Research surgery
This was an informal session for delegates to bring their problems for discussion. The group included students and lecturers, practitioners and researchers, and some from organisations who wanted to understand more about research or make more use of it in their work.

Delegates introduced themselves and described the problem or issue they had with their research or research in general, then Alison guided a discussion about how to solve the problems. These are some of the issues we covered, and the solutions the group offered.
I got to the end of my research and wished I’d asked a different question to begin with. How do you frame the right research question?

Sometimes the problem is caused by not having a very clear research question(s) to begin with. The planning stage is crucial. Think at the outset what it is that you’re trying to find out. Make the research question as focussed as possible. Sometimes it helps to present your whole project as a question, so that when it comes to writing up the results, you have a clear question to answer. For example, ‘Underachievement in boys aged 10’ sounds like it could be an interesting research question, but it’s not very focussed. You could reframe this as ‘Why do boys aged 10 underachieve in maths?’ or ‘Why do boys aged 10 underachieve compared to girls aged 10?’
How specific should the title of my project be? I want it to draw people’s attention so they’ll sit up and take notice.

It’s good to have a catchy title, but make sure it also tells readers what the work is about. Remember that many people search for literature using keywords in electronic databases, so make sure any important keywords are in the title, subtitle or abstract.
How can I make my research relevant to practice?

Involve practitioners in the process from the start – find out what will be useful to them. Think about involving them in setting the research questions, and about involving them in the data gathering. Be honest with them at the outset that their involvement will take up some of their time. When writing up your results, try to think about what practitioners will find useful – it may be that only part of your research is applicable to a practitioner audience.
How do I make my research accessible to others?

Don’t use jargon or overly technical language. Think of your audience and what they will want from your work. If you’re writing for a research/academic audience, then your writing needs to be appropriately scholarly. For practitioner audiences, you need to use professional language rather than academic language. Use tables and figures to convey complex information that would otherwise take paragraphs to explain. Use case studies, vignettes and quotes to bring your work to life and make it ‘speak’ to the people who read it – people like to identify with what they read.
Where do I start when there is so much literature to read?

Think carefully about how to limit your literature search before you start. The more closely you can define what you’re looking for, the more focussed your search results will be. To decide if an article is worth reading, read its title and introduction/abstract (to make sure you understand what the article is really about). If you’re still not sure if the article is what you want, check the headings in the text to see if you can find the key findings, and read those. If there are no obvious key findings, read the conclusion. That should give an indication of the content. Some articles can be heavy going, but finding the information you need is rewarding. If you apply strict criteria about what you search for, and then strict criteria about how you select articles, be careful about missing little gems. Take advice and recommendations from others in your field or from tutors and subject librarians.
How can I pay for my research?

If you’re doing action research in your school, try to incorporate it into CPD. Time is usually allocated to this in schools. If you’re studying for a qualification in the UK, you’re likely to have to pay fees for each year of study. For help with funding, try these websites.
Grants and funding for research – list from the TDA website

http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/research/opportunities/sabbaticalsfellowshipsopportunities/fundingorganisations/
Potential sources of funding for educational institution and projects – list from the DCSF’s Innovation Unit website
http://www.innovation-unit.co.uk/images/stories/files/pdf/funding_010207.pdf
For more information about how to tackle your own research projects, try the recently published Research tool-kit: the how-to guide from practical research for education. (Lawson, A. (2008) (Ed). Research tool-kit: the how-to guide from practical research for education. Slough: NFER.) This is available on the NFER website at http://www.nfer.ac.uk/bookshop/Bookshop_PubDisplay.cfm?Ref=11CFEF68-C299-53CD-A1F1-62E0160E4E5A&ID=1&IDvalue=R
