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Project title: Maximising the Impacts of the Teaching-Research Nexus: The Role of Staff Development Professionals
Why did you choose the project?

The project emerged primarily out of personal experience combined with a disciplinary concern.  My own research trajectory, and those of many immediate and more distant disciplinary colleagues, has been characterised by discontinuity, change and diversity rather than smooth linear progression.  I was interested to explore the extent which this was a general characteristic within human geography and the reasons for this.  Also I was concerned that prevailing disciplinary histories which focused on the paradigm / ‘big idea’ / ‘big name’ model where failing to pick up the fine-grained realities of disciplinary change and the political / economic contexts within which disciplines are reproduced.  Specifically I was interested in the role of the teaching-research nexus within this and the ways in which staff were supported by institutional educational developers in both changing and diversifying their research and embedding these changes within their teaching.  The project traces changes and certain developments within research and teaching practices through to wider political-economic contexts and the abilities and experiences of education developers in intervening within this process.
What you did and how it was carried out?

There were several stages to the research.  Prior to the grant commencing an online questionnaire was sent out to all human geographers within UK higher education institutions which drew 137 responses.  This highlighted a number of issues that were explored within subsequent research stages, including the extent to which research change impacted upon teaching.  Subsequently an online questionnaire aimed at educational developers was distributed through the SEDA mailing list.  This drew 42 responses and provided a national picture of the extent to which educational developers have been involved in working with academics on research change and development.  These two surveys provided the grounding for a range of issues that were picked up in interviews with a range of academics and educational developers and explored in more detail.  A final tranche of interviews remain to be done (July 2012).
What have you learnt from doing this work?

The project has resulted in a number of findings about the nature of research change and diversity within contemporary British human geography and through this about the relationship between educational developers and academic research.  Some of these are summarised below:

· Significant research change and diversity is a characteristic of a significant minority of British human geographers.  For the majority this involved a major reorientation of research; 
· Both the disciplinary boundaries between human geography and its cognate disciplines and the sub-disciplinary boundaries of human geography are more porous than is conventionally represented;

· Research change is motivated by complex interactions of personal, disciplinary and political-economic factors; 

· Teaching links are not a major motivator of research change but they do emerge as a major impact of research change;

· It is rare for academic researchers to discuss educational developers when they talk about research change but a significant number of educational developers have been involved in working with researchers or see it as an important part of their job;

· A significant proportion of the work of educational developers, where it concerns research, involves either pedagogic research or research management skills (such as supervision of research students).  However, there are many instances where it touches on wider aspects of the research process such as writing for publication and refining / improving research bids;

· Where educational developers have not been involved in research they cited a range of factors including the barriers of discipline specificity; support coming from within departments rather than centrally within institutions, and some instances of staff being discouraged by their departmental managers from undertaking pedagogic research even where they are keen to do so;

· There is something of a gap between researchers and educational developers when it comes to maximising the impacts of the teaching-research nexus.  This partly reflects perceptions by academics about the roles of educational developers, differences in the language, perceptions and definitions of research employed by both academics and educational developers, differences in the perceptions of the relationships between teaching and research as well as a range of departmental and disciplinary issues;
· The relationships and experiences of academics and educational developers around research differ significantly between different institutions, highlighting the significance of local, institutional factors.

How have you told others about your work?

To date much of this has been through conducting the research itself.  The surveys and interviews have generated a great deal of interest in the project and the issues it explores.  Many face-to-face and email conversations have taken place.  Increasingly though now communication about the project is moving to more formal outputs (see below).  Copies of draft project papers will also be printed for distribution to participants and audience members at Royal Geographical Society / Institute of British Geographers (RGS/IBG) Annual conference inviting feedback.
What effect has it had and where is this activity now heading?

The external impacts of the project to date are limited but this will be addressed by the outputs detailed below.  The project will address gaps in the literatures about disciplinary histories, change and development and literatures around the relationships between the work of educational developers and the research practices of academics.  In the longer term it is likely to be developed through further funded research which explores more generally the trend of disciplines to write their histories from particular perspectives which are overly disembodied, underplay the political-economic contexts within which disciplines are reproduced and the roles of professionals such as educational developers and others, including managers, in shaping the evolution of disciplines.
What outputs have resulted from this activity?

· Paper to geographical research journal Area entitled: ‘Why we do the things we do, then do different things: research change and diversity in contemporary British human geography’ (draft title).  For submission in June / July 2012.  The paper explores the extent to which research change and diversity is a characteristic within contemporary British human geography, the motivations and reasons underpinning this and the impacts of this both on individuals and the institutional and disciplinary contexts within which they are embedded.  The paper highlights the need to focus on the individual biographies of researchers in relating the histories of disciplinary change.  It challenges the paradigm model of disciplinary representation in favour of one that explores the more grounded production of disciplines.  It draws attention to the importance of the teaching-research nexus as an impact of research change and considers ways in which this relationship might be strengthened within contemporary higher education.

· Session at RGS/IBG Annual Conference, Edinburgh July 2012 entitled: ‘When is a geographer not a geographer?  The security of geographers’ identities through change’ (organised with Dr. Pauline Couper, University College Plymouth St Mark and St John and sponsored by the Higher Education and History and Philosophy of Geography Research Groups).  The session includes contributions from 10 UK and international geographers exploring notions of change and uncertainty within the discipline and the impacts on their practices.  The second session is a panel discussion drawing on participants from the original survey of research change which formed the basis of the grant application.  It explores in more detail the issues that emerged within the survey and through interviews.
· Paper to Educational Developments magazine which draws together the key findings from across the project research, exploring and making recommendations around the roles of educational and staff developers within the research-teaching nexus.  Submission – July 2012.

· Possible future outputs / developments: Special edition of journal (either geographical research journal or pedagogic journal such as Journal of Geography in Higher Education) based on session at RGS/IBG conference (above); research grant application to Society for Research in Higher Education to extend the work of the project.

Statement of Expenditure

To date:

Train travel: 






£82

Accommodation: 






£240

Total to date: 






£322

Forthcoming (all July 2012)

Train travel to complete final tranche of interviews
 

£160
Reproduction of project papers for distribution at conference 

£15
Total







£497
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