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The ARC is seeking feedback from the sector on the issues raised in the ERA Consultation Paper. Please find below responses made on behalf of MERGA Inc. The Mathematics Education Research Group of Australasia (MERGA) is a professional association for academics and others involved in mathematics education research. MERGA’s membership of about 500 researchers covers Australia and New Zealand and is also open to researchers from other countries. 

Measures of Research Activity and Intensity, pages 7 and 8

1. For the 2008 clusters of ERA, research activity and intensity data will be collected at the two-digit FoR level. Collecting this data at four-digit FoR level over the longer term would provide greater granularity of analysis and reporting. We welcome feedback on any implications that this requirement will have for the span of the reference period in terms of retrospective data collection.

RESPONSE:

It makes sense to collect this at 2 digits for 2008 and retrospectively. However, for the longer term an issue for many mathematics education researchers is that the work of research groups (or even of individuals) does not necessarily sit neatly in one 4-digit code. It is often cross-curriculum, involves special groups (special needs, Indigenous education, gender issues, etc.), and may span a range of educational settings or social contexts. Much mathematics education is linked closely to Psychology, and in fact the largest research body internationally is PME: The International Group for the Psychology of Mathematics Education; while other international research groups that MERGA members have joined focus on socio-economic needs, the history and philosophy of mathematics, and semiotics. Most MERGA people have research interests and publications in teacher education and development as well as the teaching and/or the learning of mathematics concepts or the social contexts of schooling.

2. We recognise that non-salaried staff (honorary and adjunct) often contribute to the overall research effort of an institution. Therefore, we are seeking comments on the extent (if any) to which these researchers should be incorporated into staff FTE reporting.

RESPONSE:

Adjunct and honorary staff are generally active in the operation of research groups, through involvement in projects, co-authors of papers, and supervision of HDR students. However, other extranumerary positions have different forms of relationship with university work, so research groups should be able to nominate how many and which extranumerary persons should be included​.

Indicators of Research Quality, page 8

3. Are there other core indicators of research quality that could readily be included?
RESPONSE:
The listed indicators seem sufficient as a starting point, and it is appreciated that the last point allows for future additions over time.
What does not seem to be acknowledged is that research groups evolve and develop over time, and this was catered for in the proposed RQF. It should be possible for institutions to submit data to show that a group has been developing a growing reputation in the last 3 years, that it is nurturing future principal researchers, that it has attracted researchers from other institutions who had their publications included elsewhere, etc. 

Citations as bibliometric measures of quality are problematic. They rely on varied disciplinary publication practices and tend to be rorted by “in groups” making copious reference to each other’s papers. In mathematics education, this is particularly prevalent in USA, the UK and The Netherlands, and some authors and editors do not seem to be well read on relevant literature from other areas.

The ARC list is broader than the Thompson ISI, and this is appreciated.

The proposed codes for mathematics education journals seem appropriate except for Re journal ranking, it does not make sense to label #20284, Journal of Computers in Mathematics and Science Teaching, as 1303: SPECIALIST STUDIES IN EDUCATION. It should be labelled 1302: CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY like all of the other journals pertaining to mathematics and science education. Otherwise the Mathematics Education journals rankings and FoRs seem appropriate.

Indicators of Success in Applied Research and Translation of Research Outcomes, page 8

4. What other discipline-specific measures of excellence in applied research and translation of research outcomes should be considered by the Indicators Development Group, and how should they be benchmarked?

RESPONSE:

The measurement of successful application is a challenge for research related to education, and in our case to the teaching and learning of mathematics in pre-schools, primary and secondary schools, and a range of adult education settings (including teacher education and professional development). How often and how well a new strategy or research finding is used is impossible to measure and compare, and uptake is generally evident only in the longer term. Whether the new knowledge results in better learning takes even longer to gather evidence on: educational innovations are vital, but take years to show effect. We cannot even tell how many practitioners access our research reports in academic and professional journals, as opposed to how many attend conference sessions. 

Thus the discipline of Education needs to be involved in defining "other discipline-specific measures", especially with consideration of how to measure the influence of our research on the state and national bodies and policies as well as curriculum and practices in education and teacher education.

5. We would welcome suggestions regarding types of practitioner-focussed outlets that may indicate excellence in applied research or translation.

RESPONSE:

These should include peer-judged awards such as the "practical implications award" and "early career award" that are presented annually by MERGA, awards given by journals for research-based articles with clear practical implications, requests to reproduce or rewrite articles in/for teachers' professional journals, Department publications, and edited collections for teachers; invited research-based keynotes to teachers' conferences; briefings for school principals, numeracy co-ordinators and government personnel; any evidence of take-up of research findings by a large number of teachers; the development of research-based professional learning programs for state agencies; and the membership of  high-level advisory boards.

Research Income Data, page 9

6. How feasible is it to collect category 2-4 research income data at four-digit FoR? Are there specific issues for each category for retrospective collection? Are there specific issues for future collections in Category 3?

RESPONSE:

The issue for many mathematics education researchers is that the work of research groups (or even of individuals) does not necessarily sit neatly in one 4-digit code. AS noted in Question 1 above, an “issue for many mathematics education researchers is that the work of research groups (or even of individuals) does not necessarily sit neatly in one 4-digit code. It is often cross-curriculum, involves special groups (special needs, Indigenous education, gender issues, etc.), and may span a range of educational settings or social contexts. Much mathematics education is linked closely to Psychology, and in fact the largest research body internationally is PME: The International Group for the Psychology of Mathematics Education; while other international research groups that MERGA members have joined focus on socio-economic needs, the history and philosophy of mathematics, and semiotics. Most MERGA people have research interests and publications in teacher education and development as well as the teaching and/or the learning of mathematics concepts or the social contexts of schooling. We suggest that research groups should be able to allocate their work by percentage, as is possible in ARC grant applications.

For the above reasons, it would be difficult to make retrospective data collection at the 4-digit level, and we suggest that 2-digit would be more appropriate for assessment of past performance. 

7. Are all the income categories necessary or appropriate? What additional income streams could be collected under Category 5?

RESPONSE:

Categories 1-3 are the most important ones for mathematics education. The list should allow researchers to include all external research income, including international funding and profession-based research funding.

8. What would the most useful research income reference period be for ERA, considering this does not need to be the same as the six-year publications reference period (see page 10)?

RESPONSE:

A period of 6-8 years would seem to be most suitable for education. As stated above, it takes time for educational initiatives to have an impact in the profession. Further, highly regarded research journals in the field of mathematics education often have a 3-year lead-time to publication.

9. How practical is it to request numbers of successful grants in addition to research income?

RESPONSE:

While it is easier to report income in our field, the number and type of successful grants is just as important as research income.  The discipline of Education does not attract comparatively large grants as there is little demand for expensive equipment and it is the relatively inexpensive to buy the research time and assistance that produces results in mathematics research and mathematics education research.

Research Publications Data, page 10

10. A list of other possible publications types is provided in Appendix B of the Consultation Paper. We are seeking feedback on whether there is support for these types to be included for individual disciplines and whether these categories are appropriately identified.

RESPONSE:

We request that major reports for state and federal government, and research monographs be added to the list. We are pleased to see that edited collections have been included because these often represent major shifts in the field. This is also true of special issues in journals, so if possible we would like to see editing of special issues of quality journals (perhaps A*. A and B) included.

Publication Reference Period(s), page 10

11. Should all non-publication data be collected over a shorter reference period? If so, what would that period be?

RESPONSE:

Given that no ranking has occurred over the past 3 years, we suggest a six-year period for the first iteration. Three years could be appropriate for future iterations. 

In collecting data on Doctoral completions, the ARC needs to recognise the high number of professional doctoral degrees in Education, and that candidates frequently take 4-8 years because of the time it takes to achieve measurable learning outcomes and the fact that many Education HDR students are teachers, educators or Department personnel who are enrolled part time.

Attribution, pages 10 and 11

12. Please provide comment on the above approaches for attributing publications. 

RESPONSE:

Approach number one would lead to institutions not releasing staff until after the census date, which has a negative effect on staff management and teaching. It also leads to short-term appointment of high-performing researchers and adjunct staff. Approach 2 is fairer, and time could be accounted for as a fraction of the publication output (such as 1 year out of the last 3 at MU, 2 years at DU). This could also be applied to staff and supernumerary staff who have retired, taken family leave, are working part time or employed across institutions.

Research Training Data, pages 12 and 13

13. Please provide comments regarding research training indicators. Is it possible to provide HDR completions data retrospectively at the four-digit FoR level?

RESPONSE:

Again, research in mathematics education tends to draw on other categories. 

Typically, Education HDR students come with, and further develop, their own interests, and are not recruited for or channelled into coherent but relatively narrow funded research programs that are typical in the sciences and some of the other social sciences.

14. Do you see value in tagging research outputs as authored by HDR students and value in the analyses this will produce? 

RESPONSE:

The data would be of interest, but different disciplines have various traditions here so it is not practicable to make cross-discipline comparisons. Student publications should be counted along with staff publications, with proportional attribution if necessary, so that honesty is encouraged and discipline norms are followed.

We have found in mathematics education that some institutions insist on supervisors having their name on students’ or research assistants’ research reports while others do not. It is best to let authors negotiate percentages that will be allocated to people who have made significant contributions to the conceptualisation, data collection and authoring of papers. This is also important for cross-institutional and cross-faculty or cross-research-group teams especially where all authors have not each made significant contributions to projects and/or publications. 

It should be recognised that while the ARC will be most interested in institutional performance, the exercise will be used to collate data at the individual level.

Reporting, pages 14 and 15

15. We propose there is considerable value in having maximum flexibility and utility with respect to reporting, however, we also recognise the workload involved for institutions in assigning reporting codes. We welcome feedback on this issue in respect to both the feasibility and value of such an approach.

RESPONSE:

We agree that there is considerable value in having maximum flexibility and utility with respect to reporting, and believe that institutions should be able to cluster their strengths around themes. This fits with the proposal for institutional compacts. It is acknowledged that this would require more work, but it would make the exercise more meaningful and more useful in research planning. 

Again, it is worth noting that the exercise will be used to collate data at the individual level, so differentiation at the individual level needs to be catered for.
Examples of Indicators Outputs – Research Training, pages 16 and 17

16. Institutions are invited to comment on the feasibility or otherwise of institutions identifying student authorship in previous HERDC collections.

RESPONSE:

This would be difficult for the reasons stated in our response to Question 14 above, One is never sure how much was written by students, research assistants or supervisors. 

Written and submitted on behalf of the members of  MERGA, June 2008.

Judith Mousley, President

Gloria Stillman, acting Vice President (Research)
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