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Preface  

 

This report derives from the first meeting of the UKôs Strategic Forum for Research in 

Education (SFRE) held in Harrogate on 16 th -17 th  Octob er 2008.  At that event some 70 

represen tatives of practitioner, policy maker and researcher organisations from England, 

Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales met to discuss a range of issues concerning the 

context, quality and development of education rese arch in the UK.   

The framework for the discussions was provided by an OECD CERI model of ónational 

knowledge management systemsô and the European Commissionôs 2007 review of 

provision for the ócreation, mediation and applicationô of research in support of evidence -

informed decision making by p ractitioners and policy makers.  More information on the 

framework adopted by SFRE is provided in the introduction of this report.  

It is hoped that further discussion will continue across the UK, prior to the second SF RE 

Forum on 17 th -18 th  June 2009 in London (focused on basic, applied, development al and 

practitioner research). The final meeting, Forum III, will be on 17 th -18 th  March 2010 in 

Edinburgh (focused on knowledge accumulation, impact, strategic coherence and f inal 

conclusions).  

The large number of organisations and activities in the field of education generate a vast 

array of acronyms.  To support readers, a simple glossary has been provided.  For ease 

of use, references from the various contributions to this r eport have also been 

consolidated into a single bibliography.  

The text of this report was finalised on the same day that the outcomes of the 2008 

Research Assessment Exercise were published.  That assessment  process, informed by a 

mixture of systematic ind icators and peer judgement for each field of research, is the 

way by which UK funding councils allocate core resources to un iversities for their 

research. The RAE is thus of only indirect relevance to practitioners, charities, 

government agencies, independ ent bodies and companies ï each of which is extremely 

important in the  field of educational enquiry. However, the RAE also provide s a very 

tangible  insight into the overall health and quality of academic research contributions.  

The raw results of the 2008 Research Assessment Exercise suggest that the overall 

quality of UK education research has risen significantly in recent years.  As an indication 

of this, whilst in 2001 only 13 universities were awarded grades for óinternational 

excellenceô (5 or 5*), in 2008 the work of 39 institutions was judged to be órecognised 

internationallyô or better (with a grade point average, calculated by the Times Higher 

Education, of 2.00 or more).  Further, the óquality profilesô provided in the 2008 exercise 

highlight a wid er distribution of specialized centres of excellence that might previously 

have been expected.  

Notwithstanding such signs of overall progress, considerable variation across the 

countries of the UK has been  confirmed and is unlikely to be satisfactory for the 

devolved administrations. We should also note t hat the overall performance of education 

research compared with that of the other fields assessed in the RAE is relatively modest.   

From a SFRE perspective, we may be pleased with the signs of overall prog ress and with 

confirmation that the best UK education research is óworld classô, but we also need to be 

resolute in acknowledging that there is much more work to do. We must await 
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publication of t he textual report of the RAEôs education subject panel to see a more 

nuanced account of their judgements.   

2009 could be a pivotal year for education research in higher education institutions and 

for the developmental  strategies which underpin it. TLRP and AERS both conclude their 

generic and capacity building wor k. WERN and two pilot capacity building projects in 

England will be reviewed whilst the Northern Ireland Forum is expected to continue to 

deliberate.  The implications of the RAE and of national needs will be debated widely and 

new initiatives to devel op U K education  research capacity are likely to be considered.  

The influence of the new UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) will also 

begin to be felt.  It is to be hoped that those involved will keep sight of the óbig pictureô 

concerning the need  for high quality research of many kinds  to inform policy, practice 

and democratic debate.  

 

Andrew Pollard  

Chair, SFRE  

21 st  December 2008  
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Forum I: Executive S ummary  

 

1.  There was broad agreement at SFRE I that consideration of the UK and each 

country within it in terms of a óknowledge management systemô was a worthwhile 

exercise in the context of contemporary demand for evidence -based and 

evidence - informed policy and practice.  

2.  Reports on each UK country revealed variations in provision for knowledge 

generatio n and application, with common weaknesses in relation to provision for 

knowledge mediation.  

3.  Education as a research field has broadened considerably in recent years.  As a 

life -wide, life - long field of study it thus requires new inter -disciplinary expertis e 

and particular attention to contexts and transitions.  The roots of education 

research in teacher education for schools are challenged by this development.  

4.  By national and international standards, a great deal of excellent education 

research is carried o ut in the UK.  There is also a considerable amount which was 

acknowledged at SFRE to be of much lower quality.  

5.  Judging the quality of education research is itself a challenge, and no single set of 

criteria or indicators can capture the multiple purposes fo r which research and 

enquiry activities are carried out.  The way forward was felt to be in recognising 

such different purposes and in managing the consequential tensions they create.  

6.  UK capacity to conduct high quality education research is significant -  but it is 

also vulnerable, particularly in relation to the age -profile of researchers and some 

skill - sets.  Capacity is a particular issue in the smaller UK countries.  

7.  Capacity is interpreted in many ways, but also has many dimensions.  In the 

development of new capacity building provision, there is a need for greater 

understanding of the multiple elements which contribute to capacity, of how they 

interrelate together and of how particular stakeholders can contribute to the 

whole.  

8.  Demand is growing in each part of the UK for high quality, timely and accessible 

education research on which to base policy and practice.  There are capacity 

challenges for potential users of research in making best use of the resources and 

knowledge which are already available as well as in commissioning new work.  
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1.  Introduction ï Andrew Pollard  

 

The UK Strategic Forum for Research in  Education aspires to support multiple 

stakeholders in all four countries and many educational sectors in reflecting on education 

research.  Un derpinning this endeavour  is a sustained contemporary demand for high 

quality evidence about education from government, public services and businesses.  This 

represents a new  commitment to the production and use of research (in all its forms) to 

build unde rstanding of educational issues and to enhance the quality and effectiveness of 

policy and practice.  To achieve the latter, it is argued, we need a secure flow of 

relevant, high quality research outputs and coordinated mechanisms for knowledge 

accumulatio n, transformation and engagement so that impact is maximised.  

There have been some impressiv e developments in UK education  research in recent 

years, but we are a long way from being able to achieve this conception.  

Ben Levin  (2004)  suggested that, to ómake research matter moreô the knowledge 

generated has to be managed more effectively to achieve impact.  A óknowledge 

continuum cycleô has been conceptualised and the model below represents an adaption 

of this in a recent European Commission Staff Working Doc ument.   

 

Figure 1 : A knowledge Continuum  

 

Source:  (EC, 2007, p. 6; Levin, 2004, p. 8)  

 

Here, knowledge creation, mediation and application are seen as an integrated, 

interdependent cycle of activity, in a continuing articulation with cultural, social, political 

and economic contexts.   
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This idealised representation has been echoed by the gradual development of a templa te 

for review of the education  research infrastructures in different countries by OECD CERI.  

This was a product o f international experts engaged in óCountry Assessmentsô from 

2000 -06.  Its formalisation bega n with the Danish review in 2004  and was taken forward 

in work in Switzerland during 2006.  In its most recent manifestation (Pollard, 2007a)  it 

is organised in s ix sections:  

ω Contextual issues  

ω Strategic awareness  

ω Basic research  

ω Applied research  

ω Development and professional enquiry  

ω Generic issues  

The framework then generates a set of some twenty questions which were designed to 

probe national provision in various w ays. For the purposes of the UK SFRE it was 

necessary to simplify the framework to suit a sequence of discussion in three fora over 

two years.  The challenges can thus be represented in the following ways:  

Forum I  

ω Context : What are the contextual circumsta nces of each country and its 

aspirations for educational development? What is the nature of existing 

educational R&D provision and the major contemporary challenges to it?  

ω Quality : What quality assurance and accountability procedures are in place 

for educa tional research and development?  

ω Capacity : Is there adequate capacity building to sustain complementary 

forms of educational research and development?  

Forum II  

ω Basic research : Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the 

production of high qu ality and innovative basic research?  

ω Applied research:  Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the 

production of high quality and innovative applied research?  

ω Developmental research : Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation 

for the  production of high quality and innovative developmental research, 

evaluation and practitioner enquiry?  

ω Interdisciplinarity : Given growing awareness of the interconnectedness of 

education and other fields, how is interdisciplinary research supported?  

ω Prior ities : How are researchers, policy makers, practitioners and other 

appropriate stakeholders engaged in the identification, development, 
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application and evaluation of national priorities for applied research and for 

development?  

Forum III  

ω Knowledge accumul ation : What provision is there for knowledge 

accumulation and review and for appropriate linkage to UK and international 

networks, centres and activities?  

ω Knowledge mediation : What provision is there for appropriate co -

production, transformation and dissem ination of research findings to 

stakeholders, including the general public and democratic process ï and how 

effective is this?  

ω Knowledge application : Is there a strategy for educational R&D in each 

relevant educational sector, with clear understandings of what counts as 

basic and applied research and of what counts as forms of development by 

practitioners and others ï and the funding streams and organisation al 

infrastructures to support these activities?  

This then was the conceptual setting for the first me eting of SFRE  at Harrogate in 

October 2008. Anticipating a sequence of Forum meetings over two years, how far could 

stakeholders in educational research get in understanding each othersô positions and 

developing ways forward towards more coherent and effec tive processes for the 

generation, mediation and application of education research?  

It is intended, incidentally, that the structure above will be used to collate relevant 

material within the SFRE website at www.sfre.ac.u k. This should provide a cumulative 

record of the progress of the Forum and be of use to students, stakeholders and others.  

The first goal of the October 2008 Forum was to consider the context of each UK country 

in relation to education research and this was achieved by commissioning and pre -

circulating four expert reports, each of which is a vailable from the SFRE website.  They 

were:  

ω England, by Andrew Morris  

ω Northern Ireland, by Ruth Leitch  

ω Scotland, by Sally Brown  

ω Wales, by Richard Daugherty and Sue Davi es 

At Forum I itself the two day event moved through a cumulative programme with a mix 

of plenary and group sessions sharing and debating views on the two main themes of 

research quality  and research capacity .  The 70  colleagues attending sometimes met as 

four óCountry Groupsô, sometimes in respect of compulsory or post-compulsory education 

sectors and sometimes in relation to their primary professional roles as ópolicy-makersô, 

órepresentatives of practitioner organisationsô or as óresearchersô.  There were also 

particular contributions from two international commentators (Rob Gilbert, Australia and 

Matthis Behrens, Switzerland) and from Richard Bartholomew and John Ireland holding 

senior responsibilities in both ESRC and English/Scottish Government Departm ents 

respectively.  

http://www.sfre.ac.uk/
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Throughout these discussions, two teams of early career researchers monitored and 

recorded the proceedings and subsequently reported back to the Forum as a whole.  The 

Research Quality team was led by Alis Oancea (Oxford) with Ralf StCl air (Glasgow) and 

Ruth Wright (Newport).  On Research Capacity, Zoe Fowler (independent, but formerly 

Lancaster) was joined by Linda Clarke (Ulster) a nd Richard Watermeyer (Opinion 

Research Services ).  Orchestrating this activity was Sarah Tough (Institute  of Education, 

University of London).   

Evaluation of the first Forum by participants, conducted by a retrospective web survey, 

showed considerable appreciation of the worthwhileness of the initiative and of the 

opportunity to engage with a wide range of s takeholders in constructive and focused 

dialogue on important topics.  This was seen as being very refreshing in enabling ideas 

to be challenged ï even though they might be taken - for -granted within particular 

stakeholder communities.  On the other hand, aw areness of the diversity of views often 

held and of the ways in which these were typically embedded within the lived 

experiences, cultural assumptions, incentivisation systems and structural imperatives of 

different professions offered a salutary reminder of just how complex the field of 

education research is and of how difficult it may be to construct a coherent knowledge 

management system.  

This SFRE I report presents the analyses which Alis Oancea, Zoe Fowler and Sarah 

Tough produced following the Forum a nd with the benefit of a little time to reflect upon 

it.   

Alis, Zoe and Sarah provide accounts which are both authentic and analytic.  They do not 

shy away from presenting the complexities and differences of view which were expressed 

at the Forum and thos e who attended will no doubt recognise the descriptive accounts of 

the issues with which they struggled.  Additionally, they go further by analysing the 

issues which underlay those discussions.  For example, Alis Oancea identifies six 

ótensionsô in debates about research quality whilst Zoe Fowler provides a list of 

órecommendationsô on research capacity about which broad support was recorded and 

also a set of eight óquestions for future discussionô.  Similarly, Sarah Tough, in each of 

her contributions, con cludes by focusing attention on key dilemmas which she believes 

have to be faced.  In each case, the voices of the analysts are present but their success 

in representing the nuances of the SFRE discussions is impressive.  

So, I hear some say, the Forum has met and concluded that there is more to talk about!  

There is truth in that perception of course -  but perhaps this is unsurprising given the 

previous relative insulation from each other of the representatives of the groups which 

were involved.  Time will tell.  There will be further work and discussion before the 

second Forum in June 2009 and it is to be hoped that the deliberations will show  

progression in mutual understanding.  

One issue to be considered, for instance, concerns the future parameters of t he field.  

Education as a field of research has broadened significantly in recent years, and it is no 

longer primarily about school education. Children's services, early years, post -16, FE, 

HE, adult, workplace, community and lifelong education each provid e a focus for activity 

-  particularly in relation to the improvement of policy and practice.  Progress towards 

interdisciplinary research also raises important questions about the object of discussion 

in SFRE.  
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In any event, the openness and respect which w as show to those holding different 

perspectives in Harrogate certainly bodes well for the London meeting in June 2009.  The 

biggest challenge of course, will come at the Edinburgh Forum in March 2010 when it will 

be necessary to draw conclusions.  
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2.  Resear ch quality issues  

 

2.1  Key issues in research q uality: Summary of discussions from first 

SFRE meeting ï Alis Oancea  

 

Introduction  

 

This paper reports on discussions about research quality held over two days (16 -17 

October 2008) in Harrogate, as part of the fir st meeting of the UK Strategic Forum for 

Research in Education. The meeting was attended by comparable numbers of 

participants from England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales; they represented 

different communities (higher education research, policy, f unders of research, including 

charities, practitioners) and sectors (schools, post -compulsory). The participants had 

received in advance country reports on both research quality and capacity building, as 

well as a number of background documents.  

The questi ons about research quality set in front of the participants in advance to the 

meeting were numerous. Each country report threw out at least a dozen, and more were 

articulated by the organisers. In actual effect, however, the discussions started with 

consid eration of a smaller number of questions, as formulated in Andrew Pollardôs 

introductory talk  (Pollard, 2008) . In my paraphrasing, these questions were:  

ω To what extent can (and should) academic and user goals, and criteria of 

quality, be reconciled?  

ω To wha t extent are the goals, responsibilities and expertise of different 

stakeholders respected by others?  

ω Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high 

quality and relevant (a) applied, (b) basic research, and (c) development 

wo rk (including interdisciplinary research)?  

ω What quality assurance and accountability procedures are in place for 

education  research and development?  

ω How is it possible to reconcile the requirements of quality, accountability and 

capacity in basic, applied and developmental research?  

ω How do country -specific contexts affect research quality?  

ω How does the quality of education research in the UK compare to research 

internationally and in other disciplines?  

In his introductory talk, Andrew Pollard placed discuss ions on quality in the wider 

contexts not only of the nations, institutions, and professions, but also in the context of 

historic criticisms of the quality of education research (e.g. in terms of theoretical 

incoherence; insufficient use of quantitative ev idence; insufficiently systematic research 

designs; and small -scale studies unable to show ñwhat worksò). He suggested that 

quality (and accountability for it) comes after capacity building for specialisation 

(admittedly in a very complex knowledge managem ent system), and contributes to 

evidence - informed judgements leading to action and improvement of policy and practice. 

Different criteria move in and out of prominence depending on the purpose of research 

and of its assessment; a more holistic model may no t be possible in practical terms.  
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Perhaps not surprisingly, given the complexities hinted at in the preliminary documents 

and in the introductory talk, the ensuing discussion on quality at the Harrogate SFRE 

meeting was fraught with difficulties in bridgi ng between the different standpoints and 

seemed to flow less readily and smoothly than that on capacity. The difficulties were 

visible in both the more normative and the more descriptive or analytical components of 

the discussion. At a first glance, the di fficulties may seem attributable to the fact that 

quality was too sensitive an issue, where too much was at stake. But on further 

reflection it seems that there were actually deeper reasons for this ï reasons that had to 

do with some fundamental tensions o r dilemmas, which underpinned the various 

positions and arguments brought into the discussion.  

This report will be structured around six such ñtensionsò, which seemed to underpin the 

discussions about quality throughout the SFRE meeting. In doing so, it w ill return to 

several questions that are more ñbasicò than the above, and will show that none of them 

has a widely -accepted answer:  

ω Why does quality matter and why assess it?  

ω What is quality?  

ω How can quality be captured?  

ω Are rankings of research also ranki ngs of quality?  

ω How can quality be nurtured?  

ω In what ways is quality linked to capacity building?  

The report will not have separate sections for each of the four countries. The discussions 

in the country groups at the SFRE meeting were not very different i n terms of topics, 

although their starting points were not the same (i.e. the judgements that they made of 

the quality of current research in each country varied). One issue that was given more 

emphasis in the discussions about the smaller countries was th at of maintaining critical 

autonomy from the government and the funding agencies, at different levels and in 

different sites, in the context of smaller research communities and of closer proximity 

among the different stakeholder constituencies.  

 

Why does q uality matter and why assess it?  

 

If there were any points of agreement at the meeting, the clearest would be that quality 

did matter and that mechanisms for appraising it were a legitimate part of accountability 

processes within and outside the higher edu cation research community( - ies). The 

agreement was however only in principle, while the details of who to assess research, 

when, how, on what criteria, and to what purposes and result, were subject to great 

differences of opinion. Some participants perceiv ed quality as an issue of inherent 

controversy reflecting philosophical disagreements about knowledge and truth, rather 

than a practical problem; thus, one participant argued, ñthe important point is one of 

capacity not one of qualityò. However, arguably in this case ñphilosophicalò can also be 

ñpracticalò, even if this only means that more self -aware and  explicit engagement of 

various communities with the philosophical underpinnings of discourses about quality 
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might contribute to more open exchanges and sm oother processes of negotiation of 

criteria for assessment and mechanisms for quality assurance.  

At least three sets of grounds for the importance of quality and of its assessment were 

put forward.  

First, some of the participants argued that quality supp orted positive impact , not only in 

the sense that good research wa s more worthy of dissemination, application, and follow -

up, but also in the sense that assessments of quality could support a ñresearch cultureò 

in practice organisations and provide users w ith an instrument for deciding on which 

bodies of evidence to act and how to prioritise their actions. In doing so, they would be 

able to trust that they are making the best decisions, given the evidence available; such 

trust would feed forward into future  relationships between research and practice and 

policy communities 1. Engagement with issues of research quality means that 

practitioners ñcan join in the debate (about research worth acting on) rather than having 

it washing top -down over themò. On their part, researchers would gain confidence that 

their work answers the needs of practice. Overall, thus, quality judgements can be ña 

way of developing genuine mutual respectò.  

Many participants, particularly those from higher education research institutions,  were 

however careful to distinguish between quality and significance/impact, and, although 

they admitted that there may be a relationship between them, they accepted only a non -

linear, one -directional (quality to impact, but not the reverse), and generall y 

aspirational, model of that relationship. In other words, while ideally good research 

ought to be supported in having an impact on practice and policy, as well as on the 

research community, not all good research can be reasonably expected to have a direc t 

or visible impact, and not all high - impact research would also be of good quality.  

Second, quality assessments were seen as important within the research profession  

itself. The most obvious way in which they were thought to matter was in relation to 

fund ing arrangements based on performance and competition. Ideally, these 

arrangements would direct resources effectively towards good research, and track -

records of past quality would warrant further investments based on the promise of future 

quality. Quality  would thus be rewarded in a system where the available resource is 

limited. In addition, quality of research and of research outputs plays a role in the career 

trajectories of education researchers. Also, and very importantly, quality judgements 

influence , often indirectly but significantly, researchersô control on the conditions of their 

work, and their decisions about their practice.  

Finally, an emphasis on quality was seen as important to the development of the field  as 

a whole. Good research builds on previous knowledge and contributes to it; and so the 

discipline would develop through accumulation of substantive and methodological 

knowledge and through increasing theoretical integration within the different modes and 

paradigms of research. This would l ikely be matched by developments in disciplinary 

infrastructure and resourcing. Arguably, the ñaccumulationò does not need to be a linear 

process, as ñbuildingò on previous work may also happen critically, and eventually take 

the form of destabilisation of  taken - for -granteds. Some of the participants argued that it 

                                                           
1 A 2007 report on peer review for the British Academy stated emphatically that ñQuality should not be 
sacrificed in favour of relevance  or impact (é). Indeed, if research is being used by policy makers to take 
decisions on matters that have direct effect on the quality of citizensô lives, the standards ought to be as high 
as possible. Similarly, novelty cannot be regarded as a substitute for quality.ò (Weale, 2007, p. 42) . 
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was at the field, rather than the individual project, level that quality mattered most, 

because at this collective level quality enhancement consisted of wide - ranging processes 

which went beyond quality assurance for accountability purposes, to incorporate, for 

example, quality of the peer review process, quality of the commissioning process, 

quality of engagement of different constituencies (including issues of brokerage, 

communication, and colla boration), and quality of capacity building efforts (including any 

potential trade -offs between supporting quality and investing in capacity building). It is 

also at this level that ñtrans-national quality assessment systemsò may be developed to 

ñrecognise that what counts as research quality and impact differs across disciplinesò and 

to ñappropriately legitimate and reward the full range of educational researchò (Whitty & 

Wisby, 2008, pp. 150 -151) . 

These directions of argument about the value of quality ju dgements were not always in 

harmony with each other. For example, user requirements for demonstrable impact and 

for researcher input in practical decisions were sometimes contrasted with the so -called 

ñinward-lookingò interests of the research community in gaining a ñstamp of approvalò 

for their work in order to justify requests for continued and increased funding. In return, 

user agendas (particularly the ñwhat worksò discourse) were sometimes seen as working 

against creative development of knowledge in th e field.  

Underpinning this discussion, there was a fundamental disagreement (to be called 

ñTension 1 ò) about the role of quality appraisal and the role of assessment techniques. 

Yates  (2005)  contrasts making assessments in order to separate bad research fr om good 

research and to apply consequences based on that judgement (targets, criteria, 

assessments, and consequences ï ñsticksò) with making efforts to develop good practice 

(through support, training, or encouragement ï ñcarrotsò). One the one hand, therefore, 

the role of assessment may be conceived in a product - focused, as well as demand -

driven, manner: it aims to filter research outputs and steer their production 

through specifications and user requirements . In this process, the output 

specifications are  operationalised in sets of criteria and checklists, and included in 

research contracts. As one of the funding organisation representatives at the meeting 

put it, ñif we donôt ask for something sensible, we donôt get something sensible backò.  

On the other  hand, assessment ñtechniquesò are expected to support research 

communities in gaining increased control (or mastery) over the contingencies 

of their practice, thus enabling its enhancement.  Such ñcontrolò is supported by 

aspirations towards unification, e xplanation, systematicity (order), communicability, and 

precision, all of which are important aspects of practice, including research practice. This 

account is consistent with Martha Nussbaumôs interpretation of Aristotle and Platoôs 

wider concept of ñtech neò (technique) as masterful practice, as opposed to more 

instrumental meanings of ñtechnologyò and ñmeasurementò, which are only a fraction of 

it  (Oancea, 2008) .  

 

What is quality?  

 

Quality was not seen by the participants as a unified concept, but rather as a family of 

partly overlapping concepts, each best suited to a particular context and purpose 

(quality for  something) and to particular modes and sites of research (quality of  
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something). Quality may be claimed, as well as accepted by others; measured, as well 

as perceived. Distinctions -  such as that between quality of ñinputò (e.g. research 

proposals), ñprocessò (e.g. research practice) and ñoutputò (e.g. work submitted for 

publication, end -project evaluations, transfer to development); quality in ñpureò, 

ñappliedò, and ñdevelopmentalò research; or quality in ñhigher educationò, ñpractitionerò, 

and ñprivateò research - permeated much of the discussions at the meeting  (although 

with awareness of their limitations).  

Definitional problems are further com pounded by the lack of an agreed ñinclusiveò 

definition of what should count as research  in the first place. With no agreed definition of 

research, often quality criteria are expected (or forced) not only to appraise and 

stimulate improvement of research p ractice, but also to work as ñdemarcationò criteria ï 

i.e., as ñcriteria to distinguish research from developmental activityò. The elaboration of 

such criteria was seen as an area where professional organisation s can play a role. The 

problem with this sugg estion is not that professional organisation s should not engage in 

such reflection, but that care is needed not to conflate description with prescription.  

Even within what may be broadly called ñpractice-basedò and ñblue-skyò research there 

is wide variat ion in what counts as ñresearchò. For example, the discussions in 

practitionersô group emphasised that the ñbroad umbrellaò of practitioner research 

actually covered a vast diversity of programmes and projects. In addition, while higher 

education researche rs placed work, such as ñscoping studiesò, the production of 

administrative statistics, or inspection, outside the range of what should count as 

ñresearchò, policy maker sô group saw inspection as ña different form of research ï 

evidence -based judgement and  evaluationò.  

Finally, the post -compulsory sector group commented that the lack of agreement about 

what constitutes good education and training provision  further complicates matters when 

it comes to judging the quality of research that is likely to suppor t such practice.  

Several alternatives for coping with this complexity were put forward:  

a)  working with no definition of quality at all;  

b)  working with a fuzzy definition (in the idea that a concern for quality was 

enough to stimulate enhancement of practice,  be it simply as a form of 

Hawthorne effect; and that the lack of agreement on a definition should not 

deter efforts directed at improving practices and support for work that is 

widely seen as worthwhile);  

c)  producing one highly precise and prescriptive def inition (even though it may 

exclude certain forms of research) and operationalising it into detailed 

criteria;  

or ï and this is the option towards which many seemed inclined ï  

d)  elaborating a series of parallel, though overlapping and compatible, 

definitio ns, each as precise as possible in relation to the particular area to 

which it is applicable.  

The problem seems however to go deeper than simply finding a way to analyse and 

ñpartition ò quality in order to reflect accurately the different kinds of research, contexts 

of assessment and of use, and constituencies involved. It is also a (normative) problem 

about ñpredicating ò quality: about how to judge it, not only from a distance or at the 
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end -point, but as part of the actual practice of funding, generating, and using research. 

There is no agreement about how these two meanings of ñqualityò can be reconciled 

and/or negotiated in the processes of quality assurance and assessment. This is our 

ñTension 2 ò, which Matthis Behrens, drawing on work by Torres  (1996)  described at the 

meeting as the difference between quality as ñstable attributeò and quality as ñform 

of judgement ò (of conformity between standards and norms and particular realities). 

Torresô and Behrensô (2007)  arguments were inspired by Aristotleôs concepts of  hexis  

(stable state, as a form of quality) and  poios  (qualification, predicating quality). Both 

aspects, argued Torres, are involved in the current usage of the term; which means that 

the problem of realising quality (which is a technical and conce ptual problem) is 

commonly conflated with that of coherently regulating quality (a cultural and social 

problem).  

There are distinctive sets of practical issues deriving from each of these meanings of 

ñqualityò. Put simply: do we need to ensure that research ñhasò (or ñisò) ñqualityò, or is it 

enough for it to be judged as such by the relevant constituency in the relevant context? 

This has consequences for the ways in which the different constituencies may try to 

move forward their discussions of quality. To  answer the first half of the question, one 

would need to start from a thorough understanding of the nature of different forms of 

research and of the processes underpinning its production, and work forwards towards 

elaborating a theoretical model of qualit y. To answer the second, one would need to 

explore the various operationalisations of quality in the sets of criteria currently used by 

commissioners, researchers, publishers, and users of research. Conflating the matters 

means that quality ends up with a circular definition: an object of assessment is of good 

quality because relevant agents say so; and they say so because the object is of good 

quality.  

 

How can quality be captured?  

 

Participants from HEIs , but also some of the representatives of practition er 

organisations, were adamant that the quality criteria  used by different constituencies 

needed to be clarified before deciding on ways of enhancing output and processes, and 

even on capacity building.  Quality judgements were seen by this group as necess ary not 

only in relation to higher education research, but also for practitioner research, for 

research by private organisations, and for in -house research by policy bodies: in all 

cases, ñwe have to have a way of judging qualityò and to ñseparate out unacceptable 

researchò (including e.g. work that is unethical, politically biased, or over claiming ). A 

starting point for the process of ñdefining quality for scholarly researchò may be with the 

professional associations, ñand then maybe other commissioning bodies would be 

encouraged to do the sameò. Some of the potential criteria mentioned included: rigour, 

reliability, generalisability, breadth, relevance, originality, building on previous work, 

contributing to knowledge accumulation, contributing to practic e and policy, coherence, 

engagement with other disciplines, fitness for purpose, timeliness, responsiveness, and 

cost. No single criterion was seen as unproblematic across the entire range of education 

research and by all constituencies.  

Several groups of participants ï and with particular emphasis the Scottish group ï argued 

strongly for the need for more explicit sets of quality criteria at all levels of the research 
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system and covering all forms of research, including practitioner research (of which the 

m ore intimate connection to practice should not be believed to preclude quality) and 

research produced outside the higher education system (which may be less costly and 

faster to commission and produce, but ought still attend to quality). The ñsiteò of 

rese arch, be it higher education, educational practice, private organisation s, or 

governmental agencies, is not a guarantee of quality: ñwhatever you mean by quality 

can be found in any of theseò, and also ñquality of funded research can be mixed 

irrespective of who conducts itò. In addition, it was argued, particularly in researchersô 

group, criteria should be made explicit for all stages of the research process, from the 

bidding stage to output and publication. Explicitness about purposes and criteria was 

seen as valuable for practical and economic, as well as for educative, reasons.  

An area where change was seen as necessary by a great number of the participants was 

that of commissioning practices . Researchers and practitioners commented that many 

commissioni ng bodies did not publish their quality criteria and were not fully transparent 

about the purposes of the commissioning process; there is currently limited knowledge 

about research commissionersô understanding of quality. It was argued that some 

commission ing bodies saw impact, use, and economic benefits, as central to their quality 

control processes. However there was no general agreement about whether (and how) it 

was appropriate to build impact (above and beyond citation impact) into quality criteria, 

particularly in situations when the purposes of the commissioning process were not 

transpa rent  (see  Wilson, 2008 ) . Impact (or significance) and quality are not 

coterminous: high quality research may have no immediate practical impact, while high 

impact resea rch may be of que stionable quality  (Gorard, 2008) . Impact may be 

unintended, delayed, indirect, or negative. Significance depends on level (national, 

local), on outlook for application (theoretical contribution, shorter term outcome), and on 

ñrelative representationò of the different parties (who makes the judgements, what is the 

balance of comm ittees etc.)  (Yates, 2005, p. 10) . As one of the participants put it, 

impact does not count individually, but in its interaction with quality.  

While many of the res earcher participants insisted that commissioning bodies made their 

quality criteria explicit and their purposes transparent, some of the policy -based 

participants felt that they ought to detach themselves and their organisation  from issues 

of quality: ñI do not accept that it is our responsibility to tell you what quality meansò. 

Decisions on quality were thus cast as separate from decisions on impact and use (the 

ñso what?ò question), and returned to researchersô court. The reason given for this was 

that p olicy users benefited more directly from ñholisticò evidence, as well as from the 

timely offer of wider researcher expertise, than from findings of particular research 

projects, be they high quality or not: ñpolicy maker s want a holistic package to help 

ma ke judgement, so you get a complex combination ï opinion, lobby groups, pressure 

groups, alongside more objective academic analysis ï that gives you a platform to base 

your understanding onò. Collaborations with the private sector may, if not enhance, at 

least ñbroadenò our concept of quality. Higher education research takes more time and is 

also more expensive (due to FEC as opposed to per diem rates), which, for policy 

maker s, is ñan added dimension when balancing costing and qualityò.  

Different interpre tations of research, as well as different purposes and contexts of 

assessment, require different configurations of criteria , and ñeven when the same criteria 

seem to be in play, they are so to different extent, and with different weightsò. Currently 

used c riteria of quality may vary between different modes of research, of different scope 



 Forum I Report  

24 
 

and scale. In particular, the participants in Harrogate noted that criteria based on a 

narrowly ñsocial scientific modelò of research may miss out on crucial attributes of 

research that is ñmore directly and more explicitly related to professional practiceò, and 

also of some forms of theoretical and basic research (e.g. of historical or of philosophical 

work).  

Practitioners, but also school researchers, warned therefore agai nst the fascination for a 

ñgrand scienceò model that may entail the ñdanger of universalising a specific social 

science model of researchò. ñQualityò, they argued, does not simply mean ñfitting a 

methodological orthodoxyò, but includes being open to practices that sit outside standard 

social scientific work. For example, in the case of practitioner research, what matters is 

its ñpractical testingò in ñday to day useò, by practitioner researchers as well as by their 

peers: ñif that ripple spreads out then it is goodò. As such, ñwhat counts as being a 

quality piece of research at HEFCE is not what practitioners think of as qualityò. This 

variation suggested, at least to some of the participants, that there was ña need for 

agreeing criteria for the range of dif ferent types of research that can go onò (a process 

which ñmight encourage non-RAE institutionsò, as a desirable side-effect).  

The lack of agreement on the points above has to do with contrasting views not only on 

accountability, but also on how to apprais e quality ( Tension 3 ). Should we (researchers 

and ñusersò alike) strive to produce ever more precise proxies of quality, convert 

them into standards, and identify appropriate thresholds and measures  to 

inform decisions about quality? Or should we, rather, see the debate about quality as an 

end in itself, a constructive and necessary process of ongoing  deliberation that 

enhances individual quality judgements  even if it leaves them open -ended?  

The notion of quality, and in particular the issue of who gets to judge it, was seen by 

most participants as troubling. As one researcher noted at the meeting, ñmany critiques 

of research quality come from the imposition of one set of standards from one part of 

the research world to the othersò. Another researcher phrased this in terms of the 

ñtension between the use of criteria  (which may not capture the complexities of all types 

of research) and a desire for something  that values all kinds  of researchò, but which may 

be more difficult to agree on and, subsequently, to u se. If the views of all relevant 

groups are taken on board, accountability may involve giving and mediating accounts of 

how quality is pursued in a diversity of settings and types of research, rather than simply 

holding researchers to account for the exten t to which an individual project follows 

prescribed procedures and fits given criteria. Such different understandings of 

accountability would frame differently activities such as quality assurance, reporting, and 

assessment.  

 

Are rankings of research also rankings of quality?  

 

ñLeague tablesò of research abound in the public domain (nationally and internationally), 

but their overlap is at best imperfect. Some are based on RAE performance; some, on 

descriptors of the research producer (institution ï such as the HEI indexes); some, on 

external assessments (such as the grading systems used in grant refereeing decisions 

and in evaluation of output); some, on citation counts (at aggregate ï research unit ï, 

but also at individual, level), on type of publication ( e.g. whether peer reviewed or not), 

or on journal impact factors; some, on whether research meets a number of set criteria 
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and thresholds (such as in the process of systematic reviewing or of meta -analysis); 

some, on judgements about the perceived relative  trustworthiness of different 

methodologies (with e.g. ñrandom-assigned experimentsò or RCTs as the ñgolden 

standardò in the USA No Child Left Behind Act ôs hierarchy of scientificity), and so forth. 

Each of these can be in some way problematic, for reasons  that are specific to each, but 

also for more general reasons. For example, part of the problem with all these rankings 

is that, in their public life and use, their original purposes, central criteria, and processes 

of production are often forgotten, and t he rankings may lose some of their inherent 

arbitrariness and be perceived as authoritative hierarchies of quality.  

The participants returned repeatedly over the course of the two days to what they 

described as an imposition, reinforced through research go vernance and funding, of 

standards from certain models of ñscientificò research to the entire field of education 

research: ñdue to uneven distribution of funding and resources and of status and 

rewards, what should be a continuum of types of research from practice -based and 

applied to blue skies may turn into a hierarchyò. As noted elsewhere  (Oancea & Pring, 

2008) , such a view was clearly ar ticulated in the re -authorised No Child Left Behind  

(NCLB) Act of 2001 in the USA. The Act included over 100 mentions of óscientifically-

based researchô as that which met the attributes of rigour, systematicity, objectivity, 

validity, and reliability (Article 37). The scientific status of research would be warranted 

by the choice of method (empirical, experimental and qua ntitative designs, with óa 

preference for random -assignment experimentsô) and by public accreditation (peer 

review, as well as government -supported ñclearinghousesò) ï note here the danger of 

circular definitions of quality. The US National Research Counci lôs (NRC) Committee on 

Scientific Principles for Education Research re port  (Shavelson & Towne, 2002)  endorsed 

this view and added: ñthe set of guiding principles that apply to scientific inquiry in 

education are the same set of principles that can be found  across the full range of 

scientific inquiryò (pp. 51 -52) . 

This does not mean that hierarchies are condemnable in principle, or that rankings are 

always rigid, and their use, mechanistic; but that they are suitable for particular uses in 

particular decisio n-making contexts and should not be given undue weight outside these 

contexts. Otherwise, as some of the practitioner participants to the Harrogate meeting 

feared, ñdeveloping respect all roundò (for a diversity of forms of knowledge and of 

practice) may r emain simple ñrhetoricò and fail to be ñplayed out in actionò. Some 

research escapes rankings altogether, or is at least very difficult to place (e.g. 

interdisciplinary research, action research, critical research); this is no ground for 

doubting its quali ty. There is a difference between having pragmatic rankings of research 

output to aid user decisions which  tap flexibly into the complex blend of modes of 

knowledge production available , and allowing pre - conceived hierarchies of 

modes of research and forms  of knowledge  to filter out non -conventional work 

(Tension 4 ).   

 

In what ways is quality linked to capacity building?   

 

The question of the relationship between developing quality and capacity building came 

up repeatedly during the discussions at the SFRE  meeting. The crux of the problem 

seemed to be the fact that both activities drew from the same, limited, pot of money. 
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The question became, then, one of resource allocation: should resources be 

concentrated in a few research -strong institutions, on the as sumption that this would 

increase the likelihood of excellent research output ( trade - off between capacity and 

quality ); or should they be spread more thinly, and directed towards engagement and 

capacity building, on the assumption that better relations wit h practice and other 

communities, and a stronger and diverse base of researchers, would be premises for 

better research practice throughout the field ( capacity and engagement as 

conditions of excellence ) ( Tension 5 )?  

From the policy arena, the relationship  was described as an inevitable trade -off: the 

limited resources available could either be invested in capacity building and engagement 

(which benefit from wide distribution of resources), or in improving the quality of output 

(for which more concentration  of resources may be necessary, particularly if we also 

want ñbig scienceò- type research). From the practitionersô group, the message was that 

capacity and quality were inseparable: better capacity contributes to better quality, and 

thus spreading the res ources to benefit capacity building would indirectly lead to the 

desired enhancement of quality. Going back to Aristotleôs wider concept of quality, 

described earlier in this paper, it is interesting to note the analogy to this latter view: for 

Aristotle, [inborn] capacity ( dynameis ) can be conceived of as a species of quality 

(poiotes ), alongside, for example, stable attributes and dispositions. The views 

expressed in researchersô group were somewhat in the middle. They accepted the 

importance of centres o f excellence for quality of output, but were also concerned that 

pockets of expertise, areas of non -conventional research, and excellent engagement with 

practice should not be endangered by the funding models adopted. In addition, they 

noted that guideline s for good quality research in different areas can also have a role as 

capacity building tools.  

 

How can quality be nurtured?  

 

Yatesô (2005, p. 21)  summary of the perspectives on quality of the research profession 

and of government in Australia may also ap ply to the discussions in Harrogate. On the 

one hand, there is the legitimate question of ñhow to build, support and enhance a 

quality research culture (and one that is appropriate to the field of education)?ò; while, 

on the other, the equally legitimate q uestion is ñhow to sort out better and worse 

research, and to make research more efficient, effective, better value, and of more 

established international standing?ò.  

Although  participants to the SFRE meeting expressed awareness of the limitations and 

low  quality of some education research, most felt that the debate needed to move 

forward from a focus on  ñweaknessesò of education research, as in the climate of the 

late 1990s  (e.g.  Tooley & Darby, 1998; Hillage, Pearson, Anderson, & Tamkin, 1998 ) , 

towards ña more optimistic viewò: ñwe are far more sophisticated now in education  

research than we were beforeò, and ñthe size, quality and diversity of the research 

community in the UK is a strength, and so is the strategic policy mindset of BERA and 

TLRPò2. The matter is not just how to improve individual performance of researchers, 

                                                           
2 The latter comment came from one of the two international critical friends invited to the Harrogate meeting, 
Rob Gilbert.  One of the English participants also noted: ña meeting such as the SFRE is an example of how far 
from the environment of the mid -1990s we have goneò. 
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projects or units, but also, and more importantly, how to recognize and nurture a culture 

of quality throughout the field and along its connections to practice and policy. Key to 

the culture of quality are recognition of, and support for, the current strengths of the 

field (e.g. qualitative research) while encouraging, in focused manner, developments in 

quantitative and large -scale research (with implications for capacity building). In  other 

words, sustainable broadening and enhancement of quality also requires concern for 

quality preservation and for nurturing moral commitment to good research.  

Four main recommendations seemed to come through the discussions, although they 

were not fu lly articulated, and presumably the consensus on precisely what they meant 

in practice was imperfect. These recommendations included: improving public 

understanding of quality and of quality criteria; facilitating meaningful dialogues about 

research; impro ving the processes of commissioning research; and supporting quality of 

engagement among the different constituencies.  

 

1.  Improving public understanding of quality  

  

Different stakeholders have different interpretations of good research and different 

expect ations, which may get fulfilled or frustrated in the process of producing and 

transforming research knowledge. This explains in part how dynamic the points of 

agreement and points of contention were among the different interlocking communities 

present at t he SFRE meeting. In higher education institutions, it was felt that further 

differentiation was likely to happen due to what was perceived as ñincreasing pressuresò 

towards a ñbifurcationò between research and teaching institutions and appointments. 

One su ggestion made at the meeting was to improve the basis for further debates on 

quality by analysing evidence on the definitions and criteria that are currently used 

throughout the system, e.g. through an audit of approaches to criteria in both the 

practice a nd the policy arenas 3. In addition, it was recommended that funders and 

commissioners of research, in particular government departments, should publish their 

research priorities, criteria for quality, and ev aluations of completed research  (Wilson, 

2008) . S pecial efforts must be directed at developing joint understanding of the need to 

re -align expectations from research with an increasingly sophisticated understanding of 

research performance, quality and impact across all stakeholders.  

 

2.  Facilitating meanin gful dialogues about research  

  

It was suggested that stakeholder groups be brought together, for example on a regular 

panel, to work on research priorities. Learned societies and professional bodies could 

play the central part in facilitating meaningful o pen dialogues with funders and other 

bodies involved in education research, as well as among the various communities within 

the field. Quality of outputs is important, however it is also important that quality is 

supported at all stages of research process es and throughout the entire field.  

 

                                                           
3 TLRP is currently considering commissioning such a study.  
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3.  Improving the processes of commissioning research  

There was wide agreement at the meeting that improvements in quality can be fuelled 

by changes in the commissioning process, so that it is based on peer review everywhe re, 

thus removing some of the current inconsistencies (a view also put  forward by the 

British Academy  (Weale, 2007; Wilson, 2008) ). These changes were deemed important 

not only in terms of value for the commissioning body, but also because the controls on 

quality that are built into the commissioning process are likely to have an impact on the 

reputation of the field as a whole. The recommendation to strengthen and widen the 

peer review process is not restricted to higher education research. For exa mple, th e 

British Academy  (Wilson, 2008)  report cited a statement by g overnmentôs Chief Social 

Scientist that ñwe should, as a matter of principle, open our research to external and 

independent peer reviewò. At the SFRE Forum , it was argued that, although peer rev iew 

delays the process and it may be difficult to find referees who are ñsufficiently attuned to 

policy to understand what you needò, in the long-term such approach would be better 

value for money than the current systems. A consequence of the increased im portance 

placed on peer review would be the need to recognise it as part of researchersô workload 

and to raise the status of the peer reviewer (e.g. by offering appropriate training and 

introducing reward structures, including perhaps considering it in pro motion dec isions) 

(see also  Weale, 2007 ). Changes in commissioning and funding processes may raise 

specific problems for the devolved administrations.  

 

4.  Facilitating and supporting quality of engagement  

 

Much of the discussions on quality were in fact disc ussions about communication, 

brokerage, collaboration (including collaborative commissioning, programs, centres, 

networks and partnerships), and links for quality engagement between researchers and 

practitioners (e.g. through ITE, CPD, but also through ini tiatives such as the NTRP, GTC 

ï Research of the Month, and so on). It was argued that these mechanisms needed to be 

built in strategically alongside the perturbations of short - term funding. The 2008 British 

Academy report recommended concerted action at a ll levels ( HEIs , policy maker s, 

funding bodies) in order to promote and recognise engagement, including: using 

research intermediaries; ñeducating policy makersò; adopting a co-production model 

focused on cross -cutting initiatives jointly supported by diff erent stakeholders, including  

different research councils; and actively using ñtwo-wayò secondments between policy 

and academia. Although from a different perspective, and with different emphasis, 

recent governmental reviews of science policies also empha sised communication, 

partn ership and alliances (e.g.  Turville, 2007; DIUS, 2008 a), within the generic 

framework of ñknowledge transferò (see e.g. Baker, 1999 ).  

Practitionersô and policy maker sô groups alike saw ñno fundamental conflict between use 

goals an d academic quality criteriaò, although the differences between the two (three) 

worlds concerned are considerable. Therefore, the important issue is not to try and 

ñreconcileò researcher and user goals, but to organise ñintellectual and materialò 

brokerage and ñbridgeò between their views of research. One research mediator 

described the process as follows: ñthe uncertainties about findings that an academic may 

stress have got to be brokered, i.e. a bit of pressure needs to be applied on both sides, 

to get th e academic to firm up a bit and on the other hand to cool down the policy maker 
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not to rush to judgementò. To an extent, policy maker s still perceive the discipline as 

ñinward-lookingò and would prefer to work with researchers themselves as ñknowledge 

brok ersò in a multidisciplinary context, rather than simply receive the outputs of 

individual projects. A parallel process may happen at the interface between research and 

practice, where there is a role to play for organisations such as CUREE and NTRP. 

Togeth er, these activities may actually contribute to ñdriving up qualityò. However, it 

was recognized that in the social sciences and in education research there were currently 

no equivalents to the professional science communicators acting in the natural scien ces.  

Much of these suggestions may well have been driven by the desire to raise the status 

and standing of education research, in relation to other fields of research and 

internationally, and in the perception of several constituencies; to improve its 

comp arative performance in securing funds; or to strengthen professional autonomy and 

attract excellent researchers.  Nonetheless, they also showed concern, not for narrowly 

defined ñimpactò, but for meaningful, worthwhile synergies and exchanges between 

resea rch, practice, and policy. The discussion of quality in applied and practice -based 

resea rch in Oancea and Furlong  (2007)  noted a difference between aiming for better 

performance in  public assessments of quality (accredited on the basis of agreed 

quality cr iteria)  and cultivating intrinsic excellence in both research and practice  

(MacIntyre, 1985) ; the former does not necessarily entail the latter, while the latter does 

not always require the former ( Tension 6 ). We argued that the public concept of quality, 

as it was used in debates about applied and practice -based research, ñtended to hover 

somewhere in the space between scientificity (often defined by reference to the natural 

sciences), impact (reduced to, for example, observable and attributable improvemen t in 

practice), and even productivity (whereby volume was mistaken for an  indicator of 

quality)ò (p. 121) .  

We then suggested a more holistic understanding that drew on Aristotleôs concept of 

ñvirtueò or ñexcellenceò, and included epistemic (theoresis / epis teme  ï demonstrable 

knowledge), as well as practical ( praxis / phronesis  ï virtuous action in the public space) 

and technical ( poiesis / techne  ï skilful production and perfor mance), considerations 

(Figure 2 ).  

The problem in defining quality in applied and pr actice -based research, we argued in the 

same paper, is not one of fine - tuning a single set of criteria to cut across all forms of 

research, but, rather, one of capturing the deep distinctiveness of the three domains and 

of their expressions of excellence, while at the same time allowing for compatibility. 

While the paper only covered applied and practice -based research, the core idea of 

intrinsic excellence has relevance for other forms of research, too. The research climate 

should encourage and support res earchers and users alike in their deliberation about, 

and aspiration towards, excellent practice, rather than putting excessive pressure on 

measures of individual outcome.   
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Figure 2 :  Expressions of excellence in applied and prac tice - based research  

 

Conclusion  

 

Figure 3  summarises the six tensions identified in this report. Each tension is likely to 

outlast our attempts to tackle it; it is not a case of cutting the Gordian knot, but, rather, 

one of man aging the relationships among its intricate components. It may not be 

logically and practically necessary to reach one agreed definition of quality in order to 

support the field as a whole, and the different actors within it, in moving towards 

enhanced pra ctices and outputs.  
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Figure 3 :  Tensions underpinning debates about research quality  
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2.2  Quality and accountability  ï Sarah Tough  

 

The issue of what is understood by qua lity in  (and of)  education research has been 

frequently debated and contested. Part of the complexity is presented by the nature of 

the field itself ï namely its applied and multidisciplinary characteristics as well as the 

range of actors demanding, undert aking and using what could be termed education 

research.  

During the 1990s, public criticism regarding the quality of education research in the UK  

led to heightened awareness within and beyond the field of education and education 

research (Hargreaves, 1996 ; Hillage, Pearson, Anderson, & Tamkin, 1998; Tooley & 

Darby, 1998). Similar debates  regarding quality in education research also took  place in 

other countries , most notably in the US  (Shavelson & Towne, 2002; Towne, Wise, & 

Winters, 2005) . The three UK reports commented that education research lacked 

relevance and use for practitioners, and did little to inform policy decisions. Other 

criticisms suggested  varying quality of education research, the fragmented nature of the 

research community, and the limite d range of methodologies used.     

Whether these criticisms are justified is not the consideration of this report .  However,  it 

is useful to note that there was at least a perceived lack of quality and that this has led 

to much debate among the field.  

Concern about  the quality of education research appears to  have been  shared by at least 

some of those involved with education research. Research involving 25 interviews of key 

stakeholders in the field (including policy  maker s, analysts, funding bodies, resea rchers, 

journal editors, practitioner organisations) overwhelmingly had some sympathy with the 

criticisms made (Gorard, Rushforth, & Taylor, 2004). Again this does not mean that 

these criticisms are true but they also need not be true to have considerable impact on 

the work or the field.  

There is an important distinction  between the óqualityô of research (supply side) and its 

óutilityô or óimpactô (demand side) (Towne, Wise, & Winters, 2005) . These two 

characteristics interact and in some cases may conflat e. For instance , where the aim of 

an inquiry was to provide a practitioner with information about the most effective way 

forward in their practice  delivering something which facilitated this could be a suitable 

measure of quality  (Hammersley, 2008) .  

Whils t there is often a relationship between judgements of quality and utility, this 

relationship is by no means uniform. Research of excellent quality does not imply that it 

will be of direct and immediate óuseô to practitioners, policy maker s or even other 

academics. Indeed low quality research can have considerable policy impact  (Gorard, 

2008) . 

 

Assessments of quality  

 

Quality in education research can  be viewed from  at least two broad perspectives  ï the 

scholarly perspective and the user perspective ï althou gh the two are not mutually 

exclusive . Firstly there is the traditional scholarly view of quality as well as whether the 

research has potential óuseô or value  for users  (Becker, Bryman, & Sempik, 2006; 
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Oancea & Furlong, 2007) . This stems from the fact that  education is ultimately an 

applied field. The assessment of quality is c omplicated further by the multi disciplinarity 

of the field. On one ha nd this is a considerable strength but it means quality assessment 

processes  are probably more complex and less un ified than in other areas.  

Assessment of research quality can take a variety of forms. It can take place ex ante  or 

ex poste  and va riety of different criteria, processes  and accountability procedures are  

used and in varying combinations. In the text below , the criteria used to assess quality 

in education are first discussed. In the following section , how these criteria are currently 

used -  i.e. the existing quality assurance processes and accountability frameworks -  are 

described. The next section reports current evidence in relation to the quality of 

education research in the UK . The final part of this chapter  on quality looks at possible 

options and steps which could improve the quality of education research, and the 

knowledge base, in the UK.  

 

a)  Criteria  

 

As described above, education research is a very broad field which brings together a 

wide range of disciplines and approaches. This is one of the strengths of the field but it 

also means that the range of work which is undertaken is large and often the fie ld is 

piecemeal and fragmented. Significant amounts of education research take place outside 

of education departments  (McIntyre & McIntyre, 1999)  in a variety of settings and 

contexts including other departments within HEIs but also not - for -profit research  

centres, private consultancies, government departments, and schools. U sers and 

commissioners as well as producers have an interest in the óqualityô of the research. The 

range of people involved with knowledge management in education means that 

agreement o n what criteria are significant for excellence in education research is elusive. 

Indeed some argue that the approach of devising criteria for use in making  judgements 

of quality is unhelpful  and can stifle innovation if , for example,  assessment uses such 

criteria in a tick -box approach  (Weale, 2007 ; Macnab & Thomas 2007 ) .   

A wide range of criteria are referred to when quality of education research is discussed , 

including: originality, significance, rigour , methodology, appropriateness of methodology, 

appro priateness of  approach in addressing research questions , reliability, validity , 

contribution knowledge base/ knowledge advancement , connectivity to the knowledge 

base, g eneralisability , r eplicatability , u sefulness/relevance (to policy makers, 

practitioners and  other academics ) , u ser involvement  and e thical considerations 4.  

Different criteria are considered important to different extents, by different stakeholders 

and for different types of research.  

As Oancea describes in her article for Research Intelligenc e (Oancea, 2007) , the 

controversies concerned with research quality between producers and users of research 

may not be disagreements as such but rather different interpretation s of what is 

understood by quality in research. Establishing common expectations  of education 

research between users and producers is key in  enabling a common quality framework 

                                                           
4 See (Becker, Bryman, & Sempik, 2006)  for research exploring the views of social policy researchers on the 
importance of different quality c riteria.   
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for applied research. Practitioners and policy makers often have expectations which 

research can rarely if ever deliver  (Humes, 2007) . 

As well as the perhaps p redictable divergence between the views of quality by producers 

and users of research, there is also a lack of consensus regarding adequate quality 

criteria between  researchers themselves (again probably predictabl y). Again though the 

root  of the disagreem ent could be related to how people understand the role of 

education research. Research examining  researchersô5 views of assessing quality in social 

policy found that how a person defines quality is ónot just a product or consequence of 

the research itself,  but is to a large extent in the eye of the beholderô (Becker, Bryman, 

& Sempik, 2006, p. 18) . The researchers found that peopleôs attitudes to quality in social 

policy research could be identified through five different orientations  (Becker, Bryman, & 

Sem pik, 2006, p. 18) :  

ω Research process orientation  

ω Policy orientation  

ω Theoretical orientation  

ω Service user involvement orientation  

ω Academic prestige orientation.  

The discussion s at the  Forum  highlighted  a diverse  range of views (see Oanceaôs 

ótensionsô documented in the previous chapter  of this SFRE report )  which reflected the 

range of stakeholders and the different viewpoints  or orientations  held by the 

participants. Consequently it seems that a rigid unified list of quality criteria would  not  

prove useful ï if  indeed creating one was possible. As Oancea describes , it is perhaps 

more relevant to consider a range of criteria which can be drawn upon to different 

extents depending on the appropriateness with regard to the type of research. This 

would inevitably d epend also on who was making the assessment and for what purpose.   

Furlong and Oancea report that while the full range of education research was supposed 

to be given equal weight in the RAE 2001, many felt that this did not happen  (UK 

Funding Bodies, 2003;  HM Treasury, DfES and DTI, 2003)  and that traditional scholarly 

and theoretical research was elevated above applied and practical -based research 

(including that of use to policy makers)  (Furlong & Oancea, 2005) . The authors present a 

framework (see Figure  4 below) as a basis for understanding and assessing what is 

meant by quality in applied research in education. The four dimensions cover criteria 

which are associated with traditional views of quality in more scholarly work , such as 

relating theory and pr actice and factors relating to scientific robustness , but also include 

other dimensions relating to the use and the users of the research.   

 

                                                           
5 The analysis was based on an e -survey of 251 people ï 79.6 per cent of respondents were engaged in HE -
based research and a further 8.4 per cent were researchers outside of the HE environment  (Becker, Bryman, & 
Sempik, 2006) . 
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Figure 4 : Dimensions of quality  
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Judgements on quality obviously depend on the criteria used in its asse ssment as well as 

the indicators available which in turn depend on what different actors and stakeholders 

consider the role of education research to be. However the range of attributes associated 

with quality in the more traditional scholarly sense and tho se identified as important to 

users should not be separate. Research which is used to inform policy and practice 

should be of good academic quality. The same standards to ensure academic rigour 

should be as equally as important in assessing research qualit y for informing policy and 

practice (if not more so)  (Wilson, 2008) .  

One question tackled by Oancea in her section of this report is whether quality in 

education research is important  per se , and for what reasons . Currently quality 

judgement s inform vario us different high -stakes decisions at a range of levels. At the 

level of the individual, quality assessments impact on promotion and recruitment 

decisions whereas at the level of education departments  and institutions the RAE has 

huge implications for fund ing as does proposal review processes within government and 

the research councils .  
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b)  Processes and frameworks  

 

Education research does not just take place in HEIs by academics. There is a broad 

range of activities which can be termed education research which is undertaken by 

practitioners, research organisations, research centres, think tanks, charities/ 

campaigning organisations, consultancies (both policy and educational), market research 

companies, central government departments, non -departmental gove rnment bodies 

(NDGB) and local authorities. Each of these organisations often operates under different 

accountability and quality assessment frameworks  many of which are not transparent  as 

they operate inside private organisations or within government depa rtments/agencies . 

Some quality judgements are made ex ante  through the evaluati on  of project proposals 

or tenders by commissioners of research  (government, foundations, charities etc) . 

Receiving funding for a specific project or programme of research can b e seen as a 

positive quality assessment and here predicted utility or impact ï for policy maker s, 

practitioners, or for political or campaigning reasons ï could be a criteria used.  

Assessment of proposals ex ante  usually takes the form of peer review. The make -up of 

the review group will vary considerably depending on the organisation applying to ï as 

we ll the criteria used.  Assessments on predicted quality made ex ante  could be made 

drawing on a range of óevidenceô ï which  are  often  based on previous work . These could 

include reputation/CVs of individuals and organisations involved (in terms of academic 

quality but also could be political connections/ influence, policy knowledge, media 

coverage, practitioner experience), analysis of methodological approach used, likely 

usefulness for policy makers (could be a function of timing ï órelevanceô). Much of the 

assessment of research which is undertaken outside of HEIs (or research centres) will 

often use  some dimension of  óutilityô or ófitness-for -purposeô as par t of their quality 

criteria as these organisations often have specific aims and are likely to have 

instrumental reasons for undertaking/commissioning the work ( e.g. commercial, 

political, campaigni ng etc). An  example of one organisation for which this does  not 

appear to apply to the same extent is the National Foundation for Education  Research 

(NFER) which, whilst is not a HEI, is a not - for -profit organisation which operates using 

processes not dis similar to those u sed in HEIs .  

Quality assessment also take s place in the form of evaluation of work after the r esearch 

has taken place. A ssessments are made on outputs and often through the process of 

peer review. This process is central in decisions concerning publication  in academic 

journals and also in quality  judgement s made in the RAE ï both of which have 

considerable consequences  for individuals and institutions . Journal editors are an 

important link in sustaining quality through managing the peer review process of their 

journals.  

Considering its centrality in the academic world, there has been surprisingly little 

research done on the process of peer review and journal publication in education  

(Macnab & Thomas, 2007) . Macnab and Thomas describe how the peer - review process 

should uphold quality measures:  

The q uality control notionally happening with peer review occurs at two levels. 

There is a screening which seeks the  positive ï seeks that which appears to be 

significant for the community, and that which is conducted according to the 



 Forum I Report  

38 
 

standards of rigour, accur acy and balance expected therein. And there is the 

elimination of the negative, as for example in the detection of systematic bias in 

the reporting of literature, or in the detection of fraud  (2007, p. 341) .  

There are significant issues regarding the low l evel of reliability of peer review 

characterised with low levels of consistency across reviewers (see  Macnab & Thomas, 

2007 ). This may be exasperated due to the wide range of epistemological and 

methodological approaches under the umbrella of education res earch, however low 

levels of reliability are characteristic of peer review across the disciplines. Proposals put 

forward to improve reliability include a schedule and specific criteria for assessing 

manuscripts but the risk would be in reducing the flexibi lity to recognise and reward 

more innovative work and the  de-skilling of the process  (Macnab & Thomas, 2007) . As 

well as at the individual level (through publication record and career success), peer 

review is used at the institution and system level. At th ese levels, quality assessment 

happens through the RAE were m uch of th e judgement is based on peer review by an 

expert panel.   

One threshold which is considered by some of the academic education community as a 

judgement of high quality (and particularly in  the RAE) is publication in leading 

international journals, in part reflecting changes t o the publication of journals over the 

last 25 years  (see Lawn & Furlong, 2007) . Although t he use of  international or óworld 

classô standard as a benchmark for quality is problematic , i t is an important on e in 

assessments made in the RAE. Bridges argues that while some disciplines are truly 

global in their reach (such as astrophysics) the very nature of education as an applied 

social science ócan and does often work in a very different way -  partly because social 

and cultural context can be so significantô (2008, p. 96) .  

There is a broader issue around balancing the pressure to produce work to be considered 

by leading international publications and the need to focus on p roducing work which 

supports local policy and practice. The two are not always mutually exclusive. This 

tension appears to considerably more important in the smaller countries where capacity 

is smaller and perhaps there is a stronger pull towards undertaki ng  more country specific 

work (although this does not mean that this would not be of interest internationally  or 

not useful those from other countries  ï e.g.  research on  issues relating to segregation in 

Northern Ireland).    

As described above, a signific ant proportion of education research takes place outside of 

the academic community within HEIs. As these a re outside the auspices of the r esearch 

counc ils (i.e. ESRC) or the funding c ouncils (i.e. outside the scope of the RAE) the 

quality assurance process es are unknown. As much of this work is undertaken in or 

commissioned by private sector organisations, think tanks or campaigning organisations, 

the criteria for assessing quality is likely to have at least some instrumental component 

(ófit-for -purposeô) associated with how useful the research is to that organisation (as a 

campaign tool, to secure more work etc). That this work is a lso often undertaken outside 

the academic community means that it is  unlikely to be open to the same 

scholarly/academic scrutin y as work undertaken within HEIs -  through, for  example , peer 

review and public debate  (although some form of quality assurance is likely to be in 

place) . The level and type of quality assessment in place does not appear related to the 

level of impact whic h a piece of research has.  
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There also exists a substantial amount of grey literature produced by academics through 

research centres or institutions (e.g. working papers and discussion papers from CEE, 

CMPO and IFS) which also falls outside much of the trad itional quality assessment 

mechanisms. However these centres are often supported through funding either from 

the ESRC or from government departments which would include some review of quality 

as a justification for further funding. These judgements are lik ely to include some 

judgement of policy use as these are  often a focus  of the se types of  centres.     

 

What is the quality of education research in the UK?  

 

As not all education research takes place in contexts which operate within a common 

accountability framework it is impossible to obtain a view of the quality of the entire 

education research field. As described in the introduction to this chapter , there has been 

considerable attention given to the quality of education research over the last decade or 

so. What e vidence is there to support such  judgement s? 

Comparing quality measures of education research to other social sciences also shows 

education research to be pulling its weight -  the best of education research is as good as 

any from any other field of  social science  (Diamond, 2005) . This judgement is made by 

analysing the peer review responses from evaluations of ESRC projects where education 

on average receives very comparable reviews that other social science disciplines  

(Pollard, 2007b) . In terms of  success rate of applications, education does not fare badly. 

In 2005/6 Education had a success rate of 20 per cent and was ranked 10 th  out of the 17 

disciplines included (Pollard, 2007b) .  

The main assessment mechanism for research quality for research un dertaken within 

HEIs is the RAE. In some countries the quality of education research (as judged in the 

RAE 2001) was disappointing ï but there are signs from the 2008 RAE that the overall 

amount of UK óinternationally recognisedô research has increased considerably. 

Distribution within the UK is, however, a concern.   In 2001 in Wales only Cardiff 

achieved a 5* rating (with the rest at 3a or below) and in Scotland no HEI received a 5 

or 5* rating. In 2008, against a Times Higher Education ranking based on gr ade point 

averages, the highest Northern Irish university was at 24 th  (Queenôs Belfast), the highest 

Welsh at 49 th  (Bangor -  although Cardiff University did not enter for education) and the 

highest Scottish at 13 th  (Stirling) and 2 5 th  (Edinburgh).  Even acc epting the selectivity 

strategies in play, this is likely to be of concern to the devolved governments.  

The OECD review of education research in England reported that there was an 

óoveremphasis on short- term evaluations at the expense of exploration and de velopment 

in government -sponsored researchô which meant that óresearch was following, rather 

than leading policyô (OECD/CERI, 2003, p. 64) . This observation has also been made 

across the countries , with significant proportions of resource going to private companies 

to undertake evaluations.  

It is important to note here that there are concerns  (expressed particularly in Wales and 

Northern Ireland ) that, partly due to the small capacity of education researchers in these 

countries and scarcity of re sources , education research is  at risk of fulfi lling a solely 

instrumental role . This reflects concerns in the larger UK community that the re is a  

danger in the current context  that theoretical knowledge and more innovative, blue skies 
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work looses out to more app lied  and órelevantô research which could consequently 

negatively affect the quality of the field.   

International comparisons of research quality have placed UK social scientific research as 

a world leader. Bibliometrics are often used to compare performance i n research 

between countries. The UKôs share of papers  in social sciences is second only to the  USA 

in most broad subject areas 6 including social science where the UK currently makes up 

13.5 per cent of papers of the world (DIUS, 2008 b) . 

Citation share is a better way to access impact or quality rather than simply number of 

papers ï again the UK is second only to the US A with approximately 13 per cent of world 

citations (approximately double that of Canada which is in third  place). In the social 

sciences , English -speaking countries make up much of the world share on the citations 

as much of the data in this area is made up from English language journals  (DIUS, 

2008 b) . Research quality via citations and metrics is becoming harder to judge as 

increased interna tional collaboration is taking place between academics.  

 

Developing and enabling  excellence  

 

In the sections above the processes regarding quality assessment were briefly discussed . 

These formal processes (assessment for funding, publication in journal s, RAE etc) have 

clear purposes and consequences however quality judgements  are also important in 

terms of quality enhancement 7. As peer review ( in some form )  is the main assessment 

process , a starting point in terms of developing quality would be to consider  how this 

process could be strengthened  -  although as RCUK conclude ópeer review in not in fact a 

single process, but rather a flexible set of mechanismsô (Weale, 2007, p. ix; RCUK, 

2007) . While there are weaknesses in the peer review process (as described  above) ,  it 

remains the best means available of assessing quality . A working group , set up by the 

British Academy , concluded: óthat there were no better alternatives and that often the 

criticisms were directed at deficiencies of practice rather than the pr inciple of peer 

reviewô (Weale, 2007, p. ix)  highlighting that there was room for improvement in terms 

of the practice of peer review . Macn ab and Thomas also consider that to make 

improvements in the quality of education research, less emphasis should be p ut on 

criteria but rather on óthe forms of discourse operating in the peer review publication 

communityô (2007, p. 339) . So a key question in developing research quality could be: 

how can the peer review process be improved?  

Increased interaction between u sers, commissioners and researchers  could be a useful 

way of developing quality (of applied research) through increased understanding or the 

needs of the other stakeholders and the contexts in which they operate (this is discussed 

further in the capacity b uilding section).  Communication between policy makers and 

researchers throughout the research process (rather that just at the end) could also 

contribute to the quality of the final outputs as there would be an opportunity for input 

from users to  impact on  the research itself.  

                                                           
6 Except mathemati cs, physical sciences and engineering.  
7 Also peer review of outputs is in itself a direct mechanism for quality enhancement as authors receive 
feedback on their outputs  which can be developed and incorporated into the work . 
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Constructive debate and discussion around research methods and findings is an 

extremely useful quality mechanism which is underutilised by policy makers and perhaps 

to lesser extent researchers  (Goldstein, 2008) .  Brown  (2008)  suggest s that one  

disadvantage of relying heavily on government funding is that researchers  are less likely 

to óengage in public critical debate with policy makersô. This is potentially removing a 

valuable layer of accountability and quality checking from the sys tem. A similar 

argument could be made with regard to the research and evaluations undertaken by 

private consultancies that are motivat ed in winning  future contracts.  

Within the research community, debate and discussion is also important as a means of 

susta ining and developing research quality  (and building capacity) through direct 

engagement with /discussion of  research outputs . The interaction  between more 

experienced and junior researchers develop s the capacity of less experienced 

researchers to make quali ty assessments which  in turn is likely to impact on the quality 

of their own research outputs , as well as supporting the future of the field . Clearly 

strengthening the peer review process relies on senior researchers spend ing  time 

contributing to the proce ss. Currently there are limited  incentives to do this  and often 

relies  on professional responsibility. Also in some areas o f education research (e.g. high -

level statistical skills) there are a relatively small number of appropriate ly qualified and 

experien ced  people.  

The British Academy report explored some of these ideas and makes recommendations 

for improving the peer review process including  making  training for peer reviewing  part 

of doctoral/post -doctoral activities  and including more non -academic expe rt users in the 

process. The c hoice of appropriat e and qualified panel members for  a peer review is 

paramount  in ensuring quality and judgements are likely to vary depending on their 

make -up  (Towne, Wise, & Winters, 2005) .  Journal editors have considerable  influence on 

the quality benchmark for journal publication  and therefore on the level of quality in  the 

field . Improvements to the peer review process could enhance a range of activity in 

different setting s ï including commissioning of research ( óknowledge demandersô) as well 

as journal publication and the RAE.   

One criticism of education research is that only a small proportion of funding and time is  

spent on consolidating knowledge through replicating findings and synthesising and re -

examining existing k nowledge. Incentives regarding academic reputation and measures 

of excellence (such as publishing in leading journals) are not supportive of research 

synthesis or replication of findings ï there is a challenge to provide something ónewô 

rather that consoli dating existing evidence and securing the base  (Towne, Wise, & 

Winters, 2005) . This is also relevant in terms of some funders and commissioners of 

research.  

A vital component to sustaining and improving quality is through investing in the stock of 

research ers and expertise. This involves developing the skills and experiences of the 

current stock but also in incentives and training for future generations of researchers. 

This issue of capacity building is addressed in the next chapter .  

For clarity and ease of  presentation , this report looks at the issues of quality  (and  

accountability )  and  capacity separately.  H owever these two concepts are clearly related  

and the ideas involved intertwined. This was evidenced in the discussions which took 

place at the Forum  and comes through in the chapter s included in this report where the 

same underlying concerns are presented  with different but overlapping foci .  
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Outstanding i ssues  

 

 How valuable in enhancing quality is  the co -production of education research 

involving pol icy makers, practitioners and researchers?  

 Is it important to engage users of research with quality assessment? If so, 

how can this be achieved?  

 How can assessment processes better support quality enhancement?  

 How can discussion s regarding  quality  between  stakeholders improve quality?   

 How accountable should commissioners of research (including government 

departments) be for the quality the research they commission and, for government in 

particular, for the research used to inform policy decisions? 
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3.  Capaci ty building issues  

 

3.1  Key issues for  capacity building: Summary of discussions from first 

SFRE meeting  ï Zoe Fowler  

  

Introduction  

 

This report summarises discussions on capacit y building from the first SFRE F orum. Any 

attempts to define research capaci ty are dependent upon understandings of the 

purposes, processe s, and contexts of research in e ducation. The  field of e ducation is a 

complex and not always coherent field; understandings and recommendations for 

capacity building reflect this complexity. The re was very active discussion about  what 

constituted research, what it meant to be a researcher, and what the outcomes from 

research should be. However, there emerged important areas of agreement and common 

recommendations across the knowledge management s ystem. These are summarised at 

the end of this document.  

The paper is structured to reflect the different perspectives on research capacity. The 

first section addresses the sustainability of the field, and the potential for development 

and innovation with in education  research in the future. These factors differently orient 

capacity building recommendations and, ideally, a balance needs to be maintained 

across these three. The next part of the paper presents three different lenses for 

positioning different aspects of research capacity building. The OECD knowledge 

management continuum provides an overarching structure for these lenses. Emerging 

themes are then identified and discussed. The paper concludes with the main 

recommendations made by the discussion g roups within this SFRE event and a series of 

questions which might lead towards further clarification over the issue of research 

capacity building.  

 

Current issues and capacity limitations  

 

Discussions highlighted how the knowledge management system of th e UK faces three 

main challenges:  

1.  sustaining the field in response to demographic challenges and policy pressures ;  

2.  developing the field to address systemic weaknesses and to make more effective 

use of existing resources, both material and human ;  

3.  fostering the potential of the field to respond effectively to unforeseen challenges 

in the future.  

 

1.  Sustaining the field of education  research  

 

Recent policy changes have impacted negatively upon existing research capacity. As an 

academic discipline, only one third  of staff are currently classed as research -active in 

RAE terms  (Mills, Jepson, Coxon, Easterby -Smith, Hawkins, & Spencer, 2006) . The most 

widely discussed policy changes related to the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). The 

allocation of quality - related (QR) research funding according to RAE outcomes has led to 
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an increasing concentration of research resources at a select number of HE institutions, 

thereby contributing to a polarisation between research - intensive HEIs  and the 

remainder of the f ield  (Polla rd, 2006; Munn, 2008) . For research capacity, the fall -out 

from these changes is widespread. The research bases within non -QR institutions were 

described as becoming increasingly depleted, with a range of interrelating factors 

generating an accelerating de cline of research expertise. This cyclical deterioration is 

repr esented in Figure 5  (below). Through the reduction in institutional engagement with 

research, non - research intensive HEIs  lost existing expertise due to the loss of research -

focused staff, or the lack of time and incentives for existing staff to engage with 

research. This was seen to reduce the opportunities of these departments to grow 

research capacity among more junior colleagues.  

 

Figure 5 : Cyclical deterioration o f research capacity within institutions due to 

loss of research funding  

 

 

The majority of SFRE discussion groups assumed that the reduction towards fewer 

research departments was a negative development. However, the development  of fewer 

research centres was seen by some to be a positive development, providing easier 

access to centres of excellence in research which could develop closer working links with 

policy. The assumption that a national distribution of research across dive rse institutions 

was the better model was disputed. Examples of research excellence being grouped 

within specialist research centres, for example the Centre for Research on the Wider 

Benefits of Learning, or the National Research and Development Centre for  adult literacy 

and n umeracy (NRDC), were used to support positive interpretations of the effects of 

institutional polarisation. The policy changes that some people interpreted as 

institutional polarisation were interpreted by others as a process of resear ch 

consolidation. Hence, there was a lack of agreement over whether research capacity 

should be built through investment across the field as a whole with an aim of distributing 

skills and abilities nationally, or through the development of a collection of research 

centres.  

Diminished RAE rating 

Loss of QR funding and/or  
institutional prioritisation of  
non - research generated funding 

Reduction of time  
available for staff to  
engage with research 

Relocation of research  
staff to more research - 
intensive institutions 

Reduced research  
output of current staff 

Lack of available time, expertise  
and resources to develop  
research capacity of junior  
research staff 
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The nature of the RAE was also seen to discourage collaboration, both between 

institutions and across disciplines. Multidisciplinary work was seen to be vital in 

addressing some of the methodological weaknesses of the field but RAEôs difficulties in 

valuing multidisciplinary work were seen to dissuade many academics from participating 

across multidisciplinary communities or engaging in multidisciplinary research. 

Conversely, the struggles by academic institutions to carry out multidiscipl inary work 

was seen as a factor which motivated policy maker s to use independent research 

organisations which were better positioned to blend disciplinary approaches. The RAEôs 

perceived prioritisation of academic outputs over other forms of dissemination was 

widely criticised: concerns were expressed that this encourages the area of knowledge 

production to be an increasingly closed system with a lack of communication towards 

knowledge users. Developing research expertise within the academy, in terms of 

dev eloping international reputations based on primarily academic outputs, was seen to 

conflict with the needs for increased policy utility and practitioner engagement.  

Devolution has also had an impact upon research capacity in the different nations of the 

UK. It was felt that sustaining an effective research base within smaller nations was 

limited by available research expertise and the smaller scale of the labour market. In 

some cases it was felt that smaller research and policy communities were more 

vulner able, in terms of maintaining and developing research capacity, because of their 

scale. Others felt that these weaknesses were balanced by the opportunities that these 

smaller nations had to build enduring relationships with policy.   

The ongoing bifurcati on between the provision of Initial Teacher Education (ITE ) and 

Continuing Profe ssional Development (CPD), and education  research as an academic 

social science raised significant issues. Many discussants were extremely critical of 

perceived moves , in Engla nd particularly,  to force teacher education down a more 

technicist, instrumental model which would potentially reduce its potential to impact 

upon policy. There was widespread agreement that teacher education needs to be 

informed by research and that, if t his bifurcation continues, that research and practice 

will suffer. These policy changes were seen to be reducing research capacity across the 

knowledge management system by (a) reducing practitionersô abilities to engage 

critically with existing research, and (b) neglecting the building of research capacity 

within the teaching community.  

The demographic challenges facing the field are discuss ed in detail later in this report . To 

briefly summarise here: there are widespread fears that the ageing nature of t he 

workforce will result in a depletion of the research labour market in the near future due 

to the retirement of many senior staff. There are concerns over how existing expertise 

can be communicated across the field so that the overall skills base is sust ained rather 

than depleted. There are also concerns that researchersô working conditions act against 

the effective development of research capacity. Early career research staff are frequently 

employed on unrelated short - term research contracts, resulting i n insufficient 

opportunities to develop coherent bodies of ex pertise over time. Short, fixed - term 

employment on unrelated projects acts against the building of coherent bodies of 

expertise at the level of individuals.  

While the policy changes and demograp hic challenges detailed above were seen to 

create difficulties in sustaining the capacity of the field, some policy changes were seen 

to have a potentially positive impact upon the field. The development of the Master ôs in  
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Teaching and Learning (MTL) in En gland was seen, by some, to have the potential to 

generate more  sophisticated engagement with education  research by practitioners.  

Currently , according to ESRCôs evaluation data, the best work within education  research 

is equivalent t o the best research a cross all social s cience disciplines. There is a need to 

sustain the ability of the field to produce excellent research at a time of policy and 

demographic challenges which might otherwise serve to deplete the field.  

 

2.  Developing the field of education  res earch  

While education  research currently produces much  excellent work, there was widespread 

agreement that some areas of the field could be improved further; specifically, 

weaknesses included some methodological areas, dissemination of research findings to  

policy and practice stakeholders, and the mismanagement of existing resources which 

meant that some research became ólostô due to the size of the field and the lack of 

coherence in terms of a  ómanagement systemô. The SFRE Forum provided an arena for 

diffe rent people to articulate how the field of education r esearch might be improved. 

There were some glaring differences between these normative visions, especially in 

relation  to the purposes and values of education  research, but there were also broad 

areas o f agreement, particularly around the need for more interdisciplinary work.  

Interdisciplinary work was seen to potentially benefit the field in two main ways: (i) 

through developing the  empirical base of research in e ducation and allowing existing 

methodol ogical and empirical weaknesses to be addressed; and (ii) through providing 

opportunities for research staff to develop expertise in these methods through working 

alongside experts from other disciplines. The second of these points resonated with the 

recog nition that education  research was not, and could not, be a static field: there was 

an ongoing  need to develop new skills in education  research.  

 

3.  Fostering innovation  

The field of education  research needs to be progressive, able to maximise the 

affordance s of changes in technology and to respond effectively to change s in 

educational context. While the foundation of the knowledge base was seen to be good, 

SFRE groups voiced aspirations to build upon these foundations into the future: building 

research capac ity was linked not only to the continued production of excellent research 

and the development of excellent researchers, but it was also seen to be about fostering 

innovation. Central to these notions of ócapacityô were notions of expansiveness: building 

re search capacity cannot be limited by our current perspectives o n an e ducational 

context which, by its nature, changes rapidly.  

The above sections have argued that building research capacity is about: building the 

mechanisms to sustain ongoing excellence i n the field against contemporaneous 

challenges; addressing perceived weaknesses and developing further the quality and 

robustness of the field, and providing opportunities to foster the potential of the field to 

respond innovatively and creatively to unfor eseen challenges, opportunities, and 

changes in context. These sections do not represent separate timescales: to effectively 
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build research capacity across all aspects of the system, attention needs to be given to 

sustaining, developing and fostering innov ation across the field to ensure the production 

of quality research in the short term and the ongoing development of an excellent 

research field.  

 

Defining r esearch capacity  

 

To capture the wide - ranging discourses on research capacity, three different len ses will 

be used here: a macro - level perspective upon the knowledge management system as a 

whole; a meso -level perspective upon a ócommunityô level of activity systems and 

institutions; and a micro -level focus on individualsô research capacity. The systemic 

perspective is abstract, considering the knowledge management system as a whole. The 

community perspective focuses upon activities, networks and outputs. The micro -

perspective of the research capacity of individuals enables attention to be given to the 

working conditions, professional development opportunities, and career routes of those 

working within the field. An effective research capacity building strategy will need to 

provide a means of addressing research capacity at these different levels.  

The OECDôs diagrammatic representation of the knowledge continuum (see SFRE 

materials provided for this event) provides an abstract overview of the knowledge 

management system as a whole. This frames these shifts in focus offered here from the 

macro perspective towards a more micro -perspective. The diagrams represent different 

levels of focus upon the same system: they enable a ózooming inô upon the individual, or 

a ózooming outô to the system as a whole.   

 

1.   Systemic capacity  

Figure 6 : Systemic capacity (based on OECD knowledge continuum)  
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Figure 6  presents the knowledge management system as a whole. Briefly: the carrying 

out of research, whether within academic institutions or otherwise, occupies the 

knowledge creation zone; policy and  practice are primarily located within the knowledge 

application zone; and knowledge mediation is negotiated by media organisations, think 

tanks, and networking organisations. Education is a large and complex system  

encapsulating activities from early y ear s,  through compulsory schooling, further and 

higher e ducation, workplace learning, and community activities; the context for 

knowledge application is, therefore, correspondingly vast. In r elation to knowledge 

creation, e ducation is the second largest of th e social science disciplines. Size and scale 

are obvious obstacles to building research capacity across the system.  

As a whole, there is a lack of clarity ov er the purposes of research in e ducation: it might 

be useful in the future to give more attention to how and why we are producing both 

researcher s and research. While the SFRE F orum foc used on óresearch in educationô, 

some representatives from policy challenged the appropriateness of this focus and 

highlighted that policy had shifted towards chi ldrenôs services, rather than óeducationô. 

Some policy maker s suggested that the whole knowledge manage ment system and 

terminology of e ducation therefore needed reconceptualising, others agreed that a 

greater coherence of focus was needed across the system. Utili tarian perspectives, which 

valued research according to its relevance and the significance of its outputs, struggled 

to find value in that which was ósurplus to requirementsô or which was inaccessible to 

potential users, and stressed the need to primarily build research capacity through 

developing the quality of outputs. More purist perspectives saw value in the pursuit of 

any knowledge, regardless of how it might be used in the future. For some these 

tensions were representative of a ópolarity of purposeô, for others they were indicative of 

the complex range of purposes and uses of research knowledge: different kinds of 

knowledge are needed for different purposes, and the scale of the knowledge 

management system encompasses the production of different kinds  of research 

knowledge. This may suggest that different kinds of research capacity need to be 

developed within different areas of the system. However, there was a shared 

appreciation that research needed to be ñfit-for -purposeò, and it was agreed that there 

needed to be more explicit communication between researchers and stakeholders to 

ensure that a shared fitness for purpose was established early within the research 

project. At this macro - level, issues of epistemological capacity were also discussed. 

These related to the capacity of the knowledge formed to meet potential usersô 

requirements and to be accessible to them. These debates linked closely to discussions 

of quality.  

The scarcity of interfaces between the zones of knowledge creation, mediation, an d 

application was seen to be a significant weakness within the system as a whole. For 

example, policy maker s voiced concerns that researchers paid scant attention to their 

needs; researchers voiced concerns that they had few opportunities to respond to pol icy 

maker sô priorities or to communicate findings to knowledge users; and practitioners felt 

that they were neglected within the system. The zone of knowledge mediation was seen 

to be an important area where research capacity needed to be developed, potent ially 

providing the means to manage more effectively the relationship between supply and 

demand: regardless of how good the research is, there is still a skilled job required to 

interpret and communicate it. Building systemic capacity requires that additio nal focus 

and investment is made at the level of knowledge mediation.  
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2.  Activity - level focus  

 

A range of discussions focused on the building of capacity at the level of networks, 

activity sy stems and institutions. Figure 7  summarises this perspective: circl es represent 

the insti tutional level,  triangles represent activity systems, that is groups working 

together with common research interests. As discussed above, the RAE has increased 

polarisation between these institutions and discourages institutional coll aboration. Some 

institutions support several discrete activity systems, whereas other institutions may not 

have any clear research base. While most activity systems are hosted within institutions, 

some are also independent of institutional affiliation. The re were concerns that the 

centre of gravity for most research organisations and funded research projects tended to 

be within the academy. Certainly, the content of discussions suggested that the 

knowledge creation zone of the system was most densely popula ted.  

 

Figure 7 : Institutional/activity system capacity  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 óTribalismô was seen to be a major issue which reduced the overall research capacity of 

the field: there was a perceived lack of communication between researchers a nd policy, 

between researchers and practitioners, between and within institutions, and between 

groups of resea rchers. Education  research was seen by some to be a óclosedô system 

which afforded limited boundary crossing between different research groups and  

networks: this was seen to limit the sharing of expertise and resources, causing 

duplication and restricting generativity across the system.  

Increased communication and collaboration are needed across these communities as a 

means of building research cap acity, and questions were raised over how cross boundary 

dialogue might be encouraged. The TLRP was seen as a successful example of 

generating increased communication across research groups and in providing fertile 

ground for the development of new network s, but there was not yet evidence of how 

sustainable these new networks might be in the longer term. Recent ESRC investments 

are piloting ways to develop su stainable research networks in education  research, 

namely the TERN project and the development of a social and professional network f or 
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early career researchers in e ducation. Findings from these projects could usefully inform 

the development of the field in the future.  

The relationships between parts of the system and the overall whole were explored. Th e 

field was criticised for its piecemeal and fragmented nature and there was general 

agreement that empirical knowledge and methodological expertise needed to be shared 

more effectively across the knowledge management system, rather than being limited to 

discrete groups and networks. Existing research needs to be more widely known and 

built upon rather than, as was currently feared, becoming lost within the system. There 

is significant wastage within the field: much doesnôt get communicated effectively to the 

audience which might find it useful, much is duplicated or fails to build upon similar 

research which has already been carried out within the field: while parts are excellent, 

there was a generally agreed sense of a lack of overall coherence. A major el ement of 

building research capacity might be through providing ways of working more effectively 

with ówhat was already thereô rather than continuously seeking to óreinvent the wheelô. 

The area of knowledge mediation might provide the spaces to improve acce ss and 

signposting to existing evidence, resources and expertise. A mapping exercise might 

provide a strategic overview of existing research, so that this can be more effectively 

utilised and built upon. Examples of recent mapping activities were provided,  including 

the Teacher  Education Group (TEG) project a nd the development of TLRPôs D-Space 

digital repository 8.  

 

3.  Individual capacity  

 

Discussions also addressed whose  research capacity needed to be built. If the overall 

research capacity of the knowledge management system is to be developed then the 

capacity of individuals involved in both the production and the application of research 

need s to be built: it is not only the skills and competences of research staff which need 

to be considered, but also the s kills and competences of those working in the areas of 

policy and practice.  

 

                                                           
8 For more on the Teacher Educa tion Group see :  http://www.tlrp.org/capacity/rm/wt/teg/  and for the D -Space 
digital repository see: http://www.tlrp.org/dspace/index.jsp . 

http://www.tlrp.org/capacity/rm/wt/teg/
http://www.tlrp.org/dspace/index.jsp
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Figure 8 : Individual capacity: focus on individualsô skills and competences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At this level, strategies for building research capacity need to pro mote a balance 

between quality and volume: capacity is not only about having sufficient people within 

the field to engage with research, but to having sufficient quality within the field to 

engage with research effectively.  

 

(3a) Individual capacity ï res earch staff  

 

The demographic challenges facing education  research have been well  documented  

(Mills, Jepson, Coxon, Easterby -Smith, Hawkins, & Spencer, 2006) : more than 52  per 

cent  of staff are age d 50 or over, and the field of e ducation faces significant l osses in the 

near future due to the retirement of senior staff. Some people felt that these 

demographic trends would greatly reduce the research capacity of the field, others saw 

the statistics to be descriptive of a workforce which has tended to enter the  research 

labour market at a later stage in their working lives, often following successful careers in 

policy and practice. This could explain why the age profile of the field tended towards 

older staff. But, regardless of how one interprets the statistics , there was agreement 

that attention needs to be given to how to share existing expertise before people retire 

from the field.  

Concern was  expressed over the ability of e ducation to continue recruiting second career 

researchers: increasing disparities in pay, with larger salaries available for senior 

managers in schools, might mean that there will be, or potentially already is, a fall in 

recruitment. Working conditions and career prospects within academic research were 

seen to be less attractive than in th e past: insecurity of tenure and lack of professional 

development opportunities might discourage potential applicants. Attention needs to be 

given to maintaining the attractiveness of research as a career option so that 

recruitment trends of experienced st aff from other sectors are maintained.  

The lack of security associated with fixed term contracts was seen to reduce capacity 

within the field: staff were distracted from their current projects by the need to find their 

next contract, it was difficult to d evelop a coherent body of expertise when flitting from 

unrelated project to project, and poor working conditions devalued research staff. It was 

suggested that independent research consultancies were able to offer better working 

KNOWLEDGE 

CREATION 

KNOWLEDGE 

APPLICATION  

KNOWLEDGE 

MEDIATION  



 Forum I Report  

52 
 

conditions and long - term ca reer development, and it was felt that lessons could be learnt 

from these organisations. Future discussions might address how recent policy changes in 

the employment of fixed term staff, including RCUKôs launch of a Revised Concordat in 

Summer 2008  (RCUK, 2008) , have affected this situation.  

A recent evaluation of TLRPôs capacity building structures found that researchers felt that 

their research capacity was built most effectively through expansive working practices 

which enabled them to engage with commu nities and resources beyond the confines of 

their own research pr oject  (Fowler & Procter, 2008) . The overview of factors of 

expansive workplaces corresponded closely with elements arising from the different 

SFRE discussion groups, and these factors are sum mar ised in Figure 9 .  

 

Figure 9 : Features of expansive and restrictive research projects  

 

EXPANSIVE  RESTRICTIVE  

 Interpersonal sup port f rom more senior 
project team members/members o f 
institution  

 Supported engagement with multipl e 
communities of practice  

 Multidimensional model of expertise 
with diverse skills of entire research 
team valued  

 Balance between project outputs and 
researcherôs own professional 
development  

 Access and encouragement to attend 
off - the - job training  

 Ongoing c ommitment to rese archersô 
futures beyond the  completion of the 

project  

 Limited interpersonal support  

 Limited exposure to multiple 
communities of practice  

 Hierarchical valuing of skills with 
privileging of some team members  

 Prioritisation of project outputs  over 
professional development needs of 
individuals  

 Limited access to off ïthe - job training  

 Abrupt ending to the project with no 

further investment in research staff  

 

Interpersonal support from more senior research staff is vital in developing the capaci ty 

of research staff; discussions explored whether this should become an explicit part of the 

employment contracts for more senior staff rather than being dependent upon good will. 

Access to off - the - job training is important and continued investment was ne cessary to 

enable the provision of training opportunit ies, both within the sector of e ducation  

research and with organisations outside of this. SFRE groups agreed that it was 

imperative that a balance should be maintained within research projects between 

attention to research outputs and attention to the professional development of research 

staff. Discussions explored strategies for incentivising research projects to maintain 

focus on researchersô professional development: it was recommended that the capacity 

building of research staff should be an explicit condition of funding, included at the stage 

of application and used as a criteria within the overall evaluation of the project.  

RESEARCH PRACTICE CONTEXT  
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The size and scale of the field of education r esearch are potentially daunt ing to new 

researchers. Supported engagement with the field, signposting towards relevant 

communities of practice, and guidance towards quality resources are important 

measures which prevent research staff from ógetting lostô or overwhelmed by the size 

and  diversity of the field. These practices are similarly relevant to engagement with 

knowledge application and working with policy groups: research staff need to be 

supported in their engagement with all areas of the knowledge management system.  

Research ca pacity building needs to be an ongoing exercise: there are no quick - fix 

solutions. An ongoing commitment to researchersô futures was seen as necessary, and 

this was seen to be particularly pertinent in smaller nations and more geographically 

remote regions  where there was an increased need to ñgrow your own researchersò. 

Institutions and the fiel d more widely need to have long - term commitment to the 

development of researc h staff beyond the end of fixed - term contracts.  

 

(3b) Individual capacity ï practition ers  

 

Teacher research is an important part of the research capacity of the field, and it was 

anticipated that practitioner research provided ñvery fertile ground for expansionò. 

Recent policy changes, including Scotlandôs Advanced Practitioner status and Englandôs 

moves towards the MTL, were seen to provide catalysts for developing research capacity 

in this area. Institutional support, the provision of incentives, and effective leadership 

will be crucial in supporting these changes.  

Debates over quality an d warrant were highly charged: practitioner research was 

characterised by some as small scale and lacking validity (these points are addressed in 

more detail in the quality section ). However, research capacity is not only related to the 

production of resea rch, but also to the use of research and there was a widespread 

consensus that practitioners who had had opportunities to carry out research tended to 

become more sophisticated and critical users of research. While the value of practitioner 

research was a contentious issue, the opportunities for SFRE attendees to grapple with 

these issues and to express alternate perspectives on the value and purposes of 

research was seen as a valuable part of the F orum.  

It was agreed that research needed to be more effect ively managed so that it was 

readily available for practitioners. To enable practitioners to become more effective users 

of research, the research needs to be readily accessible, relevant and visible to them.  

 

(3c) Individual capacity ï commissioners, pol icy makers, users, and other stakeholders  

 

Developing skills and expertise in the area of commissioning research is an important 

part of building research capacity across the knowledge management system: policy 

maker s need to build their capacity to be ef fective stakeholders. Not all policy maker s 

are expert researchers and it was felt that, sometimes, they had a limited understanding 

of the potential value of research. While researchers need  to be more proactive in 

engaging with policy maker s, it was also  felt that policy maker s might develop their own 

professional standards as users of research. It was agreed that policy maker s and 
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researchers could learn from one another, practically this might be achieved through 

secondments, from policy into practice a nd from practice into policy.  

The ar ea of knowledge application is  large, and policy maker s are not a homogeneous 

group. Capacity building strategies need to be responsive to this diversity.  

 

Recommendations  

 

The current knowledge management system conta ins some excellent research, but this 

is not always effectively built upon or utilised. There exist areas of methodological 

weakness that need to be developed, and there are concerns over how existing expertise 

can be sustained in relation to experienced r esearchers retiring and the institutional 

research base becoming increasingly polarised. Working conditions might make the 

sector appear less attractive and therefore reduce recruitment to the field. The 

development of a research capacity building strategy  needs to be responsive to 

strengths within the system as well as recognising weaknesses.    

 

1.  Communication  

 

The polarisation between research - intensive institutions and other institutions was seen 

to have contributed to the increased centrifugalisation of  research communities. To 

effectively build research capacity, there needs to be more communication between 

these communities. Opportunities for communication cannot be dependent primarily on 

good will: space and incentives to encourage communication acros s research groups are 

needed. Communication between the zones of knowledge creation and management was 

also identified as an area for improvement.   

 

2.  Collaboration  

 

Increased collaboration is needed across the knowledge management system: both at 

the level  of communities and at a systemic level. Different models of collaboration need 

to be developed which suit different contexts. Collaboration does not represent a óquick 

fixô solution: strategies for collaboration must aim to be sustainable over time, to 

address potential institutional barriers, and to provide the incentives to motivate people 

to engage in these activities. Professional networks provide a means of sharing expertise 

more effectively across research groups. Secondments might be used to encoura ge more 

effective collaboration across knowledge creation and application.  

 

3.  Knowledge Management  

 

More knowledge accumulation work is needed to address the weaknesses of a piecemeal 

and fragmented system. Currently there are inadequate systems for the acc umulation of 

research knowledge, which limits the potential for generativity, reduces accessibility to 

existing research knowledge, and dissuades policy maker s and practitioners from 
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working with what is already óout thereô. Research capacity can be built through 

providing an overarching systemic view of education  research to provide better guidance 

on what exists, and to reduce replication and wastage.   

 

4.  Knowledge Mediation  

 

Increased investment needs to be made in knowledge mediation and knowledge 

broker age activities. This is a key area which can resolve some of the tensions between 

research supply and demand and promote a more coherent knowledge management 

system.  

 

5.  Multidisciplinarity  

 

Multidisciplinary work needs to be supported and encouraged to prod uce quality outputs 

attractive to policy maker s, to counter systemic weaknesses, and promote opportunities 

to learn from different areas of the social sciences.  

 

6.  Professional Development  

 

Attention to professional development should be made a condition of  funding. 

Evaluations of research projects should explicitly address the professional developm ent 

support that research staff have received. Senior staff need to take an increased 

responsibility for providing opportunities to build the research capacity of  more junior 

research staff.  

 

7.  Timing  

 

Time is a major obstacle to the development of effective interfaces between supply and 

demand. Different parts of the knowledge management system work to different 

chronologies. While the policy environment was descri bed as ófast-movingô, the practices 

of quality research were seen to unfold over a longer period of time. Many researchers 

felt that they were provided with insufficient time to respond to policy opportunities. An 

important factor in building research capa city relates to need for more explicit 

sequencing between the differently timed processes of policy and research. Interfaces 

might be developed which respect these different chronologies rather than trying to 

make the different areas of the knowledge manag ement system work to the same 

chronology. More explicit communication and respect for the different time requirements 

of knowledge creation and application might be useful.  
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Areas for future discussion  

 

1.  Greater clarity is needed around the concept of ócapacityô. Different stakeholders in 

research have different perspectives and different values. Any attempt to develop 

capacity across the wider community requires that we articulate these perspectives 

clearly, and find ways to learn from both the common e lements and the 

differences. How can we best do this? What might a cross -sectoral view of research 

capacity look like?  

2.  How can we promote increased interfaces between knowledge creation, application 

and mediation?  

3.  Should specialist resources be concentrate d or should capacity be distributed 

across institutions?  

4.  Should the capacity building needs of R&D for the improvement of teaching and 

learning be considered separately from those of education  research in the social 

sciences?  

5.  How can cross -boundary dialogu e be fostered between research groups? How can 

research groups be encouraged to work collaboratively rather than competitively?  

6.  What does collaboration mean at different levels within the system?  

7.  How can proportions of active researchers be increased among  staff? How can the 

attractiveness of research careers be promoted to encourage recruitment of 

talented staff into the field?  

8.  How can greater research collaboration with other social sciences be achieved?  

The F orum was seen to be a constructive step toward s building research capacity. 

Discussants welcomed opportunities to discuss and explore issues of capacity across the 

knowledge management system, to voice conflicting perspectives, to articulate tensions, 

and to empathise with alternative perspectives. Pr oviding opportunities for different 

groups to discuss the purposes and uses of research was seen, in itself, as a means of 

developing capacity across the system through facilitating constructive communication.  
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3.2  Capacity and capacity building  ï Sarah Tough  

 

The quality of research and the capacity of researchers are obviously related. In order to 

produce research of excellent quality there is a need to have the appropriate level and 

quality of resou rce to produce it. The resource  referred to here are p rimarily the time of 

appropriately skilled, trained and experienced people. However other dimensions of 

capacity are needed to create a knowledge base and to have a knowledge management 

system ï these include: the capacity of researchers to present and dis seminate findings 

appropriately, the capacity of users to interpret research and developing appropriate 

infrastructure  to support knowledge management . 

Capacity building in terms of education resear ch can be split into the supply side and the 

demand side  (Sebba, 2007) . The supply side describes the producers of research, 

namely the academics and researchers -  often located (though not always) in HEIs -  and 

their capacity to undertake research ( including both intellectual and financial  resources ). 

As Sebba d escribes  (2007) , the capacity of researchers involves not only their skills in  

undertaking research , such as methodological understanding , but also the capacity of 

the researcher to locate their research in existing research ( and in  ongoing and current 

res earch) as well as to understand the role evidence has in the policy  making  process 

and  informing practice.  It is also necessary to consider the capacity of policy maker s and 

practitioners (demand side). As a recent EC review noted óa second challenge is to 

strengthen the capacity of policy makers and practitioners to use education researchô 

(EC, 2007, p. 7) .     

It is important to acknowledge that government departments are complex ent ities in 

themselves , made up of  different agents including  m inisters, spe cial advisors, policy 

specialists and analysts. Often the words ógovernmentô or ópolicy maker sô are used to 

describe users of education research but this overly simplistic and may be unhelpful. 

Whilst policy maker s may be the end users of some research thi s is often filtered 

through analysts within government departments. The capacity of all agents in the 

research supply chain need s to be considered as well as the interfaces between them.   

 

Supply side: knowledge creation  

 

The most established  group of peo ple doing education research are academics and 

researchers in HEIs. A 2002 review of education research in England estimated that 

approximately 90 per cent of education research was undertaken in departments of 

education  (OECD/CERI, 2003)  ï however this fi gure obviously depends on what counts 

as education research. By taking a broad definition it may be that this proportion is 

much smaller. Indeed brief analysis of the spending by the DCSF (and DIUS) on direct 

funding of research and evaluation projects , and research centres , which are currently 

running 9,  shows that approximately half  of funding w ent  to HEIs or research centres 

attached to HEIs  (DCSF, 2008) . Approximately one quarter was received by research 

centres or institutes which were independent of an y HEI and which generally had not -

for -profit status. The National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) received 

                                                           
9 These calcu lations are based on contract award notices for projects which are currently running ï see (DCSF, 
2008) . 
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roughly half of this amount . The remainder (approximately 20 per ce nt) went to private 

companies (often consultancies or market research c ompanies ) .    

There appears to be an increase in tendered work from governments to private 

consultancy and research companies. In Northern Ireland for example there has been an 

increase in the percentage of funds directed to private companies for consultan cy from 

20 to 63 per cent between 2002 and 2005 (whilst at the same time the percentage of 

academic funding diminished from 80 to 37 per cent)  (Leitch, 2008; Gardner & 

Gallagher, 2007) . Failure to engage fully with the needs of government opens the way 

for  more resources to be directed out of the HEI sector and towards private 

consultancies which operate under unknown quality assurances frameworks and opaque 

processes. Leitch (2008) notes that whilst much of the work undertaken by consultancies 

is often the  type of research which is less interesting to researchers (atheoretical types 

of research such as customer satisfaction surveys, reviews etc) , if researchers resist this 

work the government , funds won by consultancies is likely to remain the same if not 

increase  (Gardner & Gallagher, 2007) .  

The education research community also faces  significant demographic challenge. The 

education research community has high proportions of older professionals compared to 

other disciplines. In 2006 nearly 70 per cent of a cademics working in education 

departments were over 46  years old (Mills, Jepson, Coxon, Easterby -Smith, Hawkins, & 

Spencer, 2006) . Whilst this represents all academic staff in education departments 

(rather that just research -active ones 10) it is likely to b e the case that a significant 

number of senior researchers are going  to retire over the next ten years or so. This 

poses a challenge for education researchers to ensure that a wealth of knowledge is not 

lost when this generation of researchers retire s. Int eraction between more and less 

experienced researchers is key to mitigate against this occurrence through passing on 

expertise and developing the next generation of researchers.   

Underpinning some quality assessments of education research are  the quality of 

networks and relationships making up the education research community and its users. 

These relationships are also a dimension of the capacity of the research community 

which enable production of quality research. An interesting observation made by McLea y 

(2004)  was that researchers working in the most successful departments (as judged by 

the RAE 2001) tended to work in larger research units  (see Figure 10) .  

 

Figure 10 : Table showing the average size of research - active groups  

 1  2  3b  3a  4  5  5*  

Social Policy & 

Administration  

-  10  12  16  21  26  36  

Sociology  -  8 10  12  18  20  31  

Business & 

Management 

Studies  

4 10  15  22  27  47  89  

Education  13  11  13  17  36  43  31  

Source: (McLeay, 2004; Lawn & Furlong, 2007)  

                                                           
10  According to the returns in the 2001 RAE only about 50 per cent of those working in HEI education 
departments are deemed óresearch-activeô (Lawn & Fu rlong, 2007; McLeay, 2004) . 
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One resource for capacity buil ding of this type  is quality - related ( QR)  funding . However  

this funding is provided on an institute basis and is therefore not immediately congenial 

to building cross - institute networks but more importantly it is not distributed to all the 

institutions in the UK. The majority of core funding through the funding councils is 

distributed on the basis of RAE outcomes . For example, in 2007/08  the English funding 

council allocated £1.42bn in research funds  -  the destination of £1.39bn  of this total 

amount was det ermined by the RAE (HEFCE, 2007) . There is considerable competition 

between HEIs in terms of securing QR funding, with increasing proportions of resources 

going to a small num ber of research - intensive HEIs. This competition is counteractive in 

terms of fos ter ing collaboration between HEIs.  This is particularly a problem in smaller 

countries where there are fewer HEIs and where collaboration is perhaps more 

important.  

As Whitty and Wisby  (2008)  note , only a relatively small number  of schools of education 

rec eive mainstream QR funding. In 2006/07 only 32 of the 83 institutions across the UK 

who submitted to the 2001 RAE received any QR funds ï 25 of these were in England, 

four in Scotland, two in Northern Ireland and only one in Wales. The fact that only one 

institution in Wales (Cardiff University) receives any QR funding does have implications 

for capacity building in Wales and initiatives in Wales around building networks and 

capacity rely to a certain extent on the support from Cardiff University. This is e xplored 

fully in the Welsh report  (Daugherty & Davies, 2008) .  

Although the RAE is undertaken across the UK, its impact in terms of allocation of 

funding is different in each country as these decisions are taken by the countryôs funding 

council (or by DEL in the case of Northern Ireland ) . The ratings from the 2001 RAE were 

used differently in each country. For example , in Northern Ireland all departments 

scoring 3a or above received some QR funds whereas in England and Wales only 

departments graded 4 or hig her would receive funds. This had a particularl y acute 

impact in Wales where it  meant the only Cardiff would receive any QR funding. At the 

time the RAE assessment is made , the funding implications decided by each funding 

council are not known  (Bridges, 20 08) . Regardless of views as to whether concentrating 

research expertise in a smaller number HEIs, rather than spreading research capacity 

thinly across them all, is positive or negative, it is clear that the impacts  of this in 

smaller countries have been p rofound. See Figure 5 and section 3.1 above for a 

description of how the process of depletion of research capacity  is in part due to 

consequences of the RAE assessment and related funding mechanism.  

There are considerable capacity challenges which are par ticularly associated with the 

smaller countries of Northern Ireland and Wales. Due to their size (e.g. Northern Ireland 

has only two HEIs),  these countries face more acute challenges of achieving adequate 

level of expertise across the vario us disciplines a nd approaches in  education research. 

This is compounded by the fact that both of these countries have very individual 

education contexts (i.e. language in Wales and the political and social background to 

segregated education in Northern Ireland) which ofte n calls for specialised research on  

(and expert knowledge in)  these areas. Leitch  (2008)  notes that there is significant 

potential for capitalising on these areas of specialism but care must be made to ensure 

that research does not become insular to the co untry . There is concern across the UK, 

but particularly in the smaller countries, that low levels of capacity lead to a focus on 

instrumental research and lack the resource and capacity to undertake more innovative 

and blue skies projects.  
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One specific iss ue regarding the concentration of QR funding within a small group of 

HEIs relates to the range of areas covered under education research. By concentrating 

research funds in research - led institutions awarded high RAE judgements may mean that 

the breadth of topics covered in the field of education research are diminished if certain 

topics are more prevalent in institutions with lower RAE scores. Oancea analysed the 

returns from the RAE 2001 as a way of assessing the distribution of expertise  (2004a; 

2004b) . O ancea also considered research funding from sources other those  allocated 

through the funding councils (namely external funding) and found that this too correlates 

with RAE scores. Some expertise in the field of education research were predominantly 

found in institutions rated 3a or less such as those relating to educational settings, 

physical education, school -based learning, for example. Work and expertise relating to 

areas such as longitudinal research, methodological issues and educational psychology 

(t o name a few) tended to take place in institutions rated 4 or above  (Oancea, 2004a) .  

The UK countries have responded to issue of capacity building in various ways. As noted 

above , Cardiff was the only Welsh HEI to achieve a 5* (the top rating) in the 2001  RAE 

and consequently is the only one to receive any QR funding. Since the 2001 research 

centres in different specialisms have been established although university education 

research in Wales continues to be dominated but Cardiff University. There are thre e 

recent developments in terms of education research capacity building in Wales which 

have been in part attempts to address some of the infrastructural weaknesses apparent 

in Wales. These are the Welsh extension of TLRP, the Welsh Education Research Networ k 

and the proposed Applied Education Research in Wales (AERW) programme. In 2007 the 

Welsh Education Research Network (WERN) was initiated to provide support to those in 

the education community in Wales ï connecting the expertise which exists in HEIs. In 

Northern Ireland there has also been recent investment through the TLRP in attempt to 

counter the negative effects of increased concentration of funding.   

In Scotland o ne level of the collaboration present in AERS was that of partnership 

between experienced  and new researchers as well  as with practitioners within  schools 

and local authorities. However , as Sally Brown describes in her report on Scotland 

(2008), t here is a tension between researchers working collaboratively across different 

HEIs and the compet itiveness between HEIs around funding streams. There are also 

considerable demands on researchersô time between developing research capacity and 

other activities such as teacher education.  

Capacity in terms of quantitative research skills has been an issue  in the past and some 

consider this to still be a particular weakness  (although this has been disputed by some -  

see Gorard, Rushforth, & Taylor, 2004 ) . However , significant progress has been made 

across the constituent countries in developing capacity in this area. The ESRC has 

proved instru mental in this through  supplying the funding of several research c entres. 

Examples of this include the establishment of Centre for Markets and Public Organisation 

(CMPO) in 1998 by grants from The Leverhulme Trust (CMPO  became an ESRC Research 

Centre in 2004 with combined core funding from ESRC and the Trust) and the Centre for 

the Economics of Education (LSE, IOE, IFS) supported by core funding from the then 

DfES in 2000. More broadly, c entres of excellence across the f ield have improved 

capacity through researchers from different disciplines coming together to address 

research questions, but also through giving junior researchers access to more 

experienced staff and through attracting international expertise in particul ar areas  

(Morris, 2007) .  
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The development of administrative datasets have also meant that quantitati ve research 

as become more cost -effective as access to linked administrative data on school pupils 

and HE students  has become available.  

 

Supply side: commu nication  

 

To a certain extent, this second dimension of capacity building from the researchersô side 

is more important than the first (in terms of applied research at least) in the sense that 

research needs to be usable as well as useful  (Solesbury, 2001) . As Solesbury states; 

óhow to structure a report, write in plain English, make a five minute presentation; these 

are skills which are now seen to be as important as how to design a questionnaire, 

conduct an interview or analyse dataô (Solesbury, 2001, p. 5 ) .  

There is a responsibility in the education community to deliver policy and practice which 

is informed and to the highest level of effectiveness possible. The research community 

has responsibility to develop the knowledge base which in turn can be used t o inform 

policy and practice but there is also a responsibility to attempt to actively influence  

policy and practice. This involves an increased understanding, awareness and acceptance 

of how policy is made. Perhaps surprisingly the majority of education r esearchers (80 

per cent) consider óto inform policy development and implementationô as a motivation for 

their work. The motivation to ómake a contribution to advancing knowledge in my fieldô 

was a factor for 85 per cent of those surveyed 11  (Ozga, 2005) .  

Recent reviews of how evidence is used in policy  making  have shown a relatively low 

ranking of academic research in terms of influencing policy decisio ns.  The table below 

shows how m inisters use evidence.  This suggest that researchers can probably do more 

to  disseminate their findings  more effectively ï perhaps through engaging with 

mediators such as the media and think tanks.  

 

Figure 11 : Where do ministers and senior officials look for evidence (in rank 

order)?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  (Campbe ll, Benita, Coates, Davies, & Penn, 2007)  

 

                                                           
11  This work is based on a survey completed by 41 Scottish research leaders in education  (Ozga, 2005) . 

 Special advisers  

 óExpertsô 

 Professional associations  

 Think tanks/Opinion formers  

 Lobbyists & pressure groups  

 Media  

 Constituents, consumers & users  

 Academic research  
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Factors associated with óusefulô evidence identified through interviews with policy maker s 

include: 12  (Campbell, Benita, Coates, Davies, & Penn, 2007) :  

ω timing of the analysis ;  

ω resources ;  

ω quality of the evidence ;  

ω availability of the required evidence ;  

ω the presentation of the evidence ;  

ω the focus of reports and other forms of evidence ;   

ω trustworthiness of available evidence.  

The UK -wide TLRP has the specific aim of engaging users (practitioner and policy 

makers) with the research process and research findings. The mid - term evaluation of the 

TLRP found that óconsiderable progress in the area of user engagement by both the 

Programme and its projectsô (Rickinson, Walker, & Rudd, 2005, p. 20) . The review also 

identified th e challenges which researchers encountered in terms of user engagement:  

ω r isk of tokenistic forms of engagement ;  

ω competing pressures on usersô time and capacity to engage;  

ω particular kinds of skills and understanding that user engagement requires of 

researc hers ;  

ω issues relating to the politics of user engagement, user roles and research 

ownership.  

Engaging with practitioners is another area where capacity needs to be built , though 

some regard this relationship as better developed than that between researcher s and 

policy makers (Saunders, 2007) . It  is worth repeating here  that across the HEIs in the 

UK, research capacity is often concentrated in a small proportion of HEIs. This potentially 

has implications around the use of up - to -date research in ITE and the p erception of the 

usefulness of research among teachers. As Lawn and Rees state:  

For education research, the implications of these trends have been especially 

acute and have raised crucial questions about not only the continued viability of 

this form of ed ucational research in some parts of the UK, but also the 

relationship between educational research and the initial and subsequent training 

and development of t eachers and other professionals  (Lawn & Rees, 2007, pp. 

52 -53) .    

There are other groups (as wel l as government departments and practitioners) who have 

important roles in the education research process. As well as the three key groups 

involved with the production and use of research , namely HEIs , government and 

                                                           
12  The research is based on interviews and discussion gro ups with policy makers from ten  Whitehall 
departments, the then Scotti sh Executive and the Welsh Assembly Government. In total, 42 policy makers, in a 
range of middle management and senior civil service positions, took part.  
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practit ioners, there are ómediatorsô of knowledge which are key to the process. As noted 

in an EC review:  

 The influence of knowledge on policy making may in fact be strongest not when is 

comes directly from the educational research community é but when it is filtered 

through actors such as pr int or broadcast media, lobbyists, popularisers, etc  (EC, 

2007, p. 6) .  

Lobbyists, pressure groups, think tanks, opinion leaders and the media are often very 

influential and the óways in which these groups work to influence policy can be under-

estimated and  misunderstood by proponents of evidence -based policy and practiceô 

(Davies, 2004, p. 6) . These are important channels through  which researchers can 

disseminate their findings.      

The move  toward  increased emphasis on academics to develop  and improve the ir 

capacity to engage with and communicate effectively with users or consumers of 

research was highlighted in a recent media article which argues that academics should 

teach PhD students óhow to balance the conflicting demands of scholarship and 

disseminat ionô (Barry, 2008, p. 43) . It is also interesting to note that some HEIs include 

policy engagement in their criteria for promotion in the humanities and social science 

departments  (Wilson, 2008) .  

 

Demand side: knowledge application  

 

As a recent British Ac ademy report highlighted:  

 

It is important that both researchers and policy makers share a mutual 

understanding of the relevance of each otherôs interests and activities. This will 

help to deepen their understandings of the way in which academic research c an 

add value and offer insights to key issu es of concern for policy makers  (Wilson, 

2008, p. xiv) .  

 

Government departments and associated bodies have stated their commitment to using 

information, evidence and research to inform the ir  work (see for example DELNIôs 

Research Agenda 2007 -2009  (DELNI, 2007) ). In Wales the government states its 

commitment to using evidence to develop policy in The Learning Country: Visions into 

Action  (WAG, 2007) . There are strong examples in Wales of government and policy 

makers  engaging with the evidence and undertaking óevidence ï informed policyô (see 

Rees T. , 2002; Furlong, Hagger, &  Furlong, 2007; Daugherty, 2008 ) although this is 

necessarily apparent in all policy areas. Rees and Power describe the relationship 

between educ ation research and the state as ósymbioticô (Rees & Power, 2007, p. 97) .  

 

Relating to the call for increased understanding among policy makers with regard to the 

nuances of social science research, there is also a potential role for policy makers in  

expan ding  their horizons in terms of the types of research they commission.  As 

Daugherty and Davies note  (2008) , the majority of research projects funded but the 

WAG are evaluations and , in Northern Ireland , Leitch  (2008)  describes the types of 

research increa singly undertaken by private consultancies as atheoretical such as 
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telephone surveys etc. Much of the research commissioned by government  departments 

is often narrowly focused  on policy priorities.  

There are various examples of capacity building  across us ers of research  in  the four 

countries. One example is the Applied Education al  Research Scheme (AERS) in Scotland. 

A primary aim of the s cheme was to develop Scotlandôs research capacity both through 

developing the capabilities of researchers but also the e ngagement and understanding of 

education research among users. Numerous initiatives began as part of AERS including 

Masterôs provision in research methods and training networks which encouraged 

collaboration between institutions and enabled access to exper ienced researchers. The 

establishment of the National School of Governance, the Policy Hub and the GSRU are 

important developments in England in this respect.  There are various initiatives 

address ing  different areas of capacity building  within  the constit uent countries which are 

still in their early stages so it is too early  to fully assess their impact -  notably the 

recently constituted Education Research Forum for Northern Ireland.  

The importance of the involvement of research users in the research proc ess itself  and  in 

determining the quality of research is a debated issue (Becker, Bryman, & Sempik, 

2006) . However perhaps less contested is that some research should inform practice. 

This process requires appreciation and understanding of the potent ial us e of research to 

improve  practice ï practitioners need to feel that engaging with research outputs and 

spending time reading reports is likely to add value to them in some way (i.e. through 

improving their understanding and ultimately their practice). As d escribed above the 

current funding allocation mechanism focuses non -attributable funding on research -

intensive institutions. While there may be justifiable reasons for doing this, one outcome 

is that institutions (and indeed individuals within institutions ) which are involved with 

teacher education are less engaged with research (Whitty & Wisby, 2008; Munn, 

2008) 13 . This unintended consequence of the current funding system operating through 

the RAE process has impacts across all disciplines and as Bridges hi ghlights óthis 

separation of research and teaching challenges the very rationale of the contemporary 

university of which the mutual informing of teaching and research has been a core 

principleô (Bridges, 2008, p. 98) . The Teacher Education Research Network  (TERN) , 

which will start in January 2009 , has been specifically developed to address the issue of 

institutional polarisation of research and teacher training.         

Increasing the capacity of practitioners to engage with and use research is a complex 

tas k. Different approaches can be used to involve practitioners. The Teaching Councils in 

each of the constituent countries play a considerable role in practitioner research and 

practitioner use of research. The Teacher Learning Academy in England run by the GTCE 

provides recognition for teachers learning in their school or college 14 . In Wales the GTCW 

provides grants of up to  £2 ,500 to teachers to undertake Action Research under the 

Continuing Professional Development programme 15 .  

 

Initiatives in Scotland throu gh AERS have worked to engage practitioners in the research 

process but there are considerable barriers to fully engaged practitioners in research  -  

most  notably limited time. The recent announcement in England of the aim fo r teaching 

                                                           
13  This is compounded in many institutions by the growth in student numbers without adequate additiona l 
resource to accommodate the required increase of staff numbers  (Bridges, 2008) . 
14  See:  http://www.teacherlearningacademy.org.uk/ . 
15  See:  www.gtcw.org.uk . 

http://www.teacherlearningacademy.org.uk/
http://www.gtcw.org.uk/
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to become a Masterôs-level profession through the  introduction of the Masterôs in 

Teaching and Learning could be a significant development in this respect.  

 

Brokerage and overlap: knowledge mediation  

  

The space between policy and research communities can be brokered in a var iety of 

ways :  

 blurring the edges between the two communities ;  

 the use of intermediaries ;   

 increased connection points.  

It may not be helpful to distinguish between demand side and supply side as two 

separate spheres. In an ideal scenario, there would be an  overlap  between supply side 

and demand side agents where  practitioners and policy maker s work ed with researchers 

in the development (and even execution )  of projects as well as the dissemination of 

findings.  

One way to achieve some level of overlap betwee n (or blurring the edges) the spheres of 

knowledge production and knowledge use is through the flow of people. Secondments 

involving academics working in government departments and agencies 16  are an obvious 

way of achieving this -  the reciprocal secondments  where civil servant s work in HEIs 

could also be useful although currently this is  less common.  

Another way to establish improved understanding and facilitating constructive interaction 

and communication between the producers and users of research is to d evelop more 

activities where stakeholders from different backgrounds are bought together. These 

could have different primary objectives and take a range of formats. Examples of such 

activities which currently exist include the DCSF research conference -  wh ich is an 

annual event bringing together researchers, academics and policy maker s17  -  , expert 

seminar s held in government department s and the SFRE.  A specific aim of AERS in 

Scotland was to build research capacity and collaboration between the users and 

pr oduc ers of education research. The s cheme brought together policy maker s, 

practitioners and researchers in the sector of school education. One such activity which 

could be considered is the extent to which practitioners and policy makers are included 

on pe er review panels.  

Developing relationships and engaging with mediators , such as think tanks, charities, 

parliamentary select committees etc., are  important way s of disseminating  those  

research findings aimed at policy maker s. The media is also a key mediat or which is 

often under utilised by researchers aiming to influence policy and practice  as discussed 

above .  

                                                           
16  For m ore information on the ESRC Placement Fellows Scheme see: 
http://www.esrcsocietytoda y.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/opportunities/current_funding_opportunities/placement_fe
llows_scheme.aspx?ComponentId=13304&SourcePageId=5964 . 
17  See:  http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/conference/index .cfm . 

http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/opportunities/current_funding_opportunities/placement_fellows_scheme.aspx?ComponentId=13304&SourcePageId=5964
http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/opportunities/current_funding_opportunities/placement_fellows_scheme.aspx?ComponentId=13304&SourcePageId=5964
http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/conference/index.cfm
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It is also worth noting that within government, analysts are often mediators of research 

between re searchers and policy makers or m inisters. The qu ality of the relationship 

within government departments between analysts and policy maker s is an area which 

may require further exploration and development.  

Developing the knowledge base could be an important means of mitigating the issues 

relating to the disjuncture between the timeframes in policy  making  and academic 

research projects. Strengthening  the knowledge base and improving access to it would 

enable rese archers to respond to the short - term needs of governm ent at least in terms 

of what i s already k nown in an area. Part of improving the knowledge base is discussed 

in the quality section above and is related to researchers locating their work  in,  and 

building on , existing knowledge. Technology is likely to play a significant role in this.  

 

Outstanding  issues  

 

ω Can, and should,  researchers be incentivised and supported to develop both 

general levels of understanding of a wide range of methods but also to 

develop methodological specialisms ?  

ω How can senior researchers be incentivised to support capacity b uilding 

through work ing with less experienced/early -career researchers?  

ω What are the consequences of the increased focus of research funding on  

research - intensive institutions?  Should all teacher educators undertake 

research?   

ω How can the capacity of rese archers to engage and communicate effectively 

with practitioners, policy makers and ómediatorsô be developed? 

ω Do researchers  and/or HEIs  need to be more flexible in responding to the 

needs of government , perhaps through their own ómediatingô units? 

ω Is loca lity and  regional  understanding  still important ï given new  technology 

and the types of networks that can be developed?  How important is 

indigenous national research capacity?  

ω How can the capacity of policy maker s be dev eloped to work with researchers  

(including government analysts )  regarding  research  and its use?   

ω How can a better understanding/appreciation of the nature (and time scales) 

of different types of social science evidence be developed by policy maker s 

and researchers ? 

 



 Forum I Report  

67 
 

Bibliography  

 

Arist otle. (1963). Categories and De Interpetatione.  (J. L. Ackrill, Trans.) Oxford: 

Clarendon Press.  

Baker, J. (1999). ñCreating Knowlege, Creating Wealth:ò Realising the economic 

potential of Public Sector Research Establishments.  London: HM Treasury.  

Barry, P. (2008, November 27). Footnotes and fancy - free. Times Higher Education  , pp. 

42 -44.  

Becker, S., Bryman, A., & Sempik, J. (2006). Defining 'Quality' in Social Policy Research: 

Views, perceptions and a framework for discussion.  Lavenham: Social Policy Asso ciation.  

Behrens, M. (2007). Introduction. In M. Behrens (Ed.), La qualité en education  (pp. 1 -7). 

Qu®bec: Presses de lôUniversit® du Qu®bec. 

Bridges, D. (2008). Assessing the Quality of Research in Higher Education: The UK 

Research Assessment Exercise. In  T. Besley (Ed.), Assessing the Quality of Educational 

Research in Higher Education: International Perspectives  (pp. 85 -104). Rotterdam: 

Sense Publishers.  

Brown, S. (2008). Capacity and Quality in Education Research in Scotland: A Stimulus 

Report for the S FRE.  

Campbell, S., Benita, S., Coates, E., Davies, P., & Penn, G. (2007). Analysis for Policy: 

Evidence -based policy in practice.  London: GSRU.  

Daugherty, R. (2008). Reviewing National Curriculum Assessment in Wales: How can 

evidence inform the developmen t of policy? Cambridge Journal of Education  , 38  (1), 77 -

91.  

Daugherty, R., & Davies, S. (2008). Capacity and Quality in Education Research in 

Wales: A Stimulus Report for the SFRE.   

Davies, P. (2004). Is Evidence -Based Government Possible? Jerry Lee Lectu re 2004. 4th 

Annual Campbell Collaboration Conference, Washington, DC, 19 February 2004.   

DCSF. (2008). Department for Children, Schools and Families: Contract Award Notices . 

Retrieved October 1, 2008, from http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/: 

http://www.dcsf .gov.uk/research/data/general/Contract%20award%20notice%20(June

%2008)%20 -%20DCSF.doc  

DELNI. (2007). Department for Employment and Learning -  Research Agenda 2007 -

2009.  Retrieved October 1, 2008, from http://www.delni.gov.uk/researchagenda0709  

Demeritt, D. (2000). The New Social Contract for Science: accountability, relevance, and 

value in US and UK science and research policy. Antipole  , 32  (3), 308 -329.  

Diamond, I. (2005). Carfax keynote lecture. BERA Annual Conference, University of 

Glamorgan, Pontypridd,  17 September 2005.   



 Forum I Report  

68 
 

DIUS. (2008 a). A Vision for Science and Society: A consultation for developing a new 

strategy for the UK.  London: DIUS.  

DIUS. (2008 b). International comparative performance of the UK research base.  

Retrieved October 1, 2008, from http: //dius.ecgroup.net/files/75 -08 -R_on.pdf  

EC. (2007). Towards more knowledge -based policy and practice in education and 

training.  Brussels: European Commission.  

Fowler, Z., & Procter, R. (2008). Mapping the Ripples: an evaluation of TLRP's research 

capacity building strategy. TLRP Research Briefing, Number 62  .  

Furlong, J., & Oancea, A. (2005). Assessing Quality in Applied and Practice -based 

Educational Research.  Swindon: ESRC.  

Furlong, J., Hagger, H., & Furlong, C. (2007). Politics and Evidence -based Policy Making: 

The Review of Initial Teaching Training Provision in Wales. The Welsh Journal of 

Education  , 14  (1), 117 - 132.  

Gardner, J., & Gallagher, T. (2007). Gauging the Deliverable?: Educational Research in 

Northern Ireland. European Educational Research Jou rnal  , 6  (1), 101 -114.  

Gilbert, R. (2008). Challenges Facing Education Research in Australia. SFRE Forum I -  

16th and 17th October 2008.  Harrogate.  

Goldstein, H. (2008). Evidence and education policy -  some reflections and allegations. 

Cambridge Journal of  Education  , 38  (3), 393 -400.  

Gorard, S. (2008). Research impact is not always a good thing: a re -consideration of 

rates of "social mobility" in Britain. British Journal of Sociology of Education  , 29  (3), 

317 -324.  

Gorard, S., Rushforth, K., & Taylor, C. ( 2004). Is there a shortage of quantitative work 

in education research? Oxford Review of Education  , 30  (3), 371 -395.  

Hammersley, M. (2008). Troubling criteria: a critical commentary on Furlong and 

Oancea's framework for assessing educational research. Brit ish Educational Research 

Journal  , 34  (6), 747 -762.  

Hargreaves, D. H. (1996). Teaching as a research -based profession: Possibilities and 

prospects. Teacher Training Agency Annual Lecture.  London: Teacher Training Agency.  

HEFCE. (2007). Funding Higher Educa tion in England: how Hefce allocates its funds July 

2007/20.  Retrieved October 1, 2008, from 

https://www.hefce.ac.uk/Pubs/hefce/2007/07_20/07_20.pdf  

Hillage, J., Pearson, R., Anderson, A., & Tamkin, P. (1998). Excellence in Research on 

Schools.  London: DfE E. 

HM Treasury, DfES and DTI. (2003). Lambert review of Business -University 

Collaboration: Final report [The Lambert Report].  London: HMSO.  

Humes, W. (2007). The Infrastructure of Educational Research in Scotland. European 

Educational Research Journal  , 6  (1), 71 -86.  



 Forum I Report  

69 
 

Lawn, M., & Furlong, J. (2007). The Social Organisation of Education Research in 

England. European Educational Research Journal  , 6  (1), 55 -70.  

Lawn, M., & Rees, G. (2007). Mapping Education Research in the United Kingdom. 

European Educational Research Journal  , 6  (1), 52 -54.  

Leitch, R. (2008). Capacity and Quality in Education Research in Northern Ireland: A 

Stimulus Report for the SFRE.   

Levin, B. (2004). Making Research Matter More. Education Policy Analysis Archives  , 12  

(56).  

MacIntyre, A. (1985). After Virtue: A study in moral theory  (2nd ed.). London: 

Duckworth.  

MacNab, N., & Thomas, G. (2007). Quality in research and the significance of community 

assessment and peer review: education's idiosyncrasy. International Journal of Research 

& Met hod in Education  , 30  (3), 339 -352.  

McIntyre, D., & McIntyre, A. (1999). Capacity for Research into Teaching and Learning: 

Final Report.  Swindon: ESRC TLRP.  

McLeay, S. J. (2004). Reconciling RAE 2001 with RAE 2008: Social Sciences and 

Education.  

Mills, D.,  Jepson, A., Coxon, T., Easterby -Smith, M., Hawkins, P., & Spencer, J. (2006). 

Demographic review of the UK social sciences.  Swindon: ESRC.  

Morris, A. (2007). Research Centres: A report for the former DfES.  Retrieved December 

1, 2008, from http://www.sfre. ac.uk/resources/england  

Munn, P. (2008). Building research capacity collaboratively: can we take ownership of 

our future? British Educational Research Journal  , 34  (4), 413 -430.  

No Child Left Behind Act . (2001). Retrieved from 

http://www.ed.gov/policy/else c/leg/esea02/index.html  

Nussbaum, M. C. (2001). The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy 

and Philosophy.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Oancea, A. (2004a). The distribution of educational research expertise -  findings from 

the an alysis of RAE 2001 submissions: Part I. Research Intelligence  , 87 .  

Oancea, A. (2004b). The distribution of educational research expertise -  findings from 

the analysis of RAE 2001 submissions: Part II. Research Intelligence  , 88 .  

Oancea, A. (2007). Researc h policy and education research: Accountability phobia, or a 

clash of interpretations? Research Intelligence  , 100 , 20 -21.  

Oancea, A. (2008). Standardisation and Versatility in the Assessment of Education 

Research in the United Kingdom. In T. Besley (Ed.),  Assessing the Quality of Educational 

Research in Higher Education: International Perspectives  (pp. 105 -135). Rotterdam: 

Sense Publishers.  



 Forum I Report  

70 
 

Oancea, A., & Furlong, J. (2007). Expressions of excellence and the assessment of 

applied and practice -based research . Research Papers in Education  , 22  (2), 119 -137.  

Oancea, A., & Pring, R. (2008). The importance of being thorough: on systematic 

accumulations of 'what works' in educational research. Journal of Philosophy of 

Education  , 42  (S1), 15 - 39.  

OECD/CERI. (2003).  New Challenges of Educational Research.  Paris: OECD.  

Ozga, J. (2005). The Implications of KT Policy for Higher Education: ESRC Research 

Project on Knowledge Transfer in HE in Scotland.  Edinburgh: Centre for Educational 

Sociology, University of Edinburgh.  

Pollard, A. (2006). Challenges facing educational research: Educational Review Guest 

Lecture 2005. Educational Review  , 58  (3), 251 -267.  

Pollard, A. (2007a). Challenges for knowledge management systems in education for 

contemporary democracies.  Retrieved O ctober 1, 2008, from http://www.sfre.ac.uk/wp -

content/uploads/2008/10/challenges_for_knowledge_management_systems_in_educatio

n_for_contemporary_democracies.pdf  

Pollard, A. (2007b). Half full, half empty? Comparing education research with other 

social scien ces. (B. E. Association, Ed.) Research Intelligence  (100), 14 -15.  

Pollard, A. (2008). A knowledge management framework and some observations on UK 

context, quality and capacity. SFRE Forum I -  16th and 17th October 2008.  Harrogate.  

RCUK. (2007). Response t o the Project Report and Consultation on the Efficiency and 

Value - for -Money of Peer Review.   

RCUK. (2008). The Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers: An 

Agreement between the Funders and Employers of Researchers in the UK.  Retrieved 

October 1, 2008, from http://www.researchconcordat.ac.uk/documents/concordat.pdf  

Rees, G., & Power, S. (2007). Educational Research and the Restructuring of the State: 

the impacts of parliamentary devolution in Wales. European Educational Research 

Journal  , 6  (1), 87 -99.  

Rees, T. (2002). The Independent Investigation Group on student hardship and funding 

in Wales: reflections from the Chair. The Welsh Journal of Education  , 11  (1), 10 -17.  

Rickinson, M., Walker, M., & Rudd, P. (2005). Mid -Term Review of the ES RC's Teaching 

and Learning Research Programme.  Retrieved October 1, 2008, from 

http://www.tlrp.org/manage/documents/NFER_Final_TLRP_Report_March_2005.pdf  

Saunders, L. (2007). Editorôs introduction. In L. Saunders (Ed.), Educational Research 

and Policy -Maki ng: Exploring the border country between research and policy  (pp.xiii -

xxiv).  Abingdon: Routledge . 

Sebba, J. (2007). The supply side: Capacity building and the creation of appropriate 

incentives. Taking Stock of Educational R&D: Joint OECD -CORECHED Internat ional 

Expert Meeting, Bern, 1 -2 October 2007.   



 Forum I Report  

71 
 

Shavelson, R. J., & Towne, L. (Eds.). (2002). Scientific research in education.  

Washington, DC: The National Academies Press.  

Solesbury, W. (2001). Evidence based policy: whence it came and where it's going.  

London: ESRC Centre for Evidence Based Policy and Practice.  

Tooley, J., & Darby, D. (1998). Educational research -  a critique: a survey of published 

educational research .  London: Office for Standards in Education.  

Torres, J. (1996). Héxis et poios: essai d ôune analyse conceptuelle de la qualit®. 

Education permanente  , 126  (1), 31 -44.  

Towne, L., Wise, L. L., & Winters, T. M. (Eds.). (2005). Advancing Scientific Research in 

Education.  Washington, DC: The National Academies Press.  

Turville, L. S. (2007). The R ace to the Top: A Review of Goverment's Science and 

Innovation Policies.  London: HM Treasury.  

UK Funding Bodies. (2003). Review of Research Assessment: Report by Sir Gareth 

Roberts [The Roberts Report].   

WAG. (2007). The Learning Country: Vision into Actio n.  Retrieved October 1, 2008, from 

http://new.wales.gov.uk/dcells/general/policy_strategy_and_planning/learning/learningc

ountryvis -e.pdf?lang=en  

Weale, A. (2007). Peer Review: the challenges for the humanties and social sciences -  A 

British Academy Report.  London: British Academy.  

Whitty, G., & Wisby, E. (2008). Quality and Impact in Educational Research: Some 

Lessons from England under New Labour. In T. Besley (Ed.), Assessing the Quality of 

Educational Research in Higher Education: International Perspecti ves  (pp. 137 -153). 

Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.  

Wilson, A. (2008). Punching our weight: the humanities and social science in public 

policy making -  A British Academy Report.  London: British Academy.  

Yates, L. (2005). Is impact a measure of quality? Produci ng quality research and 

producing quality indicators of research in Australia? Keynote address for AARE Focus 

Conference -  Quality in Educational Research: Directions in policy and practice. 4th -  5th 

July 2005.  Cairns.  

 

 

 


