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• rapid ‘reform’ throughout the system since the 

1988 Education Reform Act 

• concern for economic competitiveness 

and social inclusion 

• aspirations for evidence-based policy and practice

• critique of educational research

The UK education policy context 

in the late 1990s
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Relevance

• Irrelevance to practice in schools 

• Very little on post-compulsory education

• Lack of involvement of potential users of the research

Quality

• Theoretical incoherence across the field

• Insufficient use of quantitative evidence

• Research designs insufficiently systematic

• Studies too small to produce convincing answers to ‘what works’

Impact

• Poor dissemination

• Weak accumulation of research findings

Criticisms of educational research



Teaching and Learning Research Programme

Educational research initiatives

1. Efforts to coordinate and prioritise research 
(e.g. NERF)

2. Synthesis of existing research findings 

(e.g. EPPI, and systematic reviews) 

3. New DfES research centres established 

(e.g. CEE, WBL, NRDC)

4. Teaching and Learning Research 
Programme (TLRP)
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Educational research initiatives

1. Efforts to coordinate and prioritise 
research

National Forum for Research in Education 
(NERF)

Chaired by a senior medical researcher
Members appointed by English government
Experienced researchers marginalised 
Perceived as a means of external control

Evolution into Strategic Forum for Research 
in Education (SFRE)
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Educational research initiatives

2. Synthesis and knowledge accumulation

Evidence for Policy and Practice Initiative 
(EPPI) 

Promotion of systematic reviews 

Development of methods for systematic 
reviews

Evolution into broader forms of research 
synthesis
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Educational research initiatives

3. New DfES research centres established

Centre for the Economics of Education (CEE)
Centre for the Wider Benefits of Learning 

(WBL)
National Research and Development Centre 

(NRDC)

Successful but limited engagement of small 
centres.
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Educational research initiatives

4. Teaching and Learning Research 
Programme (TLRP)

A programme - seen as a portfolio of competitively selected 

projects which address a particular, shared theme – e.g.: learning 

outcomes.

Designed to:

• intervene in the field to enhance research scale, relevance and 

quality.

• ‘add value’ to the individual projects through coordination, and 

thus maximise impact.
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Overarching aim: to lead to significant 
improvements in outcomes for learners at 
all ages and stages in all sectors and 
contexts of education and training, including 
informal learning, throughout the UK

achieved through research that emphasises 
user engagement, developing expertise and 
extending knowledge base.

TLRP’s objectives and priorities
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TLRP objectives

Learning: 

research with the potential to improve outcomes for 
learners across the lifecourse. The Programme 
explores synergies between different research 
approaches and aims to build UK capacity in 
conducting high quality educational research. TLRP 
is committed to the application of findings to policy 
and practice and to maximise the impact of our 
research and to present it in an accessible way. 

http://www.tlrp.org/aims/learnout.html
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TLRP objectives

Outcomes

broad range of learning outcomes, including acquisition of 
skill, understanding, knowledge & qualifications & development 
of attitudes, values and identities relevant to a learning society. 

Lifecourse

research on many ages and stages in education, training and 
lifelong learning; concerned with patterns of success and 
difference, inclusion and exclusion through the lifecourse.
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TLRP objectives

Enrichment
committed to user engagement; working in all disciplines and 
sectors of education; using a range of methodologies; 
cooperating with other researchers within and beyond the UK. 

Expertise
enhance capacity for all forms of research on teaching and 
learning, and for research-informed policy and practice. 

Improvement
develop the knowledge base on teaching and learning & ensure 
that the knowledge it develops is applied in practice and policy. 
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TLRP’s ambition

Low quality High quality

Low relevance

High relevance TLRP?
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Organisation: TLRP key features in 2000

• Large (almost £10m in one round of funding, 13 investments, 

c150 researchers, projects up to £1m each, often with large teams)

• Mainly school focused (but lifecourse aspiration)

• Mainly English (but UK-wide aspiration)

• Five years (2000 to 2004/5)

• Central Directors’ Team (Charles Desforges, John Kanefsky, FT)

• Capacity building (generating some unease/opposition)
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Early experiences up to 2002

• Lack of trust between researchers and ‘reformers’

• Disempowering emphasis on research ‘deficiencies’

• Methodological and paradigmatic arguments

• Goals and values contested 
(e.g.: the roles academics should play in society)
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Collaborative, ‘reflexive activism’ to build the 
social capital of educational research: from 2002 

• Affirming the moral purposes of educational research

• developing relationships and networks, sharing 
perspectives and building alliances; 

• working on politically engaged impact and 
dissemination strategies; 

• attempting strategic positioning on long term issues 

• promoting collective, open and reflexive debate and 
action in respect of new challenges; 
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Challenges: [Results?]

• Contextual – improving evidence-informed decision 
making?

• Conceptual – improving understanding?

• Methodological – improving the quality of applied 
research?

• Transformational – improving impact?
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• Very large (£43m in ten rounds of funding, 100+ investments, 

700+ researchers, projects up to £1.5m each, often with large teams)

• HEFCE and RC funding (+ all UK governments & JISC)

• All sectors of education (pre-school to elderly learners)

• UK-wide (England, Wales, Scotland, N. Ireland)

• 2000 to 2008/9, and then to 2011/12

• Directors’ Team of five

• Capacity building (in partnership with BERA, SERA, AERS, SRHE, etc)

Organisation of TLRP in 2008
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Experience: Programme development 

through ‘constructive engagement’

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability
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Early user engagement and partnerships
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Early user engagement and partnerships

Teachers discuss a new project in Northern Ireland
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Early user engagement and partnerships

The National Teacher Research Panel, 

after a TLRP ‘witness session’
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Early user engagement and partnerships

User-researcher discussion at the Westminster Showcase
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Early user engagement and partnerships

Westminster Showcase – with Paul Johnson, Chief 

Economist, DfES, England
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Early user engagement and partnerships

Cardiff Showcase - with Minister, Jane Davidson
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Early user engagement and partnerships

Edinburgh Showcase – with Minister, Jim MacDonald
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Programme development through 

‘constructive engagement’

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability
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Knowledge generation by project teams

TLRP Steering Committee at a commissioning meeting



2000      2001      2002      2003      2004      2005     2006      2007      2008      2009      2010      2011

Phase I

Phase II

Scottish extensions

Phase III

Projects: funding competitions and associations

Welsh extensions

Northern Irish extensions

Associated projects

WP in HE

TEL

Research training 

fellows



2000      2001      2002      2003      2004      2005     2006      2007      2008      2009      2010      2011

Phase I

Phase II

Scottish extensions

Phase III

Sectors

Welsh extensions

Northern Irish extensions

Associated projects

WP in HE

TEL

Research training 

fellows

Early Years Education

Primary Education

Secondary Education

Across School Phases

Further & post 16 

education

Higher Education

Workplace Education

Professional Learning

Lifelong Learning
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Programme development through 

‘constructive engagement’

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability
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Purpose

• To analyse, test and synthesise project findings 
and to relate them to international work

• To prepare intellectually for effective, integrated 
forms of dissemination 

Knowledge synthesis by thematic work
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Main strategies

• Conferences (annually)

• Thematic groups/seminar series /consultancies 

• Policy task groups

• Sectoral overviews

Knowledge synthesis by thematic work



2000      2001      2002      2003      2004      2005     2006      2007      2008      2009      2010      2011

Phase I

Phase II

Scottish extensions

Phase III

Specific thematic investments

Welsh extensions

Northern Irish extensions

Associated projects

WP in HE

TEL

Research training 

fellows

User engagement

Capacity building

Neuroscience

Learning outcomes
Lifecourse

Impact

ICT & learning
International

Contexts & communities
Learning transitions

Changing teacher roles

Education research quality

User collaboration

Assessment & indicators

Reviewing reviews

Social diversity

Epistemology

Project design

Critical pedagogies

Curric. & domain knowledge

Socio-economic, medical & environment

International comparison
Research impact 
Interdisciplinarity

Physical development

Language & learning
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Political, economic and cultural contexts

Informal and formal learning contexts

Learners and learning                                           

through the lifecourse

Teachers, teaching 

and training

Learning outcomes 

Educational issues

International comparisons

Curriculum and 

domain knowledge

Interaction and pedagogy 

Information technology

Assessment and learning

Research 

approaches

Research capacity

Programme 

development

Neuroscience and 

learning

User engagement 

Knowledge 

transformation, 

impact
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Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

Research teams in discussion
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Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

Thematic seminar series on changing teacher 

roles, identities and professionalism
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Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

A TLRP ‘bazaar’ with research users
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Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

Liaison with colleagues in European education 

programmes
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Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

International researchers at a TLRP conference
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Programme development through 

‘constructive engagement’

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability
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Knowledge transformation for impact

Project planning with Media Fellow
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Project outputs: newsletters
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D-space and ESRC Society Today

One entry 
does it!

http://www.tlrp-archive.org/cgi-bin/search/tlrp_skos_project_search.pl

Knowledge transformation for impact

http://www.tlrp-archive.org/cgi-bin/search/tlrp_skos_project_search.pl


Teaching and Learning Research Programme

Project outputs: 

Events

• Seminar/workshops for 

policy-makers and key 

users

• Press-releases, articles 

in professional journals, 

user collaboration, etc

Seminar/workshops:

Science Education: 

Royal Society

Modern Apprenticeships: 

DfES

Pupil Consultation: 

QCA and NCSL

Inclusive Education:

London and Manchester
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Project outputs: 
Research briefings

50 so far
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Project outputs: 

Books

• Academic books

• Overview books in

Improving Learning series

• Practitioner materials in 

Improving Practice series
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Project outputs:

Innovations

• DVDs

• Drama

• Poetry

• Downloads

Knowledge transformation for impact
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Thematic outputs:

special issues of peer reviewed journals (40 so far)
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Programme events:

TLRP presentation at an educational  

conference
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Programme events:

Conference stand
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Distribution to all UK schools

http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/Principles in Practice Low Res.pdf
http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/Principles in Practice Low Res.pdf
http://www.tlrp.org/findings/Schools Findings/Documents/10 Principles Poster Low Res.pdf
http://www.tlrp.org/findings/Schools Findings/Documents/10 Principles Poster Low Res.pdf
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TLRP 

News
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Media coverage:

Including:

• Professional organisations
• Local press and radio
• Times Educational Supplement
• Times Higher Education Supplement
• Broadsheets
• Guardian website
• BBC website
• The Learning Curve
• The Today Programme
• Newsnight
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Policy Task Groups:

Rapidly formed researcher/user groups to focus on 

contemporary issues

• Personalised Learning

• Science Education 

• Teaching & Learning in Schools

• 14-19 Education

• Neuroscience and Education

• Challenge & Change in Further Education

• Expansive apprenticeships

• Widening Participation in HE

• Technology Enhanced Learning

• Children’s Services for the future
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Policy Task Group outputs: TLRP Commentaries

http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/Neuroscience Commentary FINAL.pdf
http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/Neuroscience Commentary FINAL.pdf
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Programme development: through 

‘constructive engagement’

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability



Teaching and Learning Research Programme

Particular priorities: 

• design, conduct and management of quantitative 
studies

• enhancing their theoretical and conceptual bases

• combining quantitative and qualitative approaches

• utilisation of inter-disciplinary theories and methods

• transformation of research-based knowledge for 
practice

Capacity building for professional development
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Capacity building resources
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Embedding in the social practices of researchers

• Capacity building conferences
• Developing online resources 
• Linking with NCRM
• Developing networks in learned societies
• Career development
• ‘Meetings of Minds’ fellowships

Capacity building for professional development
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Programme development: through 

‘constructive engagement’

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability



Teaching and Learning Research Programme

Partnerships for sustainability:

technology experts

Centre for Applied Research 

in Educational Technologies

TLRP information technology partners: CARET, JISC, 

ESRC Society Today, BEI

Virtual Research 

Environments

D-space

Web-site development
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Partnerships for sustainability: organisations

High-leverage user organisations: NCSL, NIACE, LSDA, 

QCA, DfES, etc
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Gilbert Review T&L –
‘2020 Vision’

Public Services 
Improvement Policy 
Group

Review of Primary 
Education

Partnerships for sustainability: political parties

Politically independent work with government and 

political parties
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EG: 2006 Main 
Conference, Glasgow

TLRP + Scottish Govt + 
SERA and AERS

• Learning

• Equity 

• Transitions

Placement fellowships

Partnerships for sustainability: Governments

Partnerships with UK countries: 

Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, England



Teaching and Learning Research Programme

Partnerships for sustainability: 

public bodies reviewing evidence

Partnerships with others for cross-sectoral overviews

• Primary education review: Cambridge/Esmee Fairbairn

• 14-19 education review: Nuffield Foundation

• Work-based learning review: Institute for Employment 

Research

• Lifelong Learning review: NIACE

• Higher Education ‘observatories’: HE Academy

• ‘Mental Capital and Wellbeing Foresight project: OSI
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Partnerships for sustainability: 

learned societies for capacity building

• British Educational Research Association

• Scottish Educational Research Association

• Welsh Education Research Network

• Northern Ireland Education Research Forum



2000      2001      2002      2003      2004      2005     2006      2007      2008      2009      2010      2011

Phase I

Phase II

Scottish extensions

Phase III

Welsh extensions

Northern Irish extensions

Associated projects

WP in HE

TEL

Research training 

fellows

Science & Maths Ed

Neurosci, Psy & Ed?

Skills, Knowledge, 

and Organisational

Performance

Learning and Life 

Chances in Knowledge 

Economies

Ed capacity building

Ed evidence portal

Strategic Forum for Ed Res 

ESRC Strategic Res Board, TLRP Steering Committee

Strategic investments 

‘following on’ from 

TLRP’s multi-project phase

National Education Research Forum
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Programme development

1. Early user engagement

2. Knowledge generation by project teams

3. Knowledge synthesis by thematic work

4. Knowledge transformation for impact

5. Capacity building for professional development

6. Partnerships for sustainability
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Enjoying working together 
to improve educational outcomes?

TLRP: a collective adventure in 
‘constructive engagement’? 

Generating and accumulating 

new knowledge?

Supporting the development 

of educational research?
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Recommendations

• Decide on priorities: e.g. user engagement; knowledge 
generation; knowledge synthesis; impact; capacity building 
for professional development; partnerships for sustainability 

• Waves of project funding

• Thematic work: modest funding but harnessed researchers’ 
enthusiasms

• Policy task groups

• Simple model: representation

• Modest rather than grand support actions 

• Approach of programme team: ‘fit’ with resources  


