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Kevin’s invitation was to talk about the relationship between educational research and policy formation.   That relationship operates, of course, in both directions.  In reality, policy probably influences educational research just as much - and indeed more than - educational research influences policy.  

With regard to the first of these dynamics, I was reading an account of the National Literacy Strategy by my colleague Gemma Moss (2003) the other day, which she characterised as part of a 're-ordering of the relations between education and the state in which education becomes more accountable to other agencies' and which, in Basil Bernstein's terms, entails a shift in control from the pedagogic recontextualising field (PRF) to the official recontextualising field (ORF).  The shift is justified discursively in terms of getting value for money, breaking with the self-interested bad practices of autonomous professionals and making them more subject to external evaluation – all directed towards the future needs of a knowledge-based economy.  She also pointed out that the government was somewhat hedging its bets on exactly what programme would actually deliver on this discourse and who would be held accountable if it failed.  And it struck me that we could easily analyse current government thinking on educational research in very similar terms.   

With regard to the other dynamic, though - the impact of educational research on policy formation in England - it is tempting to characterise it as 'pretty limited'.  In some ways, of course, it would be naïve to expect otherwise.  Policy is driven by all sorts of considerations of which the findings of educational research are likely to be rather low down on the list.   And, where research is used as a basis of policy, it can sometimes be used pretty cynically.

One obvious example is the evidence on class size.  Even though, as we know, such evidence is difficult to interpret, New Labour’s commitment in the 1997 election to cut class sizes in KS1 did trade quite consciously on research findings accepted by most of the profession.  But as a policy it was probably driven more by the findings of election opinion polling than those of educational research, as most classes over 30 were in marginal suburban constituencies.  Findings on the beneficial effects of cutting classes to 15 in disadvantaged areas, which are actually more robust, did not significantly influence policy, presumably because votes were less needed there.  

One could argue, of course, that 1997 was all about getting New Labour into power and things would be different thereafter.  In government, New Labour has certainly declared itself thoroughly committed to evidence informed policy making.  Ben Levin (2003), observing from across the pond, has recently argued that, notwithstanding some continuing concerns, ‘links between research and practice in education have actually improved significantly in recent years’, with governments generally, but the British government especially, becoming increasingly interested in evidence-based and evidence informed decision-making.  And an increasing number of policy documents are bolstered by explicit reference to educational research.  

But if we look at some classic examples, this rhetoric of evidence-formed policy and practice sometimes rings rather hollow.  As I've said elsewhere, I found the use of evidence in the 2001 White Paper, Schools: achieving success, particularly disturbing.  One paragraph effectively said:  ‘There are those who have said that specialist schools will create a two-tier system.  They won’t.  End of story.’  This reminds me of when back in the 1980s Michael Fish said, ‘Some people have suggested that there is a hurricane heading this way.  There isn’t’.  And we all know what happened that night! 

But in making its case in the White Paper, the DfES unashamedly used research by David Jesson, which at the time had not been submitted to peer review and was regarded as flawed by key researchers in the field, including Harvey Goldstein.  Furthermore, at the very time that the DfES was doing this, the Department of Health was publicly rubbishing some damaging research on the MMR vaccine and autism on the grounds that it could not be taken seriously because it had not been subjected to scientific peer review.  In neither case am I making any judgement about the actual quality of the research, merely noting the different terms on which government was prepared to use it, motivated largely I suspect by the extent to which it supported their position or not.   

Interestingly, on the question of specialist schools and their potentially divisive social effects, there has been unusually strong agreement amongst most other educational researchers, with even, I think, Stephen Gorard and Richard Pring saying similar things in their evidence to the select committee.  And, again, in last week’s TES Stephen Gorard and Anne West, who differ on other matters, were cited as agreeing on this particular one.  

It is also the case that New Labour has continued the Major government’s tradition of changing policy without waiting for evaluations of the original one.  One recent example, directly relevant to my subject today, is the phasing out of Best Practice Research Scholarships for teachers just before the appearance of an evaluation by John Furlong that was broadly positive about them.  

Nevertheless, despite these reservations, there are some contrary and more positive indications of the government’s commitment to evidence-informed policy and practice.  The establishment by the DfES of the EPPI-Centre at the Institute reflected a commitment to teachers using research evidence in making decisions about practice, while the funding provided by the DfES for dedicated research centres on the Wider Benefits of Learning and the Economics of Education and, more recently, Adult Literacy and Numeracy seemed to imply that government itself wanted a more robust research base for its policies.  And, while the creation of these Centres can also be seen as a way of setting the research agenda, the decision to base them in Universities does suggest a degree of commitment to academic freedom – unless we see it entirely as a legitimatory exercise or another example of hedging bets in case it all goes wrong.  

The OECD report on England’s R & D was certainly broadly complimentary about the government's efforts to improve educational research through the National Educational Research Forum and the EPPI-centre and the dedicated specialist research centres.  What the OECD report also pointed to was the need to develop this sort of work even further and, in particular, ‘use-inspired basic research’ as well as ‘pure applied research’.  

There are hints that DfES Ministers and their advisers do not see much value in ‘pure basic research’ in education, at least as carried out in University departments of education.  Both David Blunkett and Charles Clarke have been pretty contemptuous of the ‘use-value’ of most of what counts as educational research and they are increasingly determined to shape its direction.  Blunkett’s 2000 ESRC lecture ‘Influence or irrelevance?’ reflected the predominant view on the part of New Labour that social science was about improving policy and practice.  And I suspect this conception, rather than a crude desire for findings that support what they want to do anyway, is what is behind current government thinking.  

Following Hargreaves (1996), through Tooley (1998) and Hillage (1998), the main criticisms of educational research have been that most educational research has the following characteristics:  

Poor quality;

Lack of contribution to fundamental theory;

Lack of cumulative research findings;

Irrelevance to practice;

Lack of involvement of teachers;

Inaccessibility and poor dissemination.  
However, the different criticisms of educational research point in rather different directions, so it is not entirely clear where current policy thinking is going.  On the one hand, there has been an attempt to strengthen the academic evidential and theoretical base through the ESRC's Teaching and Learning Research Programme, on which £26m is being spent, the vast majority of it from and in England, but it is too early to know whether that investment will prove  worthwhile.  And, while defending greater research selectivity in general, ministers and officials have expressed serious doubts about the quality, relevance and use value of much of the research supported through RAE QR funding in education. 

Equally, though, they are not convinced that changing the RAE rules to favour practice-related research is the answer.  Hence there is some scepticism around the GTC/BERA/UCET argument that less selectivity and greater geographical dispersal of that money by fully funding 4s and funding 3As would help to develop teaching as a research based profession.  So with regard to practice-related research, there have been suggestions from time to time that the available money would be better distributed via NERF or the TTA rather than ESRC or HEFCE.  

In the extreme scenario, I suppose it is even possible that there will be no education unit or even sub-unit of assessment in the next RAE because funding for educational research will all be taken away from HEFCE.  That, incidentally, could pose a really interesting test of devolution - if that happened in England while the Welsh and Scottish Funding Councils kept educational research funding within their remit and therefore needed an RAE in education to assess its quality.

Another possibility is to maintain a conventional RAE operation for some part of educational research activity but to provide a separate funding stream to fund professionally grounded research, thereby (in crude terms) separating research on education from research for education.  Scotland’s applied educational research initiative, which is admittedly somewhat different, involves new money and could be a useful precedent for establishing such a second stream.   

However, determining the scope of such a stream is less straightforward than it might appear.  I would argue that too narrow a use-related approach is potentially as dangerous for policymakers and teachers as it is for researchers.  Certainly it is important that there is some research that helps establish 'what works', but such an approach on its own has severe limitations.  Indeed, it may be particularly inappropriate as an evidence base for a teaching profession that is facing the huge challenges of a rapidly changing world.  This is the import of Stephen Ball's (2001) stinging attack on a NERF consultation document as ‘about providing accounts of what works for unselfconscious classroom drones to implement’ and portending 'an absolute standardization of research purposes, procedures, reporting and dissemination’ (pp. 266-7).  

By no means all worthwhile research in education is directly linked to current policy and practice. Studies that focus on historical, sociological and philosophical aspects of education may seem of little immediate relevance to those engaged in current policy and practice, but that does not mean they should not be undertaken.  Furthermore they may have 'use-value' in broader ways.  Policymakers and professional educators do not just need to know ‘what works’ in education, they also need to understand why something works and, equally important, why it works in some contexts and not in others.  In a free society, they should also expect to have opportunities to consider whether the activity is a worthwhile endeavour in the first place and what constitutes socially just schooling (Gale and Densmore 2000, 2003; Hargreaves 2003).  
University departments of education remain well-placed to foster this broader notion of professional literacy, because they are not constrained by one particular definition of what counts as evidence and can pursue lines of enquiry which are marginalised in those state agencies that are more thoroughly embedded in an instrumentalist or pragmatic culture.  As Karl Mannheim recognised in the mid-20th century, a healthy education service, as part of a healthy democracy, requires that we should resist what he characterised as the growing tendency 'to discuss problems of organisation rather than ideas, techniques rather than aims' (p.199).  

This reference back 50 or 60 years brings me to my final point.  Gary McCulloch (2003) has pointed out how the critiques of educational research published by Hargreaves, Tooley, Hillage and NERF over the past few years have been largely blind to the earlier history of educational studies.  At least in that blindness to history, it seems to me, New Labour's approach to educational research is very much of a piece with its approach to education policy more generally.  But, in the case of educational research, that blindness seems particularly ironic given that one of the key criticisms levelled at the field by Government and its advisors has been its 'non-cumulative' nature!  
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