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PRAISE FOR THE BOOK






For a field that is rife with superficial and ill-informed thinking, it’s rare to read something about professional development that is so considered, so insightful and so based on evidence as this book is. I can think of no better guide for school leaders looking to create a dynamic culture of development for their staff. An indispensable guide.


Dr Carl Hendrick, Wellington College. @C_Hendrick


Rarely does one read a book that captures not only the essence of its time, but also makes such a distinct and valuable contribution in its field. Full of practical advice on, for example, great professional learning, applying for jobs, working abroad, and gaining qualifications, I have no doubt this book will be a faithful companion to teachers right across the UK and beyond. Kate and Robin are honest and pragmatic about the challenges for our profession but optimistic and bullish about what can be achieved. It draws on a wonderfully diverse range of teachers and leaders to offer educationalists a rich range of perspectives, all grounded in reality, yet rooted in achieving the best for the next generation. Highly recommended!


Andy Buck, Founder – Leadership Matters, Creator – 
The BASIC Coaching Method, CEO – Andy Buck Leadership Services 
and author of Leadership Matters. @Andy__Buck


The Teaching Life is terrific. Two young, yet widely experienced professionals with a lens informed by working in a number of different jurisdictions have written the book that would have been so helpful to me earlier in my career. Kate and Robin have grounded The Teaching Life in insights from research, practice, and conversations with individuals. This serves to make it a lively and really helpful resource and reference for teachers considering how to make the most of their talents and time in this marvellous profession.


Mary Myatt, Education consultant, founder of Myatt and Co and author. 
@MaryMyatt


The Teaching Life is a fantastic read. The interplay of evidence and experiences brought to the table by Kate and Robin ensures that teachers and leaders at any stage of their career can both relate to this book and draw out clear ideas to further their own professional development. It is fluid, research rich yet also offers highly relatable practical examples and oceans of advice. An absolute must read.


Sam Strickland, Principal of The Duston School and author of 
Education Exposed. @Strickomaster


In this book, Kate and Robin have tackled the broad and vitally important challenge of teacher professional learning. Being a successful teacher, as they have recognised, is about much more than just becoming a teacher – it’s also about what you do after that point. There are so many different ways that today’s professionals can engage with learning opportunities, and The Teaching Life provides a very engaging and useful guide to these. I was particularly pleased to see the focus that the book places on engagement with research, and on sharing and networking. If we are to have a high-quality teacher profession, we need teachers to understand the opportunities that are available for them to develop and to grow their skills and knowledge. Kate and Robin – both inspiring educators themselves, as well as talented authors – are perfectly placed to guide readers to better understand these opportunities. The Teaching Life is highly recommended.


Jonathan Firth, author and Teaching Fellow, School of Education, 
University of Strathclyde. @JW_Firth


Teaching can be challenging and arduous, but it can also be uniquely inspiring and influential for the lives of young people. Kate and Robin offer a personal and powerful account of the joy of teaching, along with lots of practical advice on how to navigate your way through a flourishing career. From accessing good quality professional development, to accessing evidence, and taking your next steps in your career, it offers a clear, helpful window on a successful teaching life.


Alex Quigley is National Content Manager at the Education 
Endowment Foundation, and author of Closing the Reading Gap
and other books for teachers. @AlexJQuigley


Where does your life as a teacher stop and the rest of your life start? Where does your life as learner stop and the rest of your life start? Much as having boundaries is vital to preserving teacher wellbeing, the opportunities for those who work in education to flip tradition and find opportunities for professional learning in new places and formats are exciting and liberating. The Teaching Life is a superb book that explores these themes and provides a menu of options that will provide something of value to EVERY teacher, no matter how much prior experience, time or budget they have. This is a massively important contribution to the world of teacher education from Robin and Kate.


Lena Carter, Deputy Head Teacher of 2 to 18 Pupil Support in Scotland, WomenEdScotland Lead, Teacherhug Radio Presenter (Wellbeing Team). 
@lenabellina


A highly accessible and informative book for teachers (new, experienced and those returning to teaching) as well as school leaders to assist them negotiate between the demands of the everyday while retaining a thirst for knowledge and personal growth. Drawing from vignettes from a range of teachers and school leaders from across the UK and internationally, the book provides ideas on how to engage with transformative professional learning, to engage in learning that is cognitively demanding and reflexive and to consider what might be needed at different stages of the career journey.


Professor Emerita Rowena Arshad CBE, FEIS 
Chair in Multicultural and Anti-Racist Education. @rowenaarshad


In The Teaching Life, Kate and Robin have produced a book for every teacher, for every stage of their career. It covers a plethora of topics from classroom to career and places the enhancement of teachers’ experiences of the profession at the heart of the book. What is exceptional is the diverse range of voices, case studies, and robust questions that provide a pathway for further deeper professional discussions. From Early Career Teacher to those in leadership, there is something for you in this book and I get the sense that once you have read it, it will leave you with a sense of optimism about your own teaching life.


Sonia Thompson, Headteacher at St Matthew’s 
Research and Support School. @son1bun
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FOREWORD BY DAME ALISON PEACOCK





To teach is to learn.


This powerful book celebrates the importance of professional learning as a necessary precursor to career development. When I began my teaching career many years ago, the process of actively planning a career path was uncommon. Often promotion was achieved with a lack of transparency – through a ‘tap on the shoulder’ or as a matter of expediency. Opportunities appeared (or didn’t) with a degree of randomness. The professional learning menu offered in these pages shows how much progress has been achieved: you can now discover a wealth of opportunities to grow your career and build the professional capacity which will enable you to transform children’s lives for the better.


My own career developed because I was fortunate enough to be able to afford to study for a master’s degree while taking a career-break with our two children. I found time to read a great deal and as I was studying Early Years I also had two little developing case-studies at my fingertips. I taught part-time at a local village school and carried out a mini-research study of a child with additional needs for my thesis. Upon my return to full-time teaching, I was approached by one of my tutors to participate in some research with our students and subsequently was recruited to join the Learning without Limits project as one of the nine teachers across England whose inclusive classroom practice was studied. So began a period of twelve years when my teaching and then my leadership was scrutinised, critiqued and ultimately written about by academics. I was actively involved in the process of review and reflection through a form of coaching and enquiry where others would observe my work and then hold up a mirror, genuinely interested in my response to their analysis.


I realise that being the subject of research as a teacher and carrying out the role of headteacher/ insider-researcher as we studied at my school, was a rare privilege, and I will always be grateful for this. Essentially, I was given the opportunity to deeply consider the principles that underpinned my teaching and leadership. I was called upon to study and explain the unconscious decision-making processes which occur multiple times during any lesson. Through this greater knowledge of self, and through a sense of openness, it became easier to lead and to maintain a vision driven by clear values and dispositions.


The central premise of this book is that teachers grow and develop their practice, their efficacy and their purpose, when they are enabled to flourish. The developing role of the teacher is too important to leave to chance. My decision to leave headship to establish the Chartered College of Teaching was based entirely on the same premise. I am convinced that professional learning and enhanced expertise have the capacity to transform not only classrooms but entire schools and collaboratives. We have a collective responsibility to build cultures of ambitious professional learning and growth on behalf of every child or young person who attends school. Thank you for choosing this book, I wish you every success in this collective endeavour as we seek to build schools and colleges full of inspired, knowledgeable, fulfilled colleagues.


Professor Dame Alison Peacock
Chief Executive Officer of the Chartered College of Teaching


#THETEACHINGLIFE

















INTRODUCTION







ROBIN


If there is one person I have consciously modelled myself on as a teacher, it’s my father’s cousin Archie Bevan. Here’s why.


Archie was born in 1925 in Lewisham, London, but tragedy struck when his father died before his birth. His mother moved with her children to be with her sister in Stromness, Orkney, and Archie grew up helping in the family bakery. In 1938, Archie went to the Empire Exhibition in Glasgow, which clearly had a profound effect on him; he later wrote about this experience in a book, Westward Ho. In 1942 he enlisted in the Royal Artillery and served in India, and was still there in 1947 to witness the human catastrophe of partition.


After his military service he read English at Edinburgh University, and qualified as a teacher at Moray House, the School of Education. He moved back to Orkney to become a teacher, and in 1952 he married Elizabeth Cromarty, who would become his lifelong friend and collaborator. They had three children together, and many grand (and great-grand) children. He went on to be Head of English at Stromness Academy, and then Deputy Rector (‘deputy head’) until his retirement in 1988.


This would have been a busy enough life just as it stands, but Archie’s civic efforts were phenomenal. He was politically active as a convinced socialist; he was involved in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and campaigned in general elections. He hosted a show for Radio Orkney, was an officer in the Boys’ Brigade, a member of the Hoy Trust and the Orkney Regional Health Board. In 1968, he was a founding member of the Orkney Heritage Society, of which he was chairman for many years.


Perhaps his most significant collaboration came from his friendship with two of the greats of British culture in the 20th century. The poet and author, and fellow Orcadian, George Mackay Brown was a trusted friend and made Archie his literary executor when he died. Archie curated the poet’s unpublished works and brought them into print, and he co-edited the Collected Poems in 2005. He was made an honorary fellow of the Association of Literary Studies in 2012.


Archie met the composer Peter Maxwell Davies when the latter was on his first visit to Orkney. Max (as he was known to his friends) took the ferry to Hoy, clutching his newly purchased book by George Mackay Brown which had mesmerised him. Another passenger, Kulgin Duval, noticing the book, approached him saying he was about to see the author who was staying with friends in Rackwick, so would he like to tag along? This visit, on a dull rainy day brightened by Archie and Elizabeth’s curry and home brew, fostered a lifelong friendship between composer, poet and teacher which saw them establishing, largely over the Bevan kitchen table, the internationally renowned St Magnus Festival in 1977. It is still going today.


Archie was recognised for his efforts with an MBE in 2000, and sadly passed away in 2015. It is fair to say that his impact on culture and education extended far beyond his beloved home community in Orkney. When I went to visit his grave, I couldn’t help but notice something. How could you possibly sum up such a rich and vibrant life? There was one word that Archie wanted to be remembered for, and had it carved on his tombstone. It reads:







ARCHIE – TEACHER




[image: Grave tombstone of a teacher named “Archibald Herbert Bevan”, lovingly known as Archie. As per the headstone, he died in Hopedale on February 23rd, 2015, aged 89.]




This book is therefore for everyone who is proud to call themselves a teacher, and who wants to do the job to the best of their ability. It is about learning as much as you can about the craft of the profession, and how to plan your career so you make the most of it. It is written by two people who simply love what they do and want to help others feel the same way about teaching. I will spend the rest of my career (and my life) trying to make the same level of contribution to society that Archie Bevan did. I doubt I will get anywhere close to his remarkable list of accomplishments, but I will keep trying all the same. That, in essence, is what drives the best teachers out there.







KATE


In the second year of my teaching career my line manager asked when I would be applying for a Head of Department role. I was told about upcoming opportunities in the local area and was encouraged to start looking. I was very taken aback by this as I had struggled through my NQT (Newly Qualified Teacher) year and felt I had so much more to learn before even thinking about leadership. I had not yet taken a cohort through a full two-year examination course, and I lacked confidence in many areas, from behaviour management to subject knowledge.


My line manager had no intention of leaving at that point so a promotion to Head of Department would have meant leaving the school. I loved the school. I enjoyed working with the students and staff, I felt I was finally getting to know people and understand the different systems and routines in place. I didn’t feel ready for leadership and I didn’t want to leave the school I was at. This traditional model of leadership and career progression was suggested early in my teaching career, so I felt it was the natural route to follow.


I took my time to develop as a teacher, and in terms of learning and trying to improve as a classroom teacher, I am still doing so a decade later. I have led without a title, time and money. I didn’t realise leading without a title was actually providing me with great experiences and useful opportunities that would support me later in my career but there is a time limit to leading without any formal recognition and support. I have been rejected from pastoral leadership positions because I have been told my strengths lie with academic teaching and learning. I expressed that I wanted to develop in other areas and not be confined to one aspect, albeit an important aspect, of education. I have also experienced a lot of success in my career so far, which has left me feeling fulfilled, happy and proud.


I have held a number of middle leadership roles, but my career has taken a quite unexpected turn which I could not have planned for or predicted when I first started teaching, mainly because lots of the things I now do linked to education did not exist (or weren’t mainstream) in 2010 when I qualified. In terms of career progression, I have experienced a lot of failures, disappointments and frustrations and no doubt more failures lie ahead, and likely more success and exciting opportunities too.


Teaching has taken me all over the world; teaching in a wonderful British curriculum school in Abu Dhabi, visiting a school in Sri Lanka and presenting at an educational conference in Hong Kong to name just a few highlights. I have a global network of educators, from classroom teachers based in the UK to leading academics in Australia. Reflecting on my teaching practice has led to me becoming a writer; for my own blog, various educational magazines and for this, my sixth book with John Catt Publishing. Talking about teaching has resulted in me having my own podcast and being a host on a radio network dedicated to teachers. Teaching has opened so many doors for me, but the door to the classroom is always my favourite door to walk through. My teacher life has been, and still is, incredible and highly enjoyable but not without its challenges.


Robin and I have had many discussions about the changing and exciting nature of education and what it means to be a teacher today. Being a teacher and school leader can be difficult, demanding and at times exhausting. Being a teacher and school leader can be immensely rewarding, fulfilling and unique. Each teacher has their own path to follow, and we need to recognise and respect this in our profession. We all have our own aims, ambitions, goals and limits, but regardless of yours we hope this book will help you reflect on your teaching career thus far and support you with further career development and progression whatever door you choose to open.


#THETEACHINGLIFE
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SECTION 1


PROFESSIONAL LEARNING





The first section of this book is dedicated to professional learning. Schools are an embodiment of learning, and this shouldn’t just apply to the students, but to all the teachers and leaders too. We believe professional learning is at the heart of the teaching life.


Professional learning has transformed in many ways over recent years, with elements of it proving popular now which did not exist or were not even possible as recently as just ten years ago. However, there are many long standing components of professional learning which have always been relevant and will continue to be so; for example learning from our colleagues and observing others teach. The first section of our book will focus on elements of change and continuity within professional learning. Regardless of your role or experience, we strongly believe that professional learning can and should be highly effective, empowering and enjoyable.




IS IT A GOLDEN AGE OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING?


Teacher and author Carl Hendrick (@C_Hendrick)1 tweeted about professional learning in September 2020:


When I think back to when I started teaching, it’s amazing just how narrow CPD was. It took me years to discover stuff. Now there’s a wealth of opportunity for teachers to become informed about their profession. We’re living in a golden age of professional development.


We both agree with Hendrick and can relate to his previous experiences, struggling and muddling our way through professional learning. In the early years of our careers professional learning or CPD (continuing professional development) was infrequent, high cost and closely linked to ticking boxes as opposed to promoting ongoing and meaningful review, reflection and effective development and dialogue.


Teachers would be set a specific target or targets for a term or year, sometimes with no input or involvement in what those targets would be; then once that box was ticked that particular door would be closed permanently, only for another to be temporarily opened. Professional learning felt disjointed and not always productive or helpful, when in fact it should be the exact opposite. Professional learning should develop the individual but also link with departmental, phase and whole school priorities.


The abundance of materials and opportunities now available can be a blessing and a curse. There is a wealth of professional learning content, and this is ultimately a good thing, but the sheer volume and variety can be overwhelming and even intimidating. It can feel challenging to attempt to keep up with emerging trends, developments and reading all the latest blogs or books because, quite simply, we can’t. It is worth noting here that not all that glitters is gold. There is an issue with quality assurance, and unfortunately professional learning content (whether that be events, webinars or books) is not all high quality and can leave teachers feeling irritated instead of informed. Professor Becky Allen has explored this issue, writing:


We consistently see that it is secondary school classroom teachers that are the most negative about their experiences of CPD, perhaps because so little is subject specific. For example, 40% of them feel that CPD has had little or NO impact on their classroom practice. Many classroom teachers also report that abandoning INSET days would have no effect on their teaching!2


Allen further adds the importance of getting professional development right; ‘I think that supporting teachers in getting better at teaching is critical to teacher morale and the long-term health of the schooling system.’


We suggest taking time to carefully consider all the professional learning you are thinking about undertaking: is the juice worth the squeeze? Even if the content is free, there is a time cost. Is that time better spent elsewhere? Conversations with other teachers and leaders about professional learning should be taking place regularly. If a book has been helpful or beneficial then it can be useful to share that with those around you and online. The same can apply for events and courses; if you would or wouldn’t recommend it then be vocal about that with others, although what might help one teacher in a specific context might not be as relevant to another teacher in a different one.


Professional development was once confined to one-off Inset days at a hotel venue with potential networking opportunities, but those days are slowly disappearing. We both believe that the biggest transformation to happen in terms of professional learning has been teachers and leaders taking ownership and control of when and what they choose to focus on. Professional learning is now more varied, frequent, accessible and can be low cost with a high impact, so a key factor to consider is choice. There is a wealth of books, blogs, articles, events, webinars, qualifications and so on. We simply cannot attend, view, read or access them all. Some do complain about the professional learning market becoming saturated, but they forget that we have a choice, and that choice is powerful.


We can choose what we spend our time and energy (and money) on; agency is important. Teachers and leaders have control over the choice of the professional learning decisions they make; for example, you chose to read this book and others chose not to. There will be times, perhaps during a whole school Inset, where choice isn’t an option, for instance with compulsory safeguarding training, but for the majority of the time we have choices.




The professional learning gap


Although this has likely always existed in schools, it is becoming clearer and more evident that there is a professional learning gap in our profession. There is a well-known and widely shared quote from Dylan Wiliam about professional learning:


If we accept that every teacher needs to improve, not because they are not good enough, but because they can be even better, professional development becomes welcome – it is just the way we become better.3


It promotes a very important message, and we wholeheartedly agree with the sentiment. Regardless of the years in the classroom or role within a school, each individual can and should continually aim to improve. Professional learning should be consistent from initial teacher training to the end of a teacher’s career. The needs will change and evolve as we progress throughout our career, but the desire to grow and refine our skills should remain.


The ‘professional learning gap’ refers to the clear distinction between those teachers and leaders who embrace professional learning and those who reject it. This is commonplace in schools around the world and poses problems for school leaders. Ultimately, the people that suffer will be the children taught by those teachers who do not have a desire to learn, develop and improve their practice. A vast number of teachers are very knowledgeable about the latest developments in education and actively take ownership of their professional learning. There are many different methods – some of which are explored in this section – to help educators stay informed as the profession moves forward, but the challenge for school leaders is to try to get all staff in a school engaged and excited about professional learning. How can this be achieved?


Schools have a responsibility to support their staff with professional learning; mainly in terms of time and finance (although there are other factors to consider), and school leaders at all levels must lead by example in terms of embracing professional learning. We believe all great teachers have one key element in common; they never stop learning. We also believe that all great schools have one thing in common; they never stop improving. A great teacher will flourish at a school that encourages them to keep learning. A great school will only be able to improve with teachers that never stop learning. Teacher development and school improvement go hand in hand.


When teachers and leaders are reluctant to engage and develop professionally or have perhaps plateaued, with no interest or responsibility for their own professional learning, it is very disappointing. We have empathy with those who struggle to find the time to engage with research or reading, and that issue does need to be addressed and resolved with support. What frustrates us more is the attitude of those who think they don’t really need to keep learning and developing once they have got a few years of experience; the CPD they do is statutory and done under sufferance, but other than that they feel there is no need to keep working on pedagogy or keep abreast of new insights gleaned from research. Treating deeper learning about what we do with cynicism is not the right attitude, and definitely not one we should model to our colleagues and students. Having said that, there are teachers who do engage with research and evidence yet feel frustrated because senior leaders at their schools are not doing the same. Conversely, there are the senior and middle leaders who are leading by example, using evidence-informed practice and methods, but who struggle to motivate their colleagues to do the same.


We don’t claim to have all the answers, but we do aim to provide a wealth of helpful suggestions and practical advice in this section for effective and evidence-informed professional learning. It is likely the professional learning gap will always exist, as it probably does in other professions, but the fact that you are reading this book shows you are dedicating time to develop your professional learning. And remember, you can also play an important role in the professional development of others, from colleagues around you to those you may lead.










THE CHANGING ECONOMICS OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING


In this section we will explore low cost, high impact methods of professional learning that have become popular and highly accessible in recent years. We also look at a range of qualifications and courses that are costly. We consider all of these in terms of both their impact and the required investment of time, effort and finance.


The Education Policy Institute (EPI) published a report in July 2021 entitled The cost of high-quality professional development for teachers in England which discussed the potential benefits of investing in professional development for teachers. It will always be difficult to assess how much schools spend on professional learning for staff, and what value they get for that expenditure, as there are many variables. A school may choose to focus on in-house CPD, therefore not spending the same amount of money as they would on inviting an external speaker or consultant, but we cannot measure effectiveness simply by how much money is spent. The EPI report investigated how much schools spend on professional learning:




	The current cost of teacher professional development differs significantly among schools. It also encompasses not just the direct spending on the CPD training itself, but also the costs to staff time from their participation.



	Taking this into account, on average, schools in England spend around £3,000 per teacher per year on professional development.



	The average spending on CPD per teacher is slightly higher for academies than for local authority-maintained schools, with academies spending around £3,050 per teacher per year, compared to around £2,850 for local authority-maintained schools.



	The vast majority of schools (around 80%) spend just under 3% of their total school budget on teacher CPD each year, which is higher than previous estimates.






The key findings from the report stated the following:




	EPI research has shown that introducing a formal entitlement for teachers in England to 35 hours of high quality CPD a year would boost pupil attainment by an extra two-thirds of a GCSE grade – which in turn translates to extra lifetime earnings of over £6,000 per pupil.



	In the short term, a policy of CPD entitlement could also significantly improve retention, leading to an estimated 12,000 extra teachers remaining in the profession a year.



	Despite these benefits, secondary school teachers in England spend fewer hours a year on CPD compared to other OECD nations, while it is also likely that the majority of CPD currently being provided in England does not meet the criteria for high-quality CPD.






Any data and financial figures published do not take into account the fact that teachers and school leaders also spend their own money on professional learning. This can include buying books, attending paid events (and expenses such as travel), attaining qualifications and more. Where do we draw the line? Should teachers and school leaders as professionals spend their own money? Many are happy to do so and consider it a personal investment as well as a professional one, and find it enjoyable and interesting. However, there is no denying that schools also have a significant role to play in the economics of professional learning.


There is often a tension when authoring a book; whether to focus on breadth or depth? We aim to do both, but we also recognise that inclusion of a wide breadth of areas can result in a lack of depth at times. Professional learning is relevant to everyone involved in education, although there will be parts within this section of the book that are more relevant than others to different educators. We are hopeful that every teacher and leader, regardless of their position or experience, will be provided with plenty of food for thought and we have added challenge questions at the end of each chapter to help you reflect further. Our main goal is that ultimately this book will act as a valuable method of professional learning for teachers and school leaders at all levels.


#THETEACHINGLIFE




1. Whenever we cite an educator in the book who uses Twitter, we add their handle immediately after their name so you can follow them. Using social media for professional learning is a major theme of the book, so we’ve tried to make it easy for you to connect with people we respect.



2. Allen, R. (2019, January 16) If CPD is so important, then why is so much of it so bad? Musings on education policy. https://rebeccaallen.co.uk/2019/01/16/if-cpd-is-so-important-then-why-is-so-much-of-it-so-bad/



3. Wiliam, D. (2019) Teaching not a research-based profession. TES, 30 May 2019. https://www.tes.com/news/dylan-wiliam-teaching-not-research-based-profession



























CHAPTER 1:


EVIDENCE-INFORMED PROFESSIONAL LEARNING





Purpose of this chapter: To explain the benefits of becoming
evidence-informed and how this can be achieved.


There is an appetite among the teaching profession to learn more about how research – and specifically evidence from research – can support classroom practice. Teachers and school leaders are keen to become evidence-informed in their approach to professional learning and development. Wiliam has stated that ‘Every teacher needs to get better at the things that the best available evidence shows have the biggest impact on student achievement.’4


As mentioned in the introduction to this section, some methods of professional development for teachers and school leaders are radically different and unrecognisable from those used in previous years. In an ever changing and digital world we need to embrace these changes. We need to ensure that new technologies, strategies and methods do not negatively add to teacher workload but instead enhance and support teacher development and ongoing learning to ultimately have a positive impact on our students.


Before we explore the benefits, potential barriers and other issues related to evidence-informed professional learning and practice, it is important to clearly establish what we mean when we refer to evidence-informed practice. There are myths and misconceptions around the term ‘evidence-informed’ in education. It does not mean blindly following and accepting any research or evidence presented to us. Being evidence-informed involves carefully combining the best evidential findings from the available research with our professional judgment, expertise and experience, and applying that within our own unique classroom context. Wiliam writes:


Classrooms are just too complicated for research ever to tell teachers exactly what to do. Teachers need to know about research, so that they can make smarter decisions about where to invest their time, but teachers, and school leaders need to become critical consumers of research – using research evidence where it is available and relevant, but also recognising that there are many things teachers need to make decisions about where there is no research evidence, and also realising that sometimes the research that is available may not be applicable in a particular context.5


Evidence is only one aspect of being evidence-informed in education. This graphic, created by the Chartered College of Teaching (CCT),6 clearly and simply illustrates what it means to be an evidence-informed practitioner.




Figue 1: Evidence-informed practice




[image: A 3-circle Venn diagram illustrating the 3 elements that constitute evidence-informed practice.]







Leading academics Paul A. Kirschner and Tim Surma7 also provide a useful explanation to distinguish between the terms evidence-based and evidence-informed. They write:


There is an, albeit sometimes subtle, distinction between evidence-based and evidence-informed in terms of practice in education. An evidence-based practice is an approach to practice that focuses practitioner attention on sound empirical evidence in professional decision making and action. Evidence-informed practice is still based on empirical evidence, but acknowledges the fact that it’s harder for real classroom practice to determine what works for who under which circumstances. What seems to work in one classroom does not always work in another classroom.


Hence why evidence alone is simply not enough. Kirschner and Surma further add:


Five-year-olds are different from fifteen-year-olds both with respect to their cognitive development and their knowledge and expertise, a lesson on concepts and definitions is different from a lesson on applications, and to a lesser extent a lesson in chemistry differs from a lesson in drawing. Also, what works for one teacher might not work for another because teachers differ qualitatively; subtle and not so subtle differences between teachers mean that the way that they carry out the same thing differs both in how it is carried out and how it is perceived by their students. Also, what works in a lesson today won’t necessarily work in the same lesson this afternoon, tomorrow, or in three months.


This further illustrates the points regarding nuance and context being key.


Another point we wish to highlight from Kirschner and Surma is that evidence does not provide us with all the answers. Application of evidence is dependent on classroom teachers and school leaders within their setting: ‘While “evidence-based” provides fairly hard results, “evidence-informed” is less hard, but still very useful with a higher chance of success if applied thoughtfully’. It is this thoughtful application that needs to be supported by ongoing professional learning in order to be evidence-informed.








DIFFERENT TYPES OF EVIDENCE


Discussing the ‘evidence’ element of evidence-informed practice can raise a lot of questions, for example where is the evidence from? How reliable is the evidence? How secure is the evidence base? Below is a summary of the different types of research that can elicit evidence linked to education. Some methods and approaches are regarded as more rigorous, reliable or accessible than others and each have their advantages and disadvantages.




Action research


This refers to research undertaken in a school environment in order to address a problem, answer a question or make a significant impact on an area of school improvement at a whole school or classroom level. This can be completed as part of a qualification such as an MA in Education or a Doctorate (you can read more about this in Chapter 5). Action research is often on a smaller scale and less formal than research carried out by academics; examples include lesson study and practitioner enquiry. The key factor of action research is that it is carried out by teachers and leaders within schools, which means it can focus on a precise issue in a specific context, involving the teachers and students that can benefit directly from the research findings. A problem with this approach is that it is carried out by teachers and leaders, many of whom are very busy with the daily demands of their roles and are perhaps not trained in the art and science of conducting and analysing research studies and experiments.


The School of Education at the University of Bristol describes action research in their course as the following:


The start of the process is usually an issue or situation that, as a teacher, you want to change. You will be supported in turning this ‘interesting problem’ into a ‘researchable question’ and then developing actions to try out. You will draw on the findings of other researchers to help develop actions and interpret the consequences. As an action researcher, or teacher-researcher, you will generate research. Enquiring into your practice will inevitably lead you to question the assumptions and values that are often overlooked during the course of normal school life. Assuming the habit of inquiry can become an ongoing commitment to learning and developing as a practitioner. As a teacher-researcher you assume the responsibility for being the agent and source of change.8








Research


It can be commonplace to hear the phrase ‘The research tells us …’ but that should immediately elicit a response such as ‘What research? Where is this research from? Has it been peer reviewed? Has the research study or experiment been replicated? Under what conditions and context was the research carried out?’ Research can lead to more questions than answers. Research refers to the collection of evidence, data and information which is collected and published. In education there are many variables to consider with research and the conditions in which it is carried out, which can vary from a classroom to a laboratory. While we need to take care and exercise caution when engaging with research we should do so with an open mind and a desire to improve while also fully understanding that although most research can help us, no single research paper, journal or study will provide all the answers we are looking for.


Bradley Busch, a psychologist from Inner Drive, has wisely phrased it that, ‘On our own, we are all separately bumbling around lost in the dark to our own experiences. With research, we at least have a lamp and a map to help guide us.’9 Research can provide us with insight, guidance and support but as Kate has previously written in Love to Teach, research is only one piece of a complex puzzle when it comes to teaching and learning in schools.


Wiliam points out that:


A further difference between teaching and other professions is the role of research, and who creates it. Very few teachers are involved in academic research, and the vast bulk of published research in education is produced by academics in universities who are rarely involved in teaching the students that are the focus of their research. In other professions, much of the published research is done by those who are still practicing.10


This can account for the skepticism or reluctance of some teachers to engage with academic research findings, which can be seen as being far removed from the classroom.








Meta-analysis


A meta-analysis does not refer to research but rather to a collection of research and evidence findings which have been grouped together for analysis, thus combining research with an explanation of the wider picture. An example of meta-analysis is the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) and their published findings and various toolkits. The EEF writes on their website:


The nature of a meta-analysis is that it aggregates a number of different effect sizes from different studies into a single effect size. It is, therefore, unlikely that any effect size we get from meta-analysis would not differ from any of the individual ‘sources’. To address this, we look at the extent of variation among the individual effect sizes to determine how reliable the overall effect size will be. This is one of the factors we use when assessing the ‘security’ rating for each strand, a five point padlock scale which is presented next to the effect size (months of additional progress) for each Toolkit strand.11







Meta-synthesis


A meta-synthesis collects various meta-analyses so is therefore a meta-meta-analysis. Meta-synthesis is most associated with the work of Professor John Hattie, although aspects of his work and meta-synthesis have been critiqued and challenged by fellow academics.12


The Visible Learning website states the following:


John Hattie developed a way of synthesizing various influences in different meta-analyses according to their effect size (Cohen’s d). In his ground-breaking study ‘Visible Learning’ he ranked 138 influences that are related to learning outcomes from very positive effects to very negative effects. Hattie found that the average effect size of all the interventions he studied was 0.40. Therefore he decided to judge the success of influences relative to this ‘hinge point’, in order to find an answer to the question ‘What works best in education?… His research is now based on nearly 1200 meta-analyses – up from the 800 when ‘Visible Learning’ came out in 2009. According to Hattie the story underlying the data has hardly changed over time even though some effect sizes were updated and we have some new entries at the top, at the middle, and at the end of the list.13


You can find more about the work of Hattie and his effect sizes by scanning the QR code at the end of this chapter.










BENEFITS OF BECOMING EVIDENCE-INFORMED


We are both advocates for promoting an evidence-informed approach to teaching, learning and leadership as we have experienced and observed many of the benefits of doing so. While there are many advantages to becoming evidence-informed at an individual, departmental and whole school level, we have chosen to focus on three specific areas that we believe will benefit all teachers, school leaders and students: motivation, confidence and impact.




Motivation


Interest in educational research and its evidence findings have invigorated the teaching profession. Not everyone shares the same enthusiasm towards the evidence-informed movement but those that have taken an interest are highly motivated to find out more, ask more questions and seek more answers as to how we can all improve, and support students to progress and learn.


We believe that being evidence-informed is highly enjoyable and rewarding. It motivates us to continue to learn and develop, rather than plateau. Professor Daniel Mujis, former Head of Research at Ofsted and Dean of the School of Education and Society at Academica University of Applied Sciences, has stated that ‘the growth of the evidence-based movement is the best thing to happen to education in decades and has led to genuine change for the better in our schools. The most exciting part of this is that it has been a bottom-up movement, led by the profession,’14 and we fully agree.








Confidence


Kate has written about this extensively, with a particular focus on strategies supported by cognitive psychology, such as retrieval practice. Becoming evidence-informed has boosted her confidence as both a teacher and middle leader, and she firmly believes this has had a knock-on effect; boosting the confidence of her students and their families. Confidence is an incredibly important element of thriving as a teacher. All aspects of professional learning should ultimately increase teacher confidence; whether that is domain specific, teaching and learning centred or indeed any aspect linked to education.


Primary school teacher and leader Jon Hutchinson is also an advocate for taking an evidence-informed approach to teaching and learning:


In primary classrooms we have the privilege and huge advantage of teaching children all day. Using that time as effectively as possible to help them to develop academically, socially, emotionally and physically is a huge responsibility and one that no teacher takes lightly. Making sure that our decisions of how to deliver lessons are in line with the most recent evidence is, therefore, a moral imperative. Happily, many of the most evidence-informed strategies (such as building on prior knowledge, or interleaving a spacing practice) are much easier when you know the class and what they are learning so well.15


Knowledge of our classes, the content being taught, and evidence-informed strategies all combine to boost teacher confidence in the classroom.







Impact


This should be a central and ongoing aim of all professional learning; to have a positive impact on student learning and outcomes. Is there an immediate or short-term impact? What will the long-term impact be? This is where reflection, evaluation and analysis are key in order to assess and measure the impact. This is a message that Hattie regularly promotes and shares with teachers; know thy impact.











BECOMING EVIDENCE-INFORMED CAN HELP YOU CHALLENGE, CONFIRM AND BECOME INFORMED




Challenge


When current practices in education are challenged (or even ‘debunked’) by research, two possible responses are that it can either be difficult to accept or warmly welcomed. A well known example of research challenging a previous fad in education is that of ‘learning styles’, which suggests that individuals learn better based on their preferred style of learning. Cognitive scientist and author Daniel T. Willingham, among many others, has been very vocal in dispelling the learning styles myth, which has been found to be untrue.16 The concept of learning styles was initially believed to be supported by research, and many teachers were told to plan lessons to cater for different learning styles. This illustrates the importance of engaging with research through a critical lens and asking questions about how the evidence collected – and the actions that evidence informs – improves and impacts our classroom practice.







Confirm


Not all evidence from research will challenge our classroom practice; it might actually confirm that what we are doing in the classroom is effective and we should keep doing it. Teachers could potentially roll their eyes at research that simply confirms good practice, but we should not dismiss this evidence just because we already knew something or were already doing it in our classroom. Instead, this should be welcomed as it shows that evidence and our experiences are in alignment.







Inform


Research can challenge or confirm our existing classroom practices and strategies, or it can provide us with new and insightful information which can help us to better understand how students learn and how we can support them in the classroom. If we take for example research around cognitive psychology, it would probably be fair to suggest that teachers have always used quizzing in lessons as a teaching and learning strategy (although perhaps more so for assessment purposes). However, what is clear is that as a profession we did not always possess the knowledge and understanding of the mechanics of memory, learning and forgetting that we have now thanks to the research which has informed us and shaped our practice. Understanding the psychology of memory helps us to refine the approaches we take to quizzing, thus maximising the impact it can have on pupil learning.


Evidence from research can provide us with answers, suggestions, solutions and plentiful information that can help us develop and learn as classroom practitioners and leaders. Engaging with evidence linked to education is something that everyone in the profession should do; and whether that is to embrace or question the evidence provided, the key element is that we are discussing, sharing and reflecting on the evidence presented to us.










BARRIERS TO BECOMING EVIDENCE-INFORMED, AND HOW TO OVERCOME THEM


There are various issues, complications and problems that can prevent teachers becoming as evidence-informed as they would like to be. Below are some of the most common barriers faced when attempting to engage with research, as well as solutions as to how these barriers can be overcome.


Problem: Access to research. There has been a wealth of research and evidence linked to learning and memory for decades, but it has only become accessible to teachers in recent years. Why is this the case? Previously, studies were mainly carried out in a laboratory at a university or research centre and the findings were published, but they were generally shared across the academic community and not with the teaching profession. If teachers wanted to access this information the main problem was finding it. Research papers and journals were (and some still are) hidden behind a paywall, making them difficult or costly to access.


Solution: Research summaries. The gap between the academic and teaching communities is certainly closing. There are plenty of websites, presentations and research summaries that can be freely accessed and downloaded. The beauty with research summaries is that not only are they easily available, but they are a condensed version and summary of the key research findings, which are often written for teachers so avoid academic jargon and are easier to digest and understand. The organisation researchEd, founded by Tom Bennett and Hélène Galdin-O’Shea, has also done a remarkable job closing the gap between academic research and classroom practitioners (more information about researchEd can be found in Chapter 3).


If you do wish to access and read research material in full, we recommend joining the Chartered College of Teaching (CCT). Members have access to a huge database of research (as well as other benefits), and membership is a much cheaper alternative to purchasing research journals behind various pay walls, as well as making the process of identifying and searching for relevant information much easier and quicker.


Problem: Time. Teaching is universally a demanding job. There are lessons to plan, work to be assessed, administrative tasks such as writing reports, pastoral responsibilities and much more. The idea of engaging with research isn’t – for many – the issue, but rather finding the time to do so. Teacher and Senior Leader Jennifer Webb wrote ‘Most classroom teachers do not have the time or inclination to wade through reams of academic writing – teaching is intricate and time consuming enough already.’17 Time is precious, and is a significant barrier in terms of accessing and engaging with all elements of professional learning.


Solution: Professional learning support and time provided by schools. Research summaries also provide a solution here, as a five-page document will take a fraction of the time to read in comparison to a lengthy and in-depth research study. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) published a report in 2021 entitled Cognitive Science Approaches in the Classroom, and although the full report was 372 pages, the summary was still 50 pages, which still represents a considerable investment of time to read and digest. If school leaders want staff to take an evidence-informed approach they must be willing to provide the time to support staff to do it. This time can be found during Inset or twilight sessions or departmental or phase meetings. Webb argues that school leaders play a key role in disseminating research to teachers:


Good leadership of evidence-informed teaching and learning recognises that teachers need to engage with research in a way which is purposeful, appropriate for their context, and so that there is a clear link between theory and practice.18


Problem: Application in the classroom. In 2017, Robin co-authored a book with Carl Hendrick entitled What does this look like in the classroom? Bridging the gap between research and practice. This is a key question that teachers engaging with research will continually ask: what does this look like in the classroom? More specifically, what does this look like in my classroom with my students? A laboratory in North America with college undergraduate students is very different to a Year 9 class taught in a small rural school in the UK.


Solution: Teachers reflecting and sharing practice. There are many teachers online who are sharing their reflections and experiences of engaging with research. This can be seen – and engaged with – on social media, through blogs and by teachers speaking at events, but we also see it in our schools, with colleagues sharing, reflecting and learning from each another.


As teachers we have a shared understanding of the experiences that can take place in a classroom environment, so when we do reflect on the application of evidence-informed practice we are doing so from a classroom perspective. Academics play an incredibly important role in carrying out and sharing research studies and findings, but teacher voice is also an essential element of evidence-informed practice.


Problem: Academic jargon. Research papers, journals and literature reviews are not often written with teachers as the intended audience, and there can be terminology used which is unfamiliar and difficult to comprehend. This can be very off-putting, and trying to decipher the content of the research material can add even more time to the process.


Solution: Evidence-informed glossary and (again) research summaries. Many academics have realised that teachers don’t have the time, technical comprehension or inclination to read their lengthy academic papers. So once again research summaries are useful as not only are they a much shorter, condensed version focusing on the key points and messages, they are also a lot easier to understand and grasp. In terms of the terminology, Kate has created an in-depth evidence-informed glossary which can be found at the back of this book and referred to when engaging with academic research and evidence findings.
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