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1. Introduction

The NI Education Research Forum (NIERF) was formed early in 2008, initiated by the Department of Education and includes representatives from all the Northern Ireland Higher Education Institutions, the Education and Training Inspectorate and the Department for Employment and Learning. 

The purpose of the Forum is primarily to exchange research information, knowledge and skills and to inform analytical thinking on current and emerging issues in relation to education. The Forum has links with the UK group - the Strategic Forum for Research in Education (SFRE). The aims of the Northern Ireland group are consistent with the aims of the SFRE in that both groups are exploring the issues and considering the challenges facing educational research. 
2. Aims of the symposium

NIERF wish to extend the dialogue and encourage the debate across the wider range of stakeholders in the Northern Ireland educational research community. It intends to do this through a series of events, of which the symposium reported here was the first. The overall aim of the series is to engage with the differing knowledge creation and evaluation communities in Northern Ireland in order to increase understanding between and within these communities; the goal being local coherence and improved quality in education research, policy and practice. 

The aim of the first symposium was to bring together a number of key stakeholders in the Northern Ireland educational research community to discuss the potential for a coherent strategy to the development and application of educational research in Northern Ireland.
3. Participants
Those taking part in the first symposium were:
	Name 
	Organisation

	John Anderson
	Education and Training Inspectorate

	Maureen Bennett
	Education and Training Inspectorate

	Trevor Carson
	Learning and Skills Development Agency

	Leslie Caul
	Stranmillis University College

	Linda Clarke
	University of Ulster

	Gerard Devlin
	General Teaching Council

	Jannette Elwood
	Queen’s University

	Debie Galanouli
	Queen’s University

	John Gardner
	Queen’s University

	Will Haire
	Department of Education

	Tom Hesketh
	Regional Training Unit

	Damian Knipe
	St. Mary’s University College

	Pamela Larmour
	CCEA

	Wendy Lecky
	Department for Employment and Learning

	Ruth Leitch
	Queen’s University

	Helen McClure
	Department of Education

	Liz McCrystal
	Open University

	Karen McCullough
	Department of Education

	Gabrielle Nig Uidhir
	St. Mary’s University College

	Rosalind Pritchard
	University of Ulster

	Glenda Walsh
	Stranmillis University College


4. Activities

Mrs Karen McCullough (Department of Education) chaired the event which comprised three presentations followed by a workshop which involved group discussions and feedback sessions. Mr Will Haire (Permanent Secretary, Department of Education), presented the Department’s strategic priorities for education. Dr Ruth Leitch (Queen’s University, Belfast) delivered a presentation highlighting the main issues of quality and capacity in education research, arising from her report for the SFRE I. Mrs Wendy Lecky (Department for Employment and Learning) spoke about her experience of developing a research agenda and identifying research priorities for the Department for Employment and Learning.
Dr Ruth Leitch and Professor John Anderson (Education and Training Inspectorate) facilitated the workshop discussions which focused on the idea of developing a coherent strategy for educational research and development in Northern Ireland.
5. Issues emerging from the workshops
The following were the main issues that emerged from the workshop discussions.
5.1  Do we need a coherent research strategy?

In considering this question, the overall concern of symposium participants was that there is a need to clarify who such a strategy is for.  Since the NI educational research community is complex, any strategy would have to take account of researchers, strategic and operational policy/strategy makers, politicians and practitioners etc and with so many potential audiences, a coherent strategy is unlikely to be practicable.
The conclusion was that there is a need to develop a greater shared understanding of what ‘research’ is and how it contributes to knowledge and understanding in education through all its various forms. (For example, research=knowledge creation, and researchers=contributors to knowledge creation). We thus need a definition (or definitions) for ‘research’ that is/are comprehensive and inclusive of all parties who contribute to the knowledge creation process and research agendas for Northern Ireland. 
The Boston model
 was suggested as a way of freeing up the types of research questions that are framed and asked through access to open databases which can be interrogated both to pose and answer questions.

It was concluded that we do not necessarily need ‘coherence’ in the sense of some notion of single coherence, as each community, sector, department or organisation has its own set of priorities and methodologies which rightly differ (but may indeed also partly overlap) and which are fit for their own specific purpose(s).  While coherence of a research strategy for NI as a whole may be neither possible nor desirable, we do, however, need to work towards a knowledge creation framework, within which some common coherence and goals can be articulated through principles and key elements that relate each to the other to form part of a larger, shared vision.
5.2  Key Principles

The following were identified as some of the key principles which might help to define a Knowledge Creation Framework.
· Alignment: of priorities/strategies etc within departments/sectors and between departments/sectors in order to make the best use of resources and outcomes
· Communication: improved communication about what research is  available or forthcoming and its locus (we see a single web-portal as an important tool)
· Accessibility: to existing data sources, to more information about what everyone is doing (again, linked through a web-portal)
· Collaboration: between various knowledge creation sectors/parties
· Consultation: improved consultation at each stage of knowledge generation, including consultation on priorities
· Interdisciplinary: more dialogue with other professions (eg. educational psychologists; sociologists) working in the area of educational research and more opportunities for developing interdisciplinary research
· Peer review: further development of peer review as integral to research commissioning and evaluation, required at each stage of process;  consider whether this development might be taken forward  by NIERF
· Dissemination: viewed as a crucial element of the research process, including a policy response on how any research is intended to be used 

5.3 
Forces for and against change

When some of the ‘drivers for’ and ‘obstacles to’ creating such a Framework were listed, some of these were noted as balancing each other out; the challenge being to reduce the degree that some key factors may obstruct and to increase their ability to facilitate. 
Some of the main factors identified ‘for’ a shared Framework were:
· Community appetite 
· Existing activity
· Emerging clarity about priorities

· Capacity and quality

· Small scale and close relationships within Northern Ireland
· Economic necessity

· Assembly needs
· Evidence-based practice in schools
· Funding follows achievement in research

· Existing collaborative initiatives

· A strategy encourages relevant research in N.I.

· Advantages of linking competences (GTC) to research

· Demonstrate impact of research / policy

Some of the main obstacles/challenges identified to a shared Framework were:

· Assembly appetite – research may not have immediate political relevance
· Resources
· Synergy – between research and policy, need more than evaluation of data to influence decision-making

· Relationship of trust – type of questions to be asked is critical. Importance of bias-free questions

· Conflicting interpretation of data and research

· Competition among researchers - funding can militate against collaboration and a coherent research agenda
5.4
 What are the next steps?
· Mapping the huge volume of research and data that is already out there in Northern Ireland 
· Considering how we could improve accessibility

· More face-to-face communication, particularly between policy-makers and the key players in the research community
· Integrity of research - clarify relationship between policy-makers and researchers
· Develop a website (portal linked to existing sites) as a means of virtual collaboration to contain news, discussion forum, accessibility to and exposure to priorities etc.

· Develop interdisciplinary dialogue and collaboration

· Greater recognition of the vast amount of practitioner research available

· Consider involvement of practitioners – encourage use of data/research eg. as part of school improvement/ self-evaluation
· Consideration of ways to improve dissemination and the policy impact of research
· Application of research needs to be considered and improved

· Departments need to avail of policy-driven model rather than a problem solving model, with clear ownership by Senior Management. 
· Practitioner issues and research need to be heard and captured to inform a strategy. Key concern was to ensure that research influences policy as part of a two-way process. Therefore there needs to be features of both top down and bottom up in any future developments.
· School-based and cross-sectoral research that informs sub-regional developments need to be recognised as crucial to any overall strategy or Framework.
· Need to recognise and  enhance the range of funding sources
· Need to consider issues of quality (for specific purposes) and peer review
6
NIERF next steps
The Education Research Forum is appreciative of the attendance and contributions made by participants to the first symposium. NIERF will meet to consider the outcomes identified above and aims to take forward the next symposium (to be announced) building on the foundations of this first event.  
� The Boston Census Research Data Center (BRDC) is a partnership between the U.S. Census Bureau and the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER). Open since 1994, the BRDC provides restricted access to unpublished micro-data for economic and demographic censuses and surveys. Information on the BRDC program can be found at the homepage of the �HYPERLINK "http://www.ces.census.gov/" \t "new"��Center for Economic Studies (CES)�, a research unit of the Office of the Chief Economist at the Census Bureau.





