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Introduction

This project seeks to engage with the concept of Research-Led Teaching and Learning (as cited in

objective 2.1 in the University Learning and Teaching Strategy). Despite such a high-level

commitment to the concept, there seems to be a lack of consistency of understanding of the

construct and its implementation both within WMG and across the wider University. By using an

inductive methodology (focus groups) to develop inputs from students and staff (both research and

teaching) the aim is to develop a shared understanding of the term, its many facets and, crucially,

how this might best be operationalized; initially within WMG but with University-wide implications.

The project was approved for funding in November 2015 (Co-Investigators: Graeme Knowles and

Steve Maggs) with a completion date of end July 2016.

Work Plan

The project plan was in 3 phases, each phase consisted of a data gathering element and analysis

element.

Phase 1: Using a focus group approach (one for each of the groups) the researchers would develop

initial working definitions and associated ideas and constructs (planned for completion by end

February 2016).

Phase 2: Using the outputs of the 3 initial groups a second round of focus groups would be

conducted with the aim of integrating working definitions, ideas and constructs (planned for

completion by end April 2016).

Phase 3: Using the outputs of Phase 2 develop an integrated engagement with the ‘Research Led

Teaching’ agenda focused on student learning and experience (planned for completion by end July

2016).

Observations and Learning

As newcomers to this type of research, it is worth noting that there was initially something of a lack

of anticipation of the difficulties and delays that might affect this type pf work. Specifically, there

have been more problems than anticipated in getting together focus group participants, especially

from the research side of the department. This has, however, provided some insight into the issue

we are exploring with respect to the relative importance assigned to the issue of research led

teaching within different communities within WMG, and will be discussed in the research outputs.

The second issue which was more technical in nature was the time and effort involved in the

transcription of recorded meetings – this was vastly underestimated and, in the end was contracted

out at a cost to the department. This too had an advantage, in that it helped to reduce bias as the

transcriber had no subject specific knowledge or agenda about the research so value judgements

which may have distorted the transcript were avoided. Finally, even with experienced facilitators

keeping focus groups ‘focused’ on the topics as something of a challenge!



These issues were challenging at the time, but have certainly contributed to our understanding –

research led learning in action!

Work Completed

Conduct of Focus Groups – Phase 1

The first round of focus groups (one with teaching staff, one with research staff, and one with

students) were completed with 6 participants in each of the groups; participants self-selected by

responding to an email request which contained a detailed description of the planned research and

the commitment involved in terms of time and effort. Each focus group lasted between 1 and 1.5

hours and was facilitated by an experienced external academic in the case of staff sessions and a

PhD student familiar with this type of research in the case of the students. Sessions were recorded

and transcribed at departmental expense; all participants had signed an ethical consent form prior

to the session, which explained exactly what would happen and how the data would be recorded,

stored and used to allow for informed consent.

Analysis of Focus Groups – Phase 1

The thematic analysis of the transcripts was conducted by individual focus group (Research,

Teaching, and Student) and adapted from Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Step-by Step Guide:

 Step One: Read the transcript a number of times in order to familiarise the researchers with

the contents.

 Step Two: Review each text highlighting key comments and ideas in a systematic fashion,

developing initial ideas of codes.

 Step Three: The reviewers compared their results and agreed a common set of key phrases

and ideas.

 Step Four: Generate a coherent and systematic thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.

 Step Five: Refine the specifics of each theme and the overall ‘story’ of the analysis

generating clear definitions and names for each theme.

 Step Six: Produce a scholarly report of the analysis using a selection of ‘vivid, compelling

extracts’.

In order to minimise bias three separate researchers coded the data initially and came together in

step three to agree a common understanding of the ideas and text elements to be included for

further analysis. This reduced the potential for elements to be excluded or interpreted based upon

the views or expectations of one researcher. Once a set of elements had been agreed, the

researchers conducted an Affinity Diagram analysis for each of the groups on separate occasions.

The logic of this was to avoid (or at least minimise) the risk of ‘cross contamination’ of codes

between groups – that is to say, the forcing of codes developed for one group onto another because

they were fresh in our minds.

The Affinity Diagram technique was used to develop themes from the raw data; the individual

phrases selected from the transcript were placed in random order on desks and the researchers

silently grouped and regrouped them into logical sets. The silence means that no one individual can

promote their views through argument or force of will; it encourages all to seek to understand why



others group the data differently. When the regrouping peters out, it indicates that a degree of

consensus has been gained.

At this point, each group is given a title upon which all agree (discussion is permitted at this stage)

and which represents all of the elements within that set without being much broader than the data

indicates. The data is then reviewed to check that all elements fit the title given, and whether

additional elements should be included from other groups; appropriate refinement/reorganization

occurs at this stage. The outputs of this phase are included at Appendix 1 to 3.

Conduct of Focus Groups – Phase 2

The second phase of focus groups was designed to present each group with the broad outcomes of

phase 1 and to focus on three key issues:

1. Making sense of the differences in perspectives between the three groups.

2. Postulating what might be a cohesive understanding of the key aspects of Research Led

Teaching.

3. Considering concrete actions which might usefully be taken within WMG (and possibly

within the wider University) to develop an appropriate response to the Research Led

Teaching Agenda.

At the time of writing this interim report, Phase Two has been completed, but not yet analysed. The

delay is due to the unexpected complexity of getting groups (particularly the research group)

together. In fact the research group was unable to reconvene and ended up being conducted as

individual interviews.

Work to be Completed

Analysis of Focus Groups – Phase 2

The data needs to be analysed and key themes drawn out for the objectives of the second phase of

focus groups.

Expected Completion: end of June

Develop Proposals and Write Project Report

The research team needs to develop a coherent report summarising the research process and

outputs and proposals for addressing this area within WMG. The report will include lessons learned

during the process and some suggestions with regard to implications for the wider University in this

respect.

Expected Completion: end of July
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Appendix 1: Affinity Diagrams for Phase 1 Student Focus Group

Student As Researcher

Group Dynamics

Managing

Belbin theory might help
to allocate groups

Some nationalities don’t
perform well in mixed
groups

Mixing cultures helps

New students to the
style need coaching in
how to do it

Challenges

Initial difference in levels
of understanding based
on previous teaching
styles

Not everyone
participates

Without experience
there is little to discuss
except theory

Benefits

Makes learning really
insightful and impactful

About 50% taught in
class then you go and
get in-depth knowledge

Throwing knowledge at
you in 5 days doesn’t
work

Much more effective
than just sitting in class

Action-based learning,
not just theoretical

Difficulties of
Researching

Limited time –poor
coverage

Uncomfortable
experience initially

Difficult to know what is
“good research” – need
a framework

Difficult to see right and
wrong answers

May not be right and
wrong answers

Difficult to understand
judgements and options

Basics must come first
then in-depth

Aims of research must
be clear

Barriers to Effectiveness

Language

Causes students to lack
confidence

Difficult to research
critically when English is
not first language

Culture

National cultures can be
a problem.

Mix cultures to allow
learning to happen

Other cultures can help
to look at problems in a
different way

Experience

Experienced students
find it easier to make
sense of the research

Lack of experience
reduces confidence to
speak

Research Informed
Teaching

Benefits

More interesting for
the lecturer

New ideas you can’t
find anywhere else

Summary of the
research others have
done

Difficulties of
Researching

Difficulty in
comprehending
cutting edge research

Good researchers are
not necessarily good
teachers

Did not have the
depth of knowledge
that the researcher
had developed to get
to that point.



Appendix 2: Affinity Diagrams for Phase 1 Research Focus Group

Research Led Teaching

Tailoring R.L.T

Student Level

From my experience it does depend
where they are in their studies

When they leave A levels they are so
used to being led by the hand they are
not ready for this type of learning

It takes the entire first year just to get
them used to having to find the
information for themselves

A group of 300 first years are scared to
talk

Initially they just want the answers for
the exam; as they mature they start
developing their own interests

They generally can’t think around
something because they don’t think
they’re allowed to.

At Masters and Doctorate level it is the
more dominant element

In first year you’d use a more
pedagogical (as opposed to
androgocical) approach

Subject Area

Its different in arts and sciences.

Some subjects, more technical subjects
don’t lend themselves to student as
researcher approaches

Benefits

Student

Employability, attractiveness of the
student output

The University’s primary concern is the
student experience, it’s a circular thing.

They don’t only learn about the area,
they learn how to do research as well

It’s more enjoyable than talking about
something that’s old hat or you’re not
interested in

I think it contributes to the skills and
knowledge required in industry

Researcher

I think it’s a good skill for researchers
because they have to be able to
communicate what they are doing

We are at the forefront and engaging
with the wider community we can see
emerging demands and trends and sort
of influence the curriculum or module
structure

I’m more interested so I tend to put
more energy in

Students go into industry and tell them
what a great time they had giving us
links

Sometimes students (especially industry
based students) know more than we do
about practice

So you can get a two-way thing on
applications

Research Led Teaching

Roles

Researcher as Teacher

If you want people to get better at it then
give them a reason to get better at it

Do it because it is enjoyable

Looking at it as a junior member of staff,
there is no real driver to be good at
teaching

Could incentivise researchers to get more
involved in teaching

Don’t 100% demark teaching and research
foci

Its back to funding; teaching fellows need
a business case, researchers tend to be
funded out of current grants

Student as Researcher

Lectures become a lot less structured and
more open-ended and they can go and
explore

They have freedom – so go and enjoy it;
there might not be one right answer

Get them to explore as many possibilities
as they can for collecting data.

But certainly you want them to get a nice
solid base from the literature

Give them room to explore; don’t
constrain the problem too much

Trying to bring existing knowledge and
practice to solve problems

Moving towards innovation rather than
knowledge

Depending on the problem they might
want to interact with companies

Something like a mentoring programme

Models of Research Led Teaching

Pedagogic Research

I think teaching isn’t just lecturing, it can
be involved with projects

A different, more refined approach as to
the use of media

We need research on how you carry out
education, non-contextualised then
contextualising

Research Informed Teaching

I think its trying to tell people about what
we’re doing; that’s a way in which we can
contribute

If you’re teaching the latest research: (a)
its current (b) it tends to be of greater
interest

It’s more of an osmosis of teaching going
into research

As well as informing the detail, its also
about the type of modules we might run
as well

Making sure that the lecture notes are
supported by the latest findings

Moving towards innovation rather than
new knowledge



Appendix 3: Affinity Diagrams for Phase 1 Teaching Focus Group

Research Led Teaching

Staff roles

Researcher as Teacher

Good researchers are certainly
often hopeless teachers

We need researchers to see the
value in disseminating their
research in the classroom to
students

There are a lot of health and safety
implications in some research
which makes it difficult to
disseminate to a much wider
audience of less well-trained
individuals

The best teachers I had were
people who came along to say
‘here’s research that I’ve done; look
what it illustrates’

A problem in WMG is that we split
researchers and teachers into 2
groups there are advantages but
also disadvantages

Teacher as Researcher

It’s also taking part in active
research because that’s how you
develop your understanding

As a non-research member of
teaching staff, its time to go off and
find out what’s out there.

No money for teachers to present
at conferences

How can I question research and
have a sense of the quality of it if I
am not a researcher?

Teaching fellows aren’t researchers
so it is difficult to keep up to date
with the how research is changing
and how to critically evaluate it

From the University point of view
its no good dabbling in research; it
needs to produce a REF output

A constraint is the segmentation of
research and teaching staff

Modes of Research Led Teaching

Pedagogic Research

We need a research base about the
practice of teaching

The means we use to teach should
be research based as well

Introducing novelty

Research Informed Teaching
One aspect is incorporating cutting
edge research into your teaching

Even if WMG has a research
capability in the area I would not
want to draw exclusively on that

Its about evidence for what you
teach, whenever the research was
done

So the research in the department
gets disseminated through teaching

And that might be interpreted more
loosely like consultancy and
problem-solving

RLT is trying to bridge that gap and
bring the University’s research to
students as well

So is the research output dictating
the content?

And you get excitement from the
more cutting edge, blue skies stuff.

But if employers aren’t aware of it
themselves and can’t exploit it –
will they value it?

Student as Researcher

Persuading a student to question
what they are presented with,
compare and contrast, analyse

A lot of undergrads have almost no
practical hands on

They can critically evaluate and
apply the body of knowledge to
their practice when they leave

Its not about solving the problem so
much as the discussions
themselves; learning the theory and
practice of research

What is the definitive difference
between research and practice

An understanding of method and
methodology

This brings the whole process of
transferring knowledge alive

It increases engagement with and
of students and imparts knowledge
more effectively

Research Led Teaching

Practicalities

Motivation

Is it a USP for the University? ‘You should
come here because we are research led’?

Should it be linked to DPR?

Implementation Flexibility

We have the freedom to take the phrase
away and implement it in our context rather
than finding a definition and sticking to it

There is the flexibility to implement it how
we like

That’s where our academic judgement
comes into the picture

We need to look at ourselves, and who are
we being that is not acting this way.

If we customise our approach we need to
explain to the students our take on RLT

Module Structure

It works better if you have half a day a week
and go home to reflect in between

A week block is a difficult timeframe to sort
out the process

Trying to do RLT in a 40 hour block is a
problem

I think a lot of our teaching is constrained by
syllabus

Where you do it over a whole term or
possibly a whole academic year you can do
different things

Different Learning Communities

Depends on the level, you don’t use RLT on
a level 1 module as you are teaching the
basic blocks

Undergrads are happy to go away and
research topics whereas our post grads
want to know about the latest stuff from
you

Undergrads and postgrad would have a
different view of RLT

If the student does not have the basics you
can’t just launch in with something which is
current and cutting edge

It’s a challenge for the tutor to
communicate the topics but the students
are keen

Many of our students just want the answer

My experience in South Africa was the level
of engagement was immense by comparison

Also true on TATA programme


