provoke my colleagues, I must admit – that there’s only one thing worse than having your work ignored, and that’s having it taken seriously.

Michael Barber (2007) Instruction to Deliver – Fighting to Transform Britain’s Public Services, London: Methuen, p87

A few words about context first.  Today’s event, as Lorna has said, is in part an attempt to create a distinctively Scottish contribution to wider discussions that are taking place across the UK, most notably through the Strategic Forum for Research in Education, which has been meeting over the last two or three years.  Indeed the third and at this stage final meeting will be taking place in this very city in less than three weeks time and will be considering the accumulation, mediation and impact of educational research knowledge.  It would be our hope that ideas that we generate today – at least around impact – will feed into that collaborative forum.

In the context of SFRE, collaboration is generally taken to mean the working together of policy makers, practitioners and researchers and indeed that is a kind of ‘taken for granted’ in these debates, not least around capacity building in educational research, debates that are very familiar in SERA and in the recent context of the Applied Educational Research Scheme, AERS.

So, why are these two words significant and indeed what is their significance?

Collaboration first –

It does have both positive and negative associations.  To get the negative out of the way first – that meaning arose particularly in wartime settings and implies working for the enemy.  Now I have heard some allusions to this connotation within the academic community, when it has been suggested that researchers have lost their independence and have ‘gone over to the other side’, doing the policymakers work for them.  Indeed I do think this can be  a very real tension where stakes are high not just for policymakers but for researchers and for practitioners as well.  We all live in a performative culture now where failure or even lack of success can have major consequences for individuals and for institutions.  We do live in a world of spin and it is not always possible to avoid that fact.

But let me focus on collaboration with a positive slant – partnership, co-operation are words with similar meanings.  And on the other side of the coin we might find words like competition, antagonism or even enmity. 

We can consider both collaboration between communities and collaboration within communities.  Bringing more minds together, bringing more perspectives together, is likely to be beneficial to any undertaking.  So, if it is generally a good thing, then why should collaboration – apparently -  be difficult?

One answer is resources, or more particularly the scarcity of resources.  Collaboration needs support and the more collaboration, generally speaking, the more resources are required.

But secondly potential collaborators have different positions in the system and therefore different responsibilities and different accountabilities.

Overriding these two concerns therefore we can often see the influence of formal – often contractual - relationships, of competition, of the market

These are some of the realities of the world we live and work in – perhaps well expressed in the progress report following the last SFRE meeting:

“The Scottish Government (Education Analytical Services) held an event on 18 November bringing together the main public sector consumers of educational research (eg HMIE, LTS, SQA, SAGFC and local authorities) to establish how they currently engage with research and where their future research priorities lie.

Discussions at the event were very positive and focused around four key themes:

· The evidence needs of each organisation over the next 5 years

· The capacity within Scotland/outside Scotland to provide this evidence at a reasonable cost and to reasonable quality

· What scope there is to work with others within the public sector to meet evidence needs

· How the public sector can best engage with the suppliers of evidence”

Now of course, those of us in universities are not the only suppliers of evidence that are available to these public sector consumers, there are other players in the field as well, which are very well paced to undertake delivery of some of the evidence needs and a key consideration when public bodies are spending money has to be securing the best value.    

However – as an aside - if we are thinking about research capacity within Scottish universities then it needs to be restated that in the last assessment exercise Scotland was the only part of the UK where the volume of submissions went up and indeed three of the five largest submissions are from Scottish universities.  Scotland is also the only part of the UK where the funding levels for education research increased (see the BERA/UCET financial review carried out by Dylan Wiliam and colleagues at the IoE which will be published in the near future).

Scottish institutions enjoyed a surge in research activity with a 59% increase in staff numbers leading to a 25% increase in funding in twice as many departments as had previously been funded.

[See: Hazlehurst, S., Morris, B. and Wiliam, D. (2010, forthcoming) Review of the Outcomes of the Research Assessment Exercise 2008, Supplementary Report: National Financial Implications of AE 2008 Outcomes, BERA/UCET]

But my main concern here is to extend the notion of collaboration from this commercial contract between consumer and supplier – necessary and important though that is - to include the third element of the triumvirate – this implies another way of thinking.  It is not to exclude bilateral arrangements between users and suppliers of research but it is to say it is possible to be more imaginative and more creative in an applied area of research such as education and to create a more dynamic relationship between policy, practice and research and my argument will be that in Scotland at present – especially in the schools sector that I happen to know more about – we do have a conjunction of opportunities that we should not be missing – but let me return to that theme, having given ‘impact’ some consideration and just conclude on collaboration by drawing attention to Pamela Munn’s 2007 BERA Presidential address, which addressed these same topics

…I see collaboration at a system level as an important educational value, reaffirming ourselves as an educational community, and reaffirming our concept of education as a public good rather than as primarily a matter of private interest and competitive advantage.  (p420)

Pamela Munn (2008) Building research capacity collaboratively, British Educational Research Journal, 34, 4, 413-430
Now for impact -

Some of us may have seen this coming.

When publishers and journal editors became increasingly obsessed with so-called impact factors, relating to the number of citations that articles receive and then the ESRC started initially to indicate growing interest in users of research and worked up towards requiring explicit statements about impact in grant applications, it perhaps was less surprising to hear the Government making it clear that they would be expecting all the best quality research to be able to demonstrate impact.  This of course has spawned numerous conferences in the academic and policy communities seeking to identify what is meant by the term.  It is presumably different from, but must be related to significance, one of the criteria that were used in previous research assessments.  Gordon Brown seemed to be very clear that he was talking about economic impact  - the economy rules ok?  
In the response to the funding councils’ consultation on the REF proposals, UCET wrote:

It cannot be too strenuously insisted that impact in the educational sphere is not always clearly identifiable, linear and direct, but, on the contrary, is gradual and diffuse.  The interface between research and educational practice or policymaking is extremely complex: there are numerous intervening variables – resource constraints, the clash of priorities, leadership and innovation strategies, ideological difference, the political context, to name but a few….

UCET (2009)  Response to Funding Councils’ Consultation paper on Research Excellence Framework

In spite of this caution, there is a very obvious way in which educational research should be very well placed to demonstrate impact, especially where it is close to policy and/or practice.  We would expect to see research informing the development indeed supporting the improvement of policy and practice in schools and colleges.  We can all think of examples where that is the case but it is also fairly easy to think of examples where research has been ignored.  As has been noted by numerous observers, not all decision making in education policy or practice is entirely rational.

Leaving that thought somewhat hanging in the air, let us now join these two terms together -  impact and collaborative research.  

Collaborative research can be so much more than a crude contribution to determining ‘what works’.  Indeed our colleague at Stirling, Gert Biesta has written convincingly about why ‘what works doesn’t work’!  The collaboration can actually be underpinning the development of policy and practice

I have been fortunate over the past four years or so to be leading a research team commissioned by the Scottish Government which been providing Research to Support the Schools of Ambition.  No matter that the SoA policy was dropped by the new government – it was a policy with strengths and with weaknesses – what it did do in terms of the kind of discussion we are having today, was to provide an opportunity for government, researchers and practitioners to work together.  At the heart of it is a simple idea of action research being applied within a national scheme that is about supporting schools to define and implement their own transformations.  There are teachers who have worked within this scheme here today, who will be able to provide more detail of what it has been like to be involved.  The impact of this work may be quite localised, but does that make it any less significant?  Indeed networking opportunities that have been created seek to ensure the dissemination and diffusion of these experiences so that they may be of benefit to the wider community.

But I am only offering this as an example of how the partners can collaborate in a different way that can have very direct impact on both policy – certainly at school level - and on practice.

This is but one example because there are so many other opportunities that have developed.  Let me list a few (and I have already mentioned AERS):

· FLaT (Future Learning and Teaching) project evaluations

· AifL (Assessment is for Learning)

· Chartered Teacher

· Teacher Induction Scheme

· Scottish Qualification for Headship

· ITE M Level

· The Standards

· Scottish Teachers for a New Era

· GTCS teacher researcher scheme

· Inspection 

· Review of teacher education

McCrone reported ten years ago and perhaps may now be seen as having a significant influence in this regard.  All of these initiatives create a context where teacher professionalism can be enhanced, extended and transformational.

And of course the big one is Curriculum for Excellence (CfE).

And talking of CfE here is another very interesting example of collaboration and impact.

Following a competitive tendering process, a team at Glasgow was commissioned to collate, analyse and report on data deriving from the consultation activities around the publication of the CfE draft experiences and outcomes.

From the point of view of university-based researchers, this was both a very constrained piece of research in that the research instruments had already been devised by LTS and the issues we were to report were specified very tightly.  However, the work was significant to us for two particular reasons:

First the reports we provided were very directly used by the writing teams for each curriculum area as they revised the documents

And secondly, the data were fascinating and valuable in demonstrating the concerns of teachers, parents and many other stakeholder groups in relation to this major reform of the curriculum.

Some of you may have heard us talking about the relationship between these two research processes at the SERA conference last November.  More could be said about that if you are especially interested but I should probably return to the main thrust of my argument as I work towards the conclusion.

CfE is the most large scale reform ever for most people working in Scottish schools education.  Are those concerned geared up to collaborate fully?  Earlier this week, we had a fascinating seminar given by Jan van der Akker and Nienke Nieveen, colleagues from SLO – Netherlands Institute for Curriculum Development – roughly the equivalent of LTS - who expounded on their notion of curriculum design research, an approach that very explicitly draws together policymakers researchers and teachers in bringing about sustainable change in schools and classrooms.

[Two references

An Introduction to Curriculum Design Research 

and 

Curriculum in Development

See: http://www.slo.nl/organisatie/recentepublicaties]

Are we ready?  We have the opportunity to work further in this direction – more collaboration, more impact.

We do need to strike balances and we do need to accept that there will be tensions and some compromises to be made as we each ensure that we fulfil our respective obligations..

A few days ago I was on the phone to a funding body based in London to seek advice about a research idea some of us have been developing.  This is one of the charitable foundations that seeks to support research and development.  This person was extremely concerned about impact – although she actually used the work influence rather than impact.  She said ‘we are not looking to fund yet more dry academic research – we are looking to support projects that will influence policy and practice.’   I admit I bit my lip rather hard at that point – wishing not to get defensive.  

(Indeed some of our own colleagues are quite capable of stirring this kind of anxiety up themselves – I am thinking of Professor Haldane’s recent comments).
But I have to say both that I do think she has a point but also that there does need to be a very distinctive aspect of the university contribution to research activity and that is perhaps best described as ’critical independence’.   Geoff Whitty in his 2005 BERA Presidential address (a point he also made in his address to a conference held at Victoria Quay in January 2004), said

Although there are now many other players than higher education in our field, including private consultants and think tanks, universities in the UK are still well placed to foster [a] broad notion of education research…  Even if it does not always seem that way, universities remain relatively free to pursue lines of enquiry that are marginalised in those state agencies that are more thorough embedded in an instrumentalist culture. (p173)

Geoff Whitty (2006) Education(al) research and education policy making, British Educational Research Journal, 32, 2, 159-176.

Of course there is a tension between ‘independence’ and collaboration, is there not? – and that is one of the reasons why trust is such an important element of these relationships.

Resources – universities are resourced to do research – not all such activity can be externally funded in the way that SoA was and that internally funded research can also be collaborative.

So to summarise.

There are traditional forms of collaboration between the various stakeholder groups and many of these do have impact on policy and practice – indeed on life chances of learners.

But this is not enough within education.  We should complement, enhance and expand our notions of collaboration and impact through creating dialogue, interaction and opportunity for working together for the development and improvement of provision for learners, addressing curriculum certainly, teaching and learning and assessment – the three main components of our education system.

Nobody says it will be easy, but I suggest it is worthwhile and potentially very fruitful.

26.03.10

Presentation -  

Dr Ross Deuchar and Mrs Aileen Welsh, Mosshead Primary School

Researcher and Practitioner Collaborations and the Impact on School Practice:
An Enterprising Journey- collaborative teaching and research
Ross undertook research with colleagues in a local school.  This led to Researcher-practitioner collaboration on a primary 7 programme on ‘enterprising citizenship’, focused on values-based participation. This involved open-ended debate about ‘enterprising’ qualities, social concerns; articulation of personal values and the connection between these  values and pupils’ potential for action;  a mini-conference on social issues, with the aim of raising more  awareness of these issues and the pupils’ ideas for social action and change. 
A combination of action research and case study enquiry was constructed in relation to this programme. The aims were:

1. To explore the pupils’ social values and the extent to which 
the programme enabled action competence (Holden and Clough, 1998)

2. To explore the extent to which the pupils’ views on ‘enterprise’ evolved as a result of the programme.

The methods used for data collection were unstructured observation of pupils’ discussion and debate; focus groups, exploring pupils hopes, fears and concerns about local and global issues and their evolving attitudes towards social activism; and pre- and post- questionnaires, focused on the meanings associated with ‘enterprise’.
Bridging the Gap between Research and Practice
Importantly. the researcher immersion in school practice as a co-practitioner encouraged deeper collaboration between practitioner and researcher and led to enhanced impact on engagement with research.  In the following section the head teacher of the school outlines what happened.

Research ripples – Mrs Aileen Welsh
Elizabeth McConnell, the class teacher who worked with Ross, felt that she needed a change of stage and moved from P7 to P3.  It just so happened that we had reviewed our Environmental Studies programme and had included an enterprising infants topic which enabled Elizabeth to make very good use of her newly found skills in promoting collaborative working.

In addition to this, Elizabeth was able to share with all our teaching staff the benefits of this way of working.  In fact this whole approach of collaborative working and actively engaging children in their learning has shaped our practice across all stages.

However there was further impact in that our school was scheduled for a quality review visit which involved a team of officers from East Dunbartonshire to come in for a 3 day visit to monitor and evaluate our practice.  As a result of our observed practice we had a visit from the Chief Executive of East Dunbartonshire Sue Bruce and a senior officer from the council.  After further discussion we were asked to do a presentation of our work at East Dunbartonshire’s Curriculum for Excellence Conference.  This we did and presented to a large audience of teachers and other partners in education who were able to witness the initial success of the project with the University of Strathclyde and the momentum it gathered thereafter.  Practitioners showed great interest in our work and were proactive in emulating this practice.

In addition to this we had the added spin off of furthering our partnership with the university by taking the pupils to Jordanhill Campus where they presented confidently to the students about their project.  Elizabeth and I make an annual visit to the university to support the Enterprise and Citizenship elective where we hopefully influence practice and thinking of our teachers of the future.

In our bid to further improve and raise the bar we explored other opportunities which promote this style of teaching and learning.  We have embraced reciprocal teaching throughout the school which promotes pupil voice equality and leadership opportunities.

This work has impacted most positively on attainment and achievement throughout the school.  The children love working in this way and it promotes good citizenship and equality.  In Mosshead we have focus groups to ensure pupil voice.  One of them is the “Pupils’ Pulse”.  We asked the children to tell me what they considered the strengths of our school to be and one of the listed strengths was Reciprocal Teaching.  When asked to expand on this one child said it made him feel empowered, and others said it made them feel equal and everyone’s contribution was valued.

Ross has been back in Mosshead filming our pupils and using this material to enhance the students’ learning at the university.  We have a short clip which takes us straight to the ‘Heart of the Matter’ Our children’s learning in Mosshead Primary.

The initial project undoubtedly shaped the way we work now and it heralded the birth of our Learning Festivals which feature so prominently in Mosshead Primary.  The Learning Festivals enable us as a school to further strengthen the triangular partnerships we have between pupils, parents and staff and gives our parent body the opportunity to become fully immersed in the learning and teaching experiences of their children.

Our latest Learning Festival was the P3 Scottish Extravaganza which took place in January and has brought us full circle to where we started with our first project.  Our P3 children brought fun, creativity, enterprise and indeed citizenship to this wonderful evening.  Through their enterprising activities the P3 children raised £1000 for the Kpandai Clinic in Ghana which was a wonderful achievement.

What did the parents think – evaluations:-

“Increased awareness of Scottish Culture”.

“Curriculum for Excellence at its best”

“A celebration of learning”.

“Staff were very professional”.

“Service was first class”.

“It was a great night – congratulations to everyone who was involved!”.

“A true insight into global issues and making a difference through enterprising approaches”.

Our most recent Quality review which was conducted in January identified many strengths of our school.  However I would like to draw your attention to some of them.

“The climate of trust and openness which has developed as a result of exceptional relationships which exist across the school and with the wider community”.
“The themes of citizenship and enterprise which are highly developed and provide challenging and relevant learning opportunities for all children”.

“The motivated learners who are eager participants in their learning and contribute actively to the life of the school and the wider community and are becoming successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors to society”.

“The development of the curriculum to provide rich experiential learning opportunities for and which include the active participation of parents at themed learning festivals”.

Group discussions

Tensions in the collaborative process:

Within any collaboration there are likely to be tensions and specific challenges leading to particular tensions were identified by groups.  Within the localised case study outlined by Deuchar and Welsh during the seminar, a strong component was the importance of changing cultures among staff as the sharing of practice and research burgeoned.  However, this contrasted with the power of an attainment agenda which coloured teaching experiences and could be seen as reducing learning and achievement to a narrow model of exam success.  It was felt that a policy emphasis on quantitative measures was not helpful.  Within the latter environment, was there really space for the development of a professional culture built around reflexive practice?

· Measuring the grass won’t necessarily make it grow!

And yet collaborative activity has been encouraged not only across sectors but also across disciplines but without a real exploration of what this might look like and how it might help us understand processes and challenges.  In addition different disciplines may have their own approaches and prejudices and assumptions which could make interdisciplinary work problematic rather than straightforward.

Nature of impact
Once more tension arises over the nature of impact and how it may be assessed.  There can be a tendency to focus on quantitative information as a reassuring and explicit measure of impact but since learning involves individuals encountering a myriad of influences, measurement may only provide a part of the picture and won’t necessarily answer why things happen the way they do.  Therefore, it was argued, initiatives such as the case study outlined (Deuchar and Welsh) and the various projects outline by Menter  which may have a more nebulous  but perhaps a more powerful impact in shaping practice and learning experiences should not be dismissed but rather embraced.  A developing relationship between academics and teachers etc may lead to a form of reciprocity which challenges any power dynamic weighted in favour of the former.

It was also suggested that there could be more creative and fruitful use made of case study research and the development of case study methodology in order to make better use of individual and institutional stories.  In addition, there may also be an accumulation of data in relation to particular topics across institutions, which could encourage an informed understanding of issues and from a number of perspectives eg across sectors FE/HE/ schools etc and across different kinds of expertise and knowledge; teachers/academics/educational psychologists/HMIE/ SQA/GIRFEC etc

Previous and current developments (AERS, 2003-2008; Schools of Ambition, 2008; Chartered Teacher Association, founded 2010) highlight the possible benefits of collaborative working around particular topics or development areas but a more strategic approach at a variety of levels might help to encourage such projects and the interconnectedness of any debates and evidence accumulation.     

Should schools themselves have a member of staff who has responsibility for supporting and enhancing research usage?  Such a key individual would have as part of their remit responsibility for supporting practitioner research and encouraging its dissemination while also sharing and filtering research from the wider Scottish community and beyond. The rising accumulation of Chartered teachers as well as teachers with other postgraduate training in research may provide a rich reservoir of talent for such roles. 

Conclusion

The starting point for this seminar was that a more explicit articulation of strategy, purpose and coherence would be helpful in encouraging research which might have an impact upon policy and practice.  An assumption was also made that a collaborative approach to the generation and sharing of research would be worthwhile and positive in trying to achieve impact.   Ian Menter reminded us that collaboration can be a risky and not always smooth journey and that impact may not achieve what was anticipated. 

Different forms of collaboration were described by Menter and Deuchar and Welsh in the presentations which highlighted both formalised collaborations and informal connections.  From both, it was possible to see the capacity for research ripples to persist within communities and to affect long term actions and engagement with research.

Where, perhaps, our greatest weakness lies is in the lack of a framework for sharing both strategy and evidence across groups, sectors, creators and users of research.  

The main areas for development are captured below:

Who can participate?

A substantial number of groups generate and engage with research in education but often there is a lack of connection across groups.  Consideration was given both to the evaluative evidence provided by HMIE, educational psychologists, chartered teachers and others and to the ways in which we could facilitate conversations and influences across communities.  Perhaps we are guilty of squandering expertise, informed contextualised research and the possibilities for accumulating different forms of data which can inform policy and practice.  

Who is listening?

How is research collated and shared and how can we ensure that those from the different stakeholder groups listen to research?  But even when research evidence is listened to there can be a disconnect with practice eg evidence would suggest that support assistants are not best used in one to one support with pupils but parental wishes and school beliefs leads to a different stance being taken.

Structured and serendipitous collaborations

While serendipitous collaborations were considered to be of value and as an important impetus for enhancing practice, groups explored the possible ways in which a more structured approach could benefit policy, practice and research. 

Suggestions – 

· Encourage practitioner researcher research – awards (not necessarily financial) and pathways for connection with other researchers and research as well as support and advice (e.g. Chartered Teacher Association)

· Local Authorities e.g. teacher researcher in residence or similar to reinforce and support creation mediation and impact of research

· The importance of building relationships across sectors – mutually beneficial engagement – greater understanding and trust developed in order to open people up to listening and engaging with research

· Scottish Forum yearly/twice yearly -  cross- sectional – impetus and focus for activities.  Support for identification of possible coalitions (interest and availability – looking beyond traditional boundaries), accumulation of knowledge, greater chance of impact.  Potential involvement of STEC, Scottish Enterprise, Chartered Teachers as catalysts

· SERA should take a leading role in creating wider networks and 
working  collaboratively with other bodies to stimulate collaboration, 
and a knowledge transfer partnership.

· LTS could also play a leading role – they have a national, digital network which could facilitate collaborations.
Sarah Thomson from Scottish Government acted as a critical friend during the event and captured the conclusions reached in the meeting.

In considering what kind of impact educational research can have, the day's discussions concluded that educational research can have impact and that collaborative research plays a key role in achieving impact.  This impact can take many forms and is importantly not limited to raising attainment but is much wider.

 

The event highlighted some excellent examples of collaboration.  Stronger collaboration must build on these examples and must ensure clear links are made between research, policy and practice.

 

Some form of infrastructure was considered to be essential for bringing together policy and practice. The key to this is networks, using a range of approaches to build upon existing networks such as SERA, LTS and Chartered Teacher programme.

Finally, I would like to use a quote from Ian Menter’s presentation which captures the spirit of this meeting.


We should complement, enhance and expand our notions of collaboration and impact through creating dialogue, interaction and opportunity for working together for the development and improvement of provision for learners, addressing curriculum certainly, teaching and learning and assessment – the three main components of our education system.

Nobody says it will be easy, but I suggest it is worthwhile and potentially very fruitful.
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Appendix 1                    
Impact through collaboration in    Educational Research

26th February 2010

What kind of impact can educational research have?

Can impact in educational research be achieved through stronger collaborations? 

Is an infrastructure of some kind desirable/viable in order  to enhance collaborations and to maximise the benefits of research for the wider community?
P
=
Plenary Session
G
=
Group discussion
	Impact through collaboration in educational research
	TIME
	Date 26th February 2010

	ARRIVAL
	9.30-10.00
	
	Tea/coffee

Nature of existing collaborations

	SESSION 1
	10:00- 10:10
	P
	Introduction Dr Lorna Hamilton, University of Edinburgh

	SESSION 2


	10:10-10:45
	P
	· Keynote Professor Ian Menter, University of Glasgow

· Collaborative research and impact: sore heads or blissful harmony?

	SESSION 3
 
	10:50—11.30

11.30-12.00
	P

G
	Existing collaborations – strengths and weaknesses/nature of impact

· LA and research

Schools and research 

Dr Ross Deuchar

University of Strathclyde

Mrs Aileen Welsh
Mosshead Primary School, East Dunbartonshire Council

What can be learnt from existing collaborations?  What kind of impact, if any, is being achieved?

	LUNCH
	12:00- 13.00

	                        Shape of future collaborations

	SESSION 4
	13:00-13:30
	P
	Feedback from morning

	SESSION 5

	13:30-14:00
	G
	Shape of future collaborations – nature of impact?

Is it possible to develop a framework which can support/encourage a closer connection between policy, practice and research

	SESSION 6


	14:00- 14:25
	P
	Being proactive in moving ahead

Critical friend Sarah Thomson, Senior Researcher, Scottish Government


To book a place: contact Annette Greenock (Annette.Greenock@ed.ac.uk)

Thanks to Moray House School of Education, University of Edinburgh and to the Scottish Educational Research Association (SERA).

Convener of event:  Dr Lorna Hamilton, University of Edinburgh
Lorna.Hamilton@ed.ac.uk
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