SFRE Research Briefing

Unlocking Learning?

Towards Evidence-informed
Policy and Practice in Education

For too long, education practitioners, policy-makers and researchers have been trapped in their parallel

worlds, peering at each other from afar - but their knowledge about education makes an essential
contribution to democratic debate and to informed judgement in policy and practice. SFRE brought

together stakeholders from England, Northern Irelan
There is much to celebrate in UK provision. However,

d, Scotland and Wales for meetings during 2008-10.
there are also significant, cost-effective opportunities

for adding value. We need to unlock this potential. SFRE’s final report outlines six steps in the development

and mobilisation of knowledge and makes suggestion

Knowledge development and mobilisation

Origination and planning: educational research is carried
out in awide variety of ways across the UK, but with limited
strategic investment in studies of enduring issues.

Creation and production: educational knowledge
results from several complementary types of research, such
as disciplinary, applied, evaluative and developmental, and
practitioner enquiry.

Assessment and validation: the promotion of user and
academic engagement to address practical issues is at odds
with pressures on researchers to achieve traditional markers
of academic success.

Collection and interpretation: educational knowledge
is essential to democratic debate and to decision-making in
policy and practice - but its collection is fragmented and it

thus remains inaccessible to its many potential users.

Mediation and brokerage: the communication of
educational research requires specialist skills and is most
effective when tailored to specific audiences.

Use and impact: the application of educational research

remains uneven and many opportunities exist for adding
value to existing knowledge and investments.
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sforimprovement.

Key recommendations

To improve the effectiveness and legitimacy of strategic
decisions, more liaison between funders and greater engagement
of stakeholders is needed when establishing research priorities.

UK stakeholders should regularly review provision for these
types of research in the key sectors of their education systems
and should consider the conditions which enable or constrain
their development.

There should be better alignment between public aspirations
for the relevance of applied research and academic criteria
for its assessment and validation.

Those responsible for major UK-wide resources for the
collection of evidence about education should be encouraged
to provide a comprehensive, publicly accessible and user-
orientated ‘UK Education Research Information Service’.

A web-based map of the UK education information landscape
should be created to increase awareness of brokerage
organisations and mediated research resources.

Practical and cultural barriers to the achievement of greater
use and impact should progressively be tackled.



A model of knowledge development
and mobilisation in education

SFRE’s three major meetings (2008-10)
were structured by a model of systemic
knowledge management deriving from
experienceat OECD CERI. As consultation
with stakeholders continued and
theagenda unfolded, the model was
incrementally developed.

SFRE brought policy makers, practitioners,
researchers, mediators, fundersand many
othersintoastructured conversation.
This showed, tantalisingly, the potential
whichis available if only research-informed
knowledge about education could be
unlocked in more sustained processes of
engagement. Specificrecommendations
have been made,includingone related to
the vulnerability of what we believe is the
most foundationaland enabling part of our
knowledge developmentand mobilisation
system. Establishment of a UK Education
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Information Service would significantly
improve publicaccess toknowledge about
educationandthus open up opportunities
fordistributedinnovation across national
systems. This can be seenasacondition
forsuccessful decentralisation. Justasa
supply of clean water is taken for granted
asunderpinning public health,soa basic
supply of knowledge, understandingand
evidence about educationis essential
foramoderndemocracy.

However, perhaps the mostimportant
output from SFRE is the conceptualisation
of knowledge developmentand
mobilisation’itself. By teasingout the
keyelements of suchasystem, we have
triedto both clarifytheseand present
themasaninterdependent wholefor
review, debate, evaluation -andthus
improvement. Set withinthe overall

Creation and
production
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Outcomes from the UK Strategic Forum for Research in Education,2008-2010 www.sfre.ac.uk

politicaland social context of each country,
sixelements of knowledge development
and mobilisationare proposed:

e Originationand planning

e Creationand production

e Assessmentandvalidation

e Collectionandinterpretation

e Mediationand brokerage

e Useandimpact

Theactivities of SFRE demonstrated

both of the richness and variability of
provisionwithinthe UK. Whilst thereare
many examples of excellencein research
developmentand mobilisation in education,
therearealso many spaces where provision
isrudimentary or evenabsent.In societies
withrichtraditions of learningand many
dedicated practitioners,we needto

unlock the potentialandto create more
opportunitiesforlearningtoflourish.

Assessment and
validation

o V
Collection and
interpretation
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Recommendations

Origination and planning - the
conditions and provision for the facilitation
and prioritisation of research activity

e Governmentsand theiragenciesineach UK
countryshouldaimtosupport both responsive
and prioritised research, recognising their
complementarities inachieving both innovation
and quality.

e Strategic thinkingaboutapplied research
should consider provision forlong-term
research onenduringissuesasan effective way
of providing evidence onimmediate priorities,
aswellasenabling scientific development.

e Inestablishingresearch priorities, there should
be greater liaison between fundersand
stakeholderstoimprove the effectivenessand
legitimacy of decisions.
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Use and impact - the ways in which
knowledge is used, scaled up and takes
effect within policy and practice

e Theexpectationthat those producing high quality
applied research, developmentand evaluation
should seekto maximise impact should be endorsed.

e Practicaland cultural barriers to the achievement
of greater use and impact should progressively
be tackled.

e Systematicassessment of researchimpact should
be approached with great care, bearingin mind the
multiplicity of factors which canaffect outcomes.

Creation and production - both innovation and
the completion of projectsin respect of each major type
of research

e Stakeholdersin each countryshould regularly review provision for
each of the major types of research in each key sector within their
education systemsand should consider the conditions which enable
or constrain their development.

e Collaborationamongeducational researchersin differentareas and
types of research should be encouraged, together with sustainable
initiatives and incentives to promote more multi-and inter-
disciplinary research and methodological innovation.

e Theactive promotion of user engagementinapplied research
should continue.

e Developmentaland evaluative research should be usedin
proportionate ways for piloting, cost-benefit analysis, decision-
making, review and measuring the value of major investments.

e Practitionerenquiry should beanintegral,long-term part of
provision for professional developmentand knowledge creationin
allsectors.
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Mediation and brokerage - multifaceted
promotionaland communication strategies
which enable the supply of and demand for
evidenceto be bridged

e Thevalue,and limitations, of specialist research
mediators and brokerage agencies should be
recognised, particularlyin relation to targeted
sectoral or otheraudiencesineach country.

e Acomprehensive map of the UK information
landscape should be createdtoincrease the
accessibility of brokerage organisations and
mediated researchresources.

e Universities,academicsand other producers
of research should make explicit provision for
effective communication and mediation of
findings asan integral part of their work.

Assessment and validation - including peerjudgement,
user and beneficiary validation and the processes, criteria
and indicators specific to each assessment context and
type of research

e Criteriaappliedintheassessment of research quality should be
appropriate for the researchapproach under consideration.

e Work should continue on how to betteralign publicaspirations
forthe relevance of applied research and academic criteriafor its
assessmentand validation.

e Producers of published research whichis not subject to
peer-review should provide sufficient methodological detail
toenable critical assessment and validation of the work.

Y

Collection and interpretation - issuessuchasthe
processing of new knowledge in databases, empirical review
andtheoretical synthesis

e Those responsible for major UK-wide resourcesfor the
collection of evidence about education should be encouraged
toexplore consolidation to provide a sustainable, cost-effective,
comprehensive, publicly accessible and user-orientated ‘UK
Education Research Information Service’.

e Inrelationtoknowledge interpretationand review, the value and
complementary roles of academic scholarship and of synthesising
organisations should be affirmedandincentivised where appropriate.

e Theaspirationto establishasingle, centralised evidence organisation
foreducation,comparable to NICE and offering recommendations
forpolicyand practice,should be regarded asastep toofar.
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About this briefing

This briefingis based onareview by Andrew Pollardand
Alis Oancea of outcomes from discussions at meetings
of the UK Strategic Forum for Researchin Education
heldin Harrogate, Readingand Edinburgh during
2008-10. These discussions involved 144 researchers,
policy makers, practitionersand representatives of
practitioner organisations.

Inreflecting onthese meetings, we analysedand
developedfurtheran OECD CERImodelfor evaluating
provision within particular OECD countries for
generatingandapplying evidence in education.
Versions of this had been previously usedinassessing
research provisionin Denmark and Switzerland. The
new SFRE version proposes six elements which might
be identified within an effective national system for
‘knowledge developmentand mobilization’.

The recommendationsand the overall SFRE report were
subject to commentand review at a SFRE Validation
Meetingin May 2010 and by critical friends from the
academic, policy-makingand practitioner communities.
Theauthorsare grateful for thisadviceand have tried to
takeitintoaccount. However, final responsibility for this
textremains withits authors.

Contact

Comments on this Research Briefing or
of the work of SFRE generally should be
addressedto:

Professor Andrew Pollard,
Chair of SFRE,

Institute of Education,
University of London,

20 Bedford Way,

London, WC1H oAL

a.pollard@ioe.ac.uk
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The SFRE website, at wwwi.sfre.ac.uk,isarich resource.

Inaddition to providing downloads of the three reports above,

it summarises the discussions at each eventand deploys this information
intothe structure of topics which formed the SFRE agenda. It thus
provides aholistic overview of SFRE deliberations. The website also
provides further reports and supporting materials on the development
and use of educational research, many of which were commissioned
specifically for SFRE.
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