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Have you ever been involved in a school research project that 
looked good on paper, but in practice didn’t work out the way 

you’d hoped? 

Have you ever designed research without really knowing if 
schools would see the value or engage in the project?

Have you ever been asked to participate in a research project 
that didn’t quite align with your school’s needs? 

Whether you’re from a school or a research organisation – and whether you 

answered “yes” to one or all of the above – you want any research project you’re 

engaged in to be as meaningful, engaging and impactful as possible. 

And that’s why we developed The Insiders’ Guide – a guide that seeks to help 

researchers and schools get the most out of working together. 

Why did we call it The Insiders’ Guide? Because it’s informed by those most intimately 

involved in academic research in schools – school staff and researchers themselves. 

 

‘The Insiders’. 
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The USER Project

In 2016, CEM conducted the Understanding 
School Engagement in Research (USER) 
project to better understand, if and how, 
schools engage in academic research 
projects. Before the USER project, the 
experiences of schools as research 
participants was largely unknown. 

The USER Project was just the beginning. 
In partnership with various schools and 
universities, CEM has conducted ongoing 
research and analysis, including:

• surveys and focus groups with school staff

• interviews with school leaders

• workshops and interviews with university 
researchers

• literature reviews

• a ‘World Café’-style workshop with schools 
and researchers. 

Encapsulating the key insights from this 
research and analysis, The Insiders’ Guide 
seeks to enhance understandings of academic 
and externally-led research conducted in 
schools, and positively influence future 
practice.

The ultimate goal:  
improving outcomes for schools 
and researchers. 
More information and resources can be 
found at https://www.cem.edu.au/About-Us/
Research-in-Schools/USER-project.aspx.

The inside story on  
The Insiders’ Guide
The Insiders’ Guide was 

developed by Catholic 

Education Melbourne (CEM). 

CEM’s mission is to improve 

outcomes in the 330 schools 

we serve and lead. As part of 

this, we advise on and support 

a wide range of academic or 

externally led research in our 

schools. 

We know that the best of these 

research projects are a win-win 

for all involved. 

However, we’ve discovered 

that despite well-intentioned 

researchers and schools 

investing time, energy and 

resources, in practice, best-

case outcomes aren’t always 

being achieved. 
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Finding common ground

What’s not working?  
And why not?

Early into our investigations, CEM realised 
that although some research projects in 
schools have been successful, many haven’t 
quite hit the mark. 

The USER project revealed that on average, 
schools say “no” to 4 out of 5 research 
requests (Catholic Education Melbourne, 
2018).

To find out why, we spoke to both school 
representatives and researchers. Surprisingly, 
after hearing a range of perspectives, CEM 
recognised that the barriers and challenges 
that could undermine the success of a 
research project in a school were similar for 
both parties. 

Understanding each other’s perspectives 
helps us break down barriers and solve 
problems. We believe that a greater 
appreciation of this ‘common ground’ could 
help schools and researchers work together 
to improve how effectively schools are 
engaged in future research projects, leading 
to better experiences for all involved.

 

How to use this guide
The Insiders’ Guide is for schools 

and academic and external 

researchers who want to get the 

most out of current and future 

school-based research projects.

As this guide contains insights, 

ideas and perspectives from 

both schools and researchers, 

it is crucial that you read 

the whole guide for a more 

complete understanding of both 

the potential challenges and 

opportunities.

Every research project is 

different and The Insiders’ Guide 

is not designed to be a ‘how to’ 

document; rather a useful tool, 

conversation starter and ideas 

generator.
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1  Conflicting priorities
SCHOOLS are often juggling issues such as 
curriculum, reporting, assessment, legislative 
requirements, staff and student wellbeing and parent 
expectations. If research does not align or ‘fit in’ with 
these demands and priorities, schools may be less 
focused on and engaged with the project.

RESEARCHERS are often juggling various research 
projects, stakeholder expectations and success 
measures, as well as multiple roles (studying, teaching, 
presenting, researching and writing). This can impact on 
a researcher’s ability to be flexible and align research to 
school priorities.

2  Timelines and schedules
SCHOOLS are busy places and sometimes changes 
to schedules and timetables required to participate 
in a research project are inevitable. This can be 
challenging to manage, placing added strain on 
school staff and resources. Projects that take the 
school year into consideration have a greater chance 
of school participation and engagement.

RESEARCHERS generally need to adhere to tight 
timeline constraints and carefully planned schedules. 
Changes that might appear insignificant from a school’s 
point of view can impact funding applications, research 
participation, and the ability to customise the research to 
individual school needs.

3  Funding and resources
SCHOOLS may have limited time, space and 
resources to allocate to a research project. These 
limitations can directly affect participation and, 
ultimately, impact on the overall research. 

RESEARCHERS only have access to limited funding and 
therefore rely on the goodwill of schools to arrange staff 
and student supervision, consent and work spaces. This 
can inhibit a researcher’s capacity to actively engage 
schools and may put strain on school/researcher 
relationships. 

4  Engagement
SCHOOLS staff often wear a number of ‘hats’ and 
are primarily focused on learning and teaching. This 
means staff can be reluctant to take on responsibility 
for another project, especially if the research 
benefits are not immediately obvious.

RESEARCHERS can find it difficult to recruit research 
participants and keep busy staff members engaged. This 
may affect the researcher’s enthusiasm for the project, 
make it challenging to align the research with school 
values and priorities, and can affect the overall quality of 
research outcomes.

5  Access and communication
SCHOOLS may not be provided with the research 
findings or find those that are provided difficult to 
understand. Therefore, schools may struggle to use 
the learnings to inform aspects of their teaching 
practice or future decision-making processes.

RESEARCHERS may find it hard to get access to those 
they want to talk to, be it principals, lead staff, parents 
or students. Researchers may also find it difficult to 
communicate research opportunities in a way that 
schools understand or connect with, which may 
undermine the potential benefits of a project.

DESIGN RECRUIT CONDUCT SHARE
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The projects that schools and 
researchers agree work well:

1. Demonstrate clear benefits 
 The benefits of the research are clearly 

defined and communicated in the early stages. 
These benefits outweigh the time, cost and 
resource demands on the school. 

“There’s got to be pay off for the 
school – it needs to move us in the 
right direction.”

2.  Are school-specific and flexible
 The project and research questions are 

relevant to the specific school or group of 
schools, relate to an outcome of interest, 
and/or align with the school’s overarching 
vision. Where possible, the research project 
and approach can be customised to suit the 
unique needs of the school, or to fit with the 
needs or characteristics of the broader school 
community.

“You can’t design top-down and 
not involve the people within the 
project who may have suggestions 
that really add value to your 
process. It’s better to understand 
your context and connect this 
upwards to the project aims.”

Ideals for engagement
Creating an environment 
for success

Despite the challenges and barriers, 

we know that when research in 

schools goes well, it benefits both 

parties.

Successful research projects can 

help schools improve by developing 

staff capabilities, informing 

decision-making, strengthening 

teaching and learning, and 

ultimately improving student 

outcomes. These projects also 

give researchers an opportunity 

to make research truly relevant 

to the communities they wish to 

benefit.

Again, CEM’s research and 

analysis has shown that the key 

reasons research succeeds are 

similar for everyone involved. 
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3. Involve relationships of trust
 Throughout the project, researchers engage 

with and involve school staff and respect their 
experiences and agency. Schools want to feel 
as if they are in partnership with researchers 
– working with, rather than having research 
done to them. In turn, school leaders are 
accessible to researchers, and fully engaged 
with and supportive of the project. 

“We’re going on a journey 
together. We’ve got to build 
relationships that are based on 
mutual respect and trust.”

4. Offer clear learnings and 
potential impacts 

 Schools need project findings that are easy 
to access and in a format that schools can 
engage with and consider the implications 
on their school community. Researchers 
want schools to be open to reflecting on their 
thinking and practice, and how the research 
might shape insights or future developments. 

“Researchers need to help schools 
understand learnings and what 
to do with them. Schools need to 
let researchers know what the 
impacts have been.”
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STENGTHENING 
ENGAGEMENT AT 
EACH PHASE OF A 
RESEARCH PROJECT
 

With a better sense of what makes 

a research project successful (and 

what some of the key challenges 

are), where do you go from here?

The following ‘framework’ is a 

simple way to present four key 

phases of a research project. It is 

designed to help you think about 

how to strengthen engagement 

at each phase and give each 

project the best chance of 

success. DESIGN

GET STARTED

LEARN

LEARN
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CONDUCT

SHARE

RECRUIT

GET RESULTS

GET GOING

GET CONN
EC

TE
D

LEARN

L
E

A
R

N

LE
A

R
N

LEARN

LEARN

LEAR
N
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UNDERSTANDING  
THE 4 PHASES
 

Every research project, school and 

researcher is different, so you may 

not follow the phases in a sequential 

fashion. And it may not be practical or 

necessary to adopt every suggestion 

for every research project. You can dip 

in and out of the framework as it suits 

your project, and engage with the 

phases and ideas in a flexible way.

1 DESIGN 
Get started – design and 

‘scope’ the research
• Work together to shape the research   

     questions and design of the project. 
• Clarify prior knowledge and learnings, 
   and integrate these into the project. 
• Identify resources, gaps and barriers  

  that may arise. 
  • Refine definitions, expectations 

and context of the project.

2 RECRUIT 
Get connected – get 

participants on board and on the 
same page

• Negotiate and document the specific  
     conditions of engagement. Who’s doing what? 

      What can the researcher ‘give back’?
  • Clearly outline the project and provide details  
    upfront: e.g. instruments, key contacts, data 
  collection, use of rooms, timing. 

    • Discuss and try to minimise excess 
demands and any potential risks.

    • Outline and begin the agreed 
consent process.
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DESIGN RECRUIT CONDUCT SHARE

3 CONDUCT 
Get going – start the 

fieldwork process
• Ensure research materials and processes  

     are user-friendly (e.g. translated for families 
       who speak languages other than English).

• Build capability through professional learning.
• Keep the lines of communication open. Do staff, 
  parents, students need to know what’s  
 happening, when and why?

• Review timelines and schedules regularly.
 • Be flexible – what’s working and what 

isn’t? What can be changed? 

4 SHARE 
Get results – share  

findings in a meaningful way
  • Ensure schools receive findings in a  
       timely manner.

  • Present school-specific project findings in a  
      useable and actionable format.
   • Offer support and guidance to help schools 
     consider potential implications, developments 
   and changes.
     • If applicable, connect findings to other 

     learning areas. 
      • Seek school feedback on future 

research and what might be done 
differently next time.

There are four very different research scenarios on pages 19-23 that show how actions 

taken to strengthen engagement at each of the four stages can vary significantly – dictated 

by the specifics of the research project. 

Click here

See the Research Scenarios using the 4 phases – Design, Recruit, Conduct, Share

/  13  /



LE
AR

N T
HROUGHOUT THE PROCESS Learn the school 

context and desires of the school 
– ideally before the Design phase. 

This helps both parties work out if the 
partnership will be mutually beneficial  

and sustainable.

Learn throughout the research process and  
make changes as required.

Learn how best to communicate, organise and  
take action on the knowledge and findings  

along the way.

Learn how an ongoing relationship  
can be fostered between the  

school and researcher beyond  
the life of a project.

LEA
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N

LE
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N
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A

R
N

LEARN

LEARN
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N

LEARN
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Getting the most out of 
research in schools 
 
A well-thought out approach to 

research can save time, resources and 

stress, and is more likely to produce 

better outcomes for all.

Use these questions as a starting 

point to help you get the most out of 

research projects. They can also be 

helpful for informing a conversation 

between the school and researcher. 

We understand not every question 

will be relevant or possible for all 

research projects, but responding 

to even one or two questions 

can make a big difference to 

the engagement experience of 

schools, as well as the research 

outcomes.  

Questions to consider  
and discuss together

SCHOOLS

Does the research explore areas that are relevant to 
school needs and priorities? 

Do you have the capacity to participate? Have you 
explained any potential barriers or issues to the 

researcher, such as conflicting timelines, excessive time 
demand, or sensitivities? 

Who will be your ‘project leader’? Can this person sustain 
their involvement throughout the process?

What resources will you provide, and what can the 
researcher/s offer? 

Does the project include some form of professional 
development or capacity building component for staff?

Have you communicated the purpose of the research and 
what is expected to staff, students and/or parents?

How will the project findings be presented? Will the 
format be useable and appropriate?

How will you follow-up and share the research findings 
with the wider community and parents?

Can you realistically implement the learnings and 
potential implications following this research?

What will happen when the research is over? Will the 
relationship continue, and if so, how? 
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RESEARCHERS

Have you taken the time to build personal relationships with school 
stakeholders?

What’s the school’s backstory? Have you discussed research projects 
they have been involved with in the past? What worked and what didn’t?

Have you considered the school’s priorities and values, and 
communicated how this research aligns? 

Do you understand the unique school context and environment, and 
will your methods work here? 

Have you set an appropriate and mutually agreeable timeframe?

What resources will you provide, and what will the school need to 
provide or do? 

What is your scope for flexibility and customisation in line with school/
student needs, and have you clearly communicated this?

What tangible benefits are you offering (e.g. staff training, a school-
specific report)?

How do you plan to follow-up and share findings with the school? 
What’s the best channel for this?

What will happen when the research is over? Will the relationship 
continue, and if so, how? 
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Continuing the journey

While you may have come to the end of The Insider’s Guide, your journey 
continues beyond here. The following ideas can help you on a path towards 
more meaningful, engaging and impactful research in schools:

• Share this document around your organisation or school. What resonates 
with your staff/colleagues? Set up a meeting to discuss together.

• Review the ‘Ideals for Engagement’ on pages 8 and 9. What would you do 
differently next time when leading or engaging in a research project? 

• Use the questions on pages 16 and 17 as a ‘cheat sheet’ to help you shape 
your next research proposal or grant submission. 

• Use The Insiders’ Guide when discussing whether to participate in a 
research project or when negotiating a project with a school or researcher. 

• Share your comments and views on The Insiders’ Guide with us via 
research@cem.edu.au

Reference

Catholic Education Melbourne 2018, Understanding School Engagement in and 
with Research, 
https://www.cem.edu.au/CatholicEducationMelbourne/media/About-Us/
Documentation/USER-Report-2018.pdf
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