Anyone can do it? Supporting educational research in other disciplines
Fran Beaton (with Janice Malcolm), University of Kent

This paper addresses the question of how disciplinary discourses shape conceptualisations of educational research, and the implications of this for the promotion of educational (including pedagogic) research among academics in other disciplines. 

The promotion of the ‘teaching-research nexus’
 is currently a popular focus. both within education policy and in the practice of teacher education and development for academic staff.  The authors, education academics in an academic development unit, are expected as part of their role to support colleagues in subject departments in developing educational enquiry within their disciplines.  Publication is encouraged as a form of dissemination, as a means of raising the institutional profile, and to support the career development of the academics concerned.  
The wide-ranging work of, for example, Barry Stierer, and the Preparing for Academic Practice CETL explores the questions of  disciplinary practice in research and, indeed the extent to which disciplinary academics can be expected to ‘write education ‘ as part of their academic practice.   Stierer 
 cites McCarthy’s (1994) view that “[For many lecturers] ‘Education’ as a set of specialised knowledge and language practices is a ‘strange land’ – indeed as strange a land as an unfamiliar subject area can be for typical university students.”    We were particularly interested in exploring the question at institutional level, based on the work we have been doing with individual academics from a range of departments across the university.  This derives also from our own research interests: exploring teacher identity and the extent to which forms of disciplinary practice are considered part of that identity.    

It is relevant at this point to describe our own roles with the institution. The University of Kent is relatively unusual in not having a Department of Education, Centre for Educational Research or other education mainstream provision.   Consequently, educational research activity has tended to be generated in academic departments (as well as from the central Unit in which we are based), without any obvious forum where this can readily be disseminated or shared.  Colleagues within the institution may only learn of activity elsewhere in the institution through attending external events, such as conferences.     We are both experienced education academics who had previously taught and researched in such departments at other universities, appointed to our current posts in large measure because of that experience and track record, now based in a central academic development unit.   Our work encompasses initial teacher education for new academics and part-time teaching staff (registered on the Kent Postgraduate Certificate in Higher Education) and working with more experienced staff in academic departments.  The work with more experienced staff is manifested in several ways:  organically through common subject interests; supporting individual members of staff or course teams addressing broader curriculum issues;  working with staff on projects, preparing applications for University prizes or National Teaching Fellowships; establishing networks of staff with specific supporting or leadership roles and responsibilities such as mentoring, acting as Departmental Senior Tutor or Directors of Learning and Teaching.  For the purposes of this paper, however, we focus on working with academics as they prepare to develop educational inquiry in their discipline.   This work includes identifying where such research is already taking place and developing a framework for disseminating and debating this work more widely.    The disciplinary conceptions on which such work is based form an important part of the discourse which develops in the course of interdisciplinary exchanges; in the next section we will consider the ways in which these conceptions evolve and the implications of these for practice.  

We believe that disciplinary conceptions go beyond questions of language or, indeed, academic ‘literacies’.
 Disciplinary research training itself provides the fundamental concepts for designing, conducting and evaluating research.  The new postgraduate student learns how research questions can be formulated, and indeed which kinds of questions are considered legitimate to ask.   The nature of admissible evidence, how that evidence may be gathered and whether there are permissible variations according to circumstances also form part of the disciplinary induction into the community of practice.   The tyro researcher is also exposed to a number of other questions and disciplinary practices.  These include, for example, the legitimacy of drawing inferences from evidence; the extent to which it is possible or appropriate to demonstrate causality; the role of data in supporting or refuting claims; and, crucially, how research should be presented.  In short, we learn about disciplinary ontology and epistemology and the practices appropriate to the methodology of our disciplinary field.
The examples we have chosen to focus on are drawn from a number of sources.  Chief among these is work by university academics (either work-in-progress or already published), including research projects undertaken as part of the PGCHE programme.   We have also drawn on examples from HE Academy Subject Centres.    A third source relates to our institution-wide role: we advise and support staff preparing National Teaching Fellowship applications, a process perceived by our colleagues as engaging with a different discourse.   All three show different views of educational research: both its aim and how it is conducted. They further make assumptions about the anticipated reader, and the genres of communication appropriate to what are – or are imagined to be - that reader’s expectations.   It is for that reason, among others, that the NTFS is an interesting field to study.  NTFS awards are made across all subject areas, and all applications will be read by one subject specialist and one non-specialist. 
  It could reasonably be inferred that applications which can gain and hold the attention of both are more likely to be successful than those which do not; could it not be supposed that applications from Social Scientists, more familiar with the discourse, would predominate?  While we do not claim to have investigated the disciplinary background of all NTFS holders – and indeed the national listings do not always declare it – it is instructive to look at the awards made between 2006 and 2008: Sciences (including Medical Education) and Humanities predominate.   This could suggest that a capacity to switch discourse is less critical than we suppose, or deliberately discounted, or a relatively minor consideration in the criteria; if so, then it raises questions about the function of the non-specialist reader.  With this in mind, let us consider the examples drawn from the work of academics in departments. 
Examples
Biosciences

A mid-career lecturer in Biosciences wished to investigate the impact of an educational intervention.  He took the following steps:
1. Identified the educational rationale for the intervention

2. Established a control group and an experiment group

3. Established a procedure for implementing the intervention

4. Developed a framework for reporting the results

5. Intervened

6. Drew interim conclusions from the results of the intervention

7. Reiterated with a further group

8. Drew further interim conclusions from both sets of results

9. Considered the effectiveness of the data based on a) concrete data and b) the affective impact based on his own observation and as reported by students

10. Wrote up preliminary findings based on all the above, concluding that the intervention appeared to have been effective and could be usefully replicated across the student cohort as a whole.   Indeed, it would not be possible to assure its impact until it had been much more widely implemented.
The basis for the intervention had been the procedure applied in his own discipline; as a non-specialist, one might query the ethical implications of putting students in the control group at an educational disadvantage.  Had the intervention not been successful, this could of course have applied to the other group.  The process by which each group was selected was not explained.     The fact that the intervention needed to be tested by replication on a large scale is also rooted in disciplinary practice.   A colleague in the same department was horrified to read an account of a Social Sciences research project which ‘only had one experiment in it’
.   How could this be considered publishable research?  Contrast this with a lecturer in Economics, who described his discipline as ‘occupying messy territory’ 
, positioned between Sciences and Social Sciences.  What would our scientist make of a discipline whose threshold concepts include the notion of ‘all other things being equal’ - where a closed experiment can lead to several possible deductions rather than proof?
Computer Science

The Computer Science Subject Centre notes that “few results in educational research are, in any sense, ‘precise.’ ” 
  It is not clear whether this is a cause for concern or celebration, but can certainly be interpreted as an attempt to signpost a different set of assumptions.  The site, Getting Started in Computer Science Education Research provides an overview of Social Sciences research methods for the new educational researcher.      Sally Fincher (Computing Laboratory, University of Kent) and Josh Tenenberg (Institute of Technology, University of Washington, Tacoma), in their work on disciplinary commons, describe a ‘bootstrapping’ 
approach to developing a Computer Science Education Research community of practice.   The term ‘bootstrap’ refers to a model of Computer Science with which participants are familiar  (’….processes  whereby a complex system emerges by starting simply and, bit by bit, developing more complex capabilities on top of the simpler ones’)  as well as its meaning in more general use as in ‘pulling oneself up by the bootstraps’.   Fincher and Tenenberg identify three distinct and overlapping levels as a means of establishing CSEd as ‘a distinct and rigorous research paradigm and simultaneously hastening individuals’ full participation’.    These are

“ Bootstrapping the novice CEd researcher by providing entry points into the theory and methods of carrying out CSEd research;
Bootstrapping a community of practice of CSEd researcher practitioners with similar skills, practices and language for engaging in shared research endeavours;
Bootstrapping the wider CSEd research community by establishing a critical mass of researchers with rigorous practices and standards for carrying out and evaluating CSEd research “ 

Thus the creation of this community of practice applies a familiar conceptual model to a new context, initiating the development of a new discourse.     Fincher and Tenenberg subsequently describe the practical steps taken to ensure that participants at all three levels are both gaining from, and giving to, the community as a whole.   The process itself provides a structure within which the novice researcher is an active and creative member of the evolving community and thereby moves from legitimate peripheral participation to full membership.  
Mathematics
This paper was written by a group of early career academics and a more experienced member of staff.  They sought to investigate the correlation between student attendance, performance (including that in assessed work) and their development as ‘mathematical thinkers’.  The first part of the paper tabulated statistical data based on the departmental practice of record-keeping, monitoring student participation in various teaching contexts (typically problems classes, workshops and lectures) and student performance in formative and summative assessment tasks.  However the paper, while inferring that the correlation between attendance and performance was very close, then considered the students’ own perceptions and expectations, which were at marked variance with that of the academic staff.   Students expected mathematics at university level to provide rules, certainties and provable propositions; staff valued attributes such as uncertainty, hypothesising and analytical sophistication.  Finally, the paper specifically questioned the effectiveness of the traditional transmission approach to mathematics teaching and the extent to which this ran counter to the very attributes they prized and wished students to develop.   To that end, a programme team plans a review of teaching approaches as a means of developing those critical and creative skills, and considering how this implementation can be embedded and evaluated.     
Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies
The final example is drawn from the Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies Subject Centre.  This comprises a wide range of disciplinary fields.  Some areas are closer to Social Sciences: Applied Linguistics, Second Language Acquisition researchers, socio-cultural practitioners, language education specialists.  Others, such as Area Studies, are more closely aligned with Humanities.    This can lead both to conflicting views on research methodology and, equally crucially, to practical disadvantages.   If Humanities-oriented subjects are less well versed in ’speaking the language’, they risk being left behind in the pursuit of funding to pursue, or make visible, research questions in their disciplinary field.  The Subject Centre, while warning of the risks in making too much of the assumption that Social Sciences and Humanities approaches to research are at variance, suggest that the HE Academy’s own emphasis on evidence-based approaches ‘ further implies that social sciences are presumed to provide the approach by which pedagogic research can be done’.  The commentary continues:
‘[This idea] may be fatally flawed. Standpoints and philosophies such as feminism, Marxism, post-structuralism resonate with practitioners in social sciences and the humanities, albeit in very different ways.    It could be argued that there has been a failure to engage critically with pedagogic research and that the prevailing paradigm is not a social science one but an inherently conservative one which does not challenge the existing ‘safe system’.  

In terms of educational research this Subject Centre makes explicit the questions we have been addressing here, locating them in the wider Higher Education research context. 
1) Is pedagogic research a concern for discipline-based practitioners or do education specialists undertake pedagogic research best?

2) Is the low status given to pedagogic research a consequence of low academic quality or a symptom of its marginalisation of pedagogy as a disciplinary concern?

This is not simply a matter of what educational research is, or who should undertake it, but its impact and currency: how is educational research perceived in relation to discipline-specific research?   Lueddeke suggests that there could be ‘room for both disciplinary research and disciplinary pedagogical research with complementary or distinctive career paths’, citing the University of Pennsylvania  as an example of rewarding and recognising distinguished performance through Chairs in Practice for ‘outstanding teachers who are also distinguished professionals in their fields’. 
    Malcolm 
 notes that  ’This discipline - oriented work remains largely within a teaching and learning frame…rarely elevated to the status of ‘real ‘research.  This is not surprising, given that it may be undertaken in ways which fail to meet the requirements of research within the discipline itself, and at the same time would not pass muster as ‘real’ educational research.’        The Kent PGCHE, for example, is not alone in encouraging academic staff to explore and interrogate the distinctive features of their own practice, part of the long-running argument about the balance of generic and discipline-specific practice in teacher education: what does all this imply?

The key question remains: can anyone do it?   Attempting to superimpose Social Sciences or education methods onto the knowledge structures and practices of other disciplines is, we believe, likely to satisfy the requirements of neither.  It is likely to be unsatisfactory for the individual and – in career terms – probably counterproductive.  It also devalues educational research as a field of practice.  Educational inquiry needs to become an integral part of disciplinary identity, developed and made explicit by practitioners themselves.   The ways in which meaning and understanding are constructed and, a central tenet in relation to learning and teaching, could, be usefully reviewed in the context of researcher development.   This may means the development of a new discourse over time but this is not the same as the wholesale importing of educational discourse.  In many instances, disciplinary training (for example for PhD study) does not include explicit consideration of epistemology, or why certain methodologies are considered legitimate.   Scientific method, for example, may be taught with no real consideration of how, or why, it differs from any other discipline.  This would enable novices to learn about and explore the distinctive features of their own practice, a journey facilitated by more experienced members of that community and supported by institutional and educational structures.    This is clearly a longer term project which needs extensive disciplinary inquiry and a review of the postgraduate curriculum.    It is part of our role, as education specialists working with individuals across the disciplinary range, to foster and promote a positive spirit of inquiry in this work.  
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