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Applied research and its contribution in particular sectors 

Group facilitator: Pat Broadhead, Leeds Metropolitan University

Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative applied research?
This group’s discussions focussed on compulsory services, including services for young children and families, schooling and services for young people aged 14-19 years. 
The papers provided offered useful starting points for the defining of terms. It was generally agreed that a main purpose of applied research was to make a difference in relation to specified issues through appropriate application. This should, in general, relate to the inter-related phases of research and ideally should involve those for whom the difference is being made as early and as often as possible within the research process. 
It was acknowledged that this is one of the inherent and perhaps greatest challenges of applied research; to create spaces within which outsider researchers and insider practitioners might come together in equal partnerships given their respective strengths, knowledge and day to day practices. However, when achieved in this way, applied research has the inherent potential to bridge the theory-practice gaps that, when they prevail, can undermine intelligently applied solutions in educational and related settings.
The group considered some of their own practical difficulties in relation to their experiences of applied research funded by government departments. Ideally, they would have liked to secure interested ‘insider’ partners at an early stage of the bid and to involve them in preparation of the submission as a forerunner to deeper partnerships if successful. However, the time-scales required for submission often precluded this approach although may not necessarily preclude the development of research partnerships at a later stage. Some group members spoke of what they saw as unreasonable interference in research processes in progress by government individuals and attempts to manipulate findings. They were unsure whether this was borne of a general policy thrust or an individual’s desire to have some degree of control. The group were pleased to hear acknowledgement by government representatives of the impact of the timescales and a stated awareness that research-practitioner partnerships were an aspiration for them also and indeed had been successfully achieved in some cases. There were potential models on which to build.

There were discussions around the perceived status of applied research within RAE/REF developments. Previous statements relating to the high status of applied research within the RAE process were generally welcomed and accepted as having been applied overall. There were concerns relating to future developments and a growing awareness that some HEIs were becoming once again dismissive of applied research in favour of pure research. A previously rising trend in status was now seen to be in danger of decline and group members felt that all should be done to resist this decline and to continue to emphasise the contribution that applied research can and does make in all aspects of life in settings and schools through its inherent capacity to contextualise, articulate and positively influence deeper understanding of the complexities of teaching and learning.
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