UCET AND RESEARCH

Paper for BERA/UCET Working Group

1. A scrutiny of UCET documentation and publications, including the minutes of the Research and Development Committee, suggests that the most relevant documents from the UCET files are these:

Tony Edwards, The Research Base of Teacher Education, May, 1996 (Occasional Paper, no 5)
Margaret Wilkin, The Role of Higher Education in Initial Teacher Education, January, 1999, Occasional Paper no 12
Tony Edwards, Some Reasonable Expectations of Educational Research, November, 2000, Research Paper no 2
UCET Position Paper on Research, R&D Committee, April, 2004
John Furlong, Universities and Education, Report of UCET Conference, November, 2007
Pamela Munn, Building Research Capacity in Teacher Education, Report of UCET Conference, November, 2007
Assessing the Impact of Educational Research, R&D Committee, April, 2010
Impact and the REF, Report of UCET Workshop, June, 2010

2. A pervasive theme of these documents, and indeed of all UCET publications, is that teacher education is most appropriately located within the university, underpinned by strong partnership with schools. It is acknowledged that teaching has an important craft dimension that is nurtured through engagement with accomplished practitioners in school and classroom contexts. However, it is also maintained that, to be truly effective, teachers need to come to terms with the knowledge that underpins professional practice, and with the evidence which relates to human learning and how it is to be supported. Without access to that knowledge base the teacher is incapable of becoming an autonomous professional. Accordingly, it is insisted, teachers are best prepared for their professional responsibilities in the research environment that is provided by university-school partnerships. Through such partnerships student teachers are able to acquire and practise the practical skills of teaching while they are also developing  those forms of understanding that are concerned with the moral and social purposes of education and that promote those forms of judgement that characterise the self-evaluating teacher.  What better way to become a teacher than to be supervised by an accomplished practitioner in a school setting while at the same time learning what is meant by evidence-based practice through study in institutions whose raison d’etre is the critical analysis of, and enquiry into, the nature of teaching and learning? And what better staff with whom to engage than those who themselves are concerned with the enlargement of human understanding about teaching and learning? 

3. For more than two decades that conception of university-based teacher education, with its strong reliance on collaboration with partner schools, has been under attack from three sources: from those who disparage the quality of much educational research; from the intensification of research selectivity; and from the policy of successive governments to marginalise the role of universities by switching a significant proportion, if not all, of professional preparation from the university to the school.

4. The first line of attack has questioned the value of much educational research. One of the most vigorous of these attacks was made by David Hargreaves, who compared the impact of educational research with that in medicine. Whereas medical practitioners could draw on a body of research which pointed the way to sound treatment, in the world of education the teacher was bereft of guidance from research about the most effective way of supporting learning. That state of affairs had come about because much educational research was divorced from the realities of life in the classroom, or was unintelligible, and seemed to be intended for consumption only by fellow researchers. That view was supported by others, including those in a powerful position to influence government policy. Its effect was to weaken the credibility of universities to be involved in teacher education.

5. The second line of attack was less direct but just as telling. The political imperative to fund research where the best research was conducted led to a policy of intensifying selectivity.  The direct effect of that policy was to eliminate many teacher education centres from any funding for research. The outcome of RAE 2001 was that some two thirds of teacher education institutions received no research funding. Besides, some three fifths of teacher education staff were not submitted in the RAE 2001. How could universities claim to bring a research dimension to the professional preparation of teachers when such a small proportion of the staff involved were research active? How could such departments make a credible claim to offer master’s credits for PGCE programmes, or to contribute to a master’s-level profession?  Admittedly, as a result of RAE 2008, some 40 teacher education institutions received, albeit limited, funding for the first time, probably at some cost to the principle of selectivity, but that did not eliminate the charge that the case for university involvement in teacher education on the basis of providing a research environment was questionable. Indeed, one of the acknowledged results of successive RAEs has been increased selectivity,  to the extent that by 2008 some 20 institutions were attracting 75% of HEFCE research funds, and 18 universities attracting  a similar proportion of research council funds. A key effect of such selectivity, if the present trend continues, will be the dissociation of the world of teacher education from the world of research.

6. The third line of attack was politically inspired. With predictable regularity successive governments saw the improvement of education to lie in the revitalisation of teacher education, and the most promising remedy, uninfluenced by research findings of any kind, was judged to consist of placing greater reliance on schools and switching more of a teacher’s professional preparation away from the university. The counter-claim that universities were key players was met by invoking evidence of the poor quality of much educational research and the large proportion of staff who were not engaged in research.

I7. It would be fair to claim that the overwhelming preponderance of UCET activity over these years, when it has not involved the re-affirmation of the university’s key role,, working in partnership with schools, has been concerned with resisting these three lines of attack.  The main lines of defence and counter-attack, highlighted in the documents listed above but reverberating across the whole range of UCET committee and lobbying work, have had six main emphases.

18. First, it was acknowledged that of course research in education should have as one of its central concerns the provision of support for teachers in the classroom. However, the relationship between research and professional action is complex. Rarely, if at all, is there a direct line between research findings and the prescription of specific approaches to teaching. Rather, research findings have to be interpreted and a judgement made about the relevance of what research claims to have shown to a teacher’s individual circumstances The provisionality of research findings therefore weakens the claim that research in education contributes to a science of teaching in which incontrovertible demonstrations of what is effective practice can be established.  In the field of education, research findings are an aid to professional judgement not a substitute for it.

19. Secondly, the relevance and applicability of research findings can only be determined by the analysis of the teacher’s aims and purposes. The fruitfulness of research on assessment, setting or streaming, class size, and the management of classroom disruption depends on the degree of congruence the research findings have with the value base of the teacher or the school.

20. Thirdly, the relationship between research and policy is even more complex. Again there is no logical chain that leads inexorably from research report to policy change. Research findings have to be mediated by, or compete with, a range of other influences on policy, including the resources available and the inevitable compromises that are required in the determination of public policy. Besides, while educational research may offer more or less convincing demonstrations of the effect of particular policies, it has a wider responsibility to offer a critique of social and educational policy, and to interrogate political orthodoxies.

21. Fourthly, in the light of these considerations, while research in education must address the practical problems experienced by teachers, its scope is much wider: it has a duty to explore what is longer-term, and what is driven by intellectual curiosity, and cannot be bound by the obligation to be immediately useful.

22. Fifthly, the pressure on researchers to demonstrate the impact of their work on professional practice and policy will require institutions to establish mechanisms which allow them to track the direct and indirect impact of their research. In addition, given the pressure to generate strong “user engagement”, institutions will be expected to involve their professional constituencies in the determination of research priorities, in the conduct of research, and its evaluation. These obligations should be relatively easy to accommodate in a field like education, with its strong ethos of professional collaboration. 

23. Finally, UCET adopted a policy stance that sought to reconcile intensifying selectivity with the need to locate teacher education in a research environment. It was accepted that selectivity was a government imperative but that the corollary was that more and more teacher education institutions would not attract research funding and therefore a significant proportion of teachers would undergo their professional education denied the advantages which a research culture provided. UCET’s position was to encourage institutions to strengthen their research involvement. However, it was realised that institutions faced a daunting task to win a larger share of national research funds. 

24. Accordingly, UCET proposed that an additional fund should be established, separate from the funds disbursed as a result of the RAE, to promote research across a wider range of teacher education institutions.  These new research funds would be allocated in two ways: a proportion of the total sum would be distributed to all teacher education institutions provided that they could demonstrate that they had in place a research development strategy for staff and for the pursuit of research on professional practice in collaboration with schools; and a proportion would be allocated on a competitive basis to reward significant research collaborative initiatives with schools. The allocations would be made by a group which included representatives from government, UCET and the GTCs.

25. These considerations provide the context for UCET’s response to the White Paper on The Importance of Teaching. That paper follows the line of previous governments by calling for a further switch towards locating teacher education in schools, a move that, if taken to extremes, could decimate teacher education in the universities, and greatly weaken the capacity of universities to undertake research in education.

26. There were, however, two novel proposals. The first of these intimated the government’s intention to establish a network of teaching schools, which would play a leading role in teacher education and CPD for teachers. The White Paper itself made no reference to the relationship between these teaching schools and universities.  In recent months UCET has participated in a range of discussions and it is significant that the current documentation emanating from the NCSL (which is charged with the establishment of these schools), stresses the need for teaching schools to be linked to a university. What would be the point of that link if it were not to ensure that the professional education of teachers in teaching schools was anchored to the knowledge base and the research culture of the university?

27.  The second innovation is more intriguing, involving as it does the establishment of university training schools. These would be run by universities and would, on the model of university teaching hospitals, be centres for the education of pupils, for teaching students, and for the pursuit of research on pedagogy. An almost identical proposal has been advanced by the recent Donaldson Review of teacher education in Scotland, where it is advocated that a number of hub schools should be established to perform the same three key functions. Setting to one side the administrative and legal questions that arise, the university training school certainly offers a new and interesting context for the pursuit of educational research.
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