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‘No research is insignificant’: implementing a
Students -as-Researchers Festival

There are increasing demands for Higher Education (HE) students to playnaresiearch
active communities and, similarly, for College Based Higher Educ&iBHE) lecturers to
develop their research practices. A crosasortium Student Research Festival was designed
to create a collaborative ‘community of discovery’ (Coffield and Willams2011) and

enable final year students to disseminate their research studies &y aud@énce. The

Festival drew on current HE pedagogies to build an open caoative space in which the
three dimensions g@iractice architecturgKemmis et.al., 2014) were embodied. The Festival
was evaluated through a Collaborative Action Research projectin ordealdisbstow the
sharing of research contributed to the pgdiots’ identity as researchers. Data were analysed
using the a priori categories afforded by the practice architecture frakn&{abrable

insights emerged into the students’ conception of research, as detachée fi@alt world

and belonging to thergileged few. These views were challengedtwy experience of the
Festival,which narrowed the gap between student and researcher and unsettled existing role
Recommendations include widening the scope of the Festival to include okedwoktars

and enbedding further research building opportunities in the undergraduate curriculum.

Key words:community of discovery, collaboration, College Based Higher Education
(CBHE), students as researcharstion research

Introduction

As the research outputs oftex@rs become increasingly important in both Further
Education Institutions (FEIs) and Higher Educatlostitutions (HEIS), there is a
paralel emphasis on enabling students to playeaimoresearctactive communities.

This study presents an accessiaind highly transferable theoretical framework
modelled on a three dimensional architectural nhetaghat was successfully
contextualised to support the development ofcaiceer, lifelong learners in
developing their student researcher identitiess dff particular interest to those
wishing to build more expansive and genuinely deat@c research engagement and
participation within undergraduate courses thatcar@ected to engaging with and
influencing professional practices.

The concept of ‘stueht as researcher’, central to the undergraduatécutum
(Jenkins and Healey, 2009; QAA, 2014), has been integral to the desmsiopirthis
research festival project. Healey et al. (2038) argue that ‘celebrating and
disseminating the outcomes of final year projestsin essential part of engaging
with wider audiences; they encourage the idea adésit as producer

The project to design a ‘festival of the mind’ ilwexl collaborative partners
teaching College Based Higher Education (CBHE) wacking alongside a
University centreThe objective was to disseminate and celebrate régidimal year
research studies on a BA(Hons) Education StudiesedeW@vhist aligning with
current higher education strategies, the Reseagshtivéd also embodiethe
programme’s philosophical and pedagogical aims of developing cotizbora
thinking and actionOur central questionvas: how does the sharing of research with
peers help formeflexive practitioners who feel able twainsform the present to
produce a different future’ (Carr and Kemmi986 183)



The degree was+eesigned in 2012 as a pérte twoyear blended learning
programme combining colege and university cohortegional ‘day schools’. The
undergraduatesire mostly miecareer teachers or trainers employed in vocational
areas.The conceptual frameworfor the course is predicated on teaching and igarni
as a colaborative and expansive enterptise. refiected in the course phiosophy
with its intention of developing reflexive practitioners who shape and influepoley
and its implementation within a changing professionontext.

The inaugural ‘Students as Researchers’ Festivel4(2Gad seventjwo attendees
with forty-three student presentations keynote speaker and a ‘writing for
publication” workshop. Small ‘critical dialogue €@’ were faciitated between
themed strands of presentations to interrogate hdtobeen heard. Our use of the
phrase ‘critical dialogue spaces’ originated frophaase used at the Collaborative
Action Research Network (CARN) conference organibgdlorbjgrn Lund and
Stephen Kemmis in 2013. It is an amalgam of threestefime word ‘critical is taken
from the notion of critical participatory actionsearch, which ims to facilitate
reflection on the “character, conduct and consempgnof participants’ social or
educationalpractices (Kemmis et.al., 20146). ‘Dialogue’ references Lund’s idea of
‘dialogue conferences’ where attendees come tagette through disgssion “bring
new icdeas into action” (Lund, 200875). ‘Spaces’ originates from Habermas’ notion
of open communicative space (Kemmis et.al.,, 2014). From this, kseetnal (2014)
developed the concept of ‘practice architectureertitis et al., 2014) witlts three
mutually dependent dimensions: the ‘sayings’ (emgeaof ideas) of the participants;
the ‘doings’ (key notes, papers and informal spacéthe Festival; and the
‘relatings’ (social dynamics) of those involved. \&entextualisethese conceptsiter.

In order to evaluate the festival and improve é@striteration, student experiences
were gathered through a snsdlale action research studyis alowed us to
investigate the design we had implemented, andstsisability, in a collaborates
way.

This article considers first the background angpse of our research design, then
its methodology, the results of an online questionnaire anéhdurgs. Finally, the
value of the analysed data is explored in ordemttance future iterationsf the
festival.

Students as researchers: policy, philosophy and practice

The Higher Education ReviewFirst Year Findings report analyses the reviews
conducted in England by the Qualty Assurance Aggi@fA) during the academic
year 201314. Thefollowing examples of good practice in ‘Student Involvement’
emerge from the report: (1) students presenting catlaborative best practices
conference; and (2) students working collaborativeih staff on research projects
(QAA, 2014 18). These exangs focus on the development of a culture of research
and scholarly activity that clearly supports “ahbig education ethos among stafid
students” (QAA 2015:14) and gives confirmation of the Festival and sulvssequent
collaborative research in agirto faciitate these practices.

The phiosophy of the BA also subscribes to the idaatlie value of
undergraduate research in education studies is inefsiness and applicability to



real life practice problemdn this study, the students’ resefa modules, in particular,
are predicated on the fact that ‘...the teacher is surrdubgeich research
opportunities’ (Stenhouse, 1980Students are urged to consider the similarities
between the work of the educational researchertt@nghractice of teaching, whilst
tutors model this practicddavid Barton argues that ‘teachers’ routine work be
seen as researtke in many ways’ (2005)and we agree that the teacher's work is
pregnant with possibilities.

Disseminating the students’ research studies wae ipassible by the festival
itself and also in other social spaces for informadraition, which are recognised as
important inestablishing an effective community of practice (fgareple, Bourdieu,
1985; Wenger, 1998) especialy within blended learning programmexample,
Kreiins et al., 2007; Fisher et al., 200D@fcussions on the ‘blend’ of fade-face
and online actity in courses designed for higher education emphattie danger of
not attending to the ‘social element of learning (Garrisow Vaughan, 2008). Most
notably, blended courses are often strong in thegmce of teaching and cognitive
elements online hdrequently ignore social interaction and the camnotional needs
that students identifyas important (Kreijinset al., 2003) The Higher Education
Funding Committee England (HEFCE) and the literatureviDat al., 2008; Crozier
et al, 2008) also fouh promotion of social opportunities encourages peer support and
new learning. However, blendetksigns often assume that social and interactive
discussion either wil happen organically, or iha suficiently considered. Garrison
and Vaughan's communitof inquiry (Col) framework captures the three esakenti
elements of social, teaching and cognitive presence

Place Figure 1

The Col is a formally constituted group, connectedufin academic and
collaborative actvity to work towards shared goalgpdttise and knowledge are
shared, yet in the social domain it is essentialbput sustaining adhesiveness,
belonging and mutual support. This then allows aisdp of ideas and testing of one’s
own thinking though creative expression, that can #haal@ an awareness of
differing perceptions or experiences. The teachirgsgnce in this context
‘...establishes the curriculum, approaches, and metlioalso moderates, guides, and
focuses discourse and tasks. Itis the means lehvibibring together sadi and
cognitive presence in an effective and efficientnma®’ (Garrison and Vaughan,
2008:24). The Col complements another influence in this project, that of
‘communities of discovery'.

The nature of sharing, discussing and debatingiais to the whde course
design and central to promoting the ‘student asaretier’ from the outset. Coffield
and Wiliamson 2011:10) assert that dialogue, through an online ‘community of
discovery', plays a central role in promoting knowkedas a collective resourchn
this course, dialogue is where students and tutorsaege ‘realy useful knowledge’
(Avis, 2004:22). This type of democratic and participatory culture, with knowledge
as a central and collective resource, createsrskea learning environments
(Coffield and Wiliamson, 201110). These communicative elements are also seen as
integral in the architecture of the festival astea® disseminate, absorb, refiect and
discuss new research ideas and outcomes from vargincat®nal environments. The



actors are the students as researchers, peerdeggrmrs and tutors and speakers to
enable and generate discussion.

The Research Festival seeks to create an open cigative space in which
the three dimensions @factice architecturdKemmis et al. 2014), a theory of
practice, are embodied. That is, the ‘sayings’ (a@mgl of ideas of those involved) of
the participants are nurtured through the ‘doinfi®y notes, papers and informal
spaces) of the Festival, so the ‘relatings’ fosteluson and thus renew and extend
‘the community of discovety(Coffield and Wiliamson, 2011).

Place Figure 2

At the site of the Festival, critical dialogue spa¢Kemmiset al, 2014) were
instigated to encourage purposeful dialogue abimutdsearch to extend beyond
immediate horizons, beyond transactions of information, to peoowiosity and the
ability to collectively expand educational thouglaisd ideas. Gffield and
Wiliamson (201130) also highlight that ‘dialogue, trust and respect’ is needed to
encourage ‘shared solutions to collective problemsl this is central to the purpose
of critical dialogue spaces.

Crttical dialogue folowed each band of studerg¢ggntations, enabled (rather
than led) by a lecturer. At the festival site, pwepose for the dialogue, founded in
Habermas’ (1984) argument, was that of free, opennmnication so we can further
understandings; we can engage in mutual undersnofithe ‘sayings’ and ‘doings’
that have occurred through the ‘relatings’. Inherenthig process, is the possibility of
enabling potential change as we exchange new ideasjedge and insights. In this
way, participants become active thinkers and doatiser than passive consumers.

These four theoretical frameworks of practice gechire (Kemmis et al., 2014),
Col (Garrison and Vaughan, 2008), community of discovery (Coffeid
Wiliamson, 2011) and critical dialogue spaces (Kemmis.g@l4) worked well to
conceptualise the research festival. Participantsresearchctive practitioners,
expansive in their ability to disseminate and slmreomes and practices. The
central values of collaboration and discovery thatirdegral to the ‘blei of
learning on the BA(Hons) course also include refexconsideration of socio
poltical arrangements, essential to graduate understar@AA, 2015).

Methodology

The aim of the research project was to find outtidrethe practice of the fesdiv -
and the students’ experience of éonfrmed our deeply held beliefs about its value.
We were strongly aware of our practical and ematidnvolvementas ‘insiders’
(McNiff and Whitehead, 201B) in the study, as all four researchers acted as
organisers and faciltators of the festival. We weroallert to the values informing
our ontological posttion; in particular, the beliht ‘learning wil transform into
purposeful personal action for social behdgMcNiff and Whitehead, 200217). This
notion of ‘purposeful personal action’ was as applicable to our eavnihg as to that
of the students on three separate levels: perspr@Eéssional and organisational.



Through the framework of Collaborative Action Reska(CAR), we adopted a
‘cogererative’ mode of enquir (Levin and Greenwood, 20129) which brought
together key actors for the purpose of enactinghgehaProfessional researchers
(CBHE and HEI lecturers) worked with local ‘stakeleol (students) to explore
possible solutions to actice problems. In this instance, the specificasu@ interest
were as follows: (1) student satisfaction; (2) iotpand transferability; (3)
implications for future practice, including susddility; and (4) professional identity.

Data colectn, @nducted in thesummer of 2014, was primarily dictateg
practical considerations. Asnline survey was circulated via email to the fahee
students who presented their research at the festivegteenresponses were received
within our fourteen dagtudy window SurveyMonkey®, a clouttased software tool,
was selected due to its free availability and its fraquese in current online research.
Sue and Ritter (2012) confirm the economic andtgedcadvantages of the email
survey, recognising itsooivenience, simplicity and speed. These were trucia
considerations given the wide geographic dispes§alur survey population.
Anonymity and voluntary informed consent (BERA, 2DWérefully maintained and
the survey was foted prior to circulation,subtle adjustments to the wording and
response categories for threkthe tenquestions were made.

Due to the otine nature of the data collection tool, the daiected and the
resulting claims we make do not necessariy reprdbentiews of somgotentially
marginalised stakeholders (Abma and Widdershoven, 2011) who aendggged in
ondine activities. The resultant conclusions shoudréad with this in mind.

Primary analysis and categorisation

The questionnaire sougkextbased and qutive information for the most part,
rather than numerical measurement. We wanted tasiadd individuals’ perceptions
of the festival and-in the spirit of qualitative researchdiscover the meanings that they
attached to the event.

Place Table 1

The analysis akes an interpretivist approafdtussing on the words used by
participants, which offer mesgful insights by themselves. We theramined the
dataset for recurring discourse patterns relevabhe foci of this very smadcale study.
Working in accordance with Braun and Clark€906: 79)six-phase classification we
generated some initial codes; that is, we appligef teerbal descriptions to small
segments of the data. We wanted to capture spédfesassociated with each segment.
These multiple codes were then combined to createeth Given the number of
statements- some 94-we have made no attempt to refer to each one dndillly, but
have preferred to concentrate on following a lineargiument, using the most
appropriate statements as ilustratioRarticipants indicated their responses to questions
2, 3,5 and 8 along Liketype scales (a unidimensional scaling method) imgngiom
Strongly Agree to N/A.

The triad: sayings, doings, relatings



The 10 survey items were conceptually categoriseterutine headings ‘sayings’,
‘doings’ and ‘relatings’, which reflect the emphaseghefresearchrhe triad, shown in
table 2below, was used to examine each response:

Place Table 2

The way in which participants postioned themselvesessarchers wasracurring
concept across the datasetelminarily, responses to question diosely tied to the
supporting statements given in response to quedtioiraise interesting speculations
about the proper basis for deciding on the meaonihgesearch and, chiefly, the question
of whose research has value. The responses agyct@sl also to traditional notions of
useinspired research as somehow hierarchically inferaopublished ‘academic’
research or theoretical knowir(@tokes, 1997)For one respondent, academic research
is viewed as the province of the “esteemed” acad€@ik), which raises a number of
guesions about intellectual authority and relevance:oWbcides, and on what grounds,
whether a piece of research has value? Who has@pwiyg on transmitting knowledge
(the sayings)? Who gets to determine or legislatenatters of knowledge (theoretical
and/or practical)? Obviously, for this respondent, ¢ested academics” have set
themselves up as arbiters of these questimaeed, across the survey, participants
emphasised the same dichotomy between academieamorid research”l always
felt that published research was on a pedestal, something only pedplsupérior and
special knowledge could create” (QRespondents return persistently to this sense of
iminality, a sense of eavesdropping on the ‘re@$earchers. This sense of
marginalistion and detachment is anportant undertow of the data, as is the sense of
fictonal distance from the researcher, implied me eespondent's comment that s/he
now sees researchers as ‘real people”.

More interesting yet, is the participants' -seihcet and orientation to research. It
became apparent that masinceptualised research as separate from theirasatudent.
Some gquestionedhe authenticity of their own experience or knowea-practice - the
culture as it is understood by the partirigs “at grass roots level” (Q7). One response
encapsulates this concerm:was always of the belief that my research didn'tenatt
that it was solely for the purpose of an assignmeodule. But people realy were
interested in what | had to say andvee’ (Q4).

Then there are responseghich reveal a sense of uncertaintgelfconsciousness
even.Survey data illuminated feelings sélFdoubt across the sample. The following
excerpt best describes the position in which the studsetirchers irhis sample find
themselves:

It's about widening experience to increase cordder never beleved that at my
level of study that my research would be worthwhilewgloout the opportunity ‘on a
plate' as such, | would have never actively mdépendently sought to share my
undergraduate research. However the experiencesavpssitve and had such an impact
on my seff belief (afthough stil modest and awarenp status as a novice researcher,
understanding how much more there is for meam)e! hope to try and publsh my
findings as well as develop other ideas | generated onAhétB papers also (Q4).



What interests this respondent, then, is the way iohwthieir research has been made
‘worthwhile”. But the quote is just as interegt for the perspective that it provides on
“self-belief” —the affective domain of the tria@articipants generally constructed
statements about themselves that positioned thenexpert researchers doing
unexceptionable work. This became a metaphaouginout the survey data since it
captured the defintions of more than one particip&#rtinent here is one respondent’s
claim that:“Yes as previously didn't understand the importanteesearch but now | am
aware of the process and value of carryig research in daily teaching roles and that |
can continue to do it” (Q7Respondentsacknowledge,“feeling valued” (Q1) for the
research that they had undertak&hese observations find a counterpoint in the
following response to Q4: “The role of student esearcher was an empowering
posttion that gave me the feeling of permissiorallw legitimate engagement with
research and for my research to be taken styioQ4).

Context (or ‘doings’, the second part of the triad) is a pariguianportant metaphor
in the data. The physical locatieror “research festival environment” (Q10)
contributes a crucial symbolic element to the nmeprof the eventSpedically, this
includes the éxperience of the university” and “feeling partsofnething special’This
sense of connection and “community” is always piess a factor since much of the
data conveys the importance gblaysical connection between theeash and the
researcher. For the most part, respondents are oedctr promote the idea that
research is not undertaken in isolation, but draws ortithellss of othersSeveral
respondents aluded to the importance‘colmmunication with peers” and rgup
discussion”. One respondent commented on the phys@nnections established
between the research and the researcher, valuing plogtamy ‘to meet successtul
academics whose research | had read” (Q1).

Of course, this focus on community raisepEementary questions about “voice”.
For one respondent, the festival was a means fgingimultiple voices and s/he
foregrounded the importance ainity between participants with regards to issues in
education” (Q1)Here, the theme of intellectual thority (or speaking with the right
kind of voice) emerges once again. The point isctiantly made by one respondent:
“Do not be afraid to have your voice heard and be aksoa¢ you are making a valid
contribution” (Q1) This is returned to by the lfmlving participant: The validity of
students’ research was embedded through the fesiyd). Here, again, legitimacy is
the central point, along with the fact that educatioeskearchdoes not privilege any one
voice, but invites any number of voicasd many types of tellers.

Overt roleplaying was amportant leitmotif in the datahere are numerous
references in the data to a role that is being enactesthev as teacher, student or
researcher, implying a separation of these functibmghe dad, references to inhabiting
arole emerge: “...whist | was in the role of studéfelt | was contributing to the field
of research in the area” (Q4). Another respondejftlights the “value of carrying out
research in daiy teaching roles” (QReferenes to roleplaying also underpin advice to
future participants to “be yourself” (Q10) on the day. For sdhaefestival resulted in a
significant shift towards developing (or, in sona&ses, sustaining) a believable identity
as an educational researchBertinent here is one respondent’s claim théte*
discussions held with my peers provided [méh] the affrmation that as a 'Student as
researcher' | have been able to support my trainesdiffitring types of learning



resources such as the introdut of the use of technology to enhance the legrnin
process (Q4).

In our attempt to discover what distinctions, arwtsimilarities, might be discerned
in the data, we have found out a great deal about f@vestival was subjectively
experienced. Foexample, one respondent, stated: “Though thegltoaf presenting
can sometimes seem very daunting, the benefits ofipating in a research festival
utimately outweighs any negative feelings you mayehawowards the end you may
wish for it to conhue”. (Q10) This is an inspiring view of the feat and the value of
participation, but what is felt more strongly is thependent’'s sense that the gap
between the student and the researcher is not angedirié one. In this connection,
and in thewords of one participant, “No research is insignificant” (Q@\Hpther
respondent who stated that all participants should be given “antamiyoto publish
their research” accentuates this poWhat stands out is the fact that, through attending
the festival, respondents have come to view participatinigligly in educational
research as something not altogether unobtainable.

Recommendations and conclusions

Without making any inappropriate claims for thalifrgs, the research generated
insights on padicipants’ feelings about the value of reseanddrmed knowledge, the
identity of the researcher and perspectives owctlere of research. In the end, the
mechanics of writihg and presenting appear a secgrebnsideration to the valuable
metacompeinces forged. In short, the festival had signiftesn beyond the suppexs
intentions of the organisers.

The folowing recommendations, alled with our short and-kengh sustainability
strategies, are proposed and have implications,omigtfor thefuture design of the
festival, but the strategic development of the icwium:

1. Identify measures to maximise the interventidorgyterm impact through a
student researcher peterpeer support network or online undergraduate research
community.

2. Help students to make the transition to-imspired basic research, particularly in
Colege Based Higher Education (CBHE), by buiding further dppiies for
studentguided research into the undergraduate curriculum.

3. Take delberate steps to evalutite impact of the festival on the enhancement of
undergraduate learning, including the impact ofaedebased practice on the quality
of teaching and learning withinthe students’ own contexts.

4. Extend existing partnerships with employers to deterrtine collective impact of
practitionerbased research within the professional communitieshich our students
work and build institutional support.

5. Embedanundergraduate peeeviewed research publication in the undergraduate
curriculum.

6. Developmentoring relationships with faculty to sustain ocgiiment to practitioner
research and evidentmsed theory after the programme.

7. Explore ways in which students might receive crieditheir research experiences
through a Student Researchers Progmnthat connects undergraduate students with
faculty seeking assistance with real research projects



Our plan for sustainability accommodated within and balanced against global,
national and local priorities for undergraduateeagsh- wil ensure thathis
collaborative intervention is sedustaining. As highlighted in the introduction e t
article, the festival complements local and natioobjectives for professionaHy
oriented undergraduate research, which has helpedidoitiernal support iothe
intervention and credibility. However, we are commited t@ling colaboration for
the intervention and attracting external supportpOts and outcomes wil be used as
marketing tools and the festivals successes wilesas/outreach tools emsure
further support and employer engagement. Furtheluaion wil highlight aspects of
the intervention that we plan to sustain and impr@and which wil inform the
development of the project. To that end, we wil continue to decurnmpact and
hawe establshed baseline data that can be used to deat®rsgnificant change for
at least three years.

For the students, the significance of tedebratory ‘festival’ washighlighted in the
insights gained througtthe focised, critical discussi@n(as g@posed to traditional
guestions and answerd)he dialogic focugpromotedreflexivity which, thereby
enabled deeper cognitive and affective understgadifhe critical dialogue, as
opposed to general discussion, extendadh participant’sabilty to articulateideas
about their own and otherggsearch. fie impact of individuals identifying astive
student andpractitionefresearchers transcended beytimelexpectations of the
festival organisers.
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