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Practitioner research and enquiry and its contribution in particular sectors 

Group facilitator: Lesley Saunders, education consultant
Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative practitioner research?

In the background papers the role of practitioner research and enquiry was characterised as supporting ‘the improvement of practice and provision to enhance the quality of learning and educational services (typically local government, schools and national agency funding)’.

The aim of the session was to explore the question:

Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative practitioner research and enquiry?

The group had a wide-ranging and lively discussion focused on the main question and also touching on a number of additional issues.

To begin with, the facilitator suggested that people sometimes use the terms ‘action research’, ‘applied research’, ‘R and D’ and ‘practitioner research’ in ways that imply connectivities or even overlaps in their meanings.  To avoid getting bogged down in trying to make hard and fast distinctions between them (given that time was short), she suggested that the terms could be treated as complementary:

	applied research
	outcome

	action research
	methodology

	R and D
	purpose

	practitioner research
	context


The tangible benefits to self and others of practitioner research were identified by the group as including:
· the creation of good stories (about enquiry and improvement)

· contribution towards an evidence base about teaching and learning

· identification and dissemination of best practice – or rather (since many did not like that term) quality of practice

· detailed description of innovations in particular real-life contexts

· contribution to the theorisation of teaching and learning

· deepening, even transformation, of individual practitioners’ thinking and practice – i.e. practitioner research as ‘powerful pedagogic process’.

· (re-)empowerment of practitioners as leaders of teaching and learning, enhancement of professional identity and sense of agency.

Participants agreed that the scale and scope of practitioner research in the UK is impressively large, although it also tends to be rooted in individualised practice and to be ‘random’ in terms of both participation and topic coverage rather than strategically supported and developed (an exception may be Wales, where practitioner research is increasingly well supported by the Welsh Assembly).

To realise its potential for supporting improvements to the system as a whole, practitioner research would need, at the least, to draw upon and foster:

· networks (of teachers and schools)

· partnerships (with HEIs and with local authorities)

· a sense of collective enterprise to complement lone study.

Sustaining practitioner research as a strategic activity for system-improvement was acknowledged to be a major challenge, not only because of the need for ongoing resources (time as well as funding) but also in terms of creating a sense of overall direction and of establishing over time an accessible corpus of knowledge, organised thematically, which could be accessed by other practitioners.

Much discussion revolved around the relationship between practitioner research as a local, context-specific, enquiry-led, process-oriented activity and the desire at national level for accumulated bodies of generalisable evidence , to which practitioner research by its nature may not be in a position to contribute directly – although more meta-analysis of existing practitioner research projects was thought to offer potential for cumulative knowledge.  Participants also suggested other ways in which the relationship between national and local research efforts might be actualised, such as:

· using practitioner research projects to test and develop proposed educational initiatives before they are implemented on a national scale

· deepening and critiquing the evidence from large-scale work with local case studies

· supporting local implementation and development of national initiatives (in curriculum, assessment and pedagogy)

· contributing to the identification of systemic issues in education (the ‘big questions’).

Some participants cautioned against the potential expropriation of practitioner research activity by central/national agencies, reminding colleagues that research by practitioners is also a democratic, grass-roots activity which helps to keep the educational ‘centre of gravity’ located in classroom teaching and learning.  Participants wanted to make clear that different types of research at different ‘levels’ within the education system have different purposes, outcomes and success criteria, and should not be assumed to be designed for the same ends.

So it was agreed that the challenge for the future will be to ensure that practitioner research can flourish as an integral, sustainable dimension of professional learning and innovative practice, and can contribute to strategic system-improvement, without turning it into an imposition to be designed and micro-managed from the centre.  For this to happen, there was also a recognition that practitioner research needs to be strengthened and supported by all the knowledge and skills that ‘professional’ academic researchers can offer – and that the existing examples of good working partnerships need to be better understood and promoted.

By the end of the session, participants seemed to agree that there was something quite distinctive about practitioner research that needs to be conserved – which might be described in terms of, for example:

· its intrinsic moral purpose  and sense of accountability-in-practice

· its direct and personal educative power 

· its responsiveness to, and respect for, the ‘lived moment’ of teaching and learning.

Identifying success criteria for practitioner research that acknowledge these characteristics alongside evidential/epistemological criteria might be a helpful next step.
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