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Cooperation between practitioners and researchers at the Scottish level to promote 
access and progression of adults in higher education: SWOT analysis 

 
The study 

 
In the national report on access to, and progression in, higher education in the UK it was shown 
that there were many barriers for adults who wish to return to education and learning.  The 
report also identified three broad types of solutions to increasing access and sustaining 
participation: outreach and pre-entry development courses; special entry qualifications; and 
recognizing prior learning.  The findings from the national report were presented to researchers 
and practitioners at a meeting held at Strathclyde University on 30th May 2012 and the list of 
attendees is in Appendix 1.  Following the presentation and a general discussion that confirmed 
that the problems and solutions identified were broadly correct a SWOT analysis was 
undertaken.  This focused on how to enhance dialogue between researchers and practitioners 
on what works in promoting greater access to and progression through higher education. The 
SWOT analysis is based on a dialogue between the attendees and subsequent written comments 
provided by a number of participants.  
 
 
What are the current strengths of practitioner-researcher relationships in linking research and 

practice? 

• A shared philosophy that leads to the commitment of both practitioners and 
researchers to the values of social justice in ensuring that non-traditional learners have 
access to HE. This leads to a desire to learn from each other about what works. 

• There are some mechanisms for communication of good practice in promoting access 
and retention through shared networks. For example the Scottish Wider Access 
Network provides a forum for sharing research and practice and sometimes provides 
digests of research that are aimed at practitioners.   

• In the field of lifelong learning a number of people have moved from being practitioners 
into research and this is a strength as it enables staff to understand the research-
practice dialogue from both sides and this enhances capacity to develop shared 
knowledge of what works.  

• There are also a number of partnerships between higher education and practitioners in 
the public sector that provide opportunities for practitioners to engage in dialogue with 
researchers in order to share their good practice.  For example between Glasgow 
University and the Scottish Women’s Library (SWL) where there is an on-going dialogue 
about the issues that make access to education difficult.  One aspect that the SWL 
highlighted is the issue of the impact of violence against women on people’s confidence 
that education is for them and this finding from practice has been taken account of in 
supporting students in higher education. 
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What are the weaknesses of practitioner-researcher relationship in linking research and 

practice? 
 

• Many practitioners’ and their managers do not see research as a priority and may view 
research as leading to criticism in ways that stifle the spirit of enquiry. Equally many 
researchers and their managers do not see developing practice as a priority and so there 
is a time resource problem that makes it difficult for dialogue to take place. 

• Practitioners lack the knowledge and skills required to become involved in research and 
in terms of working concepts much research evokes a “So what?” response from 
practitioners which suggests that its value is misunderstood.  On the other hand, 
researchers who have greater facilities to undertake data collection and analysis, as well 
as a wider experience of the ethical / scientific dimensions of research, often do not 
have the resources of time and funding to work on grass roots problems identified by 
practitioners.  

• In universities there is a strong emphasis on gaining externally funded research that 
tends to be more theoretically based and of relevance to policy rather than practice. 
This research is generally published in academic journals that emphasise the theoretical 
rather than the practical, concrete, outcomes of the research and uses language that is 
inaccessible to practitioners.  Moreover the high cost of these journals makes them 
unavailable to anyone from outside the academic community. 

• There is lack of cohesion across the higher education sector together with an emphasis 
on competition rather than cooperation and the current economic climate means that 
higher education staff need to focus on bringing in externally funded research contracts.  
This means that there is little likelihood that staff can find the dedicated time and 
resources to support practitioners in practice. 

• There are few bridges between researchers and practitioners so research – often high 
quality, relevant and useful - exists in a vacuum or extends only as far as academic 
publications and university departments rather than practice problems presented by 
practitioners inspiring innovation.  
 

What are the obstacles which researchers and practitioner’s face in improving links between 
research and practice? How are these factors embedded in our learning research culture? 

• The most significant obstacle is the absence of parity of esteem, in the university sector, 
between practice (teaching) and research and this is reinforced by the mechanisms for 
funding and judgement of universities’ performance through the Research Excellence 
Framework (REF) that has effectively incentivised research (and in particular published 
theoretical, rather than applied, articles) at the expense of teaching.   

• Another obstacle is that, at an institutional level, many universities do not perceive 
themselves as being part of a local, regional or national resource or partnership and 
therefore do not have strong links with practice problems and issues or practitioners. 

• Outreach and pre-entry development programmes are poorly funded by the 
Government compared to the level of funding given to research and so the university 
sector does not give these programmes much priority.  Currently there are some 
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successful pre-entry programmes where practitioners from the community education 
profession provide support and encouragement but there is little institutional support 
from HE.  

• Another obstacle is the senior management of universities that say they have a 
commitment to widening access but are actually focused on academic excellence and 
doing well in league tables that prioritise high entry qualifications and research. 

• On the other hand when universities offer special entry qualifications and recognition of 
prior learning (RPL) through part-time study as a concrete way in which research shows 
that access can be supported many employers put obstacles in the way, by insisting on 
attendance at particular work commitments. This is a threat to the ability of potential 
students from disadvantaged areas to access higher education. 

 
What opportunities are presented for improving practitioner-researcher relationships? What 

action might be taken to improve things? Who should do what? How can barriers be lifted 
 

• One opportunity is the encouragement of research funders in universities to ensuring 
that knowledge exchange takes place between researchers and the stakeholders, 
including practitioners and policy makers, who will use the research.  In addition 
researchers have to report on the impact of their research on practice and policy and 
this is an opportunity to consult with, and respond to, practitioners about how the 
research has been or can be used. 

• A more outward-focused and less solitary approach to academic research could 
generate more and better opportunities for developing wider and more relevant 
practitioner-researcher relationships.  The steps that could be taken to promote such an 
approach would include extending the membership of research review panels beyond 
universities to include genuine engagement with the wider practitioner community and 
to develop mechanisms that would allow the practitioner and wider “non-academic” 
community including employers to propose topics/themes/issues/problems for 
researchers to address.  

• The recent guidance from the Scottish Government on increasing participation in higher 
education from under-represented groups1 will encourage university Principals/Vice-
Chancellors/ senior managers to embrace a more egalitarian perspective and respect for 
the wider practitioner community and its operating terrain.   

• Closer partnership working, especially with Further Education and Community Learning 
and Development and at grassroots level where the key concept is collaboration, will 
bring together both researcher and practitioner and also support identification, 
communication and implementation of ideas and projects.  This will be facilitated by the 
Scottish Government’s commitment to improving learner outcomes through a more 
integrated and sharply focused post-16 system. 

• A final opportunity is the development and support of practitioner-led action research. 
Such research can lead to useful insights into pressing problems of practice as well as 
broaden and deepen practitioner understanding and increase their interest in 

                                                 
1 Scottish Government Putting Learners at the Centre – Delivering our Ambitions for Post-16 Education, 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/09/15103949/2 
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conducting research 2.  This does, however, require the active collaboration of 
practitioners’ employers as well as strong links with HE to make this possible. 

 
Who are the key players who can in assist with knowledge exchange between research and 

practice in university lifelong learning? 
 

In order for the transfer of knowledge from research to practice and vice versa to take place 
then the three communities of policy-makers/implementers, practitioners and researchers need 
to work together.  This section identifies the key networks,  organisations and the stakeholders 
that can help to make this happen. 
 

• A key player is the Universities Association for Lifelong Learning (UALL)3 whose members 
represent more than 80 higher education institutions involved in the delivery of lifelong 
learning and part-time provision. UALL represents the interests of both the UK and of 
the four nations: England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales and there is a separate 
Scottish Universities Association for Lifelong Learning (SUALL). These Associations 
support the diverse engagement of universities across the sector with their wider 
communities, through leadership and advocacy in policy development, dissemination of 
information on policy, practice and funding through a lively programme of events, and 
through research and publication. There is a sub-committee of SUALL that is dedicated 
to widening participation in higher education. 

• A key player in helping community-based lifelong learning practitioners to engage with 
research is Education Scotland. The organization is funded by the Scottish Government 
to support practitioners to develop effective approaches to help adults develop their 
skills in the right setting. It runs a national network for adult learning work and an online 
forum, COPAL, for: exchanging information and sharing practice; finding out about local 
and international events; discussing matters affecting adult learning in Scotland.  This 
on-line community is a good way of disseminating research and practice ideas and 
identifying events that are of interest to this group of practitioners.  Education Scotland 
also coordinates a challenge fund4 that enables practitioners to investigate issues such 
as developing practice to meet the needs of equalities groups in their area and this can 
involve knowledge exchange between practice and research. 

• The Scottish Government, through its policies on widening the participation of under-
represented groups, is another key player and through the Scottish Funding Council it 
provides funding to support and promote the capacity of universities to engage in 
knowledge exchange activity with business, public and third sector organisations5.  
Although the main focus of this funding is to support business innovation it still provides 
a key means of exchanging knowledge about research and practice. 

• There are many informal networks of university lifelong learning departments, 
researchers and practitioners who work together to ensure that findings from research 

                                                 
2 St Clair et al, (2009) Practitioner-Led Action Research: The individual learning planning process, 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/12/15095637/1 
3 http://www.uall.ac.uk/aboutuall.html 
4 https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/WALT/files/2011/08/WALT-Challenge-Fund-Projects-
Evaluation-Report1.pdf 
5 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/knowledge_exchange/Universities/KnowledgeExchangeUniversities.aspx 



 DIALOGUE Project       Access and Progression: SWOT analysis (UK – Scotland)                                 
23/07/2012                                                                                                                                                v.1 
                                                  

 

5This project has been funded with support from the European Commission.
This report reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for 
any use which may be made of the information contained therein.

in this area are disseminated and informed by practice.  This is helped by the fact that 
the Scottish lifelong learning community is small and generally works together 
effectively particularly through local geographical networks. 

 
 


