How should we determine quality in research in geography education?

Graham Butt
Abstract

Defining the quality of educational research is not straightforward. Currently, the most influential measurement of the quality of research in universities and higher education institutions (HEIs) in the UK is generated through the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). On the basis of these findings, which are calculated against international standards of excellence, the higher education funding bodies distribute public funds to research institutions. Nonetheless, the committee charged with the responsibility for conducting the forthcoming RAE (for 2008) has identified the need for its own subject panels, and the wider research community, to clarify what they understand by ‘quality and excellence’ in research.

Within the context of geography education debate about the quality of research has been rather piecemeal and spasmodic. Back in 1993 the then recently published journal International Research in Geographical and Environmental Education contained a ‘Forum’ on exactly this question: ‘How shall we judge the quality of research in geographical and environmental education?’ Michael Naish (1993) co-ordinated six responses to this theme, which are briefly reviewed here. Over ten years later it is perhaps timely to re-address the whole issue of research quality in geography education, particularly as conceptions of what constitutes high status research output show evidence of change. 
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Introduction

Criticism of the quality and relevance of UK educational research has been sustained since the late 1990s (see Hargreaves (1996), Hillage et al (1998), and Tooley and Darby (1998)). More recently Whitty (2005) has suggested that much educational research in the UK lacks rigour and culmination, contains theoretical incoherence and ideological bias, and is often irrelevant. He also cited weak user engagement with findings, poor dissemination, inaccessibility and low value for money. In the words of Furlong and Oancea (2005) ‘a perception of poor quality [in educational research] remains prevalent in government circles ….one of the consequences of these criticisms has been a growing number of attempts to define what good quality is’ (p.4). Despite these criticisms the UK government is presently paying more attention to research findings in its policy formulation. Government-funded research is running at exceptionally high levels in many research institutions, particularly where the intention is to create evidence-informed policy. This is a key reason for the current trend of funding larger, multi disciplinary projects with sophisticated research designs – some of which have included major partnerships with education institutions. 

Although large scale, generously funded, research projects certainly exist in education these are still not the norm. ‘Non core’ subjects (such as geography) attract only limited research money, often for smaller scale, practitioner-based, research - which the government largely sees as a means of providing professional development for teachers, rather than as a way of generating cost effective, high quality research. Such research may be of high quality, but usually lacks significant impact. Furlong and Oancea (2005) have also highlighted the growing interest in applied and practice-based research, citing the (admittedly now defunct) Best Practice Research Scholarship Scheme, the Scottish Applied Educational Research Scheme, the Networked Learning Communities Initiative, and the Teaching and Learning Research Programme. These have re-conceptualised the links between research, practice and policy but work to somewhat different conceptions of quality than many larger scale research projects.
Educational researchers have often stressed the importance of teachers maintaining an awareness of current educational research and its implications for their classroom practice. Indeed, despite his criticisms of educational research, Hargreaves (1996) asserts that teaching is essentially a research-based profession. With reference to the UK, the community of researchers in geography education has regularly made efforts to both involve teachers in research and bring to their attention pertinent research findings – professional journals such as Teaching Geography, and some academic journals such as Geography, carry papers that often have direct relevance to the classroom. The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) have also commissioned subject-based research and then disseminated good practice, or used the findings to guide policy making. Similarly subject associations, such as the Geographical Association, have sought to convey research findings to classroom practitioners, for example through its ‘Theory into Practice’ series. Internationally, academic journals such as International Research in Geographical and Environmental Education and the Commission for Geography Education of the IGU have also worked hard to spread good practice through articles, publications and conferences.

Measures of Quality in Research in Geography Education

Michael Naish’s (1993) introduction to the six papers on quality of research in geographical and environmental education was interestingly titled ‘Never mind the quality – feel the width’, which gave a telling impression of the state of such research in the early 1990s! He noted that teachers, politicians and their advisers often had a poor regard for educational research, with the former tending to see research as having little relevance in addressing their day-to-day problems of classroom practice – indeed ‘teachers sometimes claim that research tells them what they already know’ (Naish 1993 p.64).  Naish (1993) also highlighted the problem that much research in curriculum subject areas, such as geography, is small scale, under-funded and driven by the interests of only a few academics. This immediately raises ‘quality’ questions - for research which lacks wider relevance tends to be considered as invalid, unreliable and non-generalisable. 

The pursuit of quality indicators for research in geography education led McElroy (1993) to state that all research should be based on a clear set of principles. These relate to the particular research problem, the paradigm in which the research is conducted, and the aim of the research to generate knowledge for a community of scholars – driven primarily by a ‘need to know’ (p.66). Thus the research must be ‘true’ to the research paradigm within which it is constructed - be that empiricist, interpretive or critical (Habermas 1974). This may cause tensions within the research process, for a geographer who is grounded in empirical approaches to research may find it hard to adopt, or trust, say, an interpretative approach to educational research. This ‘mixing’ or ‘shifting’ of research paradigms obviously creates problems of validity. Thus quality is partly determined by the principles for conducting research – these must be clear before the research is started, although unfortunately no universally acceptable principles for educational research exist. The researcher should also make clear what was intended (which influences the research paradigm chosen), why the research was carried out, and how it was conducted. These principles then lead McElroy to state that a ‘lucid’ research report should:

· State the research problem clearly

· Explain and justify the study approach

· Locate the investigation  (within a current body of knowledge/paradigm)

· Plainly portray the context in which the research is set

· Report and justify the research design, methodology, instruments and means of analysis

· State its limitations

· Acknowledge the amount and kind of researcher involvement

· Concede the interests that are inherent in the study

· Show how ethical considerations were handled

This requires the researcher (and reader) to possess an overview of research paradigms, of theory and practice within research, and of research methods and methodologies. If this is not the case then an inappropriate research design might be adopted, leading to poor quality research.

Purnell (1993) concurs, adding that high quality research should also include a succinct writing style using appropriate language (gender inclusive, non-racist); an abstract providing an overview of what was researched, how this was done and major findings/recommendations; a review of related literature; findings and discussion based on these; conclusions and recommendations; and suggestions for possible future research. Schrettenbrunner (1993), Clary (1993), Benejam (1993) and Boardman (1993) broadly agree with the main parameters of quality criteria, but offer an appreciation of research quality from their own theoretical, methodological and philosophical perspectives. Therefore the emphasis on, say, the theoretical basis, use of research instruments, statistical procedures, documentation of findings, emphasis on quantitative or qualitative methods, etc may vary according to the researcher.

Broader Conceptions of Research Quality

It is worthwhile shifting the scale and focus of enquiry to consider how large-scale research organisations view quality, as this may have implications for how the geography education community looks at its own practice. Starting with the ESRC funded Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) we might consider its list of ‘strategic commitments’ as points of reference for quality – whilst remaining mindful of the scale of research, and levels of funding, associated with its work! Here considerations of research quality extend beyond methodological and theoretical issues to embrace: (i) user engagement for relevance and quality; (ii) knowledge generation by project teams; (iii) knowledge synthesis through thematic activities; (iv) knowledge transformation for impact; (v) capacity building for professional development; and (vi) partnership for sustainability. The geography education community might ask itself whether on these terms it is capable of producing and representing quality educational research, and also sustaining research challenges within the research community and beyond. Raising the profile of research in geographical education will not be easy – particularly when it calls upon us to promote cross institutional working, to engage with significant groups of practitioners and policy makers, and to stimulate and support projects of high quality across different teaching and learning contexts. 

Furlong and Oancea (2005) similarly note that ‘research quality’ is no longer solely defined within theoretical, ideological or methodological parameters, but by multidimensional criteria. This is a consequence of the generally wider interest in, involvement with and dissemination of research findings. They choose to define four major dimensions – and numerous sub dimensions - of research quality:

(i) Epistemic – traditional theoretical and methodological robustness. These are usually most visible in research reports and are the key dimensions of quality that are used in assessing social research. Sub dimensions: trustworthiness, contribution to knowledge, explicitness in designing and reporting, propriety, paradigm dependent criteria.

(ii) Technological - provision of facts, evidence, new ideas. Sub dimensions: timeliness, purposivity, specificity and accessibility, impact, flexibility and operationalisability.

(iii) Capacity building and value for people – collective and personal growth, changing people through collaboration and partnership, increasing receptiveness, moral and ethical growth. Sub dimensions: partnership, collaboration and engagement; plausibility; reflection and criticism; receptiveness; personal growth.

(iv) Economic – whether the money invested in a research project is well spent, or adds value. Sub dimensions: cost-effectiveness; marketability and competitiveness, auditability; feasibility; originality; value efficiency.

These quality indicators are illustrative, rather than prescriptive, and do not suggest any parameters for their application. The evaluation of quality is therefore dependent on the purposes, intended audiences and aims of the research – factors which vary according to the type of research undertaken.

Conclusions

Furlong and Oancea (2005) assert that:

‘Over the last 20 years there has been a growing recognition of the need for tighter links between research, practice and policy. There is increasing recognition of the legitimacy of the policy-oriented quest for answers, and the need for research to contribute to solutions; as a result the idea of ‘evidence-informed’ policy and practice has rapidly gained support and is coming to shape research agendas throughout the country’ (p.6) 

Tensions are apparent for those researchers who fear the shift from ‘pure’ research to more pragmatic concerns about ‘what works’ – a process which implies the creation of a ‘new social contract for research’. Such ‘marketisation’ of research not only has ramifications for what we now consider as ‘quality’, but also about whether researchers in geography education even undertake this kind of research on a regular basis. Given that most educational research in geography does not have a direct and immediate impact on either policy or practice, but may achieve a gradual influence over the longer term, our position is further weakened. Because of the challenges facing most researchers in geography education, our first responsibility should perhaps still be the inherent quality of the research in epistemic and technological terms. Some researchers in geography education have a remarkable ability, often in challenging circumstances, to find the time and resources to engage in high quality research. At present, in the UK, we have little option but to accept a situation where differentiation of research funding exists between HEIs, based on RAE ratings, where only the larger and more powerful research-driven institutions can engage with the sustained production of quality research. Although the professional infrastructures needed to support knowledge transformation, dissemination and impact exist for geography education these are neither extensive, nor well co-ordinated. 

Inter institutional links may be a way forward, particularly for the less ‘powerful’ subject communities like geography. User engagement with research is also seen as important, and has become a measure of quality, but even this may be problematic in geography. Funded research often stipulates the importance of user engagement (see for example ESRC guidelines), whilst TLRP also values the participation of ‘partners’, ‘advisers’ and ‘users’ of research at different stages of the research process. Our lack of strategic coordination, and of a sustained forum for collective discussion of UK research in geography education, is perhaps understandable. We need clear and well organised structures for knowledge creation, transfer, dissemination, and impact. The issue is perhaps how, as a research community concerned with quality, we create a collective sense of purpose. As Pollard (2005) states ‘whilst diversity may contribute to innovation, the potential for duplication of effort, waste of resource and confusion is also considerable’. 
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