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Applied research and its contribution in particular sectors 

Group facilitator: Ian Menter, University of Glasgow
Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative applied research?

An initial discussion focussed on definitions of applied research. It was suggested that the term related to the purpose of the research and that the key (distinctive) criterion for judging such research was whether it led to improvements in education policy and/or practice – the betterment of educational experiences. It could be distinguished from evaluative research by its greater open-endedness – it did not usually focus on a particular initiative or policy.  Reference was made to the large range of TRP projects, AERS activities and the wide range of activities reported under this heading in the country reports.  

Good applied research would not be esoteric and would be less likely than pure research to originate in educational theory, more likely to originate in an educational problem or question.

There may still be a tendency in HE to position applied research as in some way inferior to ‘pure’ research, although members of the group actually largely rejected the overall categorisations that had been offered as misleading and/or unhelpful.

The group was reminded that the RAE sub-panel had indicated that some of the very best education research was that which was clearly ‘applied’ in its orientation.

This is not to say however that applied research should not be informed by theory, indeed such research should reasonably be expected to make a significant contribution to theory. Furthermore applied research should be characterised by methodological rigour as much as any other form of education research.

A number of issues concerning communication were also raised.  It was felt important that all stakeholders should have engagement in the research process throughout – from inception, during and in the post-research dissemination.  In other words, commissioners, users, participants should all be working with the researchers at all stages in the process.  Some commissioning bodies (e.g. government departments) also experience difficulty internally in ensuring that for example policy officers pay attention to research that has been commissioned by their analytical services.

It was felt that applied research – which in many ways was the core of educational research – is currently somewhat vulnerable across the UK. The RAE funding outcomes would put pressure on many university education departments, TLRP and AERS were both finished and WERN would soon be over. So, funding for applied research would largely have to be found from Research Councils and government departments and their related agencies. It was suggested that at a time of great restriction of resources, government departments would not be making large-scale investments but would tend to prioritise short-term small-scale evaluative projects, some of which, it was suggested, were little more than post hoc audits, for quality assurance purposes, rather than genuine research. Had TLRP and AERS created something of a ‘dependency culture’ among education researchers? Where would future funding come from?
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