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Abstract

The starting point for this paper is that the requirements of academic rigour in traditional research have more often than not, failed to meet the learning needs of other audiences, most crucially teachers, head teachers and those embarking on school improvement work.

In this paper we argue that the traditional criteria for evaluating the rigour and value of academic research are appropriate within academic contexts but inappropriate or counterproductive in others. Academia does not have a monopoly on the concept of rigour in relation to knowledge generation. Instead, we argue that that research and enquiry should be evaluated by reference to the purpose of the activity and the needs of the intended audience rather than universal criteria of technical merit.   

We argue that to criticise practitioner enquiry for lacking the academic rigour of public ‘research’ is to confuse the needs of academia with the purposes of practitioners. 

We seek to draw distinctions between the learning needs of practitioners and those of the academic research community and understand the implications for the purpose and design of enquiry and research within NLCs.

We seek to present an understanding of validity and reliability where the methods of data collection, analysis and presentation are valid for the purposes of the activity, reliable for context and meet the needs of the intended audience. In other words, the major stakeholders in a school reform initiative like the NLC programme (Schools, LEAs, HEIs, NCSL and government) require different forms of knowledge at different times. 

Summary

Networked Learning Communities is a development and a research programme designed to contribute to change at multiple levels within the English school system: from the classroom to the national policy architecture and infrastructure. The programme will use enquiry and research as a means of generating the necessary knowledge for successful changes to both practice, and policy. 

However, enquiry and research are not just a means to the development of better teaching and learning or better facilitative conditions for innovation, they are also the route through which the programme will contribute new knowledge to the public knowledge base within the education sector. We believe that the strongest contribution that the programme might make relates to the concept of ‘networked learning’. 

In this paper we set out tentatively our initial ideas relating to enquiry and research and how they might be conceptualised to meet the needs of different parts of the school system. We put forward 4 ideas about different types of enquiry and research that we think will be necessary to meet the multiple purposes of the programme. We hope that these ideas relating to enquiry and research will evolve alongside the development activity within Networked Learning Communities.

Our four starting points are briefly:

Personal: We will argue that enquiry orientated learning is an every-day part of teaching. Hargreaves, describes how personal learning is an embedded part of effective teaching practice ‘a teacher tinkers with information about a ‘good practice’ and tests it and, where necessary, modifies it to fit a different context and, on finding that it works, then adopts it.’ The great weakness of this model of professional learning is that it a relatively isolated and private activity.

Practitioner (Network): Collaborative practitioner enquiry offers richer opportunities for professional learning that build the capacity of schools as organisations as well as the capacity of the individuals within them. Although collaborative enquiry within schools is relatively rare, the establishment of school improvement groups that engage in small-scale enquiry is a common feature of many school improvement initiatives. We believe that the impact of these enquiries is amplified if the process is collaborative between schools as well as within them. By networking these ‘learning communities’ we hope that the learning is richer and that the knowledge they generate travels further.

Programme: The facilitation of collaborative enquiry between schools is something about which too little is known. For this reason we aim to engage in enquiry at a programme level in ‘real time’ to inform the design and activity of practice in the NLCs. Learning how to apply knowledge management principles in a way that builds on principles of powerful learning is key to the success of this work.

Public: Finally, we recognise the need for publicly funded school improvement programmes to generate knowledge on behalf of the school system and to make this knowledge public for the rest of the education community. We are committed to systematic evaluation and research.

We go on to argue that all four models of enquiry and research are crucial to the success of school improvement programmes that seek to create change at every level of the system. 

We also argue that to criticise collaborative practitioner enquiry (whether in schools or networks of schools) for lacking the academic rigour of public ‘research’ is to confuse the needs of academia with the purposes of practitioners.   

We argue that the methods, analysis and presentation of enquiry and research need to be valid for the purposes of the activity, reliable for context and meet the needs of the intended audience. We seek to draw distinctions between the learning needs of practitioners and those of the academic research community and understand the implications for the purpose and design of enquiry and research within NLCs.

We suggest that the traditional academic criteria for evaluating the rigour and value of research and enquiry are only appropriate where relevant. That knowledge generating activity exists along a carefully negotiated continuum determined by purpose and audience rather than technical merit.  

We are seeling to build a programme where a shared vocabulary and framework for the evaluation of multiple forms of enquiry and research is recognised, used and valued by academic and practitioner communities alike.  



Distinctions between enquiry and research

From the point of view of an individual practitioner or student, distinctions between enquiry, research, learning and knowledge won’t be very meaningful. The key issue for them is what do they want to learn and how can they best generate the knowledge to be able to do this. But in this paper we wish to present some of the conceptual distinctions based on purpose and audience that we are seeking to make between enquiry and research in the implementation of Networked Learning Communities. 

This conceptualisation is necessary in order for us to meet the needs of different stakeholders involved in the programme. It will help the NCSL provide better quality support and advice to enquiry groups, teacher-researchers and HEIs, and it will provide us with a means for assuring the quality of the public output of the programme.

We are aware that in most instances of enquiry within and between schools, the pragmatism of staff in schools will lead them to focus on their own immediate learning needs. The focus of their enquiry at this point is their learning. But as soon as teachers, students, and schools want to share what they have learned with a wider audience, the focus moves, to some degree, to the needs of the those with whom the learning is to be shared. 

Meeting the needs of others

Designing an enquiry that meets the needs of a wider audience is different from designing an enquiry for your own consumption. Enquirers and researchers, like teachers, have a professional and moral duty to meet the learning needs of their intended audience. This principle, of meeting the learning needs of others, applies to all audiences at every level. This is best articulated in the levels of learning which lie at the heart of the programme:

· Pupil learning

· Adult learning

· Whole school

· Leadership learning

· School to school learning

· Network to network learning 

· System level learning

Meeting the needs of practitioners

The requirements of traditional academic research have more often than not, failed to meet the learning needs of other audiences, most crucially teachers, head teachers and those embarking on school improvement work.

We know for example that teacher engagement with academic research is low. The most popular source of educational research knowledge is other teachers (82%) while journals of educational research remain one of the least popular (44% claiming they use them as a source. Only teacher Unions and THES were less popular sources of research knowledge.) [Teachers’ Purposes for, and sources of, Knowledge about education research, David Ebbutt, BERA 2002]

If the intended audience for a school enquiry is a group of teachers within the same school, then the need for explicit detail about methods and evidence is low. This is firstly because the teachers cannot claim that the knowledge they have created is true in all contexts, only that it worked for them in their own classrooms; and secondly that colleagues can come and observe the results in action and make judgements as to the trustworthiness of the enquiry based on their own tacit knowledge of the teachers involved. This form of enquiry may be excellent at producing knowledge that is good enough for the purposes of school improvement activity within the given context. However it would not meet the needs of the academic community.

Meeting the needs of academic community

Traditionally, in order for education ‘research’ to meet the learning needs of its mainly academic audience it has had to comply with the protocols of academic rigour particularly in relation to validity, reliability, generalisability, replicability, methods of data collection, and the evidence upon which the conclusions are based. This is a valid interpretation of rigour for academic purposes, but the definition of rigour itself is not bounded by the norms of University research departments.

The concept of rigour is a valuable part of the work of NLCs. However, we are trying to use a concept of rigour that varies according to the purpose of the enquiry or research activity. Rigour in collaborative practitioner enquiry looks very different from that of a large-scale longitudinal study. Firstly, we argue that rigour varies according to the distance between the location of the enquiry and its intended audience and, secondly, according to the strength of the truth claims being made about the purity of the knowledge. 

This, for example, leads us to a notion of validity that asks how far does the enquiry and research meet our learning needs and how well does the enquiry and research fulfil the purposes set for it? This is different from a positivist concept of validity that asks how successful is the research at measuring reality, and how easy will it be to test and replicate the methodology?

Fit for purpose

We want our enquiry and research strategy to work on a basis of fitness for purpose. Rather than using the metrics of the University world to make judgements about the quality of the knowledge-generating activity, we need a different set of criteria for evaluating the effectiveness of school and network level enquiry. Quality still matters and ‘rigour’ of a different kind is needed to drive school improvement effectively. We are arguing that these forms of enquiry need to be raised to the same status as academic research, especially given that school and network level enquiry is in many respects best placed to enable schools and groups of schools to improve in a fast changing world.

Why is enquiry so important?

Enquiry as a means of knowledge creation is ideally suited to the process of school improvement. Below we set some of the principal reasons why it is such an important component of Networked Learning Communities:

· Practitioners need to understand their schools before they can introduce effective changes 

· Enquiry processes enable all voices to be heard equally 

· Changes instituted as a result of enquiry have higher levels of collective ownership among those who conducted and those who were the subject of the enquiry

· Collaborative practitioner enquiry generates opportunities of teacher professional development within the context of their own school 

· Participation in an enquiry can make people feel more valued

· Enquiry groups enable research and development activity to legitimately take place outside formal management structures

· New knowledge is generative of leadership opportunities for teachers at every level within the school

Below we set out four different types of enquiry and research within the Networked Learning Communities.  We have also connected them to the ‘Levels of Learning’ that are structural to the Programme:  

Personal: enquiry orientated learning that I do for myself to improve my classroom practice (Adult/Leadership Learning)

If colleagues are working in a purely personal context, albeit collaboratively they are the person whose learning is given priority. Fit for purpose here means fit for meeting that learner’s objectives. Some, but by no means all, of this work will also meet our research criteria
 – not least because they are designed to shape and support effective enquiry as well as to evaluate it.

Data generated by such learning will be valid and useful at the point of collection and through triangulation with, for instance, pupil work can be shown to be so. Although they are unlikely to be reliable beyond this context and the opportunistic nature of the sample will mean that findings are unlikely to be generalisable or statistically significant, they will be contextually significant and therefore be high in relevance and interest to the school. A systematic approach to analysing the circumstances (possibly retrospectively) in which data have arisen will generate replicable processes, which may be widely shared. 

Practitioner (Network): enquiry orientated learning that we do for our school and network. (Within–School/School-School Learning) 
If colleagues are working with and for others on a collaborative basis perhaps on behalf of their school or network then fit for purpose means meeting the needs of members of the partnership and of those at whom the learning is aimed but who are not immediately involved. This will impose a greater degree of systematic working and formality upon the learning process first to enable wider communication and second in relation to meeting the needs of others. Here again some but not all work will meet the NTRP criteria; that would be an ideal but not a necessary condition for programme support or endorsement in this context.

For example if more than one teacher is enquiring into how Thinking Skills Strategies help pupils to learn, then the main beneficiaries are not just those individuals involved in the enquiry, but the pupils in their own and their colleagues’ classes. Of course there is still a lot of personal learning going on, but the outcomes have wider impact. 

Data generated by this kind of learning can be shown to be valid by exposing them to the rigours of triangulation thorough collaborative research and enquiry processes (e.g. peer observation, video data capture and collective analysis).  There are opportunities to discover whether findings are reliable across contexts through repetition in various environments.  Contradictory or anomalous data can also be interrogated.  Conclusions based upon the data may not be generalisable beyond the context in which they are collected but are likely to have resonance and application across the network.  Because of the multiple but similar conditions that exist within a school and possibly within a network, findings may be found to be replicable, although it is likely that a model of analysis and replication of process will still be preferable.

Programme: enquiry orientated learning for the programme as a whole. 

(School-School/Network–Network Learning)
At this level of learning the resources of the Programme can be used to support colleagues to create a hospitable environment in which to discover whether data are valid and reliable through extensive triangulation and retesting in different contexts.  Reference to sources and contexts outside the Programme will be necessary. Findings are likely to be shared widely throughout the Programme in publications and at networking events.  Larger scale interventions and surveys become possible and quantitative methods can be used with some confidence.  Statistical modelling may help to explore the extent to which findings are generalisable.  The focus on replicable process will be unrelenting, but here opportunities to assess the extent to which findings are replicable in multiple contexts also begin to emerge.

Public: enquiry orientated learning that NLCs do on behalf of the wider education community (Network-Network/System-Level Learning)
If colleagues are engaged in work whose core purpose is developing knowledge for use and testing for the programme as a whole or perhaps even the profession at large then the relationship changes more significantly. As the distance between the audience(s) and the locus of enquiry increases so the amount of knowledge or access to knowledge that the audience has concerning the enquiry activity and context diminishes. In order to trust the outcomes of the enquiry they need to know more about the evidence and methodology that supports the findings so that they can make their own judgements about what can be concluded. Fit for purpose here means that enquiry oriented learning needs to be systematic and transparent enough to enable others to understand the evidence base from which conclusions have been drawn and/ or replicate the activities to test, interpret and develop them for other contexts. We think at this point it is important to consider enquiry as research or “systematic enquiry made public”, as Stenhouse put it, and so would always expect it to be developed to meet the National Teacher Research Panel criteria.

In effect we are proposing that the broader and more influential the context at which the knowledge generated is targeted, the greater the need for a rigorous and, systematic evidence base. 

Technically, Public and Programme Level learning are barely distinguishable Enquiry and research for the widest audience are most likely to manifest as self- or externally commissioned evaluation. Collected against carefully negotiated criteria, data may be deemed valid and reliable if they can be read across to/from other similar contexts (e.g. Excellence Clusters) and if they make extensive reference to sources beyond the point of collection.  There is little likelihood that findings will be generalisable given the complexity of the context, and paradoxically, may be less useful and applicable in individual locations than, for instance, Programme Learning.  The extent to which findings are replicable will be largely determined by the scale and scope of the evaluation.  
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Used to promote research in the programme and to ‘advertise’ the work of the network





Widely promoted in the media and policy environments





Example Activity


Self- and externally commissioned evaluation





Subject to analysis through collaboration and replication of methodology across a network





In the public domain, possibly published. Subject to robust interrogation and academic scrutiny





Evidence-based practice. Essentially private learning protected from external scrutiny





Example Output


Journal articles


Evaluation reports
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Programme





Practitioner





ENQUIRY-ORIENTED LEARNING             RESEARCH             





Drawn upon as an evidence base to influence policy makers and opinion formers





Drawn upon as an evidence base to influence policy makers and opinion formers





Used to promote enquiry-oriented learning in the academy and to debate existing values 


e.g. validity & reliability





Example output


 Reflective Journal


Video


Pupil work








Example Output


Lesson plans, & schemes of work Discussion on talk2learn








Example Output


Journal articles


Evaluation reports
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Adult/Leadership Learning





Within-school/School-School Learning





Network – Network Learning





Example Activity


Self- and externally commissioned evaluation





Example Activity


Real-Time Learning





Example Activity


Study Group


Networked BPRS


Accredited Programme





Example Activity


Individual Best Practice Research Scholarship (BPRS)





Valued and celebrated as fit for purpose in this context





ENQUIRY-ORIENTED LEARNING                    RESEARCH





Example Output 


Case Studies


Web/newsletter articles


Conference Papers


Generative activities











� We want to acknowledge the valuable input to this paper from our colleagues Philippa Cordingley of CUREE and Jane McGregor of NCSL


� We have agreed that we will use, and test for our purposes, the criteria developed by the National Teacher Research Panel for both small and large scale research for at least the first year of the Programme.
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