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Implications and responses across the research community 
 

Trevor Gale, Rob Gilbert, Terri Seddon and Jan Wright 

 

Introduction 
In July 2005, the Australian Association for Research in Education (AARE) convened a 

conference focused on the issue of quality in education research, and what this might 

mean in the context of a Research Quality Framework (RQF) for Australian higher 
education, to be implemented from 2007. Attending the conference were senior 

academics drawn from almost every university faculty, school and department of 

education around the nation. Keynote addresses were delivered by significant 
academics and administrators from New Zealand and the United Kingdom – countries 

with their own versions of an RQF already in operation – as well as from Australia: one, 

a recent member of the Australian Research Council (ARC) and, the other, a senior 

Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) officer who is also a member of 
the Expert Advisory Group (EAG) charged with formulating the RQF.  

 

The intention of the conference was not just to raise awareness within the field of 
education research but also to generate strategies that academics and institutions might 

employ to identify and ameliorate the potential perverse effects of the anticipated 

changes. It was in this context that the conference papers, panels and workshops 
identified key issues arising from the RQF policy developments, and considered their 

implications for quality in educational research.  

 

This paper reports on the key deliberations of conference participants, addressing in 
particular three questions: What are the challenges of the proposed RQF for researchers 

in education? What are its implications for research management? What strategies will 

enable educational research to consolidate its standing and prosper in a research quality 
environment? Our account of the responses to these questions is not simply a record of 

what others said. Inevitably, it includes how we (now) understand those responses, 

informed by our own theoretical and political frames and also in the light of more recent 

RQF revelations not known at the time, though much of the RQF initiative remains 
somewhat clouded. 

 

We begin with a brief account of the RQF; what it is, how it is being developed and why. 
We conclude by considering how AARE might contribute to and lead debates around 

education research, as well as possible roles for the Association in the implementation 

and evaluation of the RQF, particularly as this concerns the field of education in 
Australian universities. 

 

Australian research assessment: the RQF 

In May 2004, the Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, announced the Australian 
federal government’s intention to develop ‘Quality and Accessibility Frameworks’ for 

publicly funded research; in the first instance, focused on research conducted within 

Australian universities. In December of the same year, the government announced the 
appointment of a 13 member Expert Advisory Group (EAG) including its chair, Sir Gareth 

Roberts, who recently completed a review of the United Kingdom’s Research 

Assessment Exercise (RAE). 
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Charged with the task of producing Australia’s version – to be called the Research 

Quality Framework (RQF) – during 2005, the EAG: distributed an Issues Paper; held 
consultation forums in major cities around the country; called for and received written 

submissions; produced an Advanced Approaches Paper; hosted a National 

Stakeholders Forum; and produced a Preferred Models Paper that will inform (three) 

trials of the new RQF during 2006. A final version is expected to be implemented in 
2007, with funding implications for 2008.  

 

So why an RQF? Why now?  
 

It is important to recognise that the RQF has not come out of the blue. Research 

assessment exercises already operate in a number of other countries, notably the UK, 
Netherlands, Hong Kong and New Zealand. These initiatives are all somewhat different 

in detail but similar in their broad effect of introducing evaluation-based funding 

mechanisms which govern the allocation of public research funding. Indeed, Australia 

has already moved in this direction over a long period, with the claw-back of institutional 
research funding for allocation on a competitive basis through the Australian Research 

Council, the introduction of the research quantum and the monitoring of research 

outcomes, including publications, research degree completions, and external research 
funding, as the basis for performance-based funding allocations. The progressive 

implementation of national research priorities and requirements for explicit emphasis on 

the national benefits of research also reflect this development. These steps have all 
pressed research towards a stronger performance focus. 

 

There is a view that these trends are a feature of neo-liberal policy frameworks that are 

pushing research and education towards a performative market model (Marginson and 
Considine, 2000). The patterns of change are also compatible with wider global trends 

towards policy steering, decentralised decision-making and the formation of partnerships 

as the basis for the delivery of goods and services. These trends can be understood as 
a particular kind of politics that has accompanied the end of the Cold War and the 

assertion of an aggressive right-wing capitalism. They can also be seen as an outcome 

of more ad hoc policy debates and developments that seek to address the contradictory 

impacts of economic restructuring that has delivered privatisation and deregulation, and 
economic liberalisation that has fuelled greater global interconnectedness. Each of these 

accounts suggests that recent trends have problematised centralised government and 

are encouraging the development of multilateral governance initiatives. It means that 
government remains a locus of power but as a nexus for skill sharing rather than as the 

source of decision-making, where policy is the domain of chosen experts and those in 

community consultations.  
 

The point is that these developments mark a broad paradigm shift from government to 

governance which depends upon managing complexity and cultural diversity through 

knowledge-sharing strategies. It inflects conceptions of good research practice so there 
is greater preoccupation than in the past with tackling the big complicated research 

questions by designing multidisciplinary teams who can share expertise and experience 

in the generation of research findings. It also shapes research accountability 
arrangements, problematising the traditional assumptions that researchers are the best 

judges of research, and instead promoting research assessment that entail judgments 

by experts in research and by research users. This advice is provided to government for 
executive action.  
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Of course, this theory of policy partnerships and research governance is undercut by 

recent history, with the Commonwealth Minister vetoing funding for projects 
recommended by the ARC, sacking the ARC Board and establishing a direct line 

accountability between the ARC and the Minister. There is no doubt that the current 

Minister is committed to an RQF that levers positive behaviours within the research 

community. The disciplinary tone is clearly illustrated in the Minister’s media release that 
accompanied the RQF advanced issues paper, where he said 

 

The Australian Government is committed to the development of a consistent and 
comprehensive approach to assess the quality of research and the economic, 

environmental and social benefits of research to the wider community.  

 
We are, as a relatively small country, not in the position of being able to afford to 

support and fund research which is not of the highest quality. 

       (Nelson, 2005) 

 
Yet this pressure to change universities is not new. Governments have sought to 

discipline the public sector in general and universities in particular since the 1980s. The 

rationale has been the imperative of global competitiveness and the need for relevant 
skill formation. It has meant there has been a long term debate about the purposes of 

education and research, with some commentators arguing for greater vocationalism and 

others decrying ‘cappuccino courses’ in fields like golf course management and surfing. 
In research it has encouraged debates about contributions to social efficiency or social 

benefit that often hinge on methodological preferences for aggregate measures at 

national or global level, or for localised monitoring of policy effects on particular social 

groups. But, undoubtedly, this challenge to education and research has been given new 
teeth with Government control of the Senate, and speculations about the retirement 

plans of the incumbent Prime Minister and who might replace him.  

 
This policy context will be an important influence on how the RQF is developed. It will 

also channel the way the RQF is inserted into university planning and how governments 

respond to the RQF findings. Discussion at the AARE Focus Conference reflected the 

uncertainties of these possible developments. 
 

Implications and challenges for researchers 

The consequences of the Research Quality Framework (RQF) for individual (education) 
researchers, largely depends on the RQF’s eventual ‘unit of assessment’ and, to a 

lesser extent, the ‘unit of reporting’; here, read ‘unit’ as the productive unit (eg. 

institution, faculty, department, school, centre, cluster, individual) as well as the unit 
produced (eg. publication, grant, patent, drug, strategy, and so on), although it is in the 

first sense that the RQF Expert Advisory Group (EAG) tends to use the ‘unit’ 

nomenclature. The term currently used for the unit produced is ‘research outputs’. 

 
In the new RQF, it is the unit of research output that will be judged in terms of its quality 

and impact, but it is the productive unit that will bear that judgement. And, it would seem, 

these judgements will bear heavily on individuals, albeit mediated to some extent by a 
higher unit of reporting. That is, reporting research (to DEST) will be in the form of 

aggregations of individual work (represented by faculty, department, school or even 

cluster), rather than reports of research quality and impact attributable directly to 
individual researchers. Given a higher unit of reporting, the RQF will retain something of 
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an ‘arm’s length’ accounting of researchers, although one much closer to home than the 

current system employs, which assesses research at the level of institutions.  
 

If the experience of the UK, New Zealand and other countries that have adopted similar 

research assessments is any guide, the impact of an RQF on Australian universities and 

academics will be enormous, including: a less forgiving environment for academics if 
they are not perceived to be performing at a level set by their institution; imbalances 

between teaching/other duties and research; increased restructuring; increased levels of 

scrutiny and accountability at departmental, faculty and institutional levels; and so on. 
One need only consider the voluntary redundancies already being offered to academics 

that are not seen to be able to produce quality research in the short term and therefore 

contribute positively to a research assessment exercise (The Australian Higher 
Education Supplement, November 9, 2005, p. 27). 

 

However, fully understanding the impact of a RQF on individual researchers, necessarily 

involves appreciation for what already exists. This is not just recognition that the future is 
already with us (Luke, Luke & Mayer, 2000), in the form of the UK’s Research 

Assessment Exercise (RAE) or similar systems of research assessment in New Zealand, 

Hong Kong and so on, from which we might catch a glimpse of possible futures for 
individual researchers. Understanding is also about appreciating the shift from present to 

future and that this shift will be messy and perhaps clumsy; the future retaining elements 

of the present and of its presence (in context) and not simply imposing a new rational 
model that is foreign to the field. For instance, the current system relies on ‘technologies 

of the self’ (Foucault, 1988) and a ‘disciplinary power … exercised through its invisibility’ 

(Foucault, 1977, p. 187). An example is the culture of overwork learned or taken up 

through comparisons with peers and more senior ‘successful’ academics, to achieve or 
even maintain measures of esteem, confidence and acceptability within the academy – 

the work one does oneself to become an ‘acceptable’ academic. Yet, a more visible 

exercise of power in the form of a RQF might still employ ‘humble modalities, minor 
procedures, as compared with the majestic rituals of sovereignty or the great 

apparatuses of the state’ (Foucault, 1977, p. 170). Shifts in journals targeted for 

publications, revised workload models that establish hierarchies of practice or new 

classifications of staff illustrate the possible subtle readjustments which the RQF might 
generate. 

 

To elaborate, then, the current system for assessing research in Australian higher 
education places more emphasis on rewarding quantity than on assessing quality, 

although a degree of assessment is implied in determining those rewards. Ostensibly, 

those institutions that produce more DEST desired research outputs (a continuous and 
relative measure rather than a graded one) receive more of the rewards. However, the 

rewards are finite across institutions in any one assessment period, so more research 

outputs from one year to the next do not necessarily deliver more rewards. Similarly, 

fewer institutional outputs from one assessment to the next could lead to more rewards if 
by comparison those outputs are in greater quantity than those produced by others; a 

technical possibility if not likely in practice. In short, size matters but only by comparison, 

not absolutely. 
 

The way these rewards are currently meted out is determined by an assessment of 

verifiable quantitative data representing the joint output of an institution’s academics 
over a designated assessment period (a year), specifically in relation to: (i) the number 

of students who have completed research degrees under their supervision, (ii) the 
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amount of other-than-DEST funding they have received for research, and (iii) the 

number of research publications they have produced. Collectively, this measuring 
system is known as the Research Quantum, which is heavily weighted towards the first 

two data sets. That is, rewards are distributed more freely on the basis of research 

degree completions and grant income than for publications (currently rated as 

contributing 10% of the quantum). (Interestingly, publications were removed from the 
Research Quantum for a time, perhaps in recognition of their greater propensity for 

mass production, but then reinstated on protest from the academy given their legitimacy 

in the research process.) 
 

The problems with this way of measuring research have been canvassed within 

Australian research communities for some time now. For example, it is a strange 
measure of outputs that includes (and heavily weights) grant income, itself an input. And 

there is no accounting for the status of these grants (whether, for example, they are 

national competitive grants from the ARC) in the weighting of their contribution to the 

Research Quantum, even though this status does count within the academy in terms of 
one’s positioning, promotions, job applications and so on. Similarly, the quality of articles 

published in journals is of little consequence (to the Research Quantum) as long as the 

journal meets DEST requirements of blind peer review in selecting articles for 
publication. And no account is taken of how many versions of the article have appeared 

in multiple journals / forums. Multiple iterations of the one article are not necessarily an 

indicator of poor quality but it does raise questions about contributions to knowledge. 
Whole careers have been built on such practices and, increasingly, at the 

encouragement of their academic units and institutions. For example, many faculties of 

education currently insist that their staff present refereed papers at conferences as a 

condition on funding to attend. 
 

Of course, a great deal of this is about to change under the influence of the RQF, or that 

is what one might reasonably think given the radical plan to reward research activity 
differently under the government’s proposed new system for distributing research 

funding. Yet, it would seem that one strategy some people first adopt when confronted 

by changed conditions is to do more of the same, perhaps in the mistaken belief that this 

will meet with more approval. For example, in the face of the RQF – a mechanism 
designed to assess the quality of research – one department in a traditional university 

has developed quite detailed performance indicators for staff at various academic levels. 

The indicators are primarily quantitative in nature, designating for example the number of 
single authored articles an Associate Professor should produce in each year and in what 

journals, how much outside grant income s/he needs to attract, the number of research 

higher degree students s/he should supervise, and so on. The volumes are 
extraordinarily high and, when presented to the conference, they prompted one 

participant to comment on whether it was possible for these individuals to have a life 

outside academia. The point here, though, is that producing more research outputs as a 

way of responding to the RQF is actually about playing an old game. The new game is 
qualitatively different. 

 

Another response to changed conditions is to ‘do something, anything, but just do 
something’. In part, this is about doing more of what is already done, although in this 

case it is not necessarily about doing this in great quantity. A second aspect of this is 

related to misreading the new conditions and hence employing strategies that do not 
match them. For example, one group of academics in a department of education, having 

met to discuss the implications of the RQF, decided that quantitative research and 



 6 

journals that publish this would be favoured more highly and so their research needed to 

take on this orientation if they were to survive the new times. This is irrespective of how 
research in education will be assessed (much of which is still unknown) and what their 

changed practices mean for the quality of their research. Indeed, as one discovered, 

getting published in this ‘new’ environment proved problematic on a number of levels. 

 
So, what are the more likely enduring effects of the RQF on individual education 

academics? How will it affect us, and what can / will we do? 

 
It was in the context of the developing new rules associated with the RQF that 

participants in the Cairns AARE conference considered their implications for individual 

researchers. The discussions in the workshop and final forum related to the likely 
consequences of the proposed research quality assessment scheme for research 

practices in education. Some concern was expressed about possible differences in 

impact on the research environments for postgraduate students, early career 

researchers and established researchers. It was agreed that responses from the 
research community need to ensure that the voices of all interested groups are heard. 

 

Research publication was seen as one aspect of the research environment which could 
be affected by the new policy, with important implications for the practice of individual 

researchers. The mechanics of the assessment are likely to feed back on the status 

attributed to different publications, changing the research environment in ways that may 
have little to do with quality. For instance, journal articles could become more prestigious 

than book chapters because quality metrics are more readily available. Books, book 

chapters and refereed conference papers would be devalued under such circumstances, 

with possible effects on the type of research produced.  
 

Rankings of journals would increase competition for publication in the most highly 

ranked, with negative effects on others, including specialised journals which depart from 
dominant paradigms or which cater to smaller audiences. Another possible consequence 

would be the concentration of influence on what counts as quality in the hands of editors 

of a small number of high status journals, narrowing the range of debates and 

encouraging uniformity rather than diversity of approach. Increasingly, inclusion in 
citation indexes will become one of the determinants of journal status. Authors will 

become more strategic about decisions on when and where to publish and how often, 

and it may become more difficult to establish new research areas and journals. 
 

The RQF could have implications for research supervision. If research supervision is 

included in the RQF exercise, there are possible effects on PhD pedagogies. The 
increasing emphasis on student publishing as part of PhD and/or PhD by publication 

could be accelerated, and joint publication by student and supervisor might increase. 

This could be a positive development if it leads to genuine collaborations; on the other 

hand, it could merely be an extra pressure on doctoral students which exacerbates the 
challenge of timely completion. Cohorts and groups could become more common as 

could PhD work in research teams. While none of these developments is uniquely 

caused by the RQF, they are likely to be enhanced if research training becomes part of 
it. 

 

Participants at the Cairns conference expressed concern for the effects of the RQF on 
the careers of postgraduate students and early career researchers. The current climate 

seems not to offer them many spaces for an improvement in their experience. Rather, it 
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is a environment that threatens to increase the pressures that they already experience. 

For postgraduate students, consideration is needed of new ways of organising programs 
and rethinking supervision and co-authorship arrangements. For early career 

researchers, the consequence is a greater need for support, mentoring and guidance in 

these new times. 

 
The elitist notions inherent in the RQF, and the highly competitive environment it is likely 

to create, could lead to a more highly structured approach to research collaboration, with 

greater priority to research centres and concentrations, and teams established around 
star performers within institutions. This could have the effect of discouraging cross-

institutional collaborations, and marginalise postgraduate students and early career 

researchers in favour of the most highly productive established researchers. 
 

More highly structured organization of research personnel is likely to lead also to greater 

specialisation and diversity of workers (teaching-only, research-only, teaching and 

research) across the system. Increasingly, the differentiation among academics may not 
be on the basis of career stage (e.g. early career researcher, established researcher, 

etc.) but employment status (e.g. casual, part time, tenured) and the nature of work roles 

(eg. contract researchers). Attempts at early identification of potential star researchers, 
supported by resources (including mentoring), could mean fewer opportunities for late 

bloomers, a particular issue for education where entry to research work is often a later 

career decision.  
 

Public comparisons of research quality will inevitably increase the pressures to compete 

and to focus on what counts in the system. A range of research activities could suffer in 

such an environment, such as involvement in professional associations (eg. AARE) and 
other community service which might be less valued as not directly contributing to 

research quality (although third stream funding may ameliorate this). 

 
The RQF may well have effects on the research enterprise in general. For instance, the 

present scramble to produce, where the best researchers are seen to be the most highly 

productive, could give way to claims to influence, where the best researchers are seen 

to be the most highly influential. If this shifts the emphasis from the potential repetition of 
high productivity in quantitative terms to a greater concern for quality, it would be a 

benefit. On the other hand, the legitimacy of broad and diverse research agendas, as 

practised by the generalist researcher / faculty, could be replaced by the more focused 
agendas of research concentrations of people and interests (the selective / specialist 

researcher / faculty), where research diversity may be seen as lacking direction or 

identity. This could conceivably fragment the educational research enterprise, with 
theoretical or methodological or other barriers leading to the ‘silo’ effect of separate and 

incommensurable research programs. 

 

The RQF implies many challenges for individual researchers but, for the most part, these 
seem to be a continuation of trends already underway. What seems to be important is 

that researchers are not alienated in this process, and that ‘senior researchers’ and 

university leaders provide environments in universities where IRs, ECRs and HDRs are 
kept informed and supported rather than simply pressured to produce for the good of the 

unit. The challenge is to identify the opportunities within the new framework and how 

researchers in these different stages of their careers can be engaged in it. 
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Implications and challenges for research management 

The issues identified for individual researchers are also issues for research 
management. For example, the implications of the RQF for the nature and organization 

of academic work and personnel translate, from one perspective, into questions of 

management. How can teamwork be promoted in a context of increasingly public 

hierarchical classifications of staff based on the nature of work roles or levels of 
productivity? Management decisions will be central to such matters. These are the kinds 

of questions taken up by those in the workshop on implications of the RQF for research 

management. The following are some of the issues identified in this workshop. 
 

The decision making processes which drive the RQF implementation and future 

development present a considerable challenge for education research management. 
Given the somewhat marginal place of education research in conventional university 

hierarchies of influence, there are likely to be difficulties in having the interests of 

education research considered. This issue could well be complicated by moves among 

some groups of universities to run their own agendas, so that a genuinely national 
approach to education research, such as that which AARE would wish to pursue, could 

be made difficult. 

 
The response of education research managers to the seduction of technology will be 

important. The language and technology of citation indices and impact factors sit easily 

with a certain kind of managerialism, but if this is not compatible with customary 
educational research practice, it could have unintended negative consequences of the 

kind identified in the previous section. The response of AARE to this particular issue is 

raised later in this paper. 

 
Research managers will need to see their role as one of advocacy for educational 

research, especially in the formative years of the RQF where the best framework and 

procedures are being sought. This will require a proactive rather than merely reactive 
approach to the RQF process. Concepts and ratings of quality, status, originality, impact 

and accessibility will need to be argued in ways that reflect the particular contributions 

and needs of educational research. For instance, the UK RAE showed that the majority 

of researchers in 5* rated faculties were not necessarily publishing in the top 30 journals 
as identified by conventional measures. International citation indexes, dominated as they 

are by US influences, are not the most appropriate means for such judgments. Rather, 

much work submitted by the top departments was not in refereed journals but in reports 
to government, with no reduction in quality. 

 

The New Zealand experience is also instructive. The three categories for assessment – 
research quality outputs, contributions to the research environment and peer esteem – 

create considerable difficulties for schools and faculties, not the least of which is the 

large number of consultation documents involved, and the need to explain the 

assumptions and definitions of the framework. The workload in preparing evidence 
portfolios is time-consuming, and requires training and infrastructure, and leadership to 

promote and represent research quality. New ethical issues arise, such as the 

connections between research assessment and promotion, or increased attention to 
proportional contributions in multi-authored work. The criteria applied by the relevant 

assessment panel are important, and influencing their development has been, and will 

be in Australia, an important challenge for researchers and research managers. This 
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challenge is likely to be compounded in Australia by the multidisciplinary nature of the 

panel proposed in the ‘preferred models’ paper. 
 

Research managers are also key figures in determining the effects of the assessment 

framework on the work of schools and faculties. As mediators of the  RQF assessment 

policy, research managers will need to be sensitive to possible negative effects of the 
RQF, and in return be advocates for the breadth and diversity of research categorised as 

educational research in the assessment process. For instance, the potential impact of 

the assessment process on certain kinds of educational research could be an issue. 
Local community based projects may be disadvantaged in terms of concepts of quality 

based on assumptions of large scale generalisable research. Research managers will 

have an important role in preventing any such negative effects. Similarly, management 
of university research must also consider its connection with teacher education, and the 

RQF could well aggravate the tensions which can occur between these two core 

functions of education faculties. 

 
Given that the RQF is likely to change the relative importance of publications compared 

with income and through-put, managers will need to consider how to encourage staff to 

respond to this change. There may need to be a different approach to publication plans 
in research projects, with greater attention to scheduled time for quality writing. More 

collaborative writing practices and mentoring schemes might be needed to accelerate 

staff development of high quality publication output. Yet there is a danger that this may 
conflict with pressures on experienced researchers to maximise their own ‘research 

output’. 

 

There will also be a need to ensure that Australian education research retains its 
distinctive identity, and that international standards as a quality benchmark do not mean 

sacrificing a focus on issues of importance in the Australian context. There has been a 

large amount of positioning of Australian research relative to the UK and USA, and too 
little attention to positioning what is at stake in Australian education. Education is, after 

all, a reflection of a culture, and educational research will have similar links to the 

customs, values and ways of thinking and acting characteristic of the culture which 

sustains it. There seems to be little leadership at the national level around those issues. 
This also applies more locally, in that research should include a focus on stakeholders 

other than Canberra. A balance is needed between how much education researchers 

should play the game, and how much they need to be more assertive about other 
stakeholders and interests. 

 

The response to the RQF by research managers in education needs to focus in two 
directions: an advocacy and leadership role in dealing with the broader institutional and 

policy developments; and a nurturing and developmental role in mediating the effects of 

the RQF on staff in faculties and schools. Both these roles will be guided by views of 

what is in the best interests of educational research as a field. 
 

Challenges for education research as a field 

Education as a field of research is highly diverse. This has both positive and negative 
effects. Diversity encourages originality, but it can also create divisiveness and hamper 

progress. While some groups of educational researchers would have a consensual 

notion of quality, this is not general across the field. An RQF could turn diversity into 
division. A key question for the field is whether diversity requires recognition of multiple 

hierarchies, rather than a single consensual hierarchy. This seems an obvious 
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requirement, but how can recognition of multiple forms of quality be developed in such a 

way as to encourage communication and collaboration among its various strands? 
 

The strong influence of the international science community on notions of quality in 

research, mediated by the citation index industry, has the potential to reignite the 

qualitative/quantitative debates that were so unproductive. On the other hand, increasing 
cross-disciplinary research and collaborations with researchers in other fields may lead 

to improved understanding and acceptance of the potential contribution of educational 

research to a range of important research programs. 
 

The welfare of individual researchers who make up the educational research community 

is crucial to the education research enterprise. To the extent that the RQF affects 
employment issues, the education research community needs to be vigilant in 

maintaining supportive environments for research work. The possible implications of the 

RQF in workplace reforms, the nature and allocation of work roles, promotion, workloads 

and other staff issues need to be monitored. 
 

In responding to these challenges, the educational research community needs to 

emphasise the public benefit of educational research, and to articulate these benefits to 
governments, the broader research community and the public. A focus on a narrow 

range of elite academic journals as a measure of and a means to demonstrating quality 

could be counterproductive to this goal.  
 

Part of this will be the promotion of the role of research in teacher education and 

professional development, and of the idea that education is building a profession whose 

practice is informed by research. The currently popular discourse of evidence based 
practice, broadly defined, is an acknowledgement of this which warrants more, including 

critical, attention. Promoting research will also involve creating alliances with education 

authorities, professional organizations and unions, and for advocacy similar to that 
undertaken recently by the Council for the Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences. 

 

These considerations suggest the need for a dissemination and accessibility framework, 

a way of filtering research outputs to increase their impact and accessibility. Of particular 
relevance in the context of the RQF is the importance of definitions of impact for 

educational research. The educational research community needs to ensure that criteria 

for judgment include recognition of the various ways in which impact might occur, as 
identified in the report on The Impact of Educational Research on Policy and Practice 

(2001). This implies that researchers give greater consideration to publishing in a range 

of places and formats to maximize impact and relevance to consumers, and that 
research quality judgments should include consideration of dissemination strategies as 

illustrated, for example, in the UK ESRC research scheme.  

 

Knowledge exchange also implies a range of media and new forms of communicating 
research. Internet blogs, education system research alerts, professional associations 

and the media all have a role here, and the research community needs to generate the 

skills and links to engage with them.  
 

In this new context, what is valuable in past practice must be identified and sustained, 

but new threats and opportunities will arise, and a positive and proactive response is 
likely to be more effective than a defensive one. AARE will be an important vehicle for 

such a response. 
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Conclusions: Implications for the AARE 
These discussions have important implications for a national research organization like 

AARE. AARE is the voice of educational researchers, and their chief means to campaign 

directly on these issues. AARE has a responsibility to take up these issues on behalf of 

its members. This will involve being an active participant in the debates, monitoring the 
effects of the developing policy on the field, and helping the sector to identify and 

communicate responses which will best suit the needs of educational research. 

 
However, this is a complex responsibility. What is best for the educational research 

community as a whole will not always be clear, and strategies which assist some of its 

members may not be in the best interests of others. An example of this kind of 
complexity lies in the question as to whether AARE should establish a hierarchy of 

journals to assist the RQF exercise in comparing the quality and impact of publications. 

This issue arose in workshop discussion, leading to a range of comments. 

One suggestion was that identifying a journal hierarchy could be helpful in mentoring 
early career researchers, but should not to be complicit with governments in nominating 

strict rankings, where the diversity of educational research may be forced into singular 

notions of quality. On the other hand, the effects of not doing this could well 
disadvantage education compared with other fields where journal rankings are well 

established and widely accepted as clear indicators of quality. The exercise of ranking 

journals could also be of value in promoting in the educational research community a 
wider knowledge of quality journals. It would also be useful for raising debate about 

different scenarios of what will be counted in the assessment exercise, such as the 

question of quality measures for book chapters. 

 

The AARE Executive has recently announced a project to investigate the ranking of 

journals, in the following terms. 

 
At AARE’s mid-year Focus Conference and also at the recent ACDE Conference, 

several AARE members (including Deans of Education) encouraged AARE to 

develop a hierarchy of journals ….  

 
To date, the Executive has baulked at the suggestion because of its potential 

negative impact on the field. However, arguments for becoming involved have 

become more clearly articulated and more persuasive. In particular, if such a 
banding of journals is to occur anyway, (i) it is better for discussions of these to be 

in forums in which all education researchers have the opportunity for input, and (ii) 

AARE’s involvement may provide opportunity for broad understandings of quality 
to inform the banding of journals. 

 

In view of this, AARE is calling for expressions of interest from AARE members 

who are interested in (i) developing bands of journals according to their quality and 
impact in the field of education, (ii) descriptors for these bands and (iii) locating 

journals in the field within these bands. 

 
This is just one example of the particular mechanisms by which the effects of the RQF 

will materialise. It is a ‘technology of the self’ in which the disciplinary power of the RQF 

is constructed. The key question is how such mechanisms can be developed so that the 
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special nature of educational research can be recognised, and its contributions to 

knowledge and practice enhanced. AARE has an important role in influencing these 
outcomes. 
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