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Executive Summary

The report responds to a consultancy contract issued by ESRC to review “the quality and impact of ESRC research completed over the past three years”.  The consultancy was conducted 1 November 2007 - 8 February 2008; 74 final reports were included.

Many of the research projects reviewed are at the forefront of current debates and advances in the field, particularly with respect to ‘evidence-based policy and practice’; the use of mixed method designs; and the development of new socio-cultural understandings of learning (broadly, socio-cultural theory). User involvement also features strongly in ESRC funded work, especially in the Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP). Empirical research on learning draws extensively on socio-cultural theory, across a range of educational phases and topics. The use and interrogation of theory in naturally occurring educational settings is a significant strength of ESRC-funded education research.  Related work on the role of social and cultural capital in learning, community cohesion and social reproduction also features in current ESRC research.

Other specific fields and topics in which ESRC-funded work is very clearly both drawing on and contributing to international developments include:
· Assessment and its relationship to teaching and learning;

· The integration of ICT/CAL technologies with educational contexts and learning cultures; this also includes developments in digital methods;

· Multi-modal analysis and the development of hyper-modality.

The field is less well represented on broader socio-political issues: globalization, and related issues of performativity and hybridity in culture and learning.

Funding is largely focused on formal school settings, along with substantial work on higher, adult and professional education. There is surprisingly little funded on pre-school/early years and less formal aspects of school-age children’s learning, including community-based learning. In terms of topics, across sectors, funding is concentrated on Maths, Science and ICT.  There seems to be an over-concentration on the ‘core curriculum’ and ‘shortage subjects’.  

There are extensive interdisciplinary links, the main contributory disciplines being Sociology and Psychology.  Significant interdisciplinary work is conducted in applied areas such as: computer-assisted learning; multi-modal work in linguistics and cultural studies; gender studies; management; social mobility; policy sociology; and the sociology of work.  However there are far fewer links with other ‘foundational’ disciplines such as Anthropology, History and Philosophy.  

The majority of investigations use mixed method designs and it is clear from the distribution of such methods across projects that TLRP has had a major influence on developing mixed method work. However a key issue with respect to the validity of Education research is the need for it to be undertaken in naturally occurring settings, with the concomitant need to get access to ‘naturalistic’ classroom action and/or similar educational encounters. It is important that the need to focus on particular contexts of action continues to be understood and developed as a strength of the field and more attention could be paid to developments in qualitative methods. 

Education research is disseminated widely and held in high esteem in significant international contexts: 195 major conference presentations were made by the 74 research projects, 119 of them at overseas meetings.  Likewise there is extensive user engagement. However this focuses on formal policymaking agencies and professionals; more links might be made with locally significant users such as parents and community groups.

A key issue for sustainability is the small number and high age of PIs.  This is especially pressing given the ending of TLRP (December 2008). Education is the second largest social science discipline with 2165 active researchers.  Yet only 80-100 Education proposals are submitted to ESRC each year and only c.20 are funded. Moreover 30/68 PIs in this review will be aged 60+ in 2008 and only 12 are below 50. 

Overall: ESRC support for larger scale mixed method designs, interdisciplinary work on ICT and CAL, and integrating theoretical and empirical work on the socio-cultural dimensions of learning has had a significant impact on the field. Nevertheless it can be argued that while the current ESRC investment in education produces excellent work, it is too narrow in focus.

A more expansive research agenda is required going forward, particularly to address issues of globalization, diversity and uncertainty in knowledge and values, and to better understand the extended learning which goes on in informal community settings.

Substantial developments have taken place in mixed method work but more links could be made with theoretical and methodological advances in qualitative work on race, ethnicities and the engagement of research participants in knowledge production.

The number of successful PIs in Education is very small compared to the size of the research active cohort as a whole.  Moreover many PIs are nearing or beyond retirement age.  An element of the small grant and/or first grant and/or fellowship budget should be ‘ring fenced’ for Education in order to boost the development of a new cohort of PIs.

The issue of ‘life after TLRP’ must be addressed: 

i. it should be clarified whether or not HEFCE core funding is going to be returned to Education through restoration of QR funding; 

ii. ieven if it is, a successor programme is required to stimulate the expansive research agenda outlined above and to develop a new cohort of PIs capable of designing and managing larger scale research activity.

Introduction
This report responds to a consultancy contract issued by ESRC to review “the quality and impact of ESRC research completed over the past three years”. Specifically, from the contract, the review includes:

“(i)
Developments in the Discipline
A summary of the development of the discipline over the past five years in the UK and internationally, including emerging areas of research, new theory and methods, interdisciplinary collaboration and international focus.

(ii)
Quality and Impact of ESRC Research
An assessment of the quality and impact of ESRC research completed over the past three years (as represented by the final reports that have been evaluated by the Council), and of the coverage and potential impact of the Council’s current investment in the discipline.  The analysis will cover:

· important research results, and the level of innovation, international focus and interdisciplinary collaboration

· the contribution of ESRC research to recent developments in the discipline

· the extent to which ESRC is providing the training and research resources necessary to underpin future research and impact

· the extent and quality of academic dissemination

· the degree of engagement with users, and impact on policy and practice.

(iii)
Recommendations
Conclusions about the contribution of ESRC research to the discipline and the quality and impact of the Council’s research.  Recommendations for increasing the quality and impact of ESRC investments, particularly the level of innovation in theory and methods, interdisciplinarity, international focus and involvement with research users.”

The consultancy was conducted 1 November 2007 - 8 February 2008, with an interim report submitted on 16 January 2008.  

This final report outlines the sources of data used in the Review and summarises recent developments in the discipline, before going on to report substantively on the distribution, scale, methods, quality and impact of Education Research funded by ESRC over the last three years. Key findings are summarized in a number of tables, with analytic commentaries, before an overall summary of achievements and emergent issues is presented.  The report concludes with recommendations.

Methods and data
The core of the report draws on: 

· all ESRC-funded research project final reports categorized as ‘Education’ and evaluated by ESRC over the last three years: 2005: n=18; 2006: n=27; 2007: n=29; total=74; 

· a sample of ‘nominated outputs’ (i.e. conference papers and journal articles produced from the projects, n=38). Almost all references in the report to UK research projects and publications derive from these nominated outputs or directly related publications. The exceptions are occasional references to edited collections and special issues of journals which are indicative of current developments in the discipline.

In addition, the project proposals were examined where available (n=50), as were a small sample of final reports submitted in other subject disciplines in order to generate some sense of comparative purchase on the Education data.

ESRC Annual Reports were also consulted for 2004-05, 2005-06 and 2006-07, as was the recent ESRC Demographic Review (ESRC 2005).

It should be noted, of course, that reports submitted during 2005, 2006 and 2007 derive from projects proposed and funded in earlier years (2001-2006) and thus conclusions relating to topic coverage and so forth may be slightly dated.  However all projects currently being funded are included in a summary of investments (Table 1) and current project titles and proposals have been reviewed to confirm conclusions drawn from Review evidence.  

Recent developments in the discipline

Background 

Educational research in the UK came under criticism in the late 1990s for being too small scale, irrelevant to users and of poor quality. The basic argument was that educational research had not provided a sound ‘knowledge base’ for educational practice, in the way that, for example, medical research had for medical practice. Many of these criticisms were more polemic than soundly based on evidence, and they certainly brought rejoinders and refutations. Nevertheless they provoked a debate about the various purposes of educational research; the relationship between research, policy and practice; the role of ‘end-users’ in research development; and the methods employed in educational research.  Similar debates resonated across the social sciences more generally (Blunkett 2000, CSS 2003) and similar issues have been raised internationally (NRC 2002). These debates are reflected in the developments outlined below.  One response in the UK was to set up the Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP).  This is a £30M+ programme, 2000-2008, funded by HEFCE and other contributors including government departments.  The HEFCE funding was retained from Education QR monies which would have been distributed across the sector via RAE gradings.  Thus more central control was exerted over educational research priorities and a significant element of what was general R-stream Education funding became subject to programme-driven competitive bidding.  TLRP is managed by ESRC with ESRC’s contribution being c.£3M to date (Annual Report 2006-07).  TLRP projects and outputs are very significantly represented in this Review and the ending of the programme will impact in a major way on the scale and scope of educational research funding, unless the funding is returned to HEFCE for Education QR distribution. Even if this is the case the total will not, presumably, include the matched funding levered from governments departments.  This is commented upon at various points in the report and a successor ESRC programme is required.

International developments

More generally, recent international developments in the field of education are driven by public policy initiatives and theoretical advance.  They revolve around:

a) globalization and its impact on various elements of education, specifically:

i) the development of ‘knowledge economies’ and educational efficiencies, and related developments in knowledge production, educational standards, accountability and performativity (cf. Burbules & Torres 2000; Epstein et al  2007; Lauder et al. 2006);

ii) the impact of migration, new ethnicities and hybrid learner identities; this can  also be linked with new theorizing about culture and race, especially in the USA (cf. Dolby & Rizvi 2007; Educational Researcher 35, 1, 2006; International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 19, 5, 2006); and with new developments in qualitative methods, privileging the voice of the research participant (cf. Davies & Gannon 2006; Denzin & Lincoln 2005);

b) the development of ‘evidence-based policy and practice’ to help improve the ‘knowledge base’ of education and raise standards of achievement (cf. Slavin 2002; Thomas & Pring 2004).

More specifically, theoretical and methodological advances in the discipline are located and reflected in:

c) debates over the validity, quality and utility of educational research, and the development of mixed methods which can combine detailed study of educational activity in naturally occurring settings, with larger scale surveys and quasi-experimental designs intended to produce more generalisable findings (cf. Educational Researcher 32, 1 2003; Gorard & Taylor 2005); there is also more critical engagement with these developments which are sometimes seen as too normative and hegemonic (cf. Denzin & Giardina 2006, Somekh & Schwandt 2007, Yates 2004); 

d) new theoretical understandings of the socially situated and co-constructed nature of learning (broadly: ‘socio-cultural theory’ cf. Cole 1996; Wenger 1998; International Journal of Educational Research 46, 3-4, 2007).

Each of these developments is manifest in recent research funded by ESRC, and many of the research reports reviewed are at the forefront of the latter three areas (i.e. b, c & d). Interestingly however, the first area, globalization and related issues in performativity and hybridity, is under-represented in recent awards: ESRC investments seem to be more oriented to applying theory and developing utility, rather than generating new perspectives and critique. This is perhaps understandable given the criticisms of the 1990s, outlined above, but it is a matter which ought to be addressed for the future.

UK work in these areas and related fields

The ‘evidence-based policy and practice’ movement is strongly represented in current UK educational research (Thomas and Pring 2004, Saunders 2007).  Linked to this are more general debates in the social sciences about the production of socially robust and useful (‘mode 2’) knowledge and the role of ‘end users’ in research activity (Gibbons et al 1994).  Such concerns likewise feature strongly in ESRC-funded educational research (cf. TLRP; Edwards, Sebba & Rickinson 2007).  Empirical research on learning draws extensively on socio-cultural theory, across a range of educational phases and topics (cf. Luckin et al 2005, Sutherland et. al. 2004), applying the theory to practice but also putting theory to the test of practice. This use and interrogation of theory in naturally occurring educational settings is a significant strength of ESRC-funded educational research.  Related international work on the role of social and cultural capital in learning, community cohesion and social reproduction (e.g. Bourdieu 1986, Coleman 1988, Puttnam 2000) also features in current ESRC work (cf. Croll 2004, Hodkinson and James 2003). Furthermore while socio-cultural theory and social/cultural capital theory derive from different disciplines and in many respects are quite distinct, overlaps are explored in UK research (e.g. Colley et. al. 2003) and this is likely to be an arena for further fruitful work 

Other specific fields and topics in which ESRC-funded work is very clearly both drawing on and contributing to international developments include:

Assessment and its relationship to teaching and learning (e.g. James et. al. 2006);

The integration of ICT/CAL technologies with educational contexts and learning cultures (e.g. Cushman & Klecun (2006), Gillen et. al. (forthcoming); Plowman & Stephens 2007); this also includes developments in digital methods (e.g. Armstrong et al 2005);

Multi-modal analysis and the development of hyper-modality (e.g. Burn forthcoming; Lancaster 2007).

It should also be noted that a recent Special Issue of the British Educational Research Journal included responses to TLRP from leading researchers internationally.  All recognized the innovative, large-scale, programmatic approach to developing research quality and building research knowledge.  Several lamented the fact that their own governments and funding agencies were not so far-sighted in their thinking (BERJ 33, 5, 781-804).

The scope, scale, quality and impact of ESRC-funded educational research 2005-07
Data extracted from end of award reports 2005-07 are summarized in the following tables. Table 1 also includes a summary of continuing investments.  The tables provide a basic descriptive overview of current work and emerging issues are identified in commentaries accompanying the tables.  

Investment by type of grant and institution

Table 1 indicates the distribution of ESRC’s recent and current investments in Education.  In total 51 institutions are listed: 38 ‘old’ universities, 12 ‘new’ post-1992 universities, and the Royal College of Music.  Thirty eight institutions received research grant funding and produced reports during the review period (i.e. 38 institutions produced the 74 reports reviewed here). A further 13 institutions received studentships and/or subsequent response mode or programme funding which has not yet produced reports.  Only lead institutions are listed; other institutions not listed may be involved in collaborative programme grants.  Thus the overall investment may include more institutions than the 51 listed.

Table 1: Education Award Research Reports for 2005/06/07 (n=74), and Continuing Awards including Fellowships and Studentships (2004-present), by lead institution. 
	Institution
	2005-07 Reports:

Small grants
	2005-07 

Reports: 

Standard Response Mode grants
	2005-07 

Reports:

Programme

grants
	Continuing

 awards:

Fellowships


	Continuing

awards:

Studentships


	Continuing awards:

Small grants
	Continuing

awards:

Standard

Response 

Mode

grants
	Continuing

Awards:

Programme

grants

	Aberdeen
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Bath
	1
	
	2
	
	
	
	1
	

	Birkbeck
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Birmingham
	1
	
	
	
	2
	1
	
	2

	Bristol
	
	
	4
	5
	20
	1
	
	1

	Cambridge
	1
	2
	1
	1
	18
	
	1
	1

	Cardiff
	
	
	
	1
	17
	
	1
	3

	Carmarthen

Trinity Coll.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	City Univ.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	Derby
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	Dundee
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Durham
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	Edinburgh
	1
	1
	1
	
	5
	1
	2
	1

	Exeter
	
	1
	
	
	6
	
	
	

	Glasgow
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Glasgow Caledonian
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Gloucester
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	Goldsmiths
	2
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	King’s CL
	1
	1
	1
	1
	4
	
	
	1

	Lancaster
	
	1
	
	1
	11
	
	
	

	Leeds
	1
	1
	1
	
	2
	
	
	

	Leicester
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	London Met
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	LSE
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Loughborough
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	Manchester
	
	
	
	1
	10
	
	1
	1

	Manchester Met.
	3
	
	
	
	1
	
	1
	

	Nottingham
	1
	
	
	
	7
	1
	1
	1

	Open
	2
	
	
	
	3
	
	2
	2

	Oxford
	2
	1
	1
	3
	9
	2
	
	2

	Oxford Brookes
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Plymouth
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Queen’s Belfast
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	1

	Reading
	1
	1
	
	
	
	
	1
	

	Roehampton
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	2
	

	RC of Music
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	Sheffield
	
	
	
	
	13
	
	
	1

	Southampton
	1
	1
	
	1
	
	
	
	2

	Stafford
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Stirling
	
	
	2
	
	
	1
	
	1

	Strathclyde
	
	
	1
	2
	
	
	
	1

	Sunderland
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	1
	1

	Surrey
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sussex
	
	
	2
	
	2
	
	
	2

	Swansea
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	UCL
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	UEA
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	UL Inst. of

Education
	2
	1
	4
	2
	27
	4
	2
	6

	Ulster
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	Warwick
	2
	1
	
	3
	
	2
	
	

	Wolverhampton
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	TOTALS
	30
	15
	28 (17)*
	21
	157
	19
	16
	37 (32)*


Note:
*TLRP, the Teaching and Learning Research Programme

Table 2: Summary of end-of-award reports 2005/06/07, by types of award

	Small grants
	Standard response 

Mode grants
	Programmes
	Fellowships
	Total

	30
	15
	28 (17 TLRP)
	1
	N=74


Table 3: Size of awards 2005/06/07

	<£50K
	£50-£100K
	£100-£150K
	£150-200K
	£200-250K
	£250-300K
	£300-350K
	£350-400K
	£400K+

(all LRP)
	Total

	36
	9
	7
	7
	3
	2
	1
	1
	8
	N=74


Note:
No FEC awards are included here.  FEC will impact on total funds awarded but is unlikely to alter the bi-modal distribution of Education awards.  However when TLRP ends, much smaller grants will presumably become the norm. Although the funding may be distributed in other ways (e.g. returned to HEFCE for Education QR distribution) it will cease to figure in ESRC awards unless a replacement programme is planned.

Funding is concentrated in Bristol, Cambridge, Oxford and the London Institute of Education, though perhaps the most notable feature of the above tables is that, overall, funding is rather thinly spread across institutions, with most awards in Table 3 being small or smaller grants (45 grants <£100K; 29 > £100K). 

The positive message is that expertise in educational research, as judged by successful bids to ESRC, remains widespread nationally and is being appropriately identified and funded by ESRC application procedures, despite intensive selectivity driven by the RAE. 

A more negative interpretation is that educational research, even when funded by ESRC, remains a relatively small-scale ‘cottage industry’, and that a major follow-up to TLRP funding is required to sustain and continue to develop the expertise that now exists in designing and managing large scale collaborative projects. It is notable that all grants over £400K are TLRP (Table 3) and that 32 of the 37 continuing programme grants recorded in Table 1 are TLRP.   It is also the case that the ESRC Demographic Review records Education as the second largest social science discipline with 2165 active researchers (calculated from 2001 RAE returns, ESRC 2005 p. 21).  Yet only 80-100 Education proposals are submitted to ESRC each year and only around 20 are funded (see Table 10b). Taken together with the age profile of Principal Investigators (Table 6), it is clear that a new generation of PIs with experience of managing large scale projects must be developed.

Studentships tend to be fairly concentrated, but not always correlated with research project funding. For example Manchester and Sheffield received 10 and 13 studentships respectively during the review period, when they were not in receipt of (or at least not reporting) funded projects.  Indeed Sheffield has only received one TLRP grant subsequently. Could/should studentships be linked more directly with ongoing response mode and programme funding?  Are student allocation procedures sensitive enough to identify changing locations of research expertise over time?

Investment by sector and topic

Table 4: Research Reports analysed by Phase of Education and Topic (n=74).

	
	Infants/

pre-school
	Reception/

Early Years
	Primary
	Secondary
	Cross-phase

(schools)
	Cross-phase (sch/FE/

HE)
	FE
	Informal/

Adult Ed.
	HE
	Total

	ICT teaching & learning
	
	2
	2
	4
	1
	
	
	3
	2
	14

	Numeracy/

Maths Ed
	
	
	2
	5
	2
	
	
	
	
	9

	Home-school relations
	
	
	4
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	6

	Literacy/

English
	2
	
	
	1
	2
	
	
	
	
	5

	Science Ed
	
	
	
	2
	3
	
	
	
	
	5

	Comparative Ed
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	3
	4

	Gender
	
	
	2
	1
	
	
	
	1
	
	4

	Policy

Analysis
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	1
	1
	1
	4

	Citizenship,

Identity, Values
	
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	1
	
	3

	Creativity & creative thinking
	
	
	3
	
	
	
	
	
	
	3

	Group work
	
	
	1
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	3

	Learning cultures
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	1
	3

	Social class & ed.achievement
	
	
	
	1
	
	2
	
	
	
	3

	Teaching French
	
	
	
	3
	
	
	
	
	
	3

	Assessment
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	2

	Attitudes to Education
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	1
	2

	Leadership & Management
	
	1
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	2

	Play/learning through play
	
	1
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	2

	Race & Educn.
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2

	Research & Policy
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	2

	Teachers’ Work
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	2

	Work-based learning
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	2

	Critical thinking
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	1

	Deaf Education
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	MFL (other than French)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	1

	Moral panics & professional work
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	1

	School improvement/ development
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	1

	Subject choice
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	1

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTALS
	3
	4
	17
	23
	19
	4
	2
	9
	10
	91


Note:
Topics (listed below in order of totals) exceed 74 since projects sometimes span more than one topic 

(e.g. Maths and Science Education; Home School Relations and Race)

Analysis across sectors

The category ‘Cross phase (schools)’ involves research investigating activities in both primary and secondary school.  Thus school-focused work, i.e. primary + secondary + cross phase (schools), is conducted in 59/91 cases.  

Studies involving Further Education, Higher Education, and adult and continuing education total 25/91, though only 2 of these (i.e. 2/91) focus on FE per se. Cross phase work including FE adds a further 4 cases = 6/91. Thus despite policy interest in the 14-19 age group, and significant concerns in the field about exclusion and the vocational/academic divide, it would seem that most research interest in post-compulsory education has in fact been concentrated on the HE/widening participation/lifelong learning agenda and professional education, rather than on vocational education as such, with HE and various forms of Adult Education being identified as the focus of studies 19 times.

Interestingly however, when looking across the sectors, the most obviously under-represented sector is pre-school and Early Years.  This is especially puzzling given current policy interest in cross-professional/multi-professional working in relation to Early Years/Sure Start initiatives.  The relatively few projects funded may indicate a lack of qualified researchers working in the Early Years field and/or a perceived lack of status/importance of such work within the refereeing community.  Furthermore, it is also the case that 32 of the 37 continuing programme grants are TLRP (Table 1).  Of these, 9 are funded within the ‘Technology Enhanced Learning’ extension and largely comprise awards to university Computing and Informatics departments, and subject departments such as Geography and Dentistry.  Within the TLRP programme as a whole, only 2 programmes are listed on the TLRP website under ‘Early Years and Foundation’, and 6 under ‘Primary Education’; as compared to 14 under ‘Higher Education’, 7 under ‘Workplace Learning’ and a further 6 under ‘Professional Learning’ and ‘Lifelong Learning’.  Overall the focus on higher education and various forms of adult, professional and continuing education is surprising given the importance of, and continuing interest in, early years and primary education, and any successor to TLRP may wish to address this.

Analysis across topics

‘ICT, teaching and learning’ has attracted most interest/funding (14), while Maths and Science education, together, also total 14.  Furthermore many of the ICT projects also involve a focus on maths and/or science education. Overall, combining topic with sector, ICT, Maths and/or Science feature 21 times in studies located in the compulsory school sector.  Thus it would appear that while research on the compulsory school sector attracts significant funding, much of this is focused on a narrow range of topics.

Other curriculum areas are much less represented including Literacy/English (5), with nothing specifically funded on the Arts or Humanities.  Individual projects focusing on creativity in the primary school, and sustainable development issues, featured aspects of Art and Geography; and a project on using ICT to develop argumentation featured secondary school History.  However these subjects were treated as contexts for the studies rather than the focus for the studies per se.  Similarly there is only one project related to special education (Deaf Education) and nothing funded on PE/health-related issues or bullying. Race also seems to receive relatively little funding (especially given the major international attention it attracts, noted earlier). Given these omissions, it is perhaps surprising that 3 projects focused very specifically on teaching secondary school French.  New awards in education do now address some of these omissions (two small grants on health issues and a standard grant on sexualities in school); and it is not that a wide range of topics are not funded, clearly they are.  But overall there seems to be a concentration on the ‘core curriculum’ and ‘shortage subjects’, which seems to reflect a rather narrow set of policy priorities rather than advancement of the field as a whole.

Equally it is interesting that informal education of adults is identified 9 times, but informal education only features twice in the context of compulsory schooling (Play/learning through play).  There is a lack of work in the 5-16 age range on relatively informal contexts such as ‘outward bound’ activities, visits to museums, work experience, sport; and indeed on out-of-school activities such as ICT use in the context of gaming and social networking.  The playing of computer games was funded once, to investigate whether gaming knowledge and skills could be developed in school ICT contexts. But rather than trying to develop and evaluate ICT use within schools, perhaps funding could investigate (and schools utilize) the skills developed by out-of-school ICT use. Once again, with respect to school education, the field seems overly focused on the formal parameters of the compulsory curriculum.

Demography of Principal Investigators and Research Assistants/Fellows

Table 5: Sex of PIs
	M
	F

	26
	42


Note:
n=68 since some PIs held more than 1 award
Table 6: Age in 2008 (i.e. at next birthday)

	
	<30 yrs
	30-39
	40-49
	50-59
	60-69
	70-79
	80+
	

	PIs*
	0
	5***
	7
	26
	26
	3
	1
	

	RAs**
	2
	24
	24
	17
	9
	0
	0
	


Notes:
* n=68 since some PIs held more than 1 award.

** n= 76.  Many projects employed more than 1 RA, sometimes the same RA was employed on more than 1 project, but also, often, DoB of RAs was not recorded in the final report questionnaire.

*** 3 youngest PIs are from Politics and Engineering.  

The 2 youngest PIs from Education departments are 38 and 39 yrs.

Age at next birthday is reported rather than age when research report was submitted since some reports are already 2-3 years old.  It is important to establish the age profile going forward from this Review in 2008.  The resultant profile starkly illustrates the capacity issues facing educational research since many PIs featured in this collection of ESRC’s most recent Education reports are nearing, and some are beyond, retirement age.  

30/68 PIs will be aged 60+ this year.  Moreover only 12 are below 50, i.e. in the age group coming through to replace retiring staff (and, of those, 3 are not located in Education departments).  The recent ESRC Demographic Review noted with concern that 52% of all research active Education staff were over 50 years of age and 70% were over 46 years (ESRC 2006 p. 44); but the figures in Table 6 for the sub-group of very successful researchers who are ESRC PIs are even more worrying. 

Of the 30 PIs aged 60+, 16 are women and 12 are TLRP Project Directors (out of 17 TLRP projects reported). There would seem to be a pressing need for a major investment to be planned, similar in scale to, and in effect replacing, TLRP, so that PIs in their 40s and early 50s gain experience of managing large, complex, cross-institutional projects. 

Additionally some element of the small grant and/or first grant schemes could be focused on Education staff aged under 50.  Education RAs, in particular, would benefit from such a targeting of the small grant and first grant schemes.  The age profile of RAs is much higher than might be anticipated from a straightforward disciplinary view of post-doctoral entry to academic work.  This is likely to be because entrants to Education research usually have prior professional teaching experience and come into higher education mid-career. The Demographic Review also notes this issue (p.44). As such their career development needs to be accelerated in order to replace PIs at an appropriate rate.

Balance of pure and applied research 

Table 7: types of research
7a: PI Self Category (from proposals):

	
	Pure

Basic
	Orientated

Basic
	Applied

Strategic
	Applied

Specific

	
	1
	19
	18
	12

	Totals:

Basic/Applied
	
	20
	
	30


Note:
n<74 since not all proposals were available for analysis (especially TLRP programme proposals which would probably increase the number of ‘Applied’ self categorizations)

7b: Post hoc categorisation from reports, n=74:

	
	Basic
	Applied

	
	41
	33


The discrepancy between proposal self categorization and categorization from the final reports is interesting. Some of the discrepancy may be accounted for by the missing proposals, but this is unlikely to alter the overall pattern of self-categorisation. Perhaps Education proposals overplay ‘utility’ issues and audiences, and underplay contribution to knowledge?  This might indicate some tactical judgment being exercised with respect to the refereeing process in current utility-oriented circumstances, and/or lack of confidence about the scientific audience for Education research.   

Cross disciplinary and inter-disciplinary links

Table 8: Other contributory disciplines
Disciplines listed in rank order from proposals identifying ‘Other Contributory Discipline’ in addition to Education being identified as the ‘Main Discipline’.

	Sociology
	19
	
	Statistics & methodology
	3

	Psychology
	15
	
	Interdisciplinary studies
	3

	Linguistics
	9
	
	Economics 
	1

	Social Policy
	8
	
	Socio-legal Studies
	1

	Management 
	3
	
	
	


Note:
N<74 since not all proposals were available for analysis and some did not identify any ‘Other Contributory Discipline’; however n>50 (the numbers of proposals available) since more than one ‘other contributory discipline’ is often identified.

Contributory disciplines are mainly Sociology and Psychology.  This is confirmed by examining report and proposal bibliographies which largely draw on and seek to contribute to theory and methodology in Sociology and Psychology; it also resonates with the engagement with socio-cultural and social capital theory identified earlier.  It is notable too, from reports and nominated outputs, that significant interdisciplinary work is conducted with substantive fields including: computer assisted learning; multi-modal work in linguistics and cultural studies; gender studies; management, leadership and institutional development; social mobility; policy sociology; and the sociology of work.  

One discipline notable by its absence from Table 8 is Anthropology.  This may signal a focus on policy-relevant topics and short(er) timescales than might normally be associated with anthropological investigations, but given the apparent centrality of ‘culture’ to many projects identified with Psychology and Sociology its absence is surprising. It is, perhaps, indicative of a lack of funding for (non-programme) longitudinal studies and/or lack of belief among the educational research community that longer term qualitative studies will be funded.

It is also noticeable that ESRC does not provide either ‘History’ or ‘Philosophy’ as discipline categories and thus these are never named as contributory disciplines in Education proposals.  Significant philosophical and related theoretical work on Education is conducted in the UK (cf Bridges and Smith 2007) and it may be that research in the History and/or Philosophy of Education is submitted to AHRC. However it does not appear to be funded by ESRC.  This constitutes a significant omission with respect to the long term theoretical and methodological development of the field as a whole. 

Research design and methods

Table 9: Categorisation of Research Methods from reports

	Quantitative
	Mixed methods
	(Quant. or Mixed Methods

Using Experimental or

Quasi-expt. Design)
	Qualitative

	6
	41
	(14;  i.e. 14/47)
	25


Note:
n=72 (2 reports were from seminar series)
The majority of investigations used mixed methods, often involving a combination of observation, interview and a survey and/or analysis of secondary (usually official) data which in turn required statistical analysis of results.  A substantial majority (47=65%) used mixed or quantitative methods and, of these, 14 (19%) employed an experimental or quasi-experimental design involving some combination of pre-test/post-test and/or control group design. This use of mixed methods designs is certainly in keeping with trends internationally (cf. Educational Researcher 32, 1, 2003). Moreover it is clear from the distribution of such methods across projects that TLRP has had a major influence on developing mixed method work. 

Whether the trend towards mixed methods should be taken further is a moot point however. A key issue with respect to the validity of Education research is the need for it to be undertaken in naturally occurring (rather than experimental) settings, with the concomitant need to get access to ‘naturalistic’ classroom action and/or similar educational encounters. It might be argued that maximising validity would lead the field towards more in-depth ‘anthropological’ studies but, as we have seen, these are not being proposed. Table 9 indicates 25 projects (35%) did employ exclusively qualitative methods, but these often involved interviewing as the key method, and over relatively short timescales, rather than long term ethnographic observation. 

The policy imperative of generalisability demands larger and more securely representative samples, and it may be that this is limiting ethnographic work and leading to the use of mixed methods.  However, with limited funding, even mixed methods may have to be based on relatively small samples as depth is traded for breadth.  Thus it may be that the field now requires, fewer, but larger scale, quantitative designs (including longitudinal panel studies), and fewer, but larger scale and longer term qualitative designs; rather than mixed methods which may entail spreading resources too thinly and not doing either job as well as possible. 

In any case, it is important that the need to focus on particular contexts of action is understood and developed as a strength of the field, not a weakness, perhaps by commissioning longer term ethnographic studies, supporting new developments in qualitative methods and/or offering network funding to smaller projects to link together and build knowledge across projects and over time. 

The quality and impact of educational research

Education’s success rate in securing awards is similar to comparable subject disciplines, especially with respect to the more applied/professional fields of Management and Social Policy.  Education is ranked 7th (out of 19 disciplines) for total number of grants won in 2006-07, and indeed 3rd if only standard response mode grants are compared.

Table 10: Quality of Research Applications

Applications and awards by discipline 2004-2007: 

Education and selected discipline comparators*
	
	Rank order 

2006-07†
	Total

Applications
	
	
	Total

Awards  
	
	
	% 

Success

Rate
	
	

	
	
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Education
	7
	83
	100
	97
	20
	20
	13
	24
	20
	13

	Management
	6
	63
	65
	63
	14
	12
	15
	22
	18
	24

	Psychology
	1
	240
	268
	230
	72
	91
	89
	30
	34
	39

	Social Policy
	9
	38
	64
	30
	8
	13
	9
	21
	20
	30

	Sociology
	3
	97
	126
	118
	25
	30
	24
	26
	24
	20


Notes:
*Figures derived from ESRC Annual Report 2006-07

† rank order out of 19 disciplines, by total number of grants awarded

Tables 11a - 11d demonstrate that the quality of Education research reports as reflected in peer review is comparable with other congruent, contributory disciplines and, over time, better than other similar professional fields.

Tables 11a – 11d: Quality of Research Reports, as evaluated by ESRC rapporteurs
Reports listed by year and evaluation category, with selected discipline comparators*

Table 11a: 2005
	
	Outstanding
	Good
	Problematic
	Unacceptable
	Total

	Education
	4
	14
	0
	0
	18

	Management
	6
	6
	1
	0
	13

	Psychology
	19
	57
	2
	0
	78

	Social Policy
	1
	7
	1
	0
	9

	Sociology
	7
	33
	5
	0
	45


Table 11b: 2006
	
	Outstanding
	Good
	Problematic
	Unacceptable
	Total

	Education
	6
	19
	2
	0
	27

	Management
	6
	20
	2
	0
	28

	Psychology
	24
	40
	1
	0
	65

	Social Policy
	3
	10
	0
	0
	13

	Sociology
	10
	35
	1
	0
	46


Table 11c: 2007

	
	Outstanding
	Good
	Problematic
	Unacceptable
	Total

	Education
	5
	23
	1
	0
	29

	Management
	6
	18
	3
	0
	27

	Psychology
	25
	64
	3
	0
	92

	Social Policy
	5
	14
	0
	0
	19

	Sociology
	22
	38
	2
	0
	62


Table 11d: Cumulative percentages 1999-2007

	
	Outstanding
	Good
	Problematic
	Unacceptable
	Total

	Education
	23
	70
	6
	1
	100

	Management
	13
	69
	17
	1
	100

	Psychology
	25
	70
	4
	0
	99

	Social Policy
	20
	67
	13
	0
	100

	Sociology
	21
	70
	9
	0
	100


Note:
*Data drawn from ESRC records
Impact on  the international research community and research users
Table 12 indicates that a total of 195 major conference presentations were made by the 74 research projects, 119 of them at overseas meetings.  It should also be noted, of course, that these were papers produced in time to be referred to in final reports. It is clear that ESRC-funded Education research is disseminated widely and held in high esteem in significant international contexts, a reputation that is confirmed by the international responses to TLRP cited earlier (BERJ 33, 5, 781-804).

Table 12: Scientific Impact
As judged by major conference presentations listed in final reports under ‘Dissemination’ and ‘Activities’

	
	BERA
	OTHER 

UK
	EERA
	EARLI
	OTHER

EUROPEAN
	AERA
	OTHER

USA/

CANADA
	OTHER

WORLD WIDE

	
	40
	36
	15
	10
	44
	20
	11
	19

	TOTALS/ region
	
	76 UK
	
	
	69 Euro
	
	
	50 USA & w/wide


Notes:
total conference and seminar presentations significantly exceed these figures, those listed are judged to be major, usually refereed, presentations, to significant international meetings

BERA: British Educational Research Association Annual Conference

EERA: European Educational Research Association Annual Conference (also sometimes known as ECER)

EARLI: European Association for Research in Learning and Instruction

AERA: American Educational Research Association Annual Conference

Table 13: User Impact

As judged by user contacts and involvement listed under ‘Dissemination’, ‘Activities’ and Nominated User referees; in rank order:

	Schools & other

teacher groups incl.

subject associations
	27
	
	GTC
	7

	LEAs
	19
	
	LSDA/LSC
	7

	DfES/DCSF
	16
	
	BECTA
	4

	Devolved govt/

Assemblies*
	13
	
	HMI/OfSTED
	4

	QCA
	10
	
	TTA/TDA
	3

	Teacher Unions
	9
	
	Other**
	59


Notes:
*13/74 projects were funded in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales; all established links with the devolved administrations.

** Includes charities, voluntary associations, exam boards, HE and Adult Education voluntary groups and various non-departmental government bodies.

There is extensive engagement with users. It is interesting that schools, teacher groups (including subject associations) and LEAs are cited far more often than formal policymaking and regulatory bodies such as DfES, OfSTED and TDA.  It would appear that researchers think dissemination can be more effective through ‘capillaries’, rather than ‘arteries’.  It is also interesting that although relatively few projects are funded in the devolved regions, significant links are established with the devolved administrations, perhaps indicating that researchers believe these administrations are more open to considering research evidence, than are DCSF/HMI/TDA in England.  Edwards, Sebba and Rickinson (2007, p.656) note a similar trend.

Conclusions and recommendations
Educational research in the UK has recovered from the criticisms of the late 1990s.  If they ever were justified, they certainly are no longer. The discipline, and debates about what constitute key issues, have moved on.   The ESRC investments reviewed here have contributed very substantially to this change and are at the forefront of current work in the field, both reflecting and contributing to, contemporary international debates.  Notable examples have been cited throughout the report and are included in the references.  ESRC support for larger scale mixed method designs, interdisciplinary work on ICT and CAL, and integrating theoretical and empirical work on the socio-cultural dimensions of learning has had a significant impact on the field.

Nevertheless issues have been identified throughout this review with respect to the focus of investment, the need for further developments in theory and methodology, and the production of a new generation of PIs capable of designing and managing large scale projects. 

It can be argued that what has been funded recently is of excellent quality but rather too narrow in focus, with an over-concentration on: 

i) the core curriculum of compulsory schooling; and 

ii) higher/adult education as compared to, for example, early years education 

(which might be characterised as attempting to fix the problem of skills development and social exclusion rather than preventing the problem of skills development and social exclusion).  

A contributory factor to this narrow focus may be that Education research is conducted in a policy context dominated by assertive central agencies and government departments, rather than being pro-actively developed as an intellectual field, albeit in dialogue with policy and end-users. It can be further argued that the one-size-fits-all ‘standards agenda’ in educational policymaking has run its course and that what is needed going forward is a focus on diverse experiences of learning, in and for an uncertain world. Understanding and addressing the disputability of knowledge and values is a key issue for education and education research. This would involve investigating issues of personalized learning, informal learning, and out-of-school learning, such that we better understand how to support learning in interaction with schooling, rather than force it to accord with institutionalized learning through schooling.  This could form the basis for a more expansive research agenda.  Work on supporting informal learning does seem to be developing in higher and continuing education, but not for the 5-16 age range.  

Specific topics might include informal learning at home and in the community with respect to, for example, ICT use including gaming and social networking, learning and using community languages, inter-generational caring and learning, identity and values development in the context of hybridity.  Topics could also include investigating less formal activities undertaken within the school curriculum: e.g. museum visits, sports and work experience (especially in the context of current 14-19 curriculum initiatives).

Methodologically such work would require a shift towards longer term more ethnographic enquiries of home-school relationships and learning in the community. It would also involve longitudinal panel studies of educational experience and achievement over time.  Theoretically it would involve extending and integrating socio-cultural theories of learning with new understandings of social and cultural capital and how learning can be better supported in the community as well as in school. Further theoretical and methodological development would involve better understanding the discursive construction of learner identities in different contexts of action, and addressing key issues of access and representation in the research process with respect to participants’ voice/perspective/ethical involvement and so forth.  In this respect, collaborations with the community might be included in an expanded notion of collaboration with ‘users’ (which, currently, are largely defined as formal policymakers and educational professionals). This could see the field move towards what might be termed a broader form of ‘civic engagement’.

What is suggested here is not an absolute change in priorities, but a shift of emphasis over time so that less formal aspects of pre-school and school-age children’s learning, including community-based learning, come to be understood more fully, especially in the context of increasing availability and use of ICT in the home.  

At the same time, some form of replacement for TLRP is becoming urgent and a new cohort of PIs, capable of planning and managing large scale projects, needs to be developed.  Without changing the overall balance of investments too substantially (i.e. between small grants, standards response-mode grants and programme grants) it may be that network funding could be provided for smaller grants to maximize connectivity between projects and build collaborative understandings over time; while at the same time a successor programme to TLRP could be launched to take forward some of the ideas outlined above.

One context of action for such a programme, which would also further develop links with users (and a broader range of users) might be to develop research-driven, community-based ‘education development zones’ where collaborative interdisciplinary research is developed with local communities.  Such communities might involve existing administrative structures such as local education authorities, and thus be oriented very directly towards integrating community learning with school learning, but equally could involve developing research with local community groups such as local sports’ clubs, youth and community centres, mother and toddler groups, and so forth. Such communities might also be virtual, and include those using the internet to communicate with friends and family both nationally and internationally.

In summary:

The current ESRC investment in education produces excellent work but is rather narrow in focus.

A more expansive research agenda is required going forward, particularly to address issues of globalization, diversity and uncertainty in knowledge and values, and to better understand the extended learning which goes on in informal community settings.

Substantial developments have taken place in mixed method work but more links could be made with theoretical and methodological advances in qualitative work on race, ethnicities and the engagement of research participants in knowledge production.

The number of successful PIs in Education is very small compared to the size of the research active cohort as a whole.  Moreover many PIs are nearing or beyond retirement age.  An element of the small grant and/or first grant and/or fellowship budget should be ‘ring fenced’ for Education in order to boost the development of a new cohort of PIs.

Network funding should also be earmarked for small grant applications to enable better links across projects and over time.

The issue of ‘life after TLRP’ must be addressed: 

i. it should be clarified whether or not HEFCE core funding is going to be returned to Education through restoration of QR funding; 

ii. even if it is, a successor programme is required to stimulate the expansive research agenda outlined above and to develop a new cohort of PIs capable of designing and managing larger scale research activity.
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