
“At	the	Institute	of	Child	
Health,	we	early	career	
researchers	work	with	
children	and	rely	on	schools	
for	recruitment	to	trials.	
However	there	is	a	need	for	
more	formal	training	about	
schools:	it	should	be	an	
essential	part	of	continuing	
professional	development."
Dr Merina Su
Post doc researcher

1 How to involve children and young people in research’ Participation Works (2009)
2 IOE unpublished paper ‘Outline for an IOE R&D Network of Schools’, Greany, T. 
(2013)

The nature of the professional divide was explored through 
conversations and anecdotal evidence gathered from two focus 
group sessions attended by ECRs at UCL. These confirmed a 
lack of professional development opportunities about  
successful approaches to conducting research with children 
and young people via schools. ECRs highlighted both gaps in 
their knowledge about schools and a wish to develop skills to 
be able to work more collaboratively with teaching staff. 
Among the areas ECRs identified for support and development 
were:
• Understanding the school system 
• Child protection
• Creating materials that children and school professionals 

can access and understand

The	challenge	

School is the most important place outside of the home for 
children and young people and, as such, plays a crucial role in 
helping to shape their health and wellbeing. There is a growing 
demand for evidence to assist schools to promote health and 
wellbeing ever more effectively. However, the gaps in 
professional culture and organisational priorities, between 
researchers and school practitioners, which contribute to limiting 
the quality of research about child health. 

The trial programme, between UCL and Swiss Cottage Special 
School and its teaching school alliance (TSA), sought first to 
understand the gap better from the university research 
perspective. This then informed the design of a programme of 
parallel professional development between early career 
researchers (ECRs) at UCL and middle leaders from schools 
involved in the Swiss Cottage TSA. 

Research investigations into child health face challenges when 
the implementation of a project involves working with schools. 
For example the recruitment of volunteer participants can fall 
short of the sampling requirements, which affects the quality of 
the findings1, and there can be tensions about fitting into school 
time constraints. On the school side of this divide, the academic 
research process has been criticised for “doing to” schools, 
rather than “with” schools. As a result a lack of mutual 
ownership ensues, together with a suspicion by educational 
professionals of research’s relevance and benefits2. Translation 
into practice is further weakened because existing health and 
wellbeing research is not readily accessible to and often only 
partially understood by teachers. 

Trial	Research	Development	Programme	for	Aspiring	
Research	Leaders	and	Aspiring	School	Leaders

Theme: Research	– school	collaboration;	
professional	development

Who	was	involved: The	Swiss	Cottage	School	Teaching	School	Alliance;	
UCL	Institute	of	Child	Health;	Schools	Health	&	
Wellbeing	Research	Network.

Background

The	Solution	
The Schools Health & Wellbeing Research Network 
(SHWBRN) worked with UCL’s Institute of Child Health the 
Swiss Cottage Teaching School Alliance (TSA) to trial a 
joint professional development programme between ECRs 
and school middle leaders. The ECRs were recruited via 
internal adverts, promotion from principal investigators 
linked to the SHWBRN and, most importantly, via a 
volunteer ECR who gave time to support the pilot including 
recruiting participants. The middle leaders (MLs) had 
already committed to an aspiring leaders programme with 
the TSA, from autumn 2015 to spring 2016.

The trial tested combining the existing, validated, Aspiring 
Leaders programme, of seven workshops for MLs, with 
three new workshops for ECRs, together with joint 
activities and school visits. The aim was for MLs to enrich 
their understanding of research and enquiry through the 
dialogue with the ECRs. While the ECRs would improve 
their understanding of the English school system, 
including through visits to schools. Reflections from these 
were combined into a poster that summarised their 
learning about research collaboration with schools now 
and in the future.
Time pressure was a consideration for all participants. 
The SHWBRN staff undertook to bid for funding, both 
within UCL and from external sources, to assist with costs 
such as materials and travel for ECRs and MLs.

• Ways to promote the 
benefits of research 
engagement to 
schools

These could then be 
shaped into a 
framework for ECRs 
and teachers to 
establish lasting 
professional 
collaborations.



Outcomes

Ten ECRs from UCL enrolled into the trial programme and 
they were linked up with ten middle leaders from four 
schools who signed up to the TSA’s Aspiring Leaders 
course.
The workshop sessions were all delivered successfully, to 
positive feedback from the participants. Feedback from the 
ECRs indicate that the aims to increase understanding of 
the English school system and share tips on approaches to 
collaboration with schools were both fully met. The majority 
of the ten ECRs had little or no direct experience of the 
English school system, reflecting the international nature of 
research at UCL.
Examples of additional learning from the workshops 
include: 
• “I was struck by the importance of child safeguarding in 

schools. It was interesting to hear that none of other 
ECRs had ever, as part of their research work, been 
given child protection training despite a number of us 
having previously worked with young people in 
schools.” (ECR)

• “It was valuable to review the values that researchers 
and teachers share in common.” (ECR)

Both through the workshops and school visits, ECRs 
reported an increase in cross-sector understanding. An 
example of approaches to collaboration reported in one of 
the posters are: 
• Need to schedule research activities around the school 

timetable. 
• Research activities cannot take too much time. 
• All research activities must have a clear aim and 

outcome which is relevant to schools. 
Due to wider changes it was not possible to follow up the 
middle leaders and to what extent their understanding of 
research and collaboration improved.

The final aim was to facilitate on-going research 
collaboration between ECRs and middle leaders. The 
wider changes to the SHWBRN and lack of opportunity to 
follow up with participants six months has led to a lack of 
any evidence for this aim. The SHWBRN was unsuccessful 
in bids for funding to support the trial, too, which meant that 
ECRs and MLs had to finance ancillary costs either 
through their institute or school or personally.

“I	strongly	believe	this	
programme	is	an	
opportunity	that	should	be	
offered	to	all	researchers,	
though	not	limited	to	ECRs,	
as	it	provided	essential	
training	and	discussion	
that	is	not	available	
elsewhere."

Ashok Sakhardande, 
UCL Institute of Cognitive 
Neuroscience

The main lessons drawn from the trial are:

1) Collaboratives are difficult
The pilot attempted to work across UCL and Swiss Cottage 
School TSA, at a high level, and to support the 
establishment of links between ECRs from individual 
research institutes and teachers from schools. This 
complex web of organisations was brought together by the 
SHWBRN.
Such a web requires sufficient leadership commitment, 
together with a catalyst to enable the project to develop, as 
well as the commitment of all participants. The 
commitment of the ECRs remained high, but the other 
elements were weak or changed over the six months of the 
trial.
2) Professional development is an important feature of 

collaboration
For school research collaboration to become established, 
both partners need to have sufficient understanding of 
each others’ roles and also respective similarities. For 
ECRs brought up in Germany, Finland or New Zealand, an 
understanding of how schooling is structured in England is 
a prerequisite of being able to navigate the system and 
build relationships with school staff.

3) The quality of research about children and young 
people can be improved through collaboration

As a consequence of the time pressures faced by 
researchers and by schools, too often the group of children 
and young people sampled in research is smaller or key 
groups are under-represented. This risks bias creeping into 
the enquiry. 
An example reflection from an ECR: “this visit and the 
discussion of SEN during the second workshop really 
helped highlight the need to consider how best to include 
all students [in research] wherever possible”.

Lessons	Learned

The Schools Health & Wellbeing Research Network has now 
merged with the Anna Freud Centre’s Schools In Mind 
programme: http://www.annafreud.org/services-schools/


