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WHAT IS researchED?


researchED is an international, grassroots education-improvement movement that was founded in 2013 by Tom Bennett, a London-based high school teacher and author. researchED is a truly unique, teacher-led phenomenon, bringing people from all areas of education together on to a level playing field. Speakers include teachers, principals, professors, researchers and policymakers.


Since our first sell-out event, researchED has spread all across the UK, into the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Australia and the US, with events planned in Spain, Japan, South Africa and more. We hold general days as well as themed events, such as researchED Maths & Science, or researchED Tech.


WHO ARE WE?


Since 2013, researchED has grown from a tweet into an international conference movement that so far has spanned six continents and 13 countries. We have simple aims: to help teaching become more evidence-facing; to raise the research literacy in teaching; to improve education research standards; and to bring research users and research creators closer together. To do this, we hold unique one-day conferences that gather together teachers, researchers, academics and anyone touched by research. We believe in teacher voice, and short-circuiting the top-down approach to education that benefits no one.


HOW DOES IT WORK?


The gathering of mainly teachers, researchers, school leaders, policymakers and edu-bloggers creates a unique dynamic. Teachers and researchers can attend the sessions all day and engage with each other to exchange ideas. The vast majority of speakers stay for the duration of the conference, visit each other’s sessions, work on the expansion of their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding of the work of their peers. Teachers can take note of recent developments in educational research, but are also given the opportunity to provide feedback on the applicability of research or practical obstacles.
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Stephen Lockyer is a teacher, writer and speaker. He has taught for 25 years in a variety of settings, and from Year 1 to Year 8, with a range of roles from Trust Enrichment Lead to Deputy Head. He is passionate about primary teaching, and has spoken at Google UK, for TEDxEdu, Primary Rocks and researchED. He writes for Schools Week, presents occasionally for Teacher Talk Radio, and is a prolific writer, with more than ten educational book titles. In his spare time, he explores the outdoors with his family and creates puzzles and escape room games.
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Tom Bennett is the founder of researchED, a grass-roots organisation that aims to raise research literacy in education and campaigns for better evidence awareness worldwide. It now holds events globally, attracting thousands of followers and generating discussion and change in schools throughout the world. In 2015, Tom became the UK government’s school behaviour tsar, advising on behaviour policy as well as chairing the Mental Health in Schools panel. He has written five books about teacher training and in 2015 was longlisted as one of the world’s top teachers in the Varkey Foundation’s Global Teacher Prize. In the same year he was listed as one of The Huffington Post’s top 10 global teacher bloggers. Tom is the director of Tom Bennett Training, which works exclusively with the most disadvantaged students and schools in England, helping them to turn around, and he is a teacher-fellow of Corpus Christi College, University of Cambridge. His online resources have been viewed more than 1,200,000 times. Tom was appointed OBE in the 2022 New Year Honours for his significant contribution to education.
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FOREWORD


TOM BENNETT





Most of us learn to read at an age where it is impossible to remember how such a thing happened. If you are a literate adult, then the process by which you became one is buried so deep within you that you probably can’t remember a time when it wasn’t true. The very fact that you are reading this means that you are capable of doing so, and doubtless working in a sector that requires a high level of literacy. It almost feels like no one taught us to read – but they did.


And the fact that one is a reader is completely dislocated from the ability to teach that to others. There is nothing about teaching literacy that is obviously true. When my first child was a toddler, I had the not-uncommon idea that I wanted her to have a head start in reading, so I, a published author and bibliophile would surely be ideally placed to instruct her. This was not the case. I would put text in front of her and speak loudly and slowly, hoping that she would somehow catch on by osmosis. I would put magnetic alphabets on the fridge and sound them out ‘ayy, bee, see, dee, eff…’ and so on. Amazingly, none of this worked in the slightest, mainly because I was doing everything wrong, and frankly after all that I’m surprised she can read at all. Just because I could read and write, didn’t mean I could teach either, at least not at that infant stage. I was thinking like an adult expert reader, not as a novice toddler.


Can there be a skill or ability more fundamental to later life success than being literate? Is there a pleasure more portable, permanent and personal, than the ability to communicate with the silently cacophonous world of text? Stephen King called it telepathy, the device where one conscious mind could send a message to another without speaking, at anytime, anywhere in the world that the author’s worlds could be read. Literacy marks the evolution of societies into advanced civilisations; the literacy levels of its populations map powerfully onto the wealth (economic and cultural) of its population; personal literacy levels are strong markers for later life success at multiple levels.


If I could grant a wish for the world that would add the most to our collective happiness, flourishing and opportunities, it would be to grant the capacity to enjoy, comprehend and create text for everyone.


And yet we have the ability to grant this wish after all! What we now know about literacy, particularly at the primary level, has the power to transform how we teach children to read and write. The scandal of it all is that in recent decades, so much of what we call professional practice has been corrupted by pseudo-scientific reading methods of flimsy foundations that not only impede the ability to learn how to read but penalise the children who need literacy instruction the most. Proponents of reading for pleasure will be delighted to hear that one of the best ways to obtain pleasure from text is the ability to decode it fluently, comprehend vocabulary, grammar and meaning promptly, and do so quickly and easily.


It is time for children to stop guessing at words when we can teach them instead. And it is long overdue that as a profession we stop guessing, as I did, how to teach children to read, when there is an ocean of research and evidence that can point us to the optimal methods. It is a duty upon us to use the best teaching strategies we can. This is too important to leave to the mixed-methods charlatans and literacy hobbyists. There is no greater responsibility, after keeping children safe in school, than to ensure that every single one of them leaves school able to read and write competently. Until we get to that point, there can be no respite in our efforts to do so.


Fortunately, we know how to do it. Stephen has assembled a fantastic team of experts in this book who do too, and I hope this book catalyses your thoughts and practices as it has mine.


Professor Tom Bennett, OBE


Founder of researchED






















INTRODUCTION


STEPHEN LOCKYER





Your head calls you into their office one morning and says that they are launching a new initiative. You are immediately anxious, knowing that they went to a head’s conference last week and may well have bought into some scheme or other with little learning impact but high workload cost.


Their proposal? All children are to be judged on their reading and writing using science and foundation subjects alone. Do what you will in literacy – when it comes to moderation, only those books will be used.


How do you feel? Calm? Relieved? Sick? All three? Here, then, is the challenge of primary literacy in a nutshell: are we teaching language formation, transcription, interpretation and understanding for books, or for all learning?


The stakes have never been higher in schools, and the demands of the curriculum are on a par with what was expected in GCSE English just eight short years ago, and yet, despite the browbeating and drum banging, it turns out … teachers can rise to this challenge. Many schools are maintaining successful percentages in the SATs for reading and writing, despite the curriculum being more challenging, more intense and more in-depth. If that doesn’t prove that we are doing something right, I’m not sure what else we can show you in terms of evidence to persuade you.


This book has 10 chapters that will show how making tiny, incremental changes can end up impacting your students, which can impact their literacy which, if done consistently and with genuine purpose, can impact the entire curriculum. Each chapter has an abundance of ideas to take into your classroom that will have a direct impact on pupils. The bottom line of each chapter, however, is that literacy is one of the most powerful and transformative learning tools. Making changes and improvements in literacy will have a direct impact on your work, your learning and your aspirations across all subjects in the curriculum.


Chris Andrew starts off by discussing the second-most-expensive asset for learning in your classroom: your TA. He explains how supporting them with more guidance and fewer interventions will have a direct impact on your most vulnerable pupils. It’s ironic that while Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) advocate one-to-one support, the latest action research shows that this can create a learned helplessness. What is interesting about the research Chris carried out is that not everything his school trialled was successful. This is an important consideration and one worth underlining; context is key and every school is different. One size does not fit all. If it did, the Department for Education (DfE) would supply curriculum intent statements alongside the national curriculum. Chris bravely admits that where some of the changes didn’t work, it was noted that the senior leadership team (SLT) had not invested time in attending the training which, although sad, is a delightful example of causation. Leaders, the more time you invest in studying and training in an aspect of teaching, the more successful it is likely to be in your school.


Next, deputy head Neil Almond points his quill-holding hand toward the importance of handwriting. In a rapidly changing landscape, where we have raced from written to typed to audio-encoded to AI in a matter of years, should we really be so concerned with all those lines and loops? Yes we should, argues Almond, and with good reason. A wealth of research is shared, showing the increased development in children’s brains with those learning to handwrite over those encoding in other methods, through to the power of fluency and legibility. Starkly, he shares the impact of handwriting practice – not something we should squeeze in between registration and assembly, but something to be considered and care spent. Why? Research suggests an incredibly strong correlation between handwriting practice and writing quality, length and fluency, with improvement scores that would make EEF (Education Endowment Foundation) slides jealous. Neil goes on to look at early mark making, the famous tripod grip and what effect a mature or immature group has upon writing. The tinderbox topic of teaching pure cursive or print-cursive is examined. (Spoiler alert: one is slightly better than the other.)


Once you have your students writing at maximum speed and clarity, it is over to writer Emma Stokes to explain just how important a passion for words is in developing literacy. She leads with the socio-economic disparity that pervades language acquisition too, underlining the importance of an accessible, language-rich environment from day one of primary school. Having a language culture is essential to be able to bridge the socio-economic gap, argues Stokes. She then advocates that Rosenshine’s principles and the teaching of phonics are perfect partners in language acquisition. Indeed, having observed hours of teaching across primary schools, I have found some of the most effective Rosenshine-led lessons to be in Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS).


Writing and language now resolved, we turn to writer and teacher Ellie Egleton with a chapter on belonging in books. She writes about the transformative power of books, emphasising that this happens to a greater extent if the reader can see themselves in the writing: in age, gender, outlook, family make-up and ethnicity. Within one class, these factors can vary wildly and this, of course, puts the onus on publishers, librarians and teachers to increase their diversity ranges. In exposing children to themselves, their lives and their cultures, you are giving them validation and recognition. For a seven-year-old emerging reader and writer, this may be one of the most empowering tools.


Yet the tools and rules that the English language is swamped and shrouded with can sometimes feel insurmountable; I speak as someone who has looked up a good definition of past perfect – again – while teaching, from the safety of a cupboard. Passionate reader and teacher Natalie Allan holds our hand through this chapter, explaining that writing is rarely the smooth journey that is often suggested. It is often messy, disjointed and fraught with pressions, impacting cognitive load to the point that writing suffers. Allan explains clearly how to reduce this load, emphasising the need to share the process with children as well as modelling writing to the children as much as possible. She also calls for all writing to have an audience – and to let the children know who that audience is – as research shows that this little strategy can improve the writing output significantly in terms of language choices.


Now we have our children ready to write, what is it that they will be writing? In Chapter 6, I will be sharing my views and discussing the research carried out over story structure, character and plotting. Trying to be as objective as I can, I argue for us to say goodbye (and good riddance) to the story mountain and even-more-divisive story-genre lessons, and a warm hello to more complex planning and story-type awareness. The changes recommended here are easy to make, yet are significant in their outlook and in the writing that results, especially if you are a teacher striving for stamina, depth or even an end to that saddening cry of ‘I don’t know what to write.’


Clare Sealy takes charge of oracy, currently one of the most popular words on the primary ‘buzzword bingo’ cards. She explains why oracy is rising in prominence; just because we talk all the time, it doesn’t necessarily mean that all talk is good, or that we are any good at it. Sealy also dusts off our earliest quote for the book, this 1900-year-old nugget from Quintilian: ‘by writing we speak with greater accuracy and by speaking we write with greater ease.’


Primary maths expert Lisa Coe gives an excellent account of language in maths next. It may seem unusual to have a chapter on reading in maths within a literacy-focused book, but the constant disparity between the arithmetic and reasoning scores during SATs (standard assessment tests) begs to differ. The impact of interpreting and inferring information from language directly reduces the mathematical capabilities of our students. What can be done about this? Reasonably, Coe argues that instead of adding a maths literacy hour, or some other addition to an already-packed timetable, we give greater prominence to rich mathematical language in lessons.


As we near the end of our literacy journey, SEND (special educational needs and disability) enthusiast Cassie Young breaks down in clear detail how to make what we have learned so far into accessible, digestible and interesting pieces for our pupils with SEN. Leading with oracy and sequencing, she emphasises the importance of clear links between oracy, how to build on this in writing and how this can lead to greater stamina. Young writes that the powerful use of modelling in pupils with SEN, alongside the pre-teaching of vocabulary and the abridging of content, all contribute to making material that is accessible, not ‘dumbed down’.


Finally, we end on another piece of action research, this time from deputy head Andrew Percival, whose chapter explores the journey he has taken his school on with regard to writing, leading away from narratives, as the children get older, to more discursive writing challenges. This is then planned into their lessons, via a level of study and practice that may be unfamiliar to primary teachers. Indeed, the weighting of composition increasing over the time in primary school is highly interesting.


There is a thread running through all these chapters that cannot be understated: for better results, do less but smarter.




	Fewer interventions, with better-trained TAs (teaching assistants), are more effective.



	Shorter handwriting-practice sessions, spaced apart, lead to better legibility, fluency and stamina.



	Building depth into phonics lessons makes their impact last longer.



	Fewer books, with better inclusion and high-quality writing, generate more engaged readers.



	Reducing cognitive load and daily, sustained writing opportunities improve writing.



	Greater time planning leads to increased stamina and more productive content creation.



	Improved teaching of writing can lead to more effective oracy.



	Including reasoning problems in reading comprehension sessions helps to increase maths reasoning scores.



	Abridging high-quality material enhances the impact it can have as a reading and writing stimulus for pupils with SEN.



	More focus on composition later in primary literacy lessons leads to deeper understanding and more-effective writing.






What are you waiting for? Please enjoy this journey through primary literacy. Grab a highlighter, make notes and know that nothing in here demands more time, merely a smarter use of time.


researchED guides


The researchED Guide to Primary Literacy complements the other books in the researchED series:




	The researchED Guide to Educational Myths (2019), edited by Craig Barton.



	The researchED Guide to Explicit and Direct Instruction (2019), edited by Adam Boxer.



	The researchED Guide to Literacy (2019), edited by James Murphy.



	The researchED Guide to Assessment (2020), edited by Sarah Donarski.



	The researchED Guide to Leadership (2020), edited by Stuart Lock.



	The researchED Guide to The Curriculum (2020), edited by Clare Sealy.



	The researchED Guide to Special Educational Needs (2021), edited by Karen Wespieser.



	The researchED Guide to English as an Additional Language (2022), edited by Hamish Chalmers.



	The researchED Guide to Cognitive Science (2023), edited by Kate Jones.



	The researchED Guide to Professional Development (2024), edited by Jo Facer.


























CHAPTER 1


MAXIMISING THE IMPACT OF TEACHING ASSISTANTS ON READING AND WRITING





CHRIS ANDREW




Chris Andrew is a headteacher working in an inner London school within an outer London borough. 2024 marks his 30th year in primary education and 26th in senior leadership. He has a strong interest in what works and best bets in primary education and believes that research is useful, but only to a point as within the sector it is only as good as the people implementing the research and the context within which the school operates. He utilised research into drumming and phonological awareness, which led to him speaking at researchED and writing an article in the Times Educational Supplement. Previously an Ofsted inspector and Executive Head, he enjoys working with schools where there are challenging contexts alongside writing homework books for Marvel.





Research led by Dr Rob Webster and Paula Bosanquet UCL Institute of Education (IOE). MITA (Maximising the Impact of Teaching Assistants) changed to MPTA (Maximising the Practice of Teaching Assistants) after project completed.


In 2019, I spotted an article based on the DISS (Deployment and Impact of Support Staff) study that rekindled my feeling of being aggrieved on behalf of all the support staff I’ve worked with and that I knew had a positive impact, not least in helping support me as a class teacher. Shortly after, I saw an email from the IOE (Institute of Education) inviting schools to be participants in a randomised controlled trial that would involve 13,118 children across 128 primary phase settings to explore how teaching assistants (TAs) were deployed and developed to gain maximum benefit from them. This piqued my interest, despite my concerns regarding the DISS project. I have been guilty of voicing my frustrations that children with 1:1 support hadn’t made the progress I’d hoped, that some of them had become ‘lazy’ or overly reliant on ‘their’ TA, that some TAs were only concerned for an individual child. This led to a thought that, in some instances, TAs may actually be impairing some children’s capacity for learning by unwittingly eroding their confidence through doing things for the child that they should be doing for themselves or not requiring the child to listen to the teacher because it would be repeated for them by their support worker once independent work began. This was particularly the case in literacy, an area where nuance demanded some form of input from the children independent from the adult supporting them. Perhaps some of what I believed was wrong and, as a leader, I was complicit in failing to act in the best interests of the children. The application was sent off and the school was accepted onto the project as a research partner, rather than as part of the control group.


The MITA programme was developed in response to the DISS study that found that pupils receiving the most support from TAs made less progress than similar pupils receiving a lower level of TA support. The effects were most pronounced for the groups of pupils that TAs support most often: lower-attaining pupils and those with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). The study found that it was the decisions made by school leaders and teachers about how TAs were deployed and prepared that had the most influence over the impact of TA support. It is important that this work is viewed through an understanding that it was part of a wider study. What was widely missed in the DISS study, as everyone looked at the graph about impact that showed homework and TA support as the least-effective interventions, was that crucially this effect was not attributable to TAs, but to ineffective decision-making by school leaders and failings in their deployment and preparation. A further series of studies on interactions between TAs and pupils, led by the IOE’s Paula Bosanquet and Julie Radford, found that TAs can over-support pupils, focusing on task completion rather than learning, and that this can foster dependence and lead to a learned helplessness. The impact this could have on crucial aspects of reading and writing, two learning fundamentals, cannot be overstated. This led to the MITA research project.




Phase 1: Background information and preparation


Firstly, school leaders gathered at the IOE to launch the event. Rob, Paula and Julie outlined what they felt needed to be explored, explained their methodology and described what would be expected of schools and, in particular, school leaders. This is key to the whole project and something that I will come back to in the final summary.


Following this meeting, all schools completed a set of questionnaires (SLT (senior leadership team), teachers and support staff) as part of a way of identifying gaps in provision and current practice. The questions were different for each group but largely focused on how effective we felt support staff were in school and what the key barriers were. This threw up many lines of enquiry, but there were several that the research team had already anticipated based on the DISS project outcomes. The following came out most clearly in our questionnaires, and these were largely in line with the issues raised by most other schools. (As with all research projects, there were outliers with specific individual issues.)




	Time: support staff didn’t feel that they had enough time to prepare for class, and didn’t have time to give feedback information to teachers. Unsurprisingly, teachers felt the same.



	Preparedness: support staff felt that they didn’t know enough about what was being planned for in class, which links with the point about time. They felt that they were expected to support children without previously having seen materials or lesson plans. They were unaware how the work was to be adapted to meet the needs of pupils they were supporting. Unsurprisingly, most teachers felt the same.



	Insufficient level of expertise/subject knowledge to support the children in a way that was effective, particularly given the point above.



	Shortfall of pedagogical knowledge about how children learn. Support staff felt they simply didn’t know how to help children who were stuck some of the time. What was blocking their learning?






Given the change in the primary literacy curriculum, the volume of knowledge required to teach each aspect had increased for teachers; it was interesting to see that this ‘load’ had also impacted TAs, yet we somehow hadn’t expected it.


SLTs were then asked to send through details of contracted hours for support staff which were scrutinised. In most schools, the support staff started at the same time as the children and finished … at the same time as the children. This raises a number of questions: when are support staff meant to find time to talk to the teacher about what is coming along during the day, how the fundamental aspects of reading and writing should be taught and the tasks expected of them, including admin/displays etc.? Did they have time to provide feedback on pupil progress, or lack of it? When did this happen? Was it squeezed into a hurried conversation? How useful or effective was it? If you follow this to its logical conclusion, you do have to question how much we value the teaching assistant role. Schools spend a significant amount of budget on these members of staff, yet the role has changed from when it first started (essentially from teacher’s assistant to teaching assistant). Given the above, how can we really expect them to be as effective as we and the children need them to be? Furthermore, how frustrating must it be for a member of staff to experience all of the above and know that they are probably not having the impact that they could potentially have in their chosen line of work? We know that there are easier ways of earning a similar wage, so people who work in our schools as support staff do it because they care about the children.


SLTs were then asked for the timetables of typical members of staff and to consider the numbers of interventions that were run, how effective we felt they were and how we knew. These timetables were often fragmented; too many interventions were being run, many did not keep to the fidelity of the scheme and there was little or no feedback from the person running the intervention other than raw data from end-of-term tests.


Pupils in the research schools sat tests on reading and maths under test conditions, with some schools allocated Year 3, others Year 6. These were to be repeated at the end of the project so that the data could be used as an indicator of progress.


Leaders were asked to consider the staff questionnaires and look at how they could review and change some elements of the factors that were inhibiting the effective deployment and impact of the teaching assistants.







Phase 2: Implementation of recommendations


School leaders attempted to implement the recommended changes, but for some, the budgetary implications made this difficult. To illustrate this, in our school we immediately consulted with our support staff on extending their day by 30 minutes (the bare minimum we felt was required to solve some of the issues identified): 15 minutes at both the start and end of the day. (This cost in the region of £10 per TA per day (including costs), adding a significant £35,000 to our annual wage bill.)


We conducted a thorough review of all of our interventions, looked at data, talked to support staff running the interventions and identified weaknesses. We discovered that these were not as significant in our schools as in others. We had a total of 11 different interventions running which we scaled back to seven and, in conjunction with teachers and support staff, targeted children with a renewed focus on tracking progress and attendance. What we felt was more significant was that we altered the time of the interventions to predominantly before and after school for things such as Lexia and Nessi, which meant children were not taken from class. Attendance at this was an issue, so discussions with parents about why their children were selected was key. Some schools had over 30 interventions running. Clearly, this was a significant part of the study.


The next part of this phase was critical in the changes we needed to make as part of the study. Paula Bosanquet came into school and ran day 1 of the MITA training for support staff. The course covered the following:




	Summarising the latest research and guidance on the complementary roles of TAs and teachers.



	Scaffolding as a framework for developing pupil independence.



	Reflecting on current practice and developing specific scaffolding strategies.



	Making an effective contribution to assessment for learning.



	Next steps: putting the strategies into action.






Prior to any training, staff were given a self-evaluation document to complete, and this was repeated at the end. Key to this was staff understanding why the training was needed. Given that most had written that training in subject knowledge and pedagogy was an issue for them, and in some cases confidence in knowing what to do next to overcome the problems, this part was relatively straightforward. The training was excellent and pitched expertly at the staff. The coverage unpicked some examples of poor practice that creep into every school when we become completion-of-task oriented rather than focused on the learning; the temptation to do it all for the child because it is easier than watching them tortuously plod through it or, worse, down tools. This discussion had heads nodding throughout the room and it became apparent that none of us was immune to this, myself included. There were practical tips on how to handle these situations, how to encourage active listening, how to get the child started and how to grow their independence, all of which were sensible and very easily applied in class.




[image: A diagram of an inverted triangle divided into five boxes, labelled top to bottom: ‘self-scaffolding’, ‘prompting’, ‘clueing’, ‘modelling’, and ‘correcting’. The top is labelled ‘Low TA support, high pupil independence’ and the bottom ‘High TA support, low pupil independence’.]




Scaffolding framework to demonstrate the hierarchy of TA/pupil interaction1 (Source: MITA report (EEF, 2021)).


The pedagogical side was a revelation to staff and their grasp of zones of proximal development was instantaneous; one of those moments when you know that the room is fully with you.




[image: Venn diagram with ‘What I know’ and ‘What I can do’ on the left side, ‘What I don’t know’ and ‘What I can’t do’ on the right, and ‘ZPD’ in the middle. A box with ‘Safe area’ pops out from the left circle and boxes with ‘TAs’ interactions’ and ‘Tasks’ from the right.]




The zone of proximal development (Source: MITA report (EEF, 2021)).


Members of staff were enthusiastic and were given tasks to take away before the next training session four weeks later. These included breaking tasks into mini goals, tasks and actions designed to increase pupil independence. This session was followed by an extended staff meeting where teachers were shown and given a run through of what we had done with support staff, what expectations were and how they could encourage staff in doing this. Another key aspect of this was the question, ‘How often do you work with the children who are struggling, or are they left to work in a group with your TA?’. Our practice changed overnight to a planned structure of which adult was working with which children and why. Crucially, the structure was developed in conjunction with the teaching assistants. Why do the children who need the most expertise get the least of it, became a key component in our implantation of the MITA project.


Day 2 of training for support staff focused on the following:




	Reflecting and building on gap tasks.



	Effective delivery of intervention programs.



	The TA’s role in supporting collaborative group work.



	Reviewing changes and putting strategies into action.






The focus on intervention programmes is interesting. In primary schools, we have a reluctance to follow the script; perhaps we have more mavericks in our ranks. We adapt, tweak, make things our own, and don’t like going through textbooks from cover to cover; it is an incredible strength of our profession. However, it really isn’t fair on our TAs, or indeed the children with whom they are working, to expect them to adapt and tweak programmes without help, training and support, yet the research seems to suggest that this is exactly what many of us had been doing.


When these accredited schemes and textbooks are rolled out, they have been through a very rigorous process and already tested, piloted and tweaked; so why do we tweak them again on a hunch or a whim, because ‘they don’t work for us’? Many on the research programme had a ludicrous number of interventions on the go, there was often no training for the support staff running the intervention and if there was training, it generally didn’t happen as frequently as timetabled. As a result, we scaled our interventions back to ones we knew worked, trained staff, ensured they weren’t pulled from timetable and moved interventions to more appropriate times, monitoring closely how children performed.


At the end of the research project, the children in Year 3 or 6 were tested again on reading and maths.







Phase 3: The results


The outcomes of the research were surprising. I had seen at first hand the impact in our own school, but this was not borne out in the national outlook across the 128 schools. I have outlined the key outcomes below and, in brackets, have addressed what the results looked like in our school.




	There is no evidence that MITA had an impact on reading outcomes for pupils in Year 3 and Year 6. This result has a high security rating. (Only our Year 3 children were tested, however we saw a sharper increase in progress across all year groups than had previously occurred. This was particularly true in groups where interventions had taken place and in children with additional needs, but not among children with EHCPs as a group. This trend has continued.)



	MITA had a moderate positive impact on pupil engagement. Pupils in MITA schools were more engaged than pupils in control schools, however the analysis used a smaller number of schools, with several schools unable to complete the measure, which limits the security of these findings. (This is harder for me to assess in the school as engagement is typically high, however anecdotal reporting from TAs suggests that the strategies used to support engagement and listening to the teacher, rather than relying on the TA to repeat information, were increasingly successful.)



	There is evidence that staff in MITA schools changed their behaviour in line with MITA principles, based on a measure of change in practice when compared to control schools. Although evidence is limited by a small sample and the use of a new measure of change in practice that has not been tested more widely, behaviour change is supported by evidence from the teacher and TA surveys, interviews and classroom observations. (Behaviour change was very evident in our school external reviews where reviewers commented upon the strength of TA practice. This has been reiterated in our annual IQM (Inclusion Quality Mark) reports and was further endorsed when Ofsted visited in November 2023.)



	During the trial, control schools made substantial efforts to improve TA deployment in line with many of MITA’s key recommendations. However, an analysis of behaviour from teacher and TA surveys between the start and end of the trial suggests that this did not translate into changes in behaviour. (This was also true within our school as the increased time of employment tended to be swallowed up in administrative tasks rather than viewing planning or giving feedback, which required us to look again at this.) What could be said to be the most significant element of this is that teachers and TAs felt that they were better prepared and that feedback to teachers was more effective. In addition, there appears to be a marked trend in teachers’ views on the impact of TAs on pupil attention for those pupils without SEND. This trend was a welcome benefit which wasn’t the intended outcome of the project, but is still of worth.



	Interviews in case-study schools indicate that buy-in from senior leadership and staff is fundamental for effective implementation of MITA. Staff turnover at the senior leadership and classroom level is a potential barrier to embedding MITA principles in the longer term. (I trained as an MPTA facilitator and now run this training with all new staff. I also carry out annual refreshers on practical strategies for existing staff.)
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Teachers’ views on the preparedness of TAs for lessons (Source: MITA report (EEF, 2021)).
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TA responses to questions about their preparedness for lessons (Source: MITA report (EEF, 2021)).


There are several reasons outlined in the study that suggest why the outcomes were not quite as positive as those of us engaged in the research project felt they would be.




	Schools dropping out of the project due to capacity affected the data sample.



	Schools not giving data in time affected the sample.



	Staff movement



	Differing levels of engagement and willingness to engage fully and make required changes within schools



	The changes effected as part of this project were always meant to be long-term and significant changes in how schools trained and deployed staff alongside judicious use of interventions. Any changes effected by the study would be difficult to quantify, even over longer periods, due to the number of variables influencing the outcomes or changes.



	SLT engagement was critical at both primary and secondary levels. In the evaluation report it discusses that, ‘Only around half of the headteachers and one-third of other SLT members reported attending all of the SLT CPD sessions. Just over one-third of non-headteacher SLT staff attended visits with external consultants’.2 When you are trying to change something so significant, a perceived lack of SLT engagement can derail the process. This was followed up later on in the report: ‘the attitudes of headteachers and other SLT members are crucial to embedding MITA successfully. In particular, headteachers that introduced and managed change were able to gain staff support and overcome staff resistance. Similarly, the willingness of headteachers and other SLT members to positively engage with the core principles of MITA was linked to successful implementation, even in the face of changes in staffing.’






From a school perspective, we saw several important benefits of completing the research project and that is why we continue to implement the recommendations.


Firstly, support staff morale improved. They felt that their frustrations with not being as effective as possible were being listened to and, perhaps more importantly, addressed. This helped to secure buy-in for the project and greater levels of embedded, long-term change of practice. The training on pedagogy promoted long-term changes in how staff supported children and this has led to further training being requested and more specialism focus within the support staff on topics such as speech and language training or executive function and working memory. As a result, staff feel more confident to support the children who need it most.


As a school, we saw an improvement in the effectiveness of interventions with progress measures and anecdotal evidence to support this. We also tracked participation and engagement with some interventions that required home usage, leading to us having greater levels of communication with parents and engaging their support with these interventions.


The quality of adult/pupil interactions improved with a greater emphasis on the intended learning rather than task completion. Both staff and pupils reported on this positively as less time was spent on procedural matters and directions to pupils and more on supporting learning and independence. The attitudes of those pupils accessing interventions shifted over time. They began to see it as a positive thing and their levels of independence increased.


Some quotes from TAs follow.


It feels more comfortable leaving children to think after asking a question. Before, I probably would have been too hasty to jump in.


I’d realised that I’d been making the child I support dependent on me, they didn’t have to listen to the teacher because I’d repeat it all for them. Now, she knows she has to listen and tell me what she needs to do.


Mini goals have been a game-changer, sometimes I realise that the task is too far outside the ZPD and I have to break it down for them to access, it’s not about dumbing it down though.


Pupils who had 1:1 support or were in group interventions were surveyed by our Senco: over 84% reported being more confident at having a go, while 92% felt they were improving and achieving more. All felt they were having to work harder!
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