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Engaging with Research and Evidence: what do teachers want and are they getting it? - A summary

(This summary highlights and develops the main points from a paper by Bell, M., Cordingley, P., Evans, D., Holdich, K., of the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in Education (CUREE) & Saunders, L., of the General Teaching Council for England (GTCe) presented at BERA, Sept 2004)

This summary presents and discusses some of the key challenges experienced by the CUREE team in undertaking a major web-based project for the GTC called Research of the Month (RoM), in developing the Research Informed Practice web site (TRIPS) for the DfES and in developing the National Education Research Forum (NERF) Evidence Bulletin. 
In theory and, we hope, in practice, the different research products will create a stepping stone route into research findings. The Bulletin creates a paper based one side of A4 stepping stone towards the 5 page digests of recent research articles on the TRIPS the Web site. These in turn try to foster an appetite for the more substantial RoM resource.   The aim of RoM is to bring a relatively extensive portrait of important and large scale academic research into the professional orbit of classroom teachers, so as to deepen teachers’ intellectual resources. 
These aspirations are not just ideals on paper – there is a growing appetite and capacity amongst teachers for engaging in and with research as an integral part of their practice, as illustrated by the response of teachers to initiatives such as the National Teacher Research Panel and the increasing numbers of visitors to the RoM, Bulletin and TRIPS websites. There is also a desire amongst many academic researchers to have their work and its outcomes permeated, though not defined, by teachers’ priorities – such as those engaged in research related to assessment for learning, thinking skills, and pedagogy in the early years

This pattern represents a culmination of work started by the TTA in 1995 with their determination to develop a research informed profession, through Hargreaves’ 1996 provocative paper for TTA highlighting the way medical professionals use research findings to inform their decisions and suggesting that the same was not true of the teaching profession.  In particular, he proposed that teaching could become an evidence-based profession if researchers generated the kinds of evidence that teachers need; evidence focusing on teaching and learning, presented in useable formats, and made accessible and interesting to teachers. 
The early steps have gathered pace and scale resulting a snowball of initiatives in response to this challenge including:

· the ESRC funded teaching and learning research programme (TLRP);

· the development of systematic research reviews supported by the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI Centre);

· the DfES The Research Informed Practice (TRIPS) website;

· the GTC’s Research of the Month (ROM) website;

· the National Educational Research Forum (NERF);

· development of the Evidence Bulletin; and, last but not least

· the development of the National Teacher Research Panel (NTRP).

Given all this effort focused on building teacher interest in, and access to research, how well are we doing at responding to their expanding needs and interests?

The work of the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in Education (CUREE) with the GTC for the Research of the Month web site has led us to conclude that, so far, such initiatives appear to have made very little difference to the aims, methods and outputs of the majority of educational research in the UK.  Much of the research output remains inaccessible to teachers because it is published in costly and technical journals – often in small segments. Our conclusions are based on our experiences of searching for robust and relevant research capable of informing and relating to the demands of classroom practice for the GTC Research of the Month web site in particular, and also in sourcing for the TRIPS website, and for EPPI reviews and NERF bulletins.  

What are the Issues? 

Our researching and reading of the literature about teacher engagement with research (e.g. Cordingley et al, 2000; DETYA, 2001, Hemsley-Brown and Sharp, 2003; and Ratcliffe et al. 2004) suggests to us that the following issues are crucially important to teachers:

· convincing findings drawn from studies with rigorous methods; 

· clear, brief descriptions of methods and weighing of evidence, especially evidence about improvement in pupil learning;
· direct relevance to their needs and interests;

· illustrations of activities which help them relate the findings to their own work;

· a short description of the rationale and theory underpinning interventions;

· practical implications which are clear to the practitioner; and

· accessible, straightforward writing.
In the three years that CUREE has been working on RoM, TRIPS, EPPI and, more recently NERF, to try to bring research and teachers closer together, we have found comparatively few studies which meet these needs.  On the contrary, we have found:

· a continuing shortage of research about pedagogy;

· research which tends to dwell on the research process rather than the findings;

· little research focused on the kinds of things teachers want to know; and

· reports full of unexplained technical terms and over complex language which often obscures significant unanswered questions;

· reports which lack information about the actual interventions; very often studies treat the teaching and learning processes as a given, focusing instead on inputs such as teachers’ prior skills and outcomes thus leaving the $64,000 question about how the approaches worked lost inside “a black box”.  This seems to happen because so much research writing focuses more on the demands of peer critique and the interests of other researchers, than on practice.

Designing research products as an entry point for learning

When we are looking for suitable studies for the various websites and practitioner publications, we appraise potential articles and reports for their:

· robustness; 

· relevance to others outside the particular context in which it was conducted; 

· applicability; and 

· writing quality.

Writing a Rom always begins with a concept map. Writing a TRIPS digest begins with a set of practitioner questions and writing a NERF bulletin synthesis begins with a focussed question tested through extensive dialogue with practitioners. We do this in order to:

· nail the key ideas and the connections between them;

· present the findings in a way that appeals to practitioners; and

· provide clear signposts that enable teachers to navigate the material through their own interests (this applies especially to RoMs because they are extended pieces of writing).

Constructing a concept map or identifying practitioner questions requires considerable analytic reading of material since almost all research reports tell the story of the projects rather than their findings– presumably because of the specific reporting requirements of funders or publishers. When we set about the task we sometimes discover that there is less to the research than meets the eye. Findings or evidence or details promised in abstracts or attended to in description of methods fail to appear; data in findings cannot be related to methods. We also find that complex language sometimes masks clear thinking and, conversely, that it sometimes clouds already fuzzy thinking.  Our goal in making this concept map or identifying questions is therefore also to test the arguments in the research and to make sure that people can focus on the parts of the study in which they are most interested. We want to be sure that we can develop and artefact that:

· enables teachers to use the research evidence as a point of reference; 

· prompts readers to reflect about the implications of the findings for activities in their own classrooms and schools and on the ways in which evidence reveals complex connections and tensions that can be used in teaching and to resolve problems; and

· provides a resource which could be shared with other teachers and used to introduce colleagues to new ideas, possible lines of practitioner enquiry and new ways of developing their practice.

How do we choose the studies we use for websites and practitioner publications?

RoM features are the most extensive and make the most extensive demands on the research. Research that has the potential to make a sound RoM or TRIPS, for example, is usually a substantial study that has:

· explicit findings which are significant and relevant to teachers’ needs;

· specific aims, usually stated in the form of ‘research questions’;
· a strong focus on teaching and learning; 

· a full description of the context of the research and settings with which teachers can easily identify;
· a detailed methodology whose rationale and links with other evidence and theory is explained, described in ways that enable us to understand the researchers’ approach to reliability and validity and addresses questions through a range of methods and perspectives;
· a sample size and make up that is appropriate;
· evidence about what actually went on in the classroom; and

· examples of practice and of overcoming obstacles which connect with a range of phases and stages. 
Many studies fail to meet our criteria for RoM because there is simply not enough reported information about the detail of what went on in the school or classroom.  In areas that are relatively under-researched or where, as in, for example, ICT, the field is changing so rapidly that reliable evidence about outcomes and processes are hard to secure, the degree to which the criteria are met may be adjusted.  We make it explicit where this is the case.

In sourcing TRIPS articles for turning into digests we turn to research journals since recent peer reviewed research available is the focus of this site.  For a TRIPS digest we need less detail, but we would still be looking for robust findings, a clear research aim which is relevant to the needs of practitioners and in some cases to those of leaders, policy makers and parents, appropriate contexts and sample sizes, and illustrations of classroom practice.
For NERF we aim to find reliable evidence that answers a single question identified by teachers quite explicitly as being of interest to them.  In this context we are also seeking a cluster of studies that meet criteria in order to provide a short synthesis.
What studies have worked well?

We are particularly interested in research that works for TRIPS, NERF and RoM.  
So far, we have produced fifty-six digests for the TRIPS website. One study (Gillies, 2004), for example, investigated the effect of teaching students how to collaborate together, on their learning of mathematics.  223 Grade 9 students (aged 14 years) from six schools in Brisbane, Australia took part in the study.  Around half the students were in structured groups (where they were taught how to collaborate with each other) and half were in unstructured groups (where they were simply placed in groups and expected to work together).  The students were videotaped as they took part in group-problem solving activities based on a unit of geometry. Two observers, blind to the purposes of the study coded a common six hours of videotape. The students were also given a mathematics questionnaire and a questionnaire covering key elements of successful group cooperation.

We chose this study for TRIPS because:

· the topic was likely to interest teachers;

· evidence was gathered from a relatively large number of participants;

· the data were carefully triangulated;

· the researcher clearly explained the results of her statistical analysis;

· illustrative examples of student interactions and teachers’ comments about cooperative group work were given;

· how the students were taught to communicate and collaborate with each other was explained;

· the writing was clear, well structured and jargon free;

· the findings were relevant to teachers’ daily classroom practice – helping practitioners to understand how cooperative learning can be used more effectively in classrooms to achieve academic and social goals.

Evidence for an article about teaching mathematics, to be published in the second edition of the NERF bulletin, came from a large-scale interpretive review (Dowker, 2004) of 145 international studies published between 1926 and 2004 about the nature of children’s mathematical difficulties and the kinds of interventions that have helped overcome them.  We reported how the review found that giving pupils individualised work (which involved teachers diagnosing their pupils’ difficulties and planning step-by-step learning activities for them) were successful at helping them overcome their difficulties with mathematics. This was an important finding because currently, The National Numeracy Strategy is developing materials, which emphasise individualised diagnosis and correction of the errors and misconceptions shown by children.   

To date, we have featured twenty studies on the RoM website (www.gtce.org.uk/research/romhome.asp). Two  of the studies which have worked well for RoM relate to assessment for learning and to thinking skills strategies.  ‘Inside the Black Box’ is of course, one of the best known research reviews (Black and Wiliam (1998).  Together with the more recent publication ‘Assessment for learning – putting it into practice’ it provided substantial evidence about the ways in which formative assessment could improve learning by improving feedback between pupils and teachers, using diagnostic analysis to design subsequent learning activities, actively involving pupils in the assessment process and helping pupils develop skills in self-assessment.  Some of the studies showed that improved formative assessment helped raise pupils’ attainment.

In ‘Really Raising Standards’ (Adey and Shayer,1994), the researchers provided empirical evidence in support of their Cognitive Acceleration through Science Education (CASE) project.  It described an intervention, underpinned by the ideas of Vygotsky and Piaget, that was based on improving pupils’ thinking and evaluated its impact on their performance in national tests in science, immediately following the intervention and three years later.

Both studies have features that make them particularly helpful to practitioners, including that they:

· identified issues of real concern to teachers in a number of phases;

· described interventions in contexts with which teachers could identify;

· explored approaches teachers could adopt without changing their curricula or the structure of the rest of the teaching in their schools; 

· provided evidence of real improvements in pupils’ attainment in science, mathematics and English; and

· explained their approach and the underpinning theory in a language teachers could readily understand.
What problems do we encounter when looking for suitable research that teachers will want to access?

We search hard to find studies suitable for websites and practitioner publications by regularly looking at databases of research and university, research centre and publishers websites. Searching for suitable research is a time-consuming business.  For every study featured on RoM, on TRIPS or in the NERF bulletin an average of around ten tracked down from their abstracts, read and discarded, usually at the pre-appraisal stage.  A few are discarded after the full appraisal.  Many more are discarded at the abstract stage mainly because they do not contain messages for teachers about aspects of teaching and learning which help them reflect on their own practice and that offer new perspectives for tackling problems in their own classrooms. More specifically problems we have found when tracking down research for the websites include:

· there are few completed longitudinal studies on any  topics;

· some research projects are reported in bits - one on data collection, another on some of the outcomes (achievement, for example) and another reporting other outcomes, (attitudes and motivation, for example); 

· the majority of papers in journals are think pieces rather than reports of empirical fieldwork  

· the sample size is often small – this was especially the case for studies about behaviour, teaching assistants, numeracy and languages; 

· there is very little information about how participants are selected for the study or how such selection affects the evidence; 

· some reports of research are written in a narrative style which makes it difficult to locate the underpinning evidence; 

· there is frequently little exploration of contradictory evidence or limitations in the studies;

· studies fail to identify a research question or the question is unclear or overbroad – the result is that the research becomes a set of abstract observations that lack a clear focus; 

· lack of coherence – for example, research based cumulatively on case studies do not report findings in a common framework, to common questions or make explicit the way in which different evidence sources have been interpreted and synthesised; 

· studies that provide good detail about classroom processes often provide very little detail about the evidence base and/or the outcomes or vice versa; 

· studies often lack detail about classroom processes, the nature of CPD or even teaching and learning activities; and

· relatively few studies set out to explore impact through, for example, collecting evidence before and after learning and teaching interventions take place.
Conclusions

Our difficulties in sourcing pedagogic research continue to be a cause for concern. We do recognise that our experience represents only part of a complex picture.  We also recognise that much research is not undertaken with practitioners in mind; that practitioners and researchers have different expectations of research.  Practitioners look for ideas they can adapt and put to work in resolving known and specific learning problems, while researchers are rewarded for contributing to an incremental knowledge base via publication in academic journals that practitioners don’t read.  But we believe that the education system can’t afford to accept the notion that “researchers have got lost in thought” and “practitioners gone missing in action”,   (Desforges, 2004). 
The first and second wave of TLRP projects are starting to plug some of the gaps in pedagogic research highlighted by Hargreaves. The first RoM exploration of a TLRP project will go live in January 2005. The programme outputs are also beginning to yield rich data about teacher concerns.  Of course these change with time and, to some extent, with fashion.  But they remain firmly focused on teaching and learning and their ultimate goal, always, is to improve learning outcomes whether this is by means of improving learning to learn, more effective behaviour management or highly specific and subject based interventions. How then can the system continue to take the pulse of teacher research interests in order to ensure that research connects with them in appropriate ways?
As long ago as 1993 Huberman suggested that the issues addressed by educational researchers should be based on cumulative analysis of the research questions selected by teachers themselves.  Our experiences have led us to conclude that he was right.  Projects such as RoM, TRIPS and the NERF Bulletin can and are contributing to a more research aware climate in educational practice. However they can only ever be as good as the pool of appropriate research on which they can draw.  Eight years after Hargreaves’ comments we have found disappointingly little change in the majority of educational research outputs.  Perhaps systematic analysis of teachers’ own research questions is just the shot in the arm the system needs to ensure that future research connects more closely with practitioner needs?
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