Invitation to apply for the WERN Funded Project: Developing collaboration to provide for the research needs of Local Authorities
Background 
WERN
The Welsh Education Research Network (WERN) has been funded by the ESRC and HEFCW for a pilot phase between 1st October 2007 and 30th June 2008, and this has now been extended to 31st July 2009. The aim of the Network is to develop educational research capacity, by building a collaborative partnership, which shares expertise, between all the higher education institutions (HEIs) with education and related departments in Wales . Its membership comprises Aberystwyth University, Bangor University, Cardiff University, Glyndwr University ( formerly NEWI), The Open University in Wales, Swansea Metropolitan University, Swansea University, Trinity College Carmarthen, University of Glamorgan, University of Wales Institute Cardiff (UWIC) and University of Wales Newport.

WERN is interested, as capacity grows, in working with and meeting the research needs of policy makers and practitioners in the wider education community in Wales. Education Departments in Local Authorities (LAs) are potential users of educational research, and this is a possible market for educational research work that academics in the WERN  HEIs would be well placed to supply.  Thus monies have been earmarked in this second period of funding for a research project involving LAs.
The purpose of this award is to fund a small scale collaborative research project to explore how academic research can respond to the research needs of LAs across  Wales as they develop, implement and evaluate policy.  

 This project must be collaborative at two levels:-

1. The envisaged project will be undertaken  by a collaborative team comprising academics from more  than one Welsh HEI.
2.  It will also facilitate collaboration between academic researchers and local authority users of research.
The funding of this project alongside other WERN funded initiatives, will help to build capacity; it will also develop the growth of important networks with local authority partners; and importantly, act as a scoping study to underpin future WERN developments.
Research needs of local authorities

There is a growing emphasis upon evidence informed policy. This involves not only policy makers, but also researchers in the collection and evaluation of data and politicians in exacting accountability. It has been recognised that this approach needs to be supported at a national levels by a programme of research and investigation . Less has been done to ensure an appropriate research base at the level of the local authority. This may lead to a failure to develop evidence based policy in at least two ways: (i) the evidence may not be available to support local policy making, and (ii) the mismatch between evidence at the local and national level may lead to pressure to implement inappropriate national policy at the local level.
Collaboration between university-based researchers and local authorities offers an opportunity to meet the need for research that is relevant to local needs. Anecdotal evidence suggests that LAs often seek to fulfil their research needs by the pragmatic use of the services of private consultancy companies. This type of research activity may in some instances be the most suitable, timely and fit for purpose but on other occasions it may not be able to provide in-depth analysis (the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of ‘what works’), longer term community partnership and quality control that a local university can offer.
Priority Research Areas for this project

Responding to local authority research-related needs might take a number of forms, including:

· Review and interpretation of previous research in a format that makes it more accessible to local authorities and practitioners;

· Local evaluation studies that could inform local policy and/or responses to national policy; or 
· Locally based research projects, for example on the specific impact of social context on educational achievement (not necessarily conducted in only one local authority, but with results available at local authority level).

· Developing practitioner partnerships with LA policy makers or practitioners to make connections between research knowledge and practical wisdom.

Of course these need not necessarily be seen as discreet modes. Indeed, different forms might be linked, as for example, when local research is used to generate data to evaluate the impact and consequences of national policy locally.

The aim of this WERN project is to advance such a programme by funding a scoping exercise to explore the issues which could provide a basis for effective academic-LA engagement. Specifically:

1. To engage in a dialogue with LAs to identify what types of research LAs value and why.
2. To explore the kinds of research collaboration that LAs feel are of most benefit.

3. To identify the challenges and obstacles that are likely to be encountered in   setting up LA/University research links.

4. To identify the topics, issues or content areas that would be most fruitful for collaboration.

5. To investigate the communication and knowledge management systems between researchers and users of research that would enable a productive collaboration.

Eligibility/ Assessment Criteria for funding
Applications for funding should address the following elements in the various sections of the application form and Case for support.
1.The research project proposed addresses the priority areas outlined.

2. The scholarly quality of the proposal builds on and complements existing research knowledge in this field and is likely to produce exciting and original work.

3. There are clear well framed research questions and the research methodologies chosen are appropriate.

4. There is collaboration between at least two Welsh HEIs evident in the composition of the applicant group.

5. There is capacity building potential in the mix of applicants.

6. There is engagement and collaboration with LA stakeholders evident in the proposed project. 
7. The research project presents good value for money.

Amount and duration of funding

One award of up to £38,750 will be made for a research project of this nature. The funding will be awarded in November 2008 and the research project will begin on the 1st December 2008. A short interim update report based on a proforma will be required on 20th March and a final report must be submitted by the 30th June 2009.
How to apply

Application forms and further details of how to apply are available on the WERN website (www.wern.ac.uk), from your institutional WERN Executive member or from the WERN Administrative Office (Trinity College, Carmarthen SA31 3EP)
The application form must be completed and returned with the following:
-Case for support – limited to 2,000 words
- Summary [2 page max] CVs of named individuals in the application

The closing date for applications is 30th October 2008

