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What is Research of the Month about?
Research of the Month (RoM) is a feature on the GTC’s website which publishes summaries of educational research for teachers. The idea of Research of the Month grew out of the GTC’s desire to make its website a useful educational service for teachers.

GTC are aware that, of the mountains of educational research published each year, little reaches practitioners in the classroom. Together with CUREE (the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in Education), who designed the approach and prepare the content, the GTC believes that professional practice needs to be developed through continuing interrogation of what teachers and learners do, and that good research has a part to play in supporting that process and in providing the tools and prompts for interrogation.  In other words we believe in research- and evidence-informed practice.  

Despite all the talk of teaching being, or becoming, an evidence-based or research-informed profession, however, no-one can be under the illusion that this is easy – least of all teachers.  To be able to use research which other people have conducted, teachers need time, opportunities to experiment, the chance to obtain feedback based on evidence and a means of practical support.  In this complex environment questions of the timeliness, relevance, accessibility and quality of research are more acute than ever.  The RoM resource aims at responding to at least the latter part of this challenge.

The type of research that teachers value most

Cordingley (2001) found that teachers consulted by the Teacher Training Agency most value research evidence when it:

· is collected through genuine partnership between teachers and researchers;

· is collected in authentic classroom contexts;

· derives from rigorous, transparent research methods;

· makes claims which are backed up by appropriate evidence;

· is communicated through vivid and detailed classroom case studies;

· is related to improving aspects of teaching and learning that are relevant to them.

In a similar vein Oliver et al. (2001, pp 157-61) argue that practitioners need, but find it hard to get:

· access to relevant and appropriate research;  

· skills to judge whether the research is reliable and applicable to current local needs; and

· research training when/where they need it, particularly in appraisal techniques.

The GTC’s Research of the Month is tapping into and developing the potential of web technology to help teachers in developing both access and skills. The significance of the internet is not so much the distribution of information as its potential for presenting the information in a non-linear way.  This offers readers the opportunity to access the bits that interest them in the order they choose.

The pedagogical concept underpinning Research of the Month
From the start the website was conceived from a users’ perspective to provide real scope for interactivity and non-linear analysis with the potential to break through to increasing user involvement with research.    

The central concept is that use of research in teaching is in itself a pedagogical process.  The research content forms, as it were, the curriculum which must be brought to life and put to work by learners (in this case teachers).  The Research of the Month website tries to provide part of the ‘scaffolding’ needed by teacher practitioners who wish to access and interpret research and adapt its lessons to meet their own and their learners' needs.  

Most of the scaffolding is very simple (though not so simple to achieve). It involves:

· identifying high quality studies that tackle problems identified by teachers;

· enabling readers to follow the material by building on their own knowledge and by developing a conceptual map of the material in the study so that the key ideas can be connected electronically and explored in the direction that each user chooses;

· identifying questions users might want to ask and that the research has the capacity to answer, then organising the material so that it answers these questions;

· identifying teacher case studies that illustrate major findings to show what abstract, theoretical or statistical insights look like in practice;

· providing links to the original research report, to other research and to further reading so that once reader users have found their way round the RoM they are able to access, critique and interpret an appropriate range of evidence and materials.

Choosing and appraising studies

Finding studies

The very process of turning a research report inside out for web presentation involves a challenging analysis, just as writing research reports is itself a form of analysis.  Not every study lends itself to this level of scrutiny – nor is this the intention of every research project. 

Finding studies with enough information and material to support this process, which are of high quality and also likely to address the concerns of teachers and be accessible to them, is not always as easy as it might seem.  Full research reports are needed rather than a series of papers on different aspects of a study.  Although the research journals help to pinpoint potential material, journal articles never contain enough detail and there are significant difficulties in obtaining comprehensive reports to back up such articles.

Without exception the research community has responded constructively and enthusiastically, often helping by pointing the way to case studies. Authors are always consulted before publishing the summaries and productive working relationships have often emerged as a result of this collaboration.   

Appraising studies

The principal tool in deciding whether studies are likely to make a useful RoM is an appraisal framework.  This is available on the website.  In addition to the in-house scoring of the study a short written appraisal is prepared for publication on-line. The GTC acts as ‘critical friend’ to CUREE in this process, thus creating a searching dialogue about methods, data analysis, language, tone, etc., that readers might be concerned about.

The key point to highlight about the appraisal is that although it includes traditional approaches to evaluating research its main orientation is towards usability by teachers and for web presentations.

The structure of Research of the Month summaries

A key aspect of the scaffolding provided in the summaries is the identification of a set of ‘user questions’. These questions help to convert the study from an exercise in dissemination of outputs into one in which professionals share knowledge and understanding with practitioners. 

They also provide an internal structure common to all summaries which teachers are able to use to navigate around the text and to filter out what is not relevant to them.   
The RoM framework accommodates and manages wide variations between individual studies through sub-headings and sub-questions and in building the electronic links between ideas within the RoM. 

	Box 1 here


The importance of case studies
The importance of illustrating theory and new ideas in practice is not new.  The review of literature about teacher acquisition of knowledge that CUREE colleagues prepared for TTA (Bell and Cordingley, 2001) shows that exemplification is crucial to teacher learning. Joyce and Showers (1988) demonstrate the importance of exemplification in the correlations between different continuing professional development activities and changes in teachers’ knowledge, skills and day-to-day classroom activity.  In a resource that is concerned with making research accessible to teachers, case studies rooted in evidence are an essential component in bringing the research to life.  Ideal case studies are those that have been carried out and published for testing by teacher researchers, since the teacher voice seems to be so much more infectious to colleague teachers than that of policy makers, representative organisations or academic researchers.

Accessing such case studies has proved to be one of the greatest challenges.  The majority of teacher researchers undertake their research for their own learning purposes and/or as part of a post-graduate qualification.  Much of the work is unpublished and there is no database of the work that has been published. 

Better and more systematic access to teacher case studies would be of great benefit in the preparation of RoM summaries, particularly when they spring from a range of funding and support services.  Feedback from the early evaluation of the RoM expressed concern that so many materials seemed to come from Government Agency funded schemes.  CUREE is currently carrying out a feasibility study for GTC, NCSL and the DfES research and CPD teams to establish whether, and if so how, more systematic access to case studies prepared for Masters and PhD programmes might be made available. 

In the meantime, the RoM website encourages teachers and researchers to send in any additional materials which will help to continue to expand the resource aspect of RoM. 

	Box 2 here


Keeping in touch with teachers

The GTC is in the process of taking the interactivity of RoM a stage further, by developing an on-line community in which teachers can share issues, questions and practice on a number of themes, including Research of the Month.  The discussions are ‘seeded’ by questions (see below) and moderated by a trained facilitator, who is usually a teacher.
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	What do you think of the research topics and the way they are reported?
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	Have you been able to make use of the research? And if so, how?
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	What are your own experiences of using research to assist with your own work?
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	Do you have any suggestions about other good research in one or more of the RoM topic areas?
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	Do you have any suggestions for topics for future RoM pages?


Although this facility is in an early stage of development, the discussion on research is already flourishing and impressive.  Whilst the verbatim discussion cannot be shared – it is a password-protected site – some of the key strands so far have included:

· the use and evaluation of mentoring with different groups of pupils;

· the use of peer observation (including video feedback) amongst teachers to stimulate an enquiry-based culture;

· discussion of appropriate evaluation methods; 

· heartfelt pleas for better IT resources for teachers to make use of the new technology!

The discussion is often robust and challenging and, quite naturally and rightly, diverges a long way from the particular RoM feature which might have sparked the discussion off; but it is always of a high professional quality.

Other feedback from teachers has been encouragingly positive and welcoming towards RoM. 

	Box 3 here


The continuing challenge of practitioner use of research

These reflections on the RoM resources are offered as part of the process of reviewing and refining the feature and with great humility.  The authors are acutely aware that the process of accessing research, understanding its key messages and linking these to readers’ own needs and prior knowledge is just the start of a very large and complex process if the research is to affect classroom practice.  Colleagues in CUREE and GTC involved in the RoM (who include recent teachers, researchers, education journalists and teacher educators) are all acutely aware that teachers in the subsequent stages of their use of research need:

· collegial support and dialogue;

· time to experiment with, practice and refine new skills;

· sustained feedback and coaching based on observation (see, for example, Joyce and Showers 1988).

So the business of creating user-oriented access to the data and research is just one small part of the picture.  It is nonetheless a challenging and exciting one.  We value teacher feedback on the strengths and weaknesses of Research of the Month – please keep it coming.

Box 1

	Questions that were used to structure an early RoM which featured the increasingly well-known study Inside the Black Box (Wiliam and Black, 1998) included:  

· What did this project set out to do? 

· What is meant by formative assessment?

· Why focus on formative assessment?


· How was the research designed?


· What were the main findings?


· How can formative assessment raise standards?  

· In what ways do current assessment policies inhibit effective learning? 

· What can teachers do to counteract the negative impacts of assessment ?


·     How can teachers be helped?


Box 2

	Which studies have so far been summarised for Research of the Month?

So far CUREE have prepared the following summaries for web publication:

· Ways forward with ICT: effective pedagogy using information and communication technology for literacy and numeracy in primary schools.

D. Moseley, S. Higgins and co-workers,

University of Newcastle, 1999

· Raising standards through classroom assessment

‘Inside the Black Box’

P. Black and D. Wiliam,

King’s College, London, 1998

· Improving learning through cognitive intervention

‘Really Raising Standards’

P. Adey and M. Shayer,

Routledge, 1994

· Making the difference: teaching and learning strategies in successful multi-ethnic schools

M. Blair and J. Bourne and co-workers,

The Open University, 1998

· An investigation into gender differences in achievement, phase 2: school and classroom strategies

L. Sukhnandan, B. Lee and S. Kelleher,

NFER, 2000

· Inside the literacy hour

‘An investigation of a literacy hour in small rural schools’

R. Fisher, M. Lewis and P. Davis,

University of Plymouth

and

‘Changing teacher practice: a report of teachers in England following the introduction of a national literacy strategy’

R. Fisher.

· Positive alternatives to exclusion

P.Cooper,  M. J. Drummond and S. Hart,

Routledge Falmer, 2000

· The impact of study support

J. MacBeath and co-workers,

DfES, Research Report no. 273, 2001

· Transfer from the primary classroom; 20 years on

L. Hargreaves and M. Galton,


Routledge Falmer 2002


	What do teachers say about Research of the Month?

· ‘…a good way to learn about current issues.’ 
· ‘…an excellent idea that supports teachers and promotes a positive aspirational message.’
· ‘…having significant research digests readily available in a structured and relatively easily accessible form is very useful. 
· ‘The site’s transparency is undoubtedly enhanced by the inclusion of the appraisal framework that the team has developed as part of its selection process.  For teachers interested in research this is very useful and illuminating as well as ensuring transparency.’


Box 3
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