LINK-Wales: The Learning in Wales Network
	This research project set out to examine the research activities, capacity and needs of local authorities in Wales. It arose from a more general concern about the level of educational research currently being undertaken in Wales with a view to exploring whether it would be beneficial to bring local government and the higher education sector into a closer relationship with each other. The research methods involved two desk-based reviews, interviews with local authority representatives and other key stakeholders and a consultation exercise. 
The overall conclusion of this project is that there is a considerable amount of research activity being undertaken by local authorities. There is variation between local authorities in the scale of activities which is related to size, extent of collaboration with other authorities and level of research awareness. Although there is a considerable amount of activity, the overwhelming majority of local authorities undertake research on a reactive basis and rarely have a research strategy in place. The nature and focus activities are influenced by a range of stakeholders, including schools and community stakeholders. The dominant influence on research, however, is the pressure arising from the demands of the Welsh Assembly Government and Estyn. 

Perhaps because of this, there is a high level of consistency in the type of research being conducted by local authorities. In general, local authorities invest significant amounts of resources into performance monitoring to ensure the effectiveness and improvement of schools and other educational services. While authorities have considerable strengths in this type of analysis, issues were raised relating to the opportunity costs for undertaking other kinds of research which are more exploratory or innovative. 

In general, the pattern of research activities within local authorities in Wales contrasts with, and potentially complements, the pattern of research activity undertaken in the higher education sector. Where local authorities in Wales are strong (performance-monitoring, scoping and policy evaluation), higher education is weak. And those activities which are of interest to local authorities but beyond their remit and capacity (policy implementation, policy development and pure research), are those areas which the higher education sector is better placed to undertake. 

Although many local authorities enjoy close collaboration with local universities in connection with student progression and professional development, only a minority reported research-based collaborations with higher education institutions.  Although a few individual academics do have research-based relations with local authorities, these usually involve small scale consultancies based on existing contacts. In general, local authorities did not appear to be familiar with the range of research on education being undertaken by universities in Wales. 
There is a perception from several respondents that there is a mismatch between higher education research and the needs of local authorities. In general, local authorities felt that university-based research might be too abstract and found it hard to justify using their own resources to commission research which might be of only limited relevance to them. 

Despite these concerns, the overwhelming majority of respondents felt that local authorities would benefit from greater research collaboration with the higher education sector. When asked about their future research needs, a long and comprehensive list of research areas and issues emerged which covered ‘blue sky’ issues as well as practical questions of resource distribution. Clearly if these needs are to be addressed, there will need to be significant efforts to build the educational research capacity of Welsh higher education institutions.
In order to identify measures which might facilitate closer collaboration with the higher education sector, local authorities were sent a list of strategies relating to: a) knowledge exchange; b) data and skill sharing; c) facilitating the commissioning of research; and d) organisational development. They were asked to identify which strategies they would find most useful. 

Those who responded felt that they would benefit most from the development of organisational structures to facilitate collaboration. In particular, there was considerable support for the development of research strategies in partnership with WAG, Estyn and higher education institutions. There was general support for various kinds of knowledge exchange activities, but little consensus on what form these might take. There was relatively little support for strategies to facilitate the commissioning of research, which indicates that local authorities do not see themselves as being in a position to invest resources in commissioning research in the near future. 

In conclusion, it appears that Wales faces a number of challenges in the coming years. Local authorities and the higher education sector face significant resource issues which jeopardise the development and dissemination of educational research. It is imperative, therefore, that steps are put in place to maximise the value of that which already exists through selective development of a research programme and enhanced collaboration between government at national and local level and the higher education sector. 




