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Executive summary

We talk so much about evidence, research and what works. But do we understand what this means, and do 

we have the same idea of what outcomes would be desirable?

Evidence really matters. It’s hard to imagine disagreeing with the idea that teachers should make decisions 

on the best evidence available to them, or that we should encourage a more research-informed culture in 

schools.

Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. Different practices succeed in different contexts, delivered by different 

teachers. Most research claims are cautious, provisional; in our rush towards implementation we often 

overlook important nuance. 

Making the link is about the use and misuse of evidence in education, and about the huge gap between 

classroom practice and educational research. Though much of this may seem negative, we’re also optimistic 

about the capacity of teachers to figure out what works for them. 

The report makes three main recommendations to help this happen.

1. Top-down approaches won’t work: the trick is in the implementation, not the prescription. 

2. Different types of research are carried out for different ends. So research literacy needs to be 

prioritised to figure out what would be most useful in a given context.

3. Teachers should be enabled to do research as well as read about it. If teachers remain passive 

recipients of research, neither research literacy nor implementation is likely to improve.
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Introduction

‘“Evidence-based” is the latest buzz-word in education. Before long, everything fashionable, desirable and 

Good will be “evidence-based”. We will have Evidence-Based Policy and Evidence-Based Teaching, Evidence-

Based Training - who knows, maybe even Evidence-Based Inspection. […] Education may not be an exact 

science, but it is too important to allow it to be determined by unfounded opinion, whether of politicians, 

teachers, researchers or anyone else.’1

Rob Coe wrote that back in 1999. So 16 years on, where has this vision gone?

In some lights, education culture has come a long way. Research syntheses such as those of John Hattie or 

the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) have gone a long way to broadening awareness among teachers 

of what might work. Grassroots movements such as researchED have also substantially contributed to raising 

research literacy among the profession.

The emergence of social media as a way to disseminate ideas, research and experiences within the teaching 

profession has also changed the game. Ofsted no longer grade individual lessons, and ‘look at’ lessons 

rather than ‘looking for’ particular practices. Academics like Coe himself have achieved a reputation in the 

profession for debunking teaching methods based on little or no evidence.

There are some troubling signs though. A 2014 survey by Nature Reviews Neuroscience found that as many as 

90% of UK teachers still thought it was important to cater for individual learning styles – despite the absence 

of evidence to support this.2

A coherent system for disseminating and implementing the lessons of the best educational research has also 

singularly failed to emerge. While the £200 million funding of the EEF over the next 15 years has meant as 

many as one in six schools in Britain have experienced research trials, the persistence of misconceptions such 

as learning styles casts doubt on how much research literacy has advanced in the profession.

But the thirst is there, at least according to an informal survey we conducted.3
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Asked to all respondents

Does your school or setting engage with research? This could be educational research, or research on learning 

in related fields such as psychology or neuroscience.
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Asked to those whose schools engaged with research 

Has research had a positive, negative or neutral impact in your school or setting? 
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Asked to those whose schools did not engage with research

Do you think your school or setting should, or should not, engage with research?
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In this paper we argue that attempts to spread research-based practices have been limited by their failure 

to involve the one implementing them: the teacher. Whether it’s growth mindsets or project-based learning, 

we need to think much more about how we do things, and not just what we do. Any idea, no matter how 

research-based, can become a travesty in the wrong hands.

Ben Goldacre, in his 2013 vision of an evidence-based teaching profession, advocated more systematic use of 

randomised trials. In the work of the EEF that has partly come to pass.

But actually we put forward that something else about research-based education in Goldacre’s paper is much 

more important:

‘evidence based practice isn’t about telling teachers what to do: in fact, quite the opposite. This is about 

empowering teachers, and setting a profession free from governments, ministers and civil servants who are 

often overly keen on sending out edicts, insisting that their new idea is the best in town.’ 4

For teachers to engage with research in a meaningful and substantive way, it has to mean more than 

randomised trials being done in their school, or a policy initiative being imposed. 

Research should build the professional judgement and discretion of teachers, not act against it.



7

MAKING TH E LINK

As part of our work for this paper, we held a panel discussion with practitioners and other educationalists. 

The structure of the paper broadly follows that discussion, offering four of their perspectives initially, then 

launching into discussion of areas of teaching practice where research, for better or worse, has helped set the 

agenda.

The report makes three, related, recommendations.

1. Top-down approaches won’t work. Evidence-based education is not a new idea: the trick is in the 

implementation. We have to invest in teachers’ decisional capital.

2. Research needs to be approached with a great deal of caution: different types of research are carried 

out for different ends. Teachers need greater research literacy to help to distinguish them and figure 

out what would be most useful for their context.

3. Localised, applied research is likely to be the most useful for informing teaching practice. This 

means approaching research as a verb as well as a noun: something teachers do.
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Four perspectives on research-
based practice

Ruth Powley
Deputy Headteacher
Wilmslow High School

‘ We need to build decisional capital in teachers, giving them 
ownership over what they do and don’t do’

We need to think deeply about the context of the push for research-based practice. Part of the “what works” 

agenda is driven by a lack of trust in teachers – they need to be told what to do, because they’re not capable 

of deciding on their own. Part of it is a lack of trust from teachers – because they’ve been fed too much 

pseudo research like learning styles. There is a real lack of expertise among teachers about how to use data 

and research: many suffer from learned helplessness because they’ve been told what to do, whether by their 

leadership team, by Ofsted, or by the government.

There is a real danger, then, that the search for the silver bullets of research-based practice 

deprofessionalises the teacher. We need to build decisional capital in teachers, giving them ownership over 

what they do and don’t do, and the expertise to make such decisions in a smart way.5 Teaching is a difficult 

job, and anything that ignores the quality of teachers’ decision-making is likely to fail.

In too many schools tables of effect sizes have become a bible, with potentially dangerous side effects. “What 

works” only tells you so much. Simply reading research can be revolutionary for teachers’ awareness and 

self-confidence, and the rush for implementation leads to important detail being lost.

The narrow juxtaposition of evidence versus opinion is too extreme. Biesta argued for the need for ‘intelligent 

action’ from teachers: that only by doing can we know things, and that research into “what works” tells us 

what succeeded in the past, not what will work.6 All teachers need to engage in some form of intelligent 

action so that they embed what they do in thinking and in theory. But the step to full blown research-based 

teaching is perhaps a step too far: research-informed is a more desirable and realistic first position.  
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Hélène Galdin-O’Shea
Teacher and Research Advocate
Park High School

My starting point in engaging with research was anger, real anger at being told lots of different things and 

realising they were nonsense. Initial teacher training didn’t introduce me to enough ideas or give me the 

ways to critically assess initiatives that were being thrown at the teaching profession. So research needs to 

start early in teacher training, and build critical mindsets.

In a lot of schools research is now becoming an accountability measure. As schools start to develop 

communities of professional learning, some of it is becoming target-based, linked to performance 

management. This is a scary direction for research to go down, because any agenda forced on teachers tends 

to create resentment, not engagement.

It is a good thing for everyone to engage in intelligent thinking about our practice, but it shouldn’t become 

an imperative for everyone to do research. Context matters: schools under the pressure of external scrutiny 

are likely to look for more immediate ways of demonstrating improvement than research, though there are 

schools that have remained research-informed even in challenging circumstances. It might be desirable for 

everyone to engage with research, but it might not be necessary for everyone to do it themselves.

There is also a tension that arises: as you become more informed, you also question more. And the reality is 

that many leaders and school structures aren’t equipped to handle questioning of their practice. Leaders in 

particular need to remember nuance: you can’t make big decisions based solely on EEF headlines. This top-

level research can only tell you where to start thinking.

Tim Taylor
Teacher and Teacher Trainer

Research-based classroom practice has a long history. I soon became disillusioned with the idea of “evidence-

based practice” after it first took off in the late 90s. Much of what I read and heard had little practical relevance 

to me and the context I worked in. Much of it seemed contradictory and some of it was plain daft.

I became particularly wary of the terms “evidence shows” and “what works”. Both were being used as sticks 

to beat us with and to tell us what to do in the classroom, whether we found they worked or not.

And this is the great danger of research in education. We have to be far more circumspect about the 

conclusions we draw and the effectiveness of the methods we use. “Evidence shows” and “what works” are 
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context specific and dependent on a wide range of factors. Research in the social sciences is ontologically 

different to research in the natural sciences. Studying people is extremely difficult. They react, they change, 

and they even respond to the act of being researched.7 We need to be far more realistic about what we’re 

doing with research and what it can achieve.

“Research says” and “what works” need to come with a health warning: “educational research is 

complicated. Really complicated. So consider with extreme caution and apply using a critical mindset.” 

Approached in this critical fashion, research can be useful. For it to be most powerful, though, we should view 

it as a dialogic process of self and professional development. A critical mind, an inquiry disposition, an open 

and questioning attitude to pedagogy, are exactly the qualities we want to develop in teachers.8 

Dr Rachel Lofthouse
Head of Education and co-director of The Research Centre for Learning and 
Teaching (CfLaT)
Newcastle University 

‘ What we should aim to help teachers develop is phronesis – 
practical wisdom used wisely in context’

The question of research-based practice is a really complicated one. It depends hugely on definitions.

• What does research mean?

• Which disciplines are we drawing from?

• Who conducts the research?

• What does research-based mean?

The type of knowledge generated by research depends on what type of research has occurred. For 

Hammersley, scientific research contributes to a body of knowledge first and foremost and isn’t concerned 

with application; practical research, conversely, aims to provide knowledge of immediate use.9 In education 

we use both, but probably desire practical research the most.

We need to talk about practices, not a singular ‘research-based practice’. If we recognise the different 

opinions, backgrounds and practices of both educational researchers and teachers, it makes sense that 

research should help develop each individual teacher’s practice development.

What we should aim to help teachers develop is phronesis – practical wisdom used wisely in context. This 

would be a store of knowledge that would help teachers decide what to do in specific circumstances: not a 

diktat that one teaching method is the right way to do things. That would be both realistic and desirable.10
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Growth mindsets

Probably one of the most widely embraced ideas to come out of recent research has been Carol Dweck’s idea 

of growth mindset: in short, that intelligence is not innate, and those who embrace challenge and the process 

of trying hard do better than those who expect to succeed without effort.

Unusually for ideas so widely publicised, Dweck’s work seems to have a sound research base. Effects are 

significant, and replicated, and the design of the experiments appears free from bias. 11

Ultimately, though, what matters is how and whether results get implemented and can be replicated more 

broadly. There is a huge chasm between the environment of a controlled study and the everyday chaos of the 

classroom – what works in one doesn’t necessarily work in the other.

‘ When we talk of “research” as a single idea, the varying ends 
and aims of different research methods are lost’ 

Dweck is a professor of psychology, rather than a teacher. This matters because the conditions in which such 

experiments are run are hardly likely to resemble normal school life. In one much-cited study, a mindset 

intervention had a positive impact on grades and motivation; but it also involved 16 undergraduate students 

being used as mentors for the children - an unlikely boost in staffing in any cash-stretched school.12

This is not necessarily to criticise Dweck’s research. But it does underline a larger distinction that needs to be 

made between different types of research.

• Psychology is an experimental science: its ideas are not necessarily designed to be applied directly to 

education. In one recent study, only 36% of results from psychology experiments could be replicated - 

reason enough for caution.13

• Pure educational research is primarily aimed at theory generation. These theories may or may not be 

applied to practice.

• Applied educational research is primarily aimed at practice. It may or may not create larger theories.

• The implications of different research methods are huge. Quality criteria in an experiment involving 

randomised control trials, for instance, might be sample size, replicability and its avoidance of 

selection bias. In an action research model or narrative research different quality criteria apply.
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When we talk of “research” as a single idea, the varying ends and aims of different research methods are lost.

So often in education complex ideas, coming out of specific contexts or lab experiments, get boiled down 

into a series of bullet points. Posters talking about ‘the power of yet’ are all well and good, but talking about 

growth mindset doesn’t necessarily equate to creating it.

Dweck herself has warned against schools oversimplifying her ideas:

‘A lot of teachers are saying “yes I have a growth mindset”, without doing the work and without making a 

journey to deeply understand it and to know how to apply it.

Even some teachers who genuinely have a growth mindset aren’t understanding how to apply it properly.

They are just telling kids to try hard: which I call nagging, not growth mindset. Or they are just saying “hey 

kids, have a growth mindset”.’14

Learning from the past
The history of UK education is littered with well-meaning initiatives, based in decent research, that haven’t 

had the impact they should. Spending on education rose from £2,910 per pupil in 1997 to £5,080 in 2007, 

but pupils’ achievement rose at nowhere near that rate – despite the proliferation of the National Strategies, 

intended precisely to raise standards of teaching and learning.

Take the case of assessment for learning. In 2012 Dylan Wiliam notoriously stated that ‘There are very few 

schools where all the principles of AfL, as I understand them, are being implemented effectively […] The 

problem is that government told schools that it was all about monitoring pupils’ progress; it wasn’t about 

pupils becoming owners of their own learning.’15

For all that the government of the time pushed £150 million into promoting AfL, the effect on pupil 

achievement was fairly unclear – unlike the effect on teacher workload of recording all sorts of formative 

assessment through the cumbersome Assessing Pupils’ Progress.

If growth mindset is to avoid becoming the new AfL, the professionalism of teachers to be able to decide what 

is and isn’t helpful, what would make good implementation and what would work in their context, has to be 

prioritised.

Members of our panel discussion voiced a plea for the implementation of ideas like growth mindset: ‘can we 

just slow down?’. We need to thoroughly understand an idea before we start applying it. And it’s far too easy 

for something that is intended to aid learning becoming the aim in itself.

Knowledge of research is useful in itself: ‘why can’t we just know stuff as professionals that helps us make 

professional judgements?’. Not everything is right all the time. And leaders everywhere should avoid the 

desire to jump on the next big thing and instead focus on getting what they care about most right.
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When it comes to research from very different contexts, conducted under different methods to normal school 

life, we should consider it as adding to our store of knowledge - but not necessarily prompting immediate 

action. Professional judgement should come first.

Prescribing just won’t do
One of the ironies of the push for growth mindset in pupils is that it sometimes ignores the need for growth 

mindset in teachers. If we want pupils to take risks, embrace effort and not be afraid to make mistakes, then 

we need to encourage it in teachers too. How can they model traits they don’t themselves possess - or daren’t 

show in an age of high accountability?

There are still many schools around the country where teachers are prescribed how to teach, and 

performance management follows them closely. Headteachers in particular can lose their jobs over an Ofsted 

rating – not helped by government declarations of a ‘war on mediocrity’. If growth mindset isn’t going to be 

another poorly implemented idea founded on good research, then teachers need to buy into it.

Because so much of the success of a technique depends on its implementation, we need to think deeply 

about what an idea looks like – and empower a profession with the confidence to take risks and struggle in 

order to get the practice of it right. That means teachers need to be creators of research, as well as recipients 

of it.

Growth mindset might well be a good idea. But schools need to think deeply before implementing it – and 

empower their staff to do more than just follow a checklist. Initiatives based on shallow understanding just 

won’t work, so leaders have to be able to take risks and trust their staff. 
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Project-based learning

One of the curious things about research is that it has been used to support almost any pedagogical position 

at any given time.

In 2006 Kirschner, Sweller and Clark published the infamously provocative ‘Why Minimal Guidance During 

Instruction Does Not Work’, arguing for the superiority of guided instruction over more hands-off methods of 

teaching such as project-based learning (PBL).16

But here the dissonance faced by the average teacher reader becomes extreme. That’s because in 2010 we 

can get pieces like ‘Evidence that PBL works’, published on Edutopia, a site with more visibility than any 

educational research journal.17 The study discussed in the piece does indeed show a positive effect for PBL. It 

has a large sample size of 7000 students, taught by 76 teachers across 66 schools.

The way Bob Lenz summarises the results is also accurate.

• PBL students outscored their peers in the control group.

• PBL students scored higher on measures of problem-solving skills and their application to real-world 

economic challenges.

• PBL teachers scored higher in satisfaction with teaching material and methods than the control group.

So what are we to believe? Does minimal instruction work or doesn’t it?

The crux, as elsewhere, is the context: if we go to the study itself we find, on its 14th page, this warning:

‘Since this study recruited a purposively targeted sample, these findings should only be generalized to 

teachers and schools where the economics program and the associated professional development are a 

priority.’ 18

So the research is not evidence that PBL works per se. It is evidence that PBL works in some specific schools 

where the economics programme was central to the curriculum and a large amount of time was given to 

economics related professional development – 40 hours in fact.
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The centrality of implementation
One of our panellists led the implementation of a skills-based curriculum, Opening Minds, at their school. 

Their experience was that success ‘hinges upon the teacher’s pedagogical understanding of what they’re 

doing’. Ultimately ‘it all goes back to the teacher and the training’.

As with AfL, PBL approaches are often misapplied. When a very clear outcome has been decided and the 

project is planned by the teacher step by step, so that the outcome will be delivered at a given time, it’s 

not really project based at all. In successful PBL approaches, students face up to their errors and gaps in 

understanding all the time.

‘ What works’ needs to become ‘what works where, and what 
precisely does it work to achieve?’ 

So how can research studies show wildly varying effects and lead to different conclusions being drawn?

1. Teacher training and teacher implementation matter a lot. How you do things is as important as what 

you do. What is ‘PBL’ in one school might not be called ‘PBL’ in another school.

2. Teaching is always in a context. Where you do things, with whom and to whom is really important.

3. Evidence can be found for most educational ideas. So the question is about the quality of the 

evidence.

What does this mean for the hope of a research-informed profession?

If we want to prioritise how teachers do things as well as what they do, professional development for them 

matters a lot. So does their engagement and buy-in: forced to implement something, teachers likely won’t do 

it as well as something they do believe in.

It should also encourage a certain amount of nuance. What do we want to achieve by education? There might 

be times when looseness, confusion and a degree of chaos in the classroom help us achieve our aims. Are you 

looking for convergent or divergent outcomes? PBL is often great at delivering divergent outcomes, but a test 

is a convergent outcome – how you teach depends on your goals.

‘What works’ needs to become ‘what works where, and what precisely does it work to achieve?’. 

The problem with declaring that one type of teaching works, or doesn’t work, is that it ignores this 

context. Declarations of this sort can fuel intolerance of potentially useful approaches. A more inclusive, 

implementation-focused attitude to research is likely to be more helpful; we should cultivate scepticism 

towards black and white views of evidence.
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Implementation and teacher 
development

If research-informed practice needs to focus much more closely on implementation, the attention given to 

the teacher’s development becomes paramount.

Unfortunately in the British educational system, professional development tends to be part of the 

performance management process – something done to tick boxes, not to further understanding or skills.

The problem with this as applied to research is twofold.

1. It imposes certainty onto a process that is inherently uncertain. Performance management demands 

measurable positive outcomes from interventions. The research process, conversely, needs to allow 

for negative results as well as positive – sometimes you just need to try things to see if they work.

2. Doing useful things with research is hard. So teachers need to be allowed to struggle and build 

expertise over time. Performance management procedures (as currently operating in many schools) 

are more likely to demand instant results.

A large US survey of professional development found no evidence of direct impact on teacher improvement, and 

no common threads among those teachers who did improve. The report, conducted by the TNTP, concluded that:

‘The pervasive beliefs that “we know what works,” that more support for teachers is inherently good 

regardless of the results, and that development is the key to instructional excellence have all contributed to a 

vision of widespread teaching excellence just over the horizon that is mostly a mirage.’19

As they rightly say, this doesn’t mean we should give up. A review from the Teacher Development Trust 

suggests that well-designed professional development does have a significant effect on pupil achievement.20 

It also indicates that we don’t know what works as much as we think we do, and that teacher development 

isn’t working as well as it should.

That caution should similarly apply to government policy when it comes to recommending research-based 

innovations. Some 70% of overall respondents to our informal survey thought research evidence should 

‘mostly’ or ‘somewhat’ contribute to education policy – only 28% completely agreed that it should help form 

policy, though this rose to 38% for those whose schools engaged with research. 
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As David Leat, Anna Reid and Rachel Lofthouse put it in their paper on teachers’ experiences of research:

‘If research engagement simply becomes another policy imperative, driven by an expectation of rapid, measurable 

school improvement and relentless expectation to raise standards, it is unlikely to achieve its potential.’21

Three reasons for caution
It’s hard not to see the fantastic effect sizes reported for some interventions and think that these practices 

need to be adopted everywhere. But there are three very compelling reasons why research might struggle to 

scale up.

One is the well-documented negative correlation between sample size and effect size. In short, according to 

Slavin and Smith, the more pupils you test something with, the smaller the impact it is likely to show.22

  

Relationship Between Sample Size and Effect Size

Second is the issue of replication – things that research findings tell us should have worked, but didn’t, such 

as the case of Shared Maths. This is a peer tutoring programme that had successful results in its original trial 

in Scotland. Yet when the same programme was run by the same team in 82 schools across England, pupils 

made no more progress than the control group – despite the strong evidence for the benefits of peer tutoring 

generally.23 If trained researchers can’t replicate effects, how likely is it that non-specialist teachers will be 

able to effectively implement an intervention that worked elsewhere?

Third is the potential misuse created by any initiatives that might roll out ideas based in research – such as 

the distortion of assessment for learning by government prescription. Even a school-led initiative would be 

vulnerable to the problem of misinterpretation or misimplementation.
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Conclusion: is research-based 
classroom practice realistic, and is it 
desirable?

The answer is, it depends what that research looks like.

Take Dylan Wiliam’s definition of what it would take for teaching to be research-based:

‘Professionals would, for the majority of decisions they need to take, be able to find and access credible 

research studies that provided evidence that particular courses of action that would, implemented as 

directed, be substantially more likely to lead to better outcomes than others.’24

Let’s break this down.

For the majority of decisions. This is nowhere close to being the case. Some researchers estimate that teachers 

make upwards of 1000 small decisions each day, and few teachers are research literate enough for even a 

substantial minority of these to be research-based (nor does the research base for this to happen necessarily 

exist).25

Find and access. The majority of academic studies are behind paywalls, leaving teachers often hearing about 

them through second-hand media – blogs, tweets and word of mouth. Even when evidence can be accessed, 

the density and complexity of most academic work is off-putting to teachers with no formal research 

background. The realities of school life create significant obstacles.

Credible research studies. Although contradiction and varying findings are to be expected in the social 

sciences, the large range of outcomes in nominally similar research studies points to the large difference that 

even small differences in research design and implementation can have.26

Evidence that particular courses of action would, implemented as directed, be substantially more likely to 

lead to better outcomes than others. This is perhaps the trickiest of the bunch. Research evidence doesn’t 

always come with clear instructions about how to replicate it. Teachers going it alone are likely to struggle to 

reproduce effects. This is not helped by the fact that we know far less about what effective teaching looks like 

than we think – and judgements made by teacher observation often don’t match up to the data.27
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When we asked our panel whether research-based classroom practice was realistic and desirable we got a 

huge range of responses, from ‘it’s our only hope of salvation’, to ‘it may not be realistic, and it may not be 

desirable, but it’s the only thing we’ve got’.

‘ The philosophy of being a reflective practitioner is for 
everyone. You have to attempt to assess the impact you’re 
having’

Others framed the question in the context of teacher autonomy. Teachers leading their own research could 

be one of the answers to the need for the professionalism and independence of the profession: ‘it has to be 

better than telling me what to do’.

Most were reluctant to commit to research as the answer. But it definitely helps point the way. ‘The 

philosophy of being a reflective practitioner is for everyone. You have to attempt to assess the impact you’re 

having’. Research was seen as ‘something that stops you having shots in the dark’. 

A ‘small r’ research, action-focused and in the hands of every teacher who wants it, might just be realistic and 

is certainly desirable.

 

How might this work?
Wiliam draws a distinction between educational research and the ‘disciplined inquiry’ into their practice that 

every teacher should undertake. But is this distinction really a firm one? Most dictionaries define research as 

‘systematic investigation’: although there’s an obvious difference between the large-scale analyses of John 

Hattie and a teacher’s individual action research, both are a form of structured inquiry.

Teachers are in a unique and privileged position in their classrooms. Their relationship with the children they 

teach is possessed by no-one else. If implementation has been the big problem in educational research, that 

might largely be because that position has been glossed over. If we want to start using research evidence 

more productively, teacher research and research from educational researchers need to speak to each other.
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From the teacher’s perspective, here’s a very simple sketch of what this method of being research-informed 

could be like.

1. Start with some evidence. This could be large-scale evidence from randomised control trials and 

metastudies carried out by education researchers. Or it could be from small-scale action research or 

even a teacher’s anecdote. 

2. Evaluate the evidence. What were its intended aims? In what context did it take place? Was it, for 

instance, pure or applied research? Did it come from another science, such as psychology? What might 

have been excluded from the evidence? What possible biases might there be?

3. Would this evidence be useful for you in your context? If sharing with colleagues, present the research 

in an open fashion: ‘Does this idea appeal to you? Do you think it could help you improve your 

practice? Would it work for your pupils?’

4. If you still want to proceed, model an inquiry of your own around it: what you need to assess is if it 

works for you, your pupils and your teachers.

5. Monitor and evaluate impact, feed in new questions and ideas over time.

Schools using research should look to prioritise:

• research literacy: being able to evaluate the aims and purposes of different types of research, and 

decide what makes good evidence for your objectives

• teacher buy-in and engagement: if a teacher doesn’t engage with something, they’re likely to do it 

badly

• ongoing reflection: just adding to a teacher’s store of knowledge may be a good thing; a lot of research 

is not intended to be operationalised immediately

• working with the best available external evidence 

• professional development to support this process.

Policy makers and other educational institutions should recognise that:

• “what works” is context specific and dependent on implementation

• for this reason, top-down approaches that ignore teachers’ professional judgement and knowledge 

base are unlikely to be successful.
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Facing up to the challenges
Schools wanting to get more involved in research face a huge number of barriers.

1. Limited access to academic papers – paywalls.

2. Lack of time and resources to pursue it.

3. Papers themselves present intellectual and readability challenges.

4. Funding: CPD budgets are shrinking in most UK schools.

5. Lack of research expertise and literacy in the school system.

Asked to those whose schools did not engage with research
 

What barriers to engaging with research are there in your school or setting? (Tick all that apply)

But professional reflection is going on in schools all the time. Do we recognise the ways in which teachers 

already do research? If you blog, keep a journal or regularly reflect on your teaching, you’re already doing 

some form of investigation into practice. Teacher research may not be such a big step as you think.

‘ Do we recognise the ways in which teachers already do 
research?’
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This is obviously not the same as large-scale systematic research. Findings would be more localised, 

methodology different. But if all teachers were to put professional inquiry at the heart of what they do, 

supported by high-quality information from research institutions, CPD organisations and other important 

external bodies, the landscape of education would be very different.

For the majority of its history the driving force behind research-informed practice has been government 

initiatives, grant-making bodies and universities. With the emergence of movements like researchED, or 

platforms like Praxis, that balance is drawing back towards the teachers.

The College of Teaching might do much to make sure that quality research is communicated within the 

profession. This is already done in other professions: members of the Institution of Structural Engineers 

receive peer-reviewed papers every month. 

But teachers should also be given the space and training to take ownership of their individual practice and 

develop themselves, both as critical consumers of external research, and designers of their own small-scale 

research. 

One of our panellists said: ‘I could sob when I think of the work that has been done in educational research 

that just doesn’t get fed into the profession’. Things need to improve. Time to get to work.

About Optimus Education

We published this white paper to help teachers, leaders and policymakers get a better understanding 

of the complexity of evidence-based practices.

We think research-informed is the only way to go when it comes to delivering professional 

development, which is why we base all our content directly on what you tell us matters to you and try 

to spread the best available evidence on effective practice.

For more information about what we do and why it matters, head to www.optimus-education.com or 

drop us a line at customer.services@optimus-education.com.
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