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Strategic Forum for Research in Education





Applied research and its contribution in particular sectors 

Group facilitator: John Gardner, Queen’s University Belfast
Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative applied research?

This group was designated ‘compulsory/post-compulsory (C/PC)’ and therefore unsurprisingly comprised members from a variety of bodies that included funders, a teacher education organisation, schools, a representative body for universities, a commercial organisation serving schools and several universities.

Right from the beginning the notion of ‘applied’ research was problematised. The definition offered in the SFRE II handbook was considered: ‘Applied research … is usually designed to solve practical problems or inform current issues and initiatives rather than to acquire knowledge for its own sake’. 

It was recognised that from a funder perspective (e.g. policy makers) problem solving might be an underpinning motive (e.g. improving literacy). However,  the definition could just as explicitly mention both illuminative and creative research activities to pilot new ideas and practices, and evaluative research activities to inform the ‘current issues and initiatives’, none of which require a ‘problem’ to be identified. It was also argued that all of these activities have the potential to contribute to theoretical and methodological developments.
· There was a consensus that applied research should NOT be confined by definition or otherwise into a narrowly bounded framework.
Following on this, the discussion arrived at a number of broadly consensual positions including:

· Current patterns of rushed and restricted timescales and resourcing were considered to hinder attempts at addressing the ‘enduring’ issues in educational research effectively. A more strategic approach to these, à la TLRP, should be given priority.

· The balance between reactive and pro-active capacity in applied educational research is currently too far towards the former and is holding back the potential for innovation.
· The policymaker/researcher interface still lacks a positive and mutually beneficial platform and engaging policy makers EARLY in applied research and its outcomes is considered imperative.

· There remains insufficient evaluation of the impact on schools and their operations of the initiatives that emanate from applied research. 
Reference to the ‘weaknesses’ perceived in educational research in the RAE Panel Report also prompted discussion with a degree of agreement on the need to promote inter alia:
· Systematic reviewing

· Longitudinal research (not necessarily a major weakness but identified as having much greater potential than was being realised at present)

· Curriculum research (the possibility of some divergence of perspectives between RAE and ESRC on this issue was noted)

· The coherence of research within the FE sector and on FE sector issues
· Innovation (mention was made the ESRC’s £5million upcoming autumn call for proposals)
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