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Abstract

Changes in the global business environment are driving changes to the way
business schools deliver higher education. However, the long debated gap be-
tween academia and industry (research-practice) remains unsolved. This paper
explores the integration of research-teaching activities as an alternative to over-
come the sometimes conflictual relationship between research and teaching and,
more importantly, as a mechanism to reduce the research-practice gap. The aim
of this research is to evaluate the extent to which it is feasible to integrate re-
search-teaching in higher education. The practical suggestions to reduce the re-
search-teaching gap proposed by Burke and Rau (2010) are tested in this paper
through action research. This research provides empirical evidence on the rela-
tionships between research, teaching and practice which could help to improve
academic performance, produce better managers for industry and consequently,
build a bridge between academics and practitioners.

Keywords: Research-teaching, Research-practice, Business schools, Manage-
ment research

Introduction

The complexity of management issues, augmented by rapid changes in the
global business environment are driving forces for business schools to con-
tinue to evolve the way they prepare students for modern organisations.
Higher education needs to prepare students to tackle issues in the complex
and challenging world that they will face as professionals (Brew, 2010).

At the same time, the market context for business schools is changing
with an increase in tuition fees, tighter immigration controls and challenging
employment opportunities creating a more competitive environment be-
tween business schools. Under these circumstances, collaboration between
researchers and practitioners is paramount, as management research under-
taken in collaboration between academic and practitioners is more likely to
have a positive impact on management (Amabile et al., 2001). However,
strong debate continues over the research-practice gap in business and man-
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agement research, making this collaboration difficult to achieve and further
highlighting the existing gap between research and practice.

With the growing perception that business schools are facing an identity
and image crisis, it is imperative that the research-practice relationship ad-
dress the current business environment. Although European-based schools
are said to be much better placed to do this than their US counterpatts, re-
ducing the research-practice gap has major implications for the reinvigora-
tion of business schools (Antunes and Thomas, 2007; Reed, 2009). Consid-
ering that students are not necessarily taught by researchers, the research-
practice gap is only one part of the challenge; higher education will benefit if
a broader approach is adopted that considers the interrelations between re-
search-teaching-practice. This research therefore aims to investigate the ex-
tent to which it is feasible to integrate research-teaching in the context of a
private business school institution of higher education. The following sec-
tions explain the research-teaching gap and review suggested ways to reduce
that gap. This is followed by an explanation of the research design used to
test research-teaching integration in higher education. The final section then
identifies conclusions and recommendations arising from the empirical re-
sults.

Research-Practice & Research-Teaching Gap

The perennial debate over the research-practice gap in business and
management research leave practitioners without relevant research findings
and researchers without relevant research questions. This gap has been ana-
lysed from several perspectives and suggested solutions include: a return to
university roots, a refocusing on experienced managers, reforms to the cur-
riculum, a contextualization of teaching, new publication outlets, and the
professionalization of management (Birnik and Billsberry, 2007). However,
the nature of the research-teaching-practice gap should perhaps be better
understood before attempting any of those solutions.

Reed (2009) explained that research is driven by a systematic application
of theoretical reasoning and empirical investigation to better understand and
explain general issues while practice is grounded in modes of deliberative
reflection and judgement based on direct experience within context-specific
issues. Van de Ven Johnson (20006) categorises the theory-practice gap in
three ways:

First, as a knowledge transfer problem, no attention is given to transfer-
ring the specialist knowledge to a wider audience and making management
research more accessible, understandable and relevant for practitioners
(Burke and Rau, 2010).
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Second, as a philosophical problem, academic research and practical ac-
tions are rooted in very different assumptions. While researchers need to
build and test general theories, practitioners are looking to solve specific
problems. This creates batriers to cross-communication and results in less
collaboration.

Third, as a knowledge production problem, research activities and out-
puts lack relevance to the wider civil society in which they are embedded.
Thus, Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) proposed that scholars and practi-
tioners should address complex problems as collaborative learning commu-
nities, using a dialectic mode of inquiry to evolve understanding and a syn-
thesis of common problems.

In contrast to the research-practice gap, less has been said about the re-
search-teaching gap and its impact on research-practice. In charge of educat-
ing the next generation of managers, business schools have the challenge of
imparting an understanding of the value of research that will later favour
research-practice links (Burke and Rau, 2010).

Considering the research-practice and research-teaching gaps, Burke and
Rau (2010) explain the reciprocal relationship between research, teaching
and practice as follows. While collaborative research is desirable between
academics and practitioners, managers will not be willing to participate if
they do not value research. Therefore, it is not possible to reduce the re-
search-practice gap without addressing the influence of research-teaching.
An interesting perspective illustrated in Figure 1 is the fact that teaching and
research should not been seen as independent activities. Moreovert, teaching,
research and practice should be looked as integrated learning processes that
reinforce each other.

The multiple influences showed in Figure 1 can be summarised as fol-
lows. The research-practice arrow represents how research can be made
more accessible, understandable and relevant to practitioners. The practice-
research arrow relates to how practitioners can be more involved in contrib-
uting to research. The practice-teaching arrow illustrates how instructors
and students can contextualise concepts to make management theories more
relevant in the learning process; consequently teaching will influence prac-
tice producing informed and thoughtful managers.

The research-teaching arrow emphasises that research in its various
forms enables teachers to introduce students to relevant and newly devel-
oped ideas, demonstrating the various ways of using that research to evalu-
ate workplace scenarios and, thus, making the research process relevant to
their future development. On the other hand, teaching can influence re-
search by stimulating meaningful research questions; challenging research-
ers’ thinking and reinvigorating the educator’s mind-set.
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Figure 1: Narrowing Research-Teaching-Practice Gap
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This reciprocal relationship begs consideration of what research is and its
purpose. From the students’ perspective, some value the opportunity to
work with academics in a one-to-one relationship (Baxter et al., 1998), while
others dislike learning research skills as they do not see their practical rele-
vance (Murtone, 2005). For academics, research-teaching attitudes also
vary; whilst some academics believe that teaching and research are positive-
ly correlated, others regard research as more important than teaching and
vice versa (Smeby, 1998; Griffiths, 2004; Leisy et al., 2009). Furthermore,
research also means different things in different contexts. While a general
meaning of research outside the academic context is ‘finding out’ infor-
mation in order to perform a specific task, in the academic context research
involves a systematic process of investigation in which the findings and
methods are valid and represents a contribution to the existing knowledge
(Grittiths, 2004). These different views cause misunderstanding and even
inhibit the integration of research-teaching, especially when inside the aca-
demic context there are variations on types of scholarship.

A useful classification of types of scholarship is proposed by Boyer
(1990): scholarship of discovery (basic research); scholarship of teaching
(pedagogical research); scholarship of integration (synthesizing what has
been discovered to provide a more comprehensive understanding); and
scholarship of engagement (how research can help individuals and organiza-
tions). Although most lecturers get involved in some of all of those types of
research, few have clarity on how to integrate them within the teaching envi-
ronment.

Table 1: Suggestions to Strengthen the Research-Teaching Nexus
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Practical Suggestions Involved Stakeholders

Emphasize the research-teaching link in graduate program application process and new Administrators and faculty
faculty recruiting and selection process.

Assess the research-teaching link strength in curriculum design efforts and curriculum Administrators and faculty
reviews.

Use a team-based approach with research/teaching faculty, or partner with other institutions as Administrators and faculty
needed.

Communicate the value of integrating research and teaching with students and external Administrators and faculty
stakeholders (e.g., employers).

Pursue faculty development activities that effectively assimilate research and teaching. Administrators and faculty

Define the faculty role as integrative of research and teaching and communicate to faculty. Administrators

Integrate the research-teaching link in strategy, mission, and values statements and allocate Administrators
funds for initiatives to support it.

Make work assignment decisions that support the research-teaching nexus (e.g., create research- Administrators
aligned curricula).

Reinforce the research—teaching link in promotion, tenure, performance evaluation, and merit Administrators
pay decisions.

Provide and support training and faculty development opportunities that educate faculty about Administrators
the research-teaching nexus.

Support and use a research-across-the-curriculum approach in business courses (e.g., actively Faculty

collaborate with students, teach research methods, and encourage students to be effective
consumers of research).

Integrate evidence-based management principles across courses and pursue professional Faculty
development opportunities (e.g.. conferences) to stay updated.

Adopt textbooks that extensively integrate research findings and provide such feedback in Faculty
reviews and decisions to publishers.

Coach graduate assistants about the research-teaching nexus and the importance of reflecting Faculty

it in their doctoral applications.

Sonrce: Adopted from: Burke and Rau, 2010

Integrating research and teaching is a challenge that requires rethinking
what teaching and research mean; an assessment of the characteristics of
students and academics, a definition of the learning environment that stu-
dents and academics are operating within and a review of the business envi-
ronment the students will face. Even though academics may like to teach
and to research, Brew (2010) observes that these desires are often compro-
mised by the following barriers:

(1) Elements of the nature of the work (such as competing demands on
time and complexity of knowledge);

(2) Individual characteristics (such as self-efficacy, role expectations,
experience/skills, personality, and beliefs about the link between teaching
and research);

(3) Institutional characteristics (such as strategic planning and man-
agement tactics, resource allocation, and departmental ethos);

(4) The culture of the profession (such as value of teaching versus re-
search and understanding of higher education),; and

(5) Societal culture (such as a short-run focus and perceptions of re-
search). Such barriers make it difficult for higher education institutions to
achieve the ideal of a strong research—teaching link.

The practical suggestions in Table 1 provide a list of actions that can be
undertaken by managers and academics to reduce the research-teaching gap.
However, their implementation represents a challenge for teaching oriented
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organisations. One of the main arguments that prevent research being a pri-
ority is the fact that reseatrch is often not integrated but treated as an inde-
pendent activity at the expense of good teaching. However, the relationships
between research-teaching-practice discussed in the previous sections could
help to change this culture by addressing the research-teaching gap which
will improve academic performance, produce better managers for industry
and consequently build a bridge between academics and practitioners. The
following section describes the action research undertaken to implement
some of Burke and Rau’s (2010) suggestions.

Research Strategy
Action Research

Action Research is understood as a cyclical process and a participatory
undertaking that has been influenced and shaped by many different disci-
plines within the social sciences. Although action research has evolved in
multiple ways there are common themes in literature which emphasise that
action research is research in action; the researchers are part of the organisa-
tion where the research takes place and the research aims to understand or-
ganisational situations and produce changes (Saunders, 2009). Therefore,
action research involves active reflection to obtain new insights and changed
self-perceptions and practices through the cyclical process of planning, exe-
cuting, and evaluating the results (Drummond and Themessl-Huber, 2007;
Mclntosh, 2010). This cyclical process represents a valuable model to better
understand the practical aspect of integrating research and teaching as sug-
gested from the literature.

Research Aimr and Context

The theoretical model presented in section 2 suggests the research-
practice gap can be narrowed by reducing the research-teaching gap. This
action research aims to investigate the extent to which it is feasible to inte-
grate research-teaching in the context of higher education. Evidence-based
support on how to conduct such integration could provide managers and
faculty with a better understanding and a road-map to reduce the research-
teaching gap and consequently reduce the research-practice gap.

The action research will focus on an MBA course in which the research-
er delivers an information systems module. In this context, it is expected
that integrating research-teaching will be very challenging due to the institu-
tion’s teaching orientation. However, as recommended in the literature, re-
ducing the research-teaching-practice is in the best interest of any educa-
tional institution and an aspiration for any educator working in it. Therefore
the following context and agreements were discussed prior to the research

design.
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With support from the line Manager, Program Director and the Faculty
Learning and Teaching Group in the institution, it was agreed that during
the timescale allocated for the project (July 2010—June 2011):

e the researcher will get involved in the research methods module and
use the information systems module to implement the action research.

e the researcher workload hours will be adjusted to allocate time for
executing this research, delivering research methods workshops and working
on the subject research-publications and

e the researcher will report and present the results of the project to
the Learning & Teaching Group.

The action research consists of three stages:

1. Research design: The literature review offered suggestions on how
to integrate research-teaching. However, not all the suggestions to strength-
en the research-teaching nexus are feasible due the teaching role of the re-
searcher and consequently this stage focuses on selecting those suggestions
that are feasible and explaining how they will be reflected in practice without
interfering with the teaching.

2. Implementation: An interpretation of the selected suggestions was
developed in order to design an overall plan with specific tasks. Once the
term started, the execution of planned actions was documented for each
activity.

3.  Reflection: At the end of the term, a review of the theoretical
framework was conducted in light of the new experience the action research
provided. As a result recommendations are highlighted and a new research

design is conducted for the next action research cycle as illustrated in Figure
2.

The following section describes the tasks planned, their implementation
and reflections.
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Figure 2: Research Strategy
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The literature review provided a better understanding of the relevance of
integrating research-teaching-practice and Table 1 illustrates suggestions to
specifically strengthen the research-teaching nexus for both administrators
and faculty. However, due to the teaching role of the researcher, only those
suggestions related to faculty members were used for this research. The
tasks planned and their implementation is summarised below:

A, Support and use of a research-across-the-curviculum approach in business courses
(e.g., actively collaborate with students, feach research methods, and enconrage students to
be effective consumers of research).

At the beginning of the research, teaching research methods represented
the most direct and effective way to support students doing research and
encourage them to be effective consumers of research as explained in Task
1:
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Task 1. Teach research methods (workshops)

The researcher offered to deliver two research workshops for students
doing dissertations. The first challenge of the workshops was to recognise
the high variances of research skills the students have, due to their diverse
national and educational backgrounds. Additionally, the timescale for the
MBA dissertation overlaps with intensive course work demands of other
modules making it difficult to manage deadlines and workshops. As an aca-
demic, it is important to understand the students’ specific characteristics and
management process (deadlines, credits, supervisor allocations, etc.) that
influence the research learning process. Despite the fact that workshops can
be useful ways of teaching research methods, it becomes clearer that post-
graduate students would benefit more if module leaders engage in this re-
search-teaching approach providing students with more opportunities to
conduct applied research. Doing research is a process that takes time and by
incorporating research in the curriculum students would be allowed to bet-
ter understand the research process.

The researcher also delivers an information systems module. This mod-
ule has two research assessments that could be redesigned in terms of the
research-teaching approach without affecting the learning outcomes or cur-
rent assessment policies as described below.

Task 2. Re-design assessments to emphasise the research process.

The Information and e-Business Systems Module has two assessments
that were redesigned in terms of the research-teaching approach without
affecting the learning outcomes or current assessment policies. Assessment
1 focuses on developing research skills thorough a research report on entet-
ptise systems and Assessment 2 focuses on developing practical skills to
integrate the module concepts by developing a research-industry e-business
proposal.

Re-designing the assessments brief, feedback and deadlines with a focus
on research skills allow the students to become more aware of the research
process in terms of the quality of their research sources, the evidence they
provide for their arguments and the clarity of their ideas. Current module
learning outcomes and content lead to the selection of three components
(assessments 1, 2 and lecture on Business-IS Alignment) where the emphasis
of research-teaching-practice approach could be incorporated as illustrated
in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Research-Teaching module redesign
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Assessment 1 involved an individual research-intensive report on a se-
lected topic from the module content. For this assessment the students also
analysed one of three technology trends to evaluate its impact. The assess-
ment brief included the marking criteria linked to the research process.
Therefore, the assessment was flexible enough to generate topics which in-
terested the students and the marking criteria guided them on the research
requirements for the report. The redesign of the assessment helped to inte-
grate research-teaching in the following ways:

e  Students become more aware of the research process by doing their
individual research and asking specific questions before submitting their
work.

e  The daunting challenge of marking an individual report was slightly
reduced as a result of having more interesting projects. With the aim of
providing valuable feedback to the students, detailed notes were added to
identify areas of improvement in both content and form. Those notes were
very useful during the face-to-face feedback.
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e  Face-to-face feedback was offered to students and 50% of them
booked a 15 minutes appointment. For each appointment, the actual time
spent was a minimum of 30 minutes and when possible the discussions ex-
tended up to 60 minutes. From this feedback, students were able to better
understand the research process in terms of the quality of their research
sources, the evidence they provide for their arguments and the clarity of
their ideas. Despite the increased time required by the researcher, this activi-
ty was highly valuable as it allowed for the identification of common areas
of challenge or difficulty to the students around the research process. More-
ovet, instead of being focused on the grade, the dialogue facilitated the shat-
ing of detailed information that was not always clear in the report such as
how a student’s topic was informed by their research or personal experience.

e Although this activity was not designed to help students with their
dissertation, the students recognised that the feedback process helped them
to understand how to do research and draw conclusion from their findings.

e The face-to-face feedback process also allowed for the identifica-
tion of possible topics of collaboration with students resulting in the devel-
opment of a draft proposal to be supervised by the researcher.

Assessment 2 was a group e-business proposal intended to enhance stu-
dents’ awareness of selecting appropriate sources of information depending
on the type of research they are conducting and more importantly, to evalu-
ate how research can help them to support their business ideas. Although all
the students’ proposed innovative ideas, one team concluded in their final
report that their proposal was not feasible despite the fact that the technolo-
gy involved are fully available and mature. That their research revealed that
the proposal was not feasible for the UK culture and legislation represented
a good example of how businesses could save money by conducting relevant
research before investment. As this assessment was submitted at the end of
the term there was no opportunity to provide detailed group feedback that
could be beneficial for all the participants. This will be an aspect to improve
for the next cycle.

B.  Integrate evidence-based management principles across conrses and pursue profes-
sional development opportunities (e.g., conferences) to stay updated.

This suggestion involves two main considerations: first, the use of evi-
dence-based data from relevant research. Secondly, keeping our knowledge
updated through different professional opportunities.

For the evidence-based management, the researcher had empirical data
for the topic of IS-Business alignment that could be used for teaching as

described below in Task 3.
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Task 3. Design an 1S-Alignment session to communicate own research.

The researcher has empirical data for the topic of IS-Business alignment
that was used as evidence based data linked to the module theory. Although
this task was initially seen as a straightforward way to integrate research into
teaching, its implementation was very challenging. The students were as-
signed pre-readings (academic journals on the topic) and during the seminar
it became evident that the students found it difficult to assimilate the journal
content. Consequently, the researcher simplified the lecture to focus the
presentation on interpreting the evidence presented from the empirical re-
search in the light of the theory covered. The students were very interested
in understanding the industry evidence provided and asked many questions.
Informing teaching with one’s own research made it interesting for the stu-
dents in terms of linking relevant industry evidence and research. It also
promotes relevant discussions and represents a rewarding intellectual exer-
cise for the researcher.

Task 4. Plan attendance of internal development activities, academic and industry
conferences.

The researcher got involved in learning and teaching activities and sub-
mitted a conference paper for peer review. Keeping our knowledge updated
through different professional opportunities is a challenging task alongside
teaching. Although class preparation involves constant reading about the
state of the art, interaction with colleagues to discuss and share ideas, best
practices and trends is ideal to shape our knowledge that would benefit the
teaching approach.

C.  Communicate the value of integrating research and teaching with students and
external stakeholders (e.g. employers).

Communicating the value of integrating research and teaching should be
a primary and easy task of any educator but it represents and remains a chal-
lenge. Misconceptions of research and the teaching orientation of the insti-
tution represent a barrier as most of the lecturers do not consider them-
selves as researchers and therefore assume that they do not have either the
opportunity or responsibility to participate in this model. However, the in-
stitution already has a Learning and Teaching Forum that represents the
best environment to learn about research-teaching integration.

Task 5. Communicate the ontputs of this research.
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Produce a short presentation focused on the practical examples to illus-
trate the research-teaching-practice model and a written report to expand
the theory behind the model and more details of its implementation.

D.  Use a team-based approach with research/ teaching faculty, or partner with other
institutions as needed.

The purpose of any research is to better understand a problem and the
best possible solutions. In some cases research becomes an isolated activity
when students are writing their postgraduate dissertation and lecturers are
writing their academic publications. Active collaboration with students has
been suggested as desirable. However, students’ topics are not always related
to the lecturer research topics making this collaboration more difficult.
Therefore, a starting point of collaboration could be colleagues or contacts
from other universities.

Task 6. Identify colleagnes for collaboration.

Collaboration could be promoted not only on information systems but
also on research methods, pedagogical research or any other relevant area to
the researcher. This task involved the development of a plan with feasible
short-term outcomes to expand the research-teaching approach as a way to
collaborate with students, colleagues and researchers from other universities.

The implementation of this task arose as a consequence of all the previ-
ous tasks. Attendance to development events allows lecturers to keep updat-
ed on learning and teaching innovations and, at the same time, open oppor-
tunities to establish collaborations with other colleagues. Additionally to
internal activities, two paper conferences were submitted and successfully
accepted. One of the papers was written in collaboration with a colleague
from another institution; a positive way of gaining fresh insight. The con-
ference presentations are also highly valuable opportunities to share ideas
with other researchers and make contact with industry and academic per-
sonnel who could be guest speakers or possible collaborators for future re-
search. Having the research-teaching-practice approach in mind has helped
to foresee opportunities and translate them into specific short-term projects
that will help to improve the integration of research-teaching-practice in the
long term.

Conclusions and recommendations

This paper has discussed narrowing the research-teaching gap as a way to
reduce the research-practice gap that has been long debated. Furthermore,
the integration of research-teaching-practice is a challenging view to over-
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come the sometimes conflicting priorities of research and teaching and also
represents an opportunity to reinvigorate business schools’ educational
models. The practical suggestions to faculty proposed by Burke and Rau
(2010) to reduce the research-teaching gap are tested in this paper through
action research. The aim of this research is to evaluate the extent to which it
is feasible to integrate research-teaching as recommended by Burke and Rau
(2010) at postgraduate level.

Table 1 in section 2.2 illustrates Burke and Rau’s (2010) suggestions to
reduce the research-teaching gap. The following four suggestions were se-
lected to investigate how they could be implemented:

A. Support and use a research-across-the-curriculum approach in busi-
ness courses (e.g., actively collaborate with students, teach research meth-
ods, and encourage students to be effective consumer of research).

B. Integrate evidence-based management principles across courses and
pursue professional development opportunities (e.g., conferences) to stay

updated.

C. Communicate the value of integrating research and teaching with
students and external stakeholders (e.g. employers).

D. Use a team-based approach with research/teaching faculty, or patt-
ner with other institutions as needed.

The integration of research-teaching is unlikely to occur naturally or easi-
ly. Most people approach research and teaching as independent activities
and have different views of what constitutes research. However, the first
cycle of this action research intervention illustrates that it is feasible to start
with small adjustments to current practices in order to better understand the
relevance of this integration. Furthermore, these small adjustments could
lead to more support from the management and create a culture that pro-
motes research-teaching integration at different levels across institutions.

This first action research cycle is only a small step to better understand
how to interpret and implement the aforementioned suggestions. Consider-
ing the current higher education environment, the institutions would benefit
from:

1.  Promoting a culture that enables research-teaching integration in
their own modules and across the curriculum (Program Directors and Head
of Departments)

2. Research training and identification of the types of scholarship that
are more ad-hoc for the different topics covered in a business school (Head
of Departments and Lecturers).
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3. Sharing experiences and developing research-teaching integration
skills to support the final learning outcomes of postgraduate students (Head
of Departments and Lecturers).

4. Active participation on the different development opportunities
currently available and development discussion groups focused on lecturers
needs (Lecturers).

Despite the multiple barriers preventing the integration of research-
teaching-practice, academics should persist on finding feasible mechanisms
to reduce the research-teaching gap which will benefit not only their aca-
demic performance but could also improve their institution’s performance,
having a direct impact on students learning.
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