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Abstract

This article is based on the emergence of a small research group and its journey to enhance scholarly activity within a new School of Education. While exploring a research orientated learning project to determine what makes a beneficial school experience, the group comprising seven academics developed a way of working collaboratively. Narrative enquiry and hermeneutic analysis was used to develop descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon from the perspective of the participants who in themselves were the researchers and also the researchers of the research process. Drawing on Actor- Network Theory to explore the network of relationships, the pattern that emerged closely followed that described by Michel Callon in his study of the scallops of St Brieuc Bay.  The analysis is presented and discussed to help understand the processes that contribute favourably to research capacity building in an academic institution.

Introduction
In his study of how marine biologists try to restock the St Brieuc Bay on the Normandy coast of France with scallops, Michel Callon defined four moments of translation, or the process of actors building a forum, or central network, that has some common goal and is worth pursuing (Callon, 1986).  Translation is a concept central to Actor-Network Theory (ANT), sometimes known as the Sociology of Translation and along with other elements of ANT can be used to examine and try to understand, processes or interactions that take place within a traceable network of human and non-human actors, or actants.    Using Callon’s four moments of translation as a heuristic to aid interpretation of both textual and oral accounts of a process we engage in self reflection on the emergence and development of a research group within a new university School of Education.  
Research as capacity building
This paper is concerned with the idea of research as capacity building, through a case study of the emergence and development of a small research group in a new School of Education, in contributing to the further expansion of a scholarly community.  The premise underlying the goal of a scholarly community within the context of this study is that the work completed by this research group would simultaneously facilitate and contribute to the professional development of each group member to engage with future research.  Scholarship is defined by Shulman (1998) cited by Nichols (2004, p30) as:

….any activity of ‘critical, systematic investigation in one or more fields and the submission of one’s findings for criticism by professional peers and the public through published writings, lectures, or other modes of presentation.’
In addition Boyer’s (1990) analysis of scholarship asserts four key forms (discovery, integration, application, and teaching) which can be used as a framework for classifying the various kinds of work undertaken by academics.  A ‘scholarship of discovery’ can be viewed as being closely related to the traditional aim of research activity that captures both ‘intellectual excitement’ as well as knowledge production.  The inclusion of the ‘scholarship of integration’ is in response to the realisation that there is a need to engage in interpretation of any knowledge that is produced.  The ‘scholarship of application’ is most relevant to research in education and is defined as professional activity in practice and service.  The final classification relates to the ‘scholarship of teaching’ and while considered to be a distinct category it is also permeates the other three forms.

Background
The case study examined here is set within the context of a recent merger between a College of Education and a University.  As has been common throughout Europe, and perhaps globally, many teacher education institutions, primarily separate Colleges of Education, have merged with Higher Education Institutions to become Faculties, or Schools, of Education.  As a result of these mergers, staff within these institutions found themselves in situations where research, having previously been of a low, or lower, priority was now elevated to a position where it became a central requirement. Such was the case for the School of Education at Aberdeen, which was formed from the merger of the former Northern College and the University in 2001, with a subsequent move from the campus of the former College, to the campus of the main university in 2005.  Northern College, Aberdeen, was the last of the Colleges of  Education in Scotland to merge with a University.

The transition from a teaching dominated culture to one in which research was expected to play a more prominent role, was further emphasised by the award to the School of Education of two major projects, the Scottish Teachers for a New Era (STNE) initiative and the Inclusive Practice Project (IPP), both of which were required to use research informed processes in taking forward decisions about programme developments. This article focuses on the emergence and development of a small research group arising from the STNE initiative in the School of Education.

Scottish Teachers for a New Era
The Scottish Teachers for a New Era initiative is based on, although not aligned with, the Teachers for a New Era initiative in the United States, which is largely funded by the Carnegie Corporation. STNE is jointly funded by the Scottish Government and the Hunter Foundation.  While the foundation of STNE is based on TNE it has to respond to the specific contexts of Scottish Education and the requirements of initial teacher education in Scotland.  However, while it has developed in its own way it started with the same three key design principles (SEED, 2003) for those institutions delivering teacher education in the US TNE sites, which are: decisions driven by evidence; engagement with the arts and sciences; and teaching as an academically taught clinical practice profession.  While there are historical and cultural reasons for these design principles, and there are differences in initial teacher education between Scotland and the US, the principles provided the focus for discussion at the outset of the STNE initiative in the School of Education at Aberdeen.  The early discussions in STNE resulted in the formation of theme groups charged with taking forward thinking in key areas and one of these was “Communities for Learning”.  We can for the purposes of this article take this to mean a group of people who share common values and beliefs and are together actively engaged in learning. The process examined in this article emerged from the Communities for Learning theme group.

Communities for Learning
The STNE Communities for Learning share many of the characteristics of Wenger’s (1998) Community of Practice in that it defines itself along three dimensions:

"•
What it is about—its joint enterprise as understood and continually renegotiated by its members

•
How it functions—the relationships of mutual engagement that bind members together into a social entity

•
What capability it has produced—the shared repertoire of communal resources (routines, sensibilities, artefacts, vocabulary, styles, etc.) that members have developed over time." (p.2)

The Communities for Learning was named such to reflect the focus on a central aspect of STNE, which was learning. The principle aim for the Communities for Learning theme group was to research terms such as “communities for learning”, “partnership” and “collaboration” and to investigate ways of supporting the range of participant voices in order to sustain the development of the STNE project and beyond.   The theme group had responsibility for highlighting the importance of how we work together, to reflect on how we do this, and to monitor how this might have to change over time and in different contexts

The evolving nature and dynamics of the processes

 The work of the theme group, while no longer formally constituted as originally conceptualised, continues and develops thinking in relation to the way in which groups, or associations, come together to take forward “learning projects” (Graham & Gray, 2007) or research in particular areas.   Out of the initial meetings of the theme group a learning project emerged where a small number of staff embarked on an examination of what makes a beneficial school experience.  Perhaps it is this idea of emergence that begins to take shape in the idea of developing research capacity: the context of institutional research being a dynamic system that is continuously changing, a network of relationships in which the links between aspects continuously strengthen and weaken depending on the interests, directions and actions of the participants. It was this aspect that began to surface within the group, an interest not only in the focus of the research being undertaken in itself, but also in the way in which the group came together, developed and moved forward.

The reading of the group, over a period of time has encompassed activity, complexity and actor-network theories, and there is a recognition of overlaps amongst these different theories from which we can draw on to inform our thinking. However, while the group continues to elaborate its thinking, and draws on other theories, the main focus of the current work has been informed by Actor-Network Theory, which was suggested as potentially providing a way forward.  ANT was principally developed by two leading French scholars working in the field of Science and Technology Studies, Michel Callon and Bruno Latour, as well as the British sociologist John Law and principally offered new insights into the study (Latour, 1987, 2005; Callon, 1986; Law, 1992).  A key feature of ANT is that it includes both human beings and non human actors (such as tools and documentation), which together form a network of actants to be studied, and the relationality amongst the different elements is key to understanding the network. The purpose of the research in both areas was therefore to describe rather than predetermine the networks that were emerging and thus, through exploring this relationality, we were able to reveal the fluidity, evolving nature and dynamics of the processes.  It is this aspect that is the particular focus here - the group’s own investigation into the process of their formation and way of working.

Thus, this particular piece of research might be described as a piece of reflective research on, and by, the group itself, a collective gathering of consciousness that externalised and analysed our own perceptions and experiences and those externalisations became the data through which the group developed an awareness of themselves as a group and also provided a model for the way in which such associations for learning (Graham & Gray, 2007) come together, carry through an activity for a particular purpose and finally disband or reorganise to take forward something new.   This might be seen as an example of Boyer’s (1990) notion of a ‘scholarship of application’.
The composition of the group that comprises the subject of the case study here consisted of seven members of academic staff from the School of Education.  All seven members had previously been employed as practising teachers in either the primary or secondary sector prior to making the transition into Higher Education.  Only one was considered to have been an experienced researcher, having spent the previous fourteen years in predominantly research environments engaged as a researcher on a number of varying types of research projects. The other six members of the group all professed to being novice researchers with little or no experience of research, any research having been conducted as a participant in a formal educational programme leading to some form of certification or qualification.  Of the six “novice” researchers two were male, four were female, two (1 male and one female) coming from a background in secondary teaching and the remaining four from a background in primary teaching.  Three of the group were in their thirties, one in their forties and the remaining three in their fifties, one of these being the experienced researcher. Two of the six novice researchers had recently embarked on part-time doctoral studies, one of these being the convener of the group.  The convener of the group was not the experienced researcher.

Method
Having decided that ANT was a useful body of ideas to draw from in both the research being undertaken, and in analysing the process of the research undertaken it was necessary to then conduct an analysis of this process as it had unfolded, to develop descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon from the perspective of participants, researchers and others.

The method used was that of narrative enquiry and hermeneutic analysis (Elliot, 2005; Flyvbjerg and Sampson, 2001) to develop descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon from the perspective of the participants who in themselves were the researchers and also the researchers of the research process.

Step 1: 
The first step in this process was to record and describe the practices as events i.e. what happened, when it happened, where it happened and the circumstances under which it happened.  “This description of practices as events endures and gains its strength from detecting the forces that make it work.” (Flyvberg and Sampson, 2001, p135)

To do this, two of the group compiled and analysed all the communications that had taken place amongst the group, essentially consisting of emails, but also notes taken at meetings.  All the members of the group also agreed to be interviewed to gather perceptions and recollections of their engagement with the process. In order to do this it was necessary to engage an outsider, a member of the School of Education staff who had not previously been involved with the group, to conduct the interviews and to provide a compilation of the findings of the interviews.

Step 2:
Following a hermeneutic process described by Flyvberg and Sampson (2001) the data, events and phenomena were scrutinised together with their connections with other data, events and phenomena.  Thus the transcripts were used for “drawing out the logical relationships between members.” (Schostak, 2002, p87)

Step 3:
Individual practice is taken as the “horizon of meaning” and this hermeneutic horizon was isolated and the researcher then “attempts to understand the roles played by the practices studied in the total system of relations” (Flyvbjerg, B. and  Sampson, S. 2001, p135), with no practice being seen as more valuable than another.

Step 4: 
The roles and relations in the total system of relations is then elaborated as a narrative for making sense of the experience.  “We begin with an interest in a particular phenomenon and develop descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon from the perspective of the participants, researchers and others.” (Flyvbjerg, B. and  Sampson, S. 2001, p137)

Step 5:
The participants, or actors, and their roles, functions and practices can then be analysed in relation to structures in terms of agency, “not so that the two stand in an external relation to each other, but so that structures are found as part of actors and actors as part of structures.” (Clegg, et al., 2006, p378)

Results
At the time this research was initiated the “data” consisted of  the content of 64 email communications, notes from seven interviews compiled by the outside interviewer, the documentation from internal seminars, notes from meetings, working proposals and conceptualisations and presentations from earlier conferences.

The key events over time that occurred during the instigation, development and implementation of the research are elaborated and set beside the four moments of translation that Callon (1986) suggests take place during the construction of a forum involving a network of actors/actants. Our interpretation of these four steps in relation to the work of the group is outlined and described in table 1 below.

Table 1: Identification of key events compared with Callon’s four moments in translation.

	Event
	Description
	Moment of translation

	Initial invitation
	Open invitation to staff to explore and discuss communities for learning and to identify areas of common interest.
	Problematisation

	Identification of the “problem”
	Further meeting and focussed discussion to identify the “problem”.
	

	Elaboration of a theoretical framework and Literature review
	Initial reading and elaboration of a possible theoretical framework undertaken by particular individuals.
	Interessement

	Elaboration of roles and responsibilities
	Consolidation of the theoretical framework through group discussion and implications for research design.
	Enrolment

	Data gathering and analysis
	Methodology elaborated and instruments devised.

Specificity of roles and responsibilities within the group elaborated to undertake particular tasks.
	

	Conference presentation
	First overall reporting from individuals stemming from their particular roles and responsibilities in the overall process.
	Mobilisation

	Writing
	Sharing and elaboration of ideas and conceptualisation to elaborate on the conference presentation and paper articles for peer reviewed journals.
	


Callon (1986) describes a four step process whereby an organisation can learn from how actants align their interests and the function of other actants together in a chain.  The four moments of translation (‘problematisaton’, ‘interessement’, ‘enrolment’ and ‘mobilisation’) merit some further elaboration here.  The first is referred to as Problematisation and can be stimulated by a Community of Practice, a bottom up or top down initiative, or an individual interest.  A problem is defined in such a way that others can recognise the problem as being relevant to them, but in the process the first set of actors indicate that they have the means of resolving the shared problem.  In this case study, problematisation occurred at the first meeting, which had been an open meeting to explore issues of common interest with respect to Communities for Learning. The session drew on the expertise of one of the participants to draw out ideas and thinking around the theme.  This was later revealed to be a very engaging activity which resulted in a sense of common purpose among the group, although the specific goal and course of action had yet to be determined.
The second stage or moment, Interessement, involves engaging professional curiosity.  At this stage the learning agenda can be negotiated and roles and responsibilities identified for mutual benefit and collaborative working.  Within the research group we have described this as engaging professional curiosity whereby the participants extend their level of interest by committing to a set of goals and a course of action.  Following the initial meeting, those who were interested met again to discuss their areas of common interest and converged on a specific focus, in this case the Professional Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) students’ school experience.  However, it was only in subsequent meetings that this focus, and the use of ANT as a body of ideas to examine the school experience, became more evident. So the process that might be equated to interessement took place over a number of meetings, drawing again on particular people from within the group who took responsibility for doing the major reading and conceptualisation around ANT, and then sharing this with the group.  
The third stage in the process, Enrolment, is where the participants carry out the agreed course of action.  As the group explored and deepened their thinking the project took shape and individuals took on clearly defined roles.  In this case the group consolidated specific roles and activities that collectively contributed to the overall project.  There is a fourth and final stage, Mobilisation, emerges when practice and ways of working become embedded.  As the research progressed the group could be said to have arrived at Callon’s fourth step, Mobilisation, which is characterised by each constituency in a project being represented by one or two individuals who report on the progress being made towards the shared goals.  Of specific interest in this process is the temporary nature of the network and the assertion that at any point it can collapse if one or more of the actants withdraws from the interest alignment.  In this case it transpired that two of the original group did withdraw, one because of a move overseas and the other because of commitment to other areas of involvement.  However, their particular roles had been more prominent earlier in the process and so there was little impact on the overall progress of the group in taking the project further as the overall working of the group had become more distributed across a range of individuals in the group, so if there was a withdrawal it was possible for that to be accommodated within the group at this stage. 

The mobilisation of the group continues with other papers being prepared on the actual study itself, but it is recognised that this particular grouping, or association, for this particular study is approaching the end of its life and will at some point in the near future dissolve in its current form, perhaps to disappear altogether, or to reconfigure with another point of focus.  Further to the elaboration of the key moments in the unfolding of the project, more detailed analysis of the interviews, communication and documentation was undertaken and a number of themes emerged.  These are described below.
Sense of purpose

From the outset all those who subsequently joined and stayed with the group expressed a clear sense of purpose, of common interest, that had been stimulated and supported by the opening workshop session where a member of the group with particular interest and expertise in using thinking skills techniques had involved those present in a process of exploration around the theme of Communities for Learning.

The interviews conducted with the members of the group all suggested a clear sense of common purpose which was meaningful to the group.


“The problem was identified early on” and was of “mutual interest to everyone involved” (Interviewee 6, notes)
 “Felt positive about it”. (Int. 3, notes)

 “Interested because of it going to be a team effort.” (Int.4, notes)

“It was interesting because it was contextualised and sat in course developments.” (Int.6, notes)
Group dynamics

There was an overwhelming sense of positive group dynamics with each person bringing something different. At the early stages, some in the group had reservations about their research capabilities but trusted in others and developed their own capacity over time. 
“The group dynamics worked well together” (Int.4, notes)

“People didn’t feel it was a chore. It was interesting and worth pursuing and the group stayed engaged.” (Int.5, notes)

“Why I continued? I felt very comfortable in the group and didn’t feel inhibited in any way.” (Int.6, notes)

“I was accepted as part of the team even although my own research was limited to individual small-scale research” (Int.7, notes)

“Truly collaborative….feel responsibility to other members of the team.” (Int.3, notes)

The latter comment highlights the importance of commitment as an aspect. The idea of commitment to the group emerged as a key element and links to Callon’s third moment of Enrolment. Here we have individuals taking on roles with a professional responsibility to contribute to the group as a whole.

Roles and responsibilities

From the beginning some of the group had expressed reservations about their expertise and relied on others to take things forward in the early stages.  However, as the group gelled and began to create a “safe space” for discussion where all viewpoints were respected, confidence developed and members of the group took on roles and responsibilities to progress aspects of the project.

“Didn’t get to do enough reading at the beginning.  Difficult to engage with” (Int. 6, notes)

“My role changed from observer/listener, a passive supporter of ideas, to participant and making a contribution”. (Int. 3, notes)
Drawing from Expertise
Members of the group recognised that individuals within the group brought differing experiences and expertise.  Early in the process, those individuals with more experience and expertise took on more of the roles, with this gradually changing as greater understanding and confidence developed. However, it was also evident that those who had less experience, or familiarity with the topic, or process played a key role in asking important questions.
“Asymmetrical group – people of different experiences”. (Int. 1, notes)

“ ‘A’ [has]…good idea of theory … and keeps focus.” (Int. 6, notes)

“Those with less knowledge – played an important role questioning/asking for clarity. Space for everyone and everyone contributed.” (Int.1, notes)
Regular communication
Communication was essential in keeping members of the group informed of progress, as not all members could attend all meetings.  As such there had to be times when meetings were convened when there was a window of opportunity that allowed most or many of the group to meet. However, in general the group met regularly at convenient times with those unable to attend kept addressed of developments and thinking.

 “After each weekly session – emailed to let everyone know about progress.” (Int.1, notes).

“Regular meetings but at a pace which allowed everyone to participate.” (Int.1, notes)
“Constantly kept in the loop”, (Int.2, notes)

“In most cases meetings have been at dates and times that have suited me”. (Int.7, notes)

Leadership

While the group dynamics played an important part in the cohesiveness of the group, leadership of the group was clearly a key factor in maintaining the momentum and work of the group, with the original convener of the group emerging as a natural leader, recognised and respected by the rest of the group. It was through the consistency of approach, regular communication and organisation of meetings that the group stayed together as a fairly cohesive group over a long period of time.

“ ‘A’ a good leader, he enables all to participate”. (Int.6, notes)

“Need people like ‘A’ to keep things going” (Int.5, notes)

“Natural leader – looked towards him for direction”. (Int.3, notes)
“Had ‘A’ not held the threads together, we may not have continued”. (Int.4, notes)
Sharing

The sharing of experiences and expertise was seen to be an important element in the group dynamics.  While individuals continued to develop and learn, they also found they were able to contribute more by drawing on their own experiences and networking outwith the group to keep it on task.

“Enjoyed the debate and seeing other perspectives and how this can enhance personal group thinking.” (Int.7, notes) 

“Latterly sharing experience rather than gaining.  Within sub-group [I’ve] been able to help analyse data for research purposes.” (Int. 4, notes)

Emphasis on maintaining relationships
One of the clear messages that came through from the interviews was the sense of a collaborative, trusting and cohesive group.  There was a sense that this just happened to be serendipitous but that the particular mix of individuals, experiences and expertise helped the group to move forward.
“The dynamics of the group are very important, specific individuals encourage others – good reputation”. (Int.3, notes)

“Trust and integrity was evident in the group”. (Int. 3, notes)

“It was very collaborative, but constructing our own understanding”. (Int.6, notes)

“Feeling valued” and “Being part of a wider research team.” (Int. 7, notes)
Personal Development

While the group convened through a preliminary mutual interest, which was then elaborated to form the focus of a research question, and it was the pursuit of an answer to the question that held the focus of the group, individuals also benefited in tangible ways which were recognised by all members of the group.
“Working on collaborative project has helped develop confidence in undertaking research.” (Int.6, notes)

“The literature review process has been very rewarding. Enhanced my own research”. (Int.2, notes)

“Learning about how to be part of a wider research group and how discussion can spark off/feed ideas”. (Int.7, notes)

“I ultimately wanted to improve my research profile.  I was very interested and enthusiastic about research and became determined because of this.” (Int. 4, notes)

“Leading project, learnt a lot.” (Int.1, notes)

However, while the overall comments from the interviews painted a very positive picture of the experience, there were aspects that participants found more uncomfortable and problematic. A few of the participants felt that the adoption of the ANT framework had been a little premature and had not been fully discussed, as well as finding the concept somewhat hard to grasp.

“I would have liked ANT to be raised at the beginning instead of thinking skills.” (Int.4)

“I am confused about ANT and its application to the problem.” (Int.2)

“The whole project was based on Actor-Network Theory, but didn’t have to fully understand it to be able to contribute and make a difference”. (Int. 3)

“I feel that it is still a loose framework for me that is only partially clothed”. (Int.7)
However, while these comments might suggest that the group members were not fully conversant with the ideas drawn from ANT a further period of writing and reflection has taken place since these questions were asked.  All those participating in the subsequent writing and discussions would now agree that they are comfortable with the concept as their understanding has developed more fully.

Another aspect raised was the way in which participants took on, or were allocated, roles and responsibilities with, in some cases, these being allocated because of time pressures of an imminent conference presentation.

“We didn’t spend enough time articulating roles and responsibilities, lucky that we worked well as a team.” (Int.4)

“SERA [Scottish Educational Research Association] conference was an afterthought and people were allocated randomly to ensure we submitted in time.” (Int.4)
While this interviewee suggests that presenting at the conference was an afterthought, it can be said that it was also seen as an opportunity, which, while coming a little premature for some members of the group provided a forum for public scrutiny of the work in progress.

Discussion
So what is the significance of this reflection on a group’s research activity? In some respects it only has real meaning for those involved in it, as a means to examine the establishment and development of a particular group, for a particular purpose over a given period of time.  As Haggis (2008), citing Davis and Sumara (2006) and referring to “structure determinism” states:

“As discussed above, even two apparently similar systems will be emerging out of quite different initial conditions, past histories, and presently-connected other systems; likewise, apparently similar sets of initial conditions, histories and present constellations may give rise to two very different systems”. (p55)
If we accept this then we have to ask the question what can be learned from an analysis of a case study of this type.  The answer could well be that it is not the case in itself that provides any kind of answer, or model, but rather the way in which a case can study itself to try to look for aspects that indicate meaningful and fruitful ways of working in a specific context, in a situation that brings with it its own particular history.  Even within the structure of the School of Education, it is apparent that there is a constant dynamic of groups coming together to take forward an area of apparently common interest.  Some of these groups survive and thrive, but others falter and fade.  By conducting an analysis of the way in which a successful group has emerged from a common background and taken forward a particular initiative, which is not driven by any external pressure but rather from a common shared interest, we can perhaps begin to identify some principles that, while providing no guarantee of success as every group is made up of different combinations of individuals, are more indicative of successful engagement than others.

Perhaps what is of greatest significance in this case is, however, the process of engagement with the research activity and the developing dialogue that took place over a period of time.  Participants found themselves in a space in which they felt supported and secure, with a group of people with differing experiences and expertise, but all of whom had a common interest and desire to develop their own thinking.  Engagement with theory became an essential component in the process, and such engagement deepened participants own thinking and developed an understanding of their own role within that theoretical framework.  The constant iterative process of dialogue and refinement provided a series of recursive loops for individuals to revisit and refine their own thinking, at the same time contributing to the greater understanding of the group as a whole.  Schostak (2002), referring to the hermeneutic process and mirroring also a complexity framework, describes this as “a spiral that moves between individual […] and the greater whole of which he or she is a part.” (p86).

In terms of research capacity building we can look at this process as the cultural role of research in which research has a “practical impact if it helps practitioners to acquire a different understanding of their practice” (Biesta, 2009, p3).  Here Biesta cites Dutch Sociologist Gerard De Vries (1990) who describes two ways in which research can be useful for practice.  On the one hand it can produce ‘technical’ or ‘instrumental’ knowledge, what De Vries refers to as the technical role of research, or it can have a cultural role in which, as a result of the research “we may see new and different opportunities for action and improvement.  The cultural role of research is thus no less practical than the technical role; it is just a different way in which research can be useful for educational practice.” (p3).

In the same paper, presented at a Teaching and Learning Research Programme event on Methodological Development, Future Challenges, Biesta (2009) goes on to discuss methodology and theory and suggests that “whereas a lot has been invested in design, method and methodology, relatively little attention has been paid to the other main ‘tool’ of educational researchers – the tool called ‘theory.’” (p8).  In the case study presented here, one of the key developments in the process was the observable engagement of ‘novice’ researchers beginning to engage with theory in an educational context.  While the data analysed for this paper were gathered in a specific point of time, just before the group was about to make a presentation at the annual conference of SERA (Dewhurst, et al., 2007; Graham and Kirkpatrick, 2007; Gray and Nixon, 2007), the preliminary grappling with theory had already taken place with ANT and has since gone on to interrogate and compare with Activity Theory in relation to the piece of research that was undertaken by the group.

If we return to the central theme of this article with respect to research capacity building, we can frame this here in relation to learning.  Research capacity building involves learning about research, learning to do research and all the different strands that are so intricately entwined in this concept of research. The group, or association, that formed here emerged from within a community for learning, with an identified common interest which they elaborated, refined and pursued. In the process of doing so they learned collectively as a group, but they also learned individually developing in areas that they had had little experience of.  Through the process of engagement with research they grappled with theory in a way that they had had little experience of before and they learned more about the culture of research.  We see here, then, the potential capacity for ‘novice’ researchers to strengthen any initial fragile link with research by gathering together for a common purpose and a strengthening of these fragile (research) links in terms of engagement with the group, contributions which developed and strengthened over time. As Latour (1997) states, “Strength does not come from concentration, purity and unity, but from dissemination, heterogeneity and the careful plaiting of weak ties”. Also, from the narratives produced by the participants, we can identify a number of aspects that contributed to the successful and sustained engagement of the group with the research that they undertook.  It required a common understanding of the ‘problem’, which was arrived at by the group collectively and not imposed from outside, there was mutual trust and respect for the different experiences and expertise brought to the group by individuals, recognising also that even those with little prior research expertise could make valuable contributions. A “safe space” was created that enabled engagement with the issues and for individuals to feel secure and supported in that space.  Thus what could clearly be identified in this small case study was the emergence of a “culture” of research and scholarly activity within the group.  This culture evolved and developed through collaborative and collegiate activity amongst a group of individuals with a common interest, mutually agreed through discussion and reflection and with continuous and deepening engagement with theory.  Perhaps then, what can be learned from this is that research capacity building consists of multiple dimensions and there may be a role for the technical and methodological training kind of capacity building, but that probably the most effective form of capacity building is the reflection on practice in practice in a “safe” space where individuals trust and feel trusted, where  dialogue is concerned with understanding and refinement of theoretical ideas and how these relate to oneself as well as to the study “out there”.  There needs to be a constant moving between perspectives with the acknowledgement of multiple viewpoints and the space to become a researcher as well as a teacher, which we would see as a further example of Boyer’s (1990) ‘scholarship of application.’  In addition, important to the group was the idea of learning and, as such, research is learning and becomes a key component of teaching as the two have moved from being seen as separate activities, either/or, to becoming two elements of the central focus, which is learning.

Scholarship is not an esoteric appendage; it is at the heart of what the profession is all about.  All faculty, throughout their careers, should themselves, remain students.  As scholars they must continue to learn and be seriously and continuously engaged in the expanding intellectual world. This is essential to the vitality and vigour of the undergraduate college (Boyer, 1987, p131)
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Appendix I Questions asked of members of the group during interview.

The questions:

1.  Describe your experience of participating in the Learning Project from its initial conception to the present.

2.  Can you identify reasons for your continuing participation in this Learning Project and provide supporting examples?

3. To what extent did participation in the Learning Project contribute to your Professional Development?   Please provide some examples to illustrate your response.

4.  This Learning Project claims to draw from ANT as its underlying approach to collaboration i.e. identification of a shared ‘problem’ that is of mutual interest the identification of negotiated goals and, roles and responsibilities within the subsequent project implementation of roles, responsibilities and the agreed course of action. To what extent do you think this claim can be justified?  Can you provide examples to support your response?

5.  If you could rewind time how do you think things could have been done differently?

6.  Having participated in this Learning Project what future applications, if any, do think there are for this approach to collaborative working?
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