The First ESCalate Student Conference 'Students as Researchers: Novice to Expert'

Monday 20th April 2009, Lakeside Centre, Birmingham
Delegates at the First ESCalate Student Conference were drawn from all stages of their academic career, and represented Higher Education Institutions from all over the UK and beyond. After a brief welcome from Tony Brown, Director of ESCalate, and Robin Clark of the CLIPP (Centre for Learning Innovation and Professional Practice, Aston University), the tone of the day was set by a keynote presentation from Professor James Conroy, Dean of Education at Glasgow University. Professor Conroy highlighted some of the ‘tricky corners’ to be negotiated in the process of becoming a ‘scholar’ and, revealed his background in moral and religious philosophy:  he problematised ‘arithmetisation’ of the current world as a phenomenon that not only encourages us to use numbers (through straightforward quantification) as a symbol for ‘truth’ but means that we skew our understanding of the world by failing to value or take into account qualitative data. Professor Conroy questioned the assumption, too often made and based on medical models, that human behaviour can be adequately assessed on a numerical basis, suggesting that we neglect the narrative at our peril: ‘Educational research’, he said, ‘is determined by the need to tell a story; a propensity that is echoed in myths of all kinds’.
In telling his ‘story’, he raised several issues, in particular the temptation to rush into research and into publishing without sufficiently considering whether the work is of value in itself, whether the methodology is adequate to the task, and whether, crucially, the questions addressed are the right ones to ask. He shared a journey through the philosophy of research, quoting a Gerald Manley Hopkins sonnet one minute, telling jokes about his early years as a researcher the next, to his central vision, that of the researcher as “a Promethean figure, a bringer of light and bearer of knowledge” with a responsibility to consider what kind of knowledge is needed, for whom, and to what uses it might be put.  The notion of that responsibility to ‘ask the good question’ was one to which delegates returned throughout the day.

In a packed day, delegates had a wide variety of seminars to attend in the morning. One session: The Research Process: from Inception to Dissemination was chaired by Dr Alexis Taylor (ESCalate Academic Consultant, Brunel University) with contributions from Joelle Adams (Bath Spa University), Angela Jaap (University of Glasgow) and Caroline Gibson (Managing Editor, Reinvention: a Journal of Undergraduate Research, Warwick University) and did just what it said on the tin: the session focused on student research from a multitude of angles, from engaging students in research, to applying for funding from ESCalate, and disseminating the work with and among colleagues. There were some useful opportunities to hear the reflections of those already engaged in ESCalate-funded research and on the work itself and approaches to applying for funding. The seminar provided a ‘safe’ environment for ‘rookie’ researchers to share with peers their data collection experiences, both the good and bad.  One of the key messages was that sticky patches in research may (probably will) arise, but that there are always alternative means of becoming untangled while still engaging with the central research questions. One participant, preparing to enter the next phase of her own research, spoke about the benefits to her of hearing advice from a presenter whose discussion of her own experience offered useful encouragement. 

And, for an overview of the other sessions: 
· An opportunity to learn from the experience of students and staff in designing and following a course in a different discipline came from the University of the West of England (Inquiry Based Learning as a method for researching change: students and tutors as co researchers), Dr Margaret Page, Dr Hugo Gaggiotti, Daniel Staley and Liza McCann, considered ways in which these methods and ideas might be used in the context of education studies; 

· Julie Hughes and Emma Purnell from the University of Wolverhampton looked at the challenges and opportunities offered by blogging as a research tool for today’s students (Blogging as data gathering – how might Web 2.0 technologies interrupt and disturb our notions of research? and....what are we going to do about it?); 

· Colleagues from Liverpool Hope University delivered a session which encouraged active engagement (in every sense) with an enquiry into getting school students moving, involving dance mats, some complex technology and a lot of fun (Creating Research Opportunities through Enterprise and Innovation by Joe Gazdula with Amanda Dalzell and Javed Munshi);

· A team from Northumbria University’s ‘Assessment for Learning’ CETL (Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning), focused on the experience of becoming a researcher in your first year, encouraging students to adopt a model of active studentship (Getting Involved from the Word Go: Professor Kay Sambell, Linda Graham and Dr Catherine Montgomery).
As always with parallel sessions, delegates had difficult choices to make but  anyone who has been involved with ESCalate or has attended any of their events knows the importance they attach to providing delegates with the opportunity to mix and chat informally in a relaxed setting. This was reflected, not only in the breaks but also in the Open Space Technology session in the afternoon, which allowed all delegates, regardless of research experience, to share views on self-selected topics, within self-selecting groups. Led by Helen Bulpitt (from The Higher Education Academy’s Subject Centre for Social Work and Practice – SWAP, based at Southampton University), this activity showed how fruitful and effective an overtly ‘unstructured’ method of promoting discussion can be. Several delegates felt that there could be mileage in using Open Space Technology as a teaching tool as well as a means of generating ideas for research. The final ‘round the room’ discussion flowed naturally from people relaxed and stimulated by all that they had heard and contributed and made a fitting end under the skilful chairing of Tony Brown.

It was a successful day, thanks to the hard work and energy of Anne Anderson, whose pre-event planning left all eventualities covered, and whose technical know-how meant nobody had last-minute panics about their presentations; and also due to Teresa Nurser, who kept her cool in the face of all challenges on the day. We hope the event is the first of many.

The editors would like to thank the various contributors whose different perspectives on the day were amalgamated for this overview, especially Angela Jaap and Susanna Dammann.

