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Welcome to the first edition of the 
Evolve Alliance  journal for  2018, 
which I am delighted to say is 
exclusively dedicated to research and 
evidenced  informed  practice.  The 
theme of this  journal is  ‘Teach, 
Research, Innovate’ and is 
driven by our aim to transform 
education for all pupils through 
inspiring and empowering teachers to 
undertake and apply research that 
transforms the lives and life chances 
of the children in our schools. The 
challenge for us as educators and the 
system as whole is to use this 
plethora of information  about 
effective practice and disseminate 
it  in terms of what is actionable in 
different contexts - we have had 

years of implementation, but now is the time to move into the exciting phase of enquiry. 

The Evolve  Alliance is passionate about research as we  believe  Teachers have a greater chance to shape their 
profession through developing more refined teaching practices if they engage with and in research.

Research can help teachers to understand what works and why, what the short and long-term implications are, 
provide a justification and rationale for decisions and actions, help to build a repertoire to help deal with the 
unexpected, identify problems and inform improvement.  At the Evolve Alliance we "enable collaboration to inspire 
innovation" and cultivating a research-based approach to developing your practice provides evidence to effect change 
in your teaching, your classroom, your school and beyond.

For those of you who are reading the journal for the first time can I extend a very warm welcome.  The Evolve 
Alliance is a growing, genuine collaboration between education stakeholders across the region where we draw upon 
the  vast collective expertise possessed by the  Alliance.  The Alliance promotes effective, coherent school 
improvement to local and regional schools.  Through school-to-school support, continuing professional development 
and research into educational theory and practice, we offer a genuine solution to the current  fragmentation of the 
education  system. I hope you enjoy the journal and if you would like to be featured please contact 
mlucas@evolvetrust.org.   Can I also take this opportunity to formally thank the contributors to the journal; Chris 
Rolph, Nikki Jones, Karen Wespieser, Cat Scutt, Dave Boothroyd and Jamie Thom who, without their input, this journal 
could not have happened.

CEO of The Evolve Trust

Welcome to the fourth edition of the Evolve 
Alliance Journal

Teach | Research | Innovate
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What is important to you with regards to 
ensuring teachers and leaders are supported with 
high qual i ty profess ional learning and 
development opportunities?

Sometimes people would ask me why I invested in CPD 
for staff who might leave for promotion at another school. 
I always felt that as a school leader I had a moral duty to 
support the wider system: everyone who improves their 
skills will go on to make a difference to children in 
classrooms, whether in my school or someone else’s.

I was always proud to see members of my team 
graduate at masters or doctoral level, and gain 
promotions to senior leadership posts wherever that 
may be. 

What do you see as the role of the University 
and what is the institutions vision in supporting 
the Education System?

Teachers have been training at Nottingham Trent 
University for more than 50 years, formerly at the 
School of Education, but more recently with the newly-
established Nottingham Institute of Education. Formation 
of the Institute is more than a name-change: it’s a 
recognition that our core business goes beyond training 
those that are new to the profession, or even CPD for 
existing teachers, but includes research and teaching 
about education—all done in partnership with 
practitioners in schools and other educational settings.

Under the leadership of Dr Jane Moore, the Director of 
the Institute, we have formulated a vision statement to 
summarise the purpose and nature of the Institute:

Nottingham Institute of Education (NIoE) will be: 

- a distinctive world-class leader of teacher education 
and the study of education; 

- built on the principle that education is a holistic 
endeavour, rooted in and serving communities and 
families 

- founded in partnership, rooted in research, and 
centred on students. 

The Big Interview - Dr Chris Rolph
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D r C h r i s 
Rolph is a 
P r i n c i p a l 
Lecturer at 
Nottingham 
Institute of 
E du c a t i on , 
w h e r e h e 
has worked 
f o r t w o 
y e a r s , 
looking after 

CPD and partnership development. Prior to this, he 
was a Science Teacher, Advanced Skills Teacher and 
Head Teacher, in a variety of East Coast schools. 
While working in schools he published papers on 
CPD, curriculum design, and school and system 
leadership, as well as astrophysics - the subject of 
his doctoral study. His responsibilities at 
Nottingham Institute of Education include oversight 
of the masters provision, and he supports initial 
teacher education in both primary and secondary 
phases.  

Contact: chris.rolph@ntu.ac.uk

Website link for conference: https://www.ntu.ac.uk/about-
us/events/events/2018/06/nottingham-institute-of-
education-partnership-conference 
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“Train people well enough so they can leave, but 
treat them well enough so they don’t want to”

Richard Branson 

https://www.ntu.ac.uk/about-us/events/events/2018/06/nottingham-institute-of-education-partnership-conference
https://www.ntu.ac.uk/about-us/events/events/2018/06/nottingham-institute-of-education-partnership-conference


Our academic team doesn’t just bring first hand 
research experience and findings to development 
work with teachers, but also helps school staff to 
become active researchers themselves, contributing 
to a vision of evidence-informed practice in their 
classrooms, so that pedagogy builds on what is 
known to work.

What does this look like on the shop 
floor level for schools?

What this looks like in practice may vary 
considerably from one setting to another: a group of 
primary school subject leaders working together on 
the principles underpinning good reading 
development; development of Early Years maths 
pedagogy with a large MAT; a school improvement 
project helping a secondary school to raise 
standards; supporting a primary MAT with 
accreditation for its in-house CPD programme; 
NTU students working in a prison setting, teaching 
English. We support small research projects in 
schools and other settings, lending expertise 
according to our academics’ specialisms: computing 
education; educational leadership; mastery 
mathematics; primary science education—to name 
just a few. Where this is most successful it is 
supported by leadership teams, valued within the 
school, and part of long-term strategic plans for 
developing individuals.

Who are you currently 
working in partnership 
w i th to deve lop h igh 
q u a l i t y t e a c h i n g a n d 
leadership? 

The substantive basis of our work 
lies with schools and other 
educational establishments - which 
may be a s d i ver se a s t i ny 
independent childcare and early 
years providers, huge FE colleges 
with thousands of students, adult 
education centres, prisons and 
alternative education providers. 
Our strongest links are with 
Teaching School Alliances, but 
increasingly we are developing 
relationships with multi-academy 
trusts (MATs). All of these links strengthen our 
partnership, which extends widely across the East 
Midlands region: from coalfield to coast, with everything in 
between.

The nature of our partnership work absolutely underpins 
the work we do with our students: not only do partners 
provide placements for students and learning 
opportunities within their settings, but they also 
contribute to the strategic leadership of our courses, 
helping to shape our provision and ensure teaching 
content remains up to date and credible within the sector. 
This reaches beyond initial teacher training programmes, 
and partners can frequently be found on our Clifton 
campus, contributing to teaching or leading workshops for 
our students across a range of courses.

 

What support does Nottingham institute of 
E d u c a t i o n o f f e r t e a c h e r s i n t h e i r 
development to become effective researchers 
and educators?

Fundamental to our philosophy is the belief that teachers 
continue to develop throughout their careers, and that this 
should be supported by the Institute. We don’t market a 
CPD “offer”, preferring instead to respond to the needs 
and requests of our partners so that we can work with 
them to co-construct bespoke support for educators. This 
enables professional development to be “steeped in 
rigorous scholarship”, drawing on the latest research 
without losing sight of pupils and the progress they need 
to make. 
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Case Study: 
Evolve Fellowship Pathway
Nottingham Institute of Education is working alongside a 
cohort of The Evolve Trusts’ Education Fellows to facilitate 
and accredit an action research project instigated by the 
school. The 5 Fellows carry out a small (year-long) piece of 
action research that is relevant to their own subject area 
and level of responsibility.  Working with the Institute, the 
Fellows will write up their project for 30 masters credits 
as part of their professional development. 

Importantly the Fellows’ write-up is not simply a report on 
a piece of research, but a personal reflection on what this 
project has taught them. They will need to relate their 
work to extant literature, reflect on how their findings 
have changed their practice, and demonstrate how they 
have shared this learning with a wider audience. As befits 
masters study, this has to be done in a way that 
demonstrates a high level of critical thinking, analytical 
evaluation, and clear and concise writing that is indicative 
of clarity of thought.

The challenge inherent in such projects helps to keep 
teachers at the cutting edge of current practice, as well as 
contributing to a developing CV and a growing research 
portfolio. The Fellows have the opportunity to present to a 
wider audience at the Institute’s summer Partnership 
Conference, and can continue to work towards a full 
masters degree if they wish to.

The current cohort 
have already selected 
their control groups 
and have undertaken 
baseline assessments. 
During the spring 
term, the Fellows will 
implement a strategy 
that they have critically 
researched and will 
report on its efficacy 
in the school’s context.  
During the Action 
research process, the 
Fellows will critically 
r e fl e c t o n t h e i r 
evolving pedagogy.

What are the progression pathways for 
teachers and leaders with the Nottingham 
Institute of Education?

Often we are approached by individuals or, in growing 
numbers, by MAT leaders charged with developing 
groups of staff, and many of these are looking for 
accredited courses. These may include masters credits, 
delivered on our Clifton campus or on the schools’ 
sites; the well-known and highly regarded National 
SENCo award; or individual study towards a doctorate 
in education, the EdD. It’s not all postgraduate study 
though; our foundation degree in educational support 
caters for a growing number of adults other than 
teachers who are keen to gain formal qualifications 
based on their full-time roles in schools. Always keen 
to be at the forefront of developments, we will be 
working with employers to develop high-level 
apprenticeship routes as they become available.

This summer, for the first time, we will be hosting a 
Partnership Research Conference on June 28th. For a 
full day the Institute will play host to partner schools 
which will be showcasing their own in-school research: 
empirical studies, case studies and action research 
projects. Many of the presenters will be recent 
graduates from the part-time masters course, some 
will be writing up their work for publication, but all 
will be school-based practitioners keen to share their 
work. Further details on the conference are available 
on our website.
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Key reflections

E f fec t i ve CPD in 
s c h o o l s i s a 
partnership activity, 
supported by school 
leaders: successful 
partnerships are built 
on long lasting and 
honest relationships.

P r o f e s s i o n a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t i n 
educational settings 
should consist of 

more than off-the-shelf 
packages: ideally it will be co-constructed 
with respected and authoritative 
providers.

Developing people involves challenge as 
well as support, but this helps to keep 
them at the forefront of educational 
advances, maintaining expertise in their 
subject and proficiency in their 
classrooms.

Practitioners can only be evidence-
informed if they engage meaningfully with 
quality research, and one effective way of 
doing this is to carry out research 
projects themselves.

Professional development of staff is one 
dimension of system leadership, which 
should be a moral duty for all school 
leaders.
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Module on CPD Impact and Dissemination

The current cohort of Fellows includes: 

Andy Palin, P.E. Teacher – Andy is focussing on the role of 
parental engagement in accelerating rates of progress with 
Pupil Premium Boys in BTEC PE.

Jessica Power, History Teacher – Jessica is assessing 
strategies to promote engagement in History with Year 7 
boys

Katie Pashley, Teacher of English – Katie is promoting 
independence through self-assessment audits in Year 7 
English.

Nigel Caunt, Associate Assistant Head – Nigel is using 
retrieval activities to help increase retention of knowledge 
with Year 9 students

Ashley Blick, Teacher of English – Ashley is developing 
independence and resilience of Year 8 SEN students. 

We look forward to disseminating their research across the 
Trust, and utilising our status as Chartered College of 
Teaching Network Lead school and through the University 
Conference in the summer of 2018. 



Journal 04 /March 2018 @_evolvealliance     evolve alliance@evolvetrust.org

7

Nikki Jones is the Director of Shireland 
Research School, one of the first five EEF/IEE 
funded national Research Schools.  She is also 
the Director of Shireland Teaching School 
Alliance and has been a senior leader at 
Shireland Collegiate Academy for the last 5 
years.

Nikki has been a leader of Mathematics in both 
M i d d l e a n d S e c o n d a r y s c h o o l s , i n 
Gloucestershire and Worcestershire for over 10 
years.  She also worked as a LA Mathematics 
Advisor in Worcestershire for 7 years where she 
supported over 60 schools, inspiring students 
and teachers to improve educational standards.

She is also a NCETM Professional Development 
Lead and Specialist Leader of Education for 
Mathematics.

Nikki Jones is the Teaching and Research School 
Director at Shireland Collegiate Academy which 
became one of the first five research schools 
last year. 

    What is a research school?

   As a senior leader in an outstanding school that is 
located in a deprived area, there are many challenges, 
as well as rewards.  Staff work extremely hard, and 
everyone has high expectations of what can be 
achieved.  This brings pressure, all of the time, and to 
anyone working in schools this will sound all too 
familiar!  There is a danger with this pressure that 
schools and teachers end up trying to do more, but 
before evaluating what they already do.  My question 
is whether people know what they already do makes 
a difference to outcomes, and whether new ideas are 
tested before being implemented wholescale?  I feel 
this is at the core of what being a Research School is 
about:

• Communication – Regular communication and 
advice on new and existing evidence. 

• Training – Deliver CPD on how to improve 
classroom practice based on the best available 
evidence.

• Innovation - Support schools to develop and 
evaluate innovative ways of improving teaching and 
learning.

    It sounds so obvious, but ask yourself why certain 
interventions are used in your school, why certain 
strategies are part of the school CPD programme?  
What evidence is there for those decisions?  There 
are no guarantees that ‘x’ will work in your school, 
but at least good quality research can support us 
to look at the ‘best bits’.

Does research REALLY make a 
difference? - Nikki Jones

Teach | Research | Innovate



Are there any misconceptions about being 
evidence-informed as a key driver for teaching 
and learning in the classroom?

I’m not suggesting that everything should be stopped, but 
take a step back.  Let’s look at an illustration.

Triple marking:  The idea that teachers mark work and give 
feedback with students then responding, and teachers 
reviewing responses is/was referred to in many feedback and 
marking policies.  But, does this approach improve student 
outcomes?  If not, it is 
a d d i n g t o t e a c h e r 
workloads for what 
benefit?

The EEF brought out ‘A 
Marked Improvement’ in 
April 2016.  This was a 
review of the evidence 
on wr i t ten mark ing 
u n d e r t a k e n b y 
re s e a rc h e r s a t t h e 
University of Oxford and 
one of its key findings 
was that the quality of 
the existing evidence 
focused specifically on 
written marking is very 
low.

“What this report tells us is that we just don’t know 
whether or not the t ime 
teachers are spending on 
marking is having a positive effect 
on pupil outcomes.”

This is surprising and concerning 
bearing in mind the importance 
of feedback to pupils’ progress 
and the time in a teacher’s day 
taken up by marking.  Few large-
scale, robust studies, such as 
randomised controlled trials, 
have looked at marking. Most 
s t u d i e s t h a t h a v e b e e n 
conducted are small in scale and/
or based in the fields of higher 
education or English as a foreign 
language (EFL), meaning that it is 
often challenging to translate 
findings into a primary or 
secondary school context or to 
other subjects.
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Most studies consider impact over a short period, 
with very few identifying evidence on long-term 
outcome. 

The review did make some suggestions:

- Pupils are unlikely to benefit from marking 

unless some time is set aside to enable 
pupils to consider and respond to marking. 

- Careless mistakes should be marked 
differently to errors resulting from 

misunderstanding:

- Errors - May be best addressed by providing    
hints or questions which lead pupils to 

underlying principles; 

- Mistakes - Marking the mistake as 

incorrect, without giving the right 

answer. 

- Awarding grades for every piece of 

work may reduce the impact of 
marking.



So can being research and evidence-  
informed assist school leaders and 
teachers to be more reflective and 
u l t i m a t e l y m o r e e f f e c t i v e 
practitioners?

My question is therefore whether this research 
led to a questioning in your school about the 

feedback and marking policy?  If not, why not?

Equally, what if I were to ask about the evidence 
for the Y11 interventions that you run, the 

training and deployment of your TA’s?  You get 
the idea…

So as a Research School what have we learnt?  We thought we engaged with research, and although we did, the 

questions we now ask ourselves are more rigorous, and the ‘evidence’ for making decisions more closely 
interrogated.  We are now far more likely to trail a ‘promising’ idea and capture information about how well it works 

in our school, before any wholescale adoption is considered.  The involvement and contribution of all in the school is 
becoming the norm, rather than relying on a few.  
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Karen talks to the 
Evolve Alliance and 
gives her insight in 
to the ‘what really 
matters’ for Multi 
Academy Trusts , 
A c a d e m i e s a n d 
Schools when i t 
c o m e s t o 
e d u c a t i o n a l 
r e s e a r c h . S h e 
assesses some of 

the other options 
for what Multi Academy Trusts have 
achieved and how they work in the best 
interests of supporting our pupils. 

Multi-academy trusts (MATs) are a relatively new addition to 
the education landscape and their evolution is racing ahead 
of the evidence about their achievements. Defining MAT 
success by pupil performance alone is tricky. That’s because 
the number of academies within MATs is regularly changing 
as new academies are taken on or academies which aren’t 
making satisfactory improvement are re-brokered. 
Additionally, we only have two years of performance data for 
the new accountability measures which is insufficient to 
make a robust judgment.

Before Christmas, Leora Cruddas, the new CEO of Freedom 
and Autonomy for Schools – National Association (FASNA), 
laid down a challenge to the academic community to help 
find out more about the extent to which the most successful 
MATs are improving outcomes for children and closing gaps 
for the most disadvantaged (Cruddas, 2017).

Researching Multi-Academy Trusts:  Beyond 
Pupil Performance -  Karen Wespieser

Teach | Research | Innovate

K a r e n 
Wespieser 
h a s l e d 
research in 
t h e 
education 
sector for 
over ten 
years and 
h a s 
extensive 
knowledge 
a n d 
experience 
of both qualitative and quantitative 
research methods. She has worked at 
all levels of research – conducting 
fieldwork, managing research teams, 
commissioning and quality assuring 
agencies and producing research for 
policy.

Karen is Head of Impact at NFER, 
leading a team pioneering new 
approaches to getting evidence acted 
upon across the sector through 
commissioning new research, engaging 
extensively with external stakeholders, 
a n d w o r k i n g c l o s e l y w i t h 
communications and media experts.
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The problem is that good research takes time. This is 
particularly true for systems research. There is no point in 
looking at brand new systems because all you will capture is, 
at best, a baseline or, at worst, a snapshot of the preceding 
system. In an ideal world of evaluation, a small part of the 
system is changed, researchers evaluate it, feed results 
showing effective or promising policies or practices into an 
improvement loop, and then spread the word on what 
works. But policymaking rarely works like this, and when the 
life chances of young people are at stake sometimes you 
can’t afford to wait that long to make changes.

So researchers do what they can. We are now getting to a 
point where a sufficient number of schools have converted 
to academies, and been in multi-academy trusts for a 
significant amount of time, for us to tentatively start drawing 
research-based conclusions about some aspects of MATs’. 
So setting aside pupil performance data, let’s have a look at 
the other evidence that is available.

Teacher career paths

Former Education Secretary Nicky Morgan suggested that a 
model of flexible staff deployment would ‘give a clear path 
to career progression that will keep [teachers and leaders] 
engaged rather than looking for opportunit ies 
elsewhere’ (2016). Similarly, National Schools Commissioner, 
Sir David Carter has said ‘a MAT has a larger talent pool, 
which can be deployed strategically to raise standards’.  The 
b e s t c h i e f e x e c u t i v e 
u n d e r s t a n d s h o w t o 
mobilise their leaders and 
teachers, and maintain a 
focus on those challenges 
n e e d i n g t h e m o s t 
attention’ (2016).

NFER has done a lot of analysis on this topic and 
found that staff movement between schools in the 
same MAT is more than ten times higher than the 
movement we would expect between two schools that 
are not in the same MAT but are a similar geographical 
distance apart (Worth, 2017). This suggests that MATs 
have internal teacher labour markets that are different 
to the teacher labour market in the local area outside 
of the MAT.

Furthermore, when classroom teachers and senior 
leaders move to a different school in the same MAT, 
they are more likely to move to a school with a more 
disadvantaged intake than to a school with a less 
disadvantaged intake. This is in contrast to teachers 
more generally, who are more likely to move to a 
school with a less disadvantaged intake. This suggests 
that the strategic approach MAT leaders can take 
towards workforce management might provide an 
effective mechanism for deploying staff to schools that 
struggle with staff recruitment and retention.

This is promising stuff! But, we also know from the 
same NFER research team that there appears to be 
little evidence to date that MATs are better able to 
retain teachers in the system (Worth, De Lazzari, and 
Hillary 2017). 
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Collaboration

Sir David Carter, the National Schools Commissioner, 
often speaks about schools being ‘givers and receivers’ 
of support and how MATs are one of the key 
institutions that can foster this (2016a). A Department 
for Education (DfE) survey of 326 MATs and 542 single-
academy trusts (SATs) found that academies understand 
the benefits of collaboration (Cirin, 2017). But there are 
some methodological caveats to this – in particular, that 
the survey asked MATs to respond on behalf of their 
academies, so the reason given for example for 
conversion is not necessarily a first-hand response 
(SchoolZone 2017). Despite that, the results are 
interesting. They found virtually all MATs (96 per cent) 
believe their structure has facilitated collaboration, and 
most have formal relationships with schools outside 
their trust. They also found that a vast majority (87 per 
cent) of single-academy trusts (SATs) support other 
schools. Of the MATs surveyed, 82 per cent reported 
that the creation of new opportunities to collaborate 
contributed to the decision of their schools to become 
academies and 40 per cent believed this was the main 
reason for their schools converting.

However, collaboration doesn’t have to just be about 
MATs. There is a growing narrative around ‘no school 
left alone’ regardless of the type of group they are part 
of. Indeed, viewed in this way, there is a greater evidence 
base for what works in collaboration - for example, the 
Welsh Government’s Lead and Emerging Practitioner 
School Pathfinder Project, or the DfE’s Gaining Ground 
Strategy.

Evaluations of these interventions have found that 
school-to-school partnership working is most effective 
when: schools have similar characteristics, are within 
reasonable travelling distance, and have staff time and 
commitment from both parties and partnerships at 
different levels of seniority (Walker et al., 2016).

Financial efficiencies

When MATs are compared to SATs and LA maintained 
schools in terms of financial efficiencies, research has 
shown that LA schools spend slightly more per pupil 
on running expenses than both SATs and MATs, but 
MAT schools spend more on teaching staff, supply staff 
and support staff (Andrews and Townsley, 2017). 
Surveys show that the majority of MATs, especially 
those that are larger, can provide examples of 
efficiencies achieved with trusts able to articulate areas 
where they have made significant savings including 
payroll, catering, and grounds maintenance (Cirin, 2017). 
However, it needs to be noted that the use of 
procurement frameworks by MATs is not yet 
widespread and NFER analysis of Statistical First 
Release (SFR) data suggests that the larger the trust, 
the more likely it is to be in a deficit position (Easton, 
2017).

Conclusion

Whilst it is interesting to look at MATs in terms of 
their staffing, contribution to wider systems and 
financial efficiency, at the end of the day their impact on 
pupil performance is still paramount. More research is 
needed! Therefore all of us – researchers, teachers and 
MAT leaders - should rise to Leora Cruddas’ challenge 
and, as she suggests be much more intellectually 
curious about the world of multi-academy trusts.

12
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Working in Partnership with the Chartered 
College of Teaching - Cat Scutt

The Evolve Alliance is very proud to be a lead 
member of the first phase of Chartered College of 
Teaching networks. The network allows us to build up 
the professional knowledge base of teaching and bring 
members together to work on issues of direct 
concern to classroom practice, wherever they are 
located and whatever their setting, interests and 
experience. The Chartered College network in 
partnership with the Evolve Alliance is carefully 
designed to offer flexible, high quality opportunities 
for professional collaboration and development to 
ensure that as many teachers as possible can enjoy 
access to what is on offer. The network includes a 
broad range of stimulating face-to-face events and 
online forums.

This is an exciting stage for the Chartered College  as 
the membership community is expanding rapidly and 
many members are looking for opportunities to share, 
collaborate and celebrate evidence-informed 
practices. The Chartered College has released its new 
journal, Impact, which has received both critical 
acclaim and national recognition for its insightful and 
explorative content whilst also generating lively 
discussion at events and on social media. 

In this edition of the journal, we speak to Cat Scutt 
from the CCT about her passion for practitioner 
research and what matters to her…

Teach | Research | Innovate

Cat is the Director of Education and Research 
at the Chartered College for Teaching.  

A former English Teacher, Cat has since worked 
in learning and development in both the 
corporate and education sector, most recently 
leading on digital learning and teacher 
collaboration at the Girls’ Day School Trust. 
Her roles have included commissioning and 
leading research, designing and supporting 
online communities and collaboration 
programmes, running education conferences, 
developing online and face-to-face teacher 
CPD and managing large-scale IT projects. In 
addition, Cat is Chair of Governors of a rural 
secondary school and is a PhD student at the 
UCL Institute of Education, investigating the 
use of simulation in education leadership 
development.
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Whatever the scale of the research carried out, 
though, if we consider what we know about what 
makes effective professional development (Timperley 
et al, 2007; Higgins et al, 2015), it is easy to see how 
engaging in a cycle of research or inquiry can support 
professional learning. Approaches such as ‘lesson 
study’ or participation in a research learning 
community provide a collaborative, practice-based 
approach that is by necessity sustained over a period 
of time, and whilst there may yet be limited evidence 
of impact on student outcomes, there is evidence that 
engaging with and in research can enhance teachers’ 
self-reflection and discussion about their practice, and 
imbues a renewed sense of themselves as professional 
learners (Stoll and Temperley, 2016; Brown and 
Greany, 2017; Rose et al, 2017, DeLuca et al, 2017). 
With that in mind, for many schools and for many 
teachers, involvement in practitioner research – with 
appropriate time and support – has the potential to 
form a valuable part of teachers’ ongoing professional 
development.

Top Tips to take away:

- Ensure there is a cycle of reviewing the 
research and evidence before applying to your 
context.

- What is your starting point? Take baselines in 
whatever assessment form that takes

- Trial new approaches and don’t be scared to 
take risks

- Evaluate your goals, what progress has been 
made

- Collaborate and share with others, be 
outward facing and support your colleagues 
to be evidence informed. 

- Provide a platform for your staff to be 
involved in practitioners research, give them 
the time needed to drive this and also ensure 
the support it available to our staff continue 
to reflect and learn.

Practitioner research: an idea worth 
investing in?

Over the past few years, the idea that teaching should 
be an evidence-informed profession has gained 
ground, and supporting teachers to be more 
evidence-informed and research-engaged lies at heart 
of the Chartered College of Teaching’s mission. Of 
course, engaging with research and evidence can take 
different forms – from reading published research 
studies, engaging with evidence brokers, to teachers 
carrying out small-scale, classroom-based inquiries. It 
is perhaps the latter which has attracted most debate; 
the idea of teachers as researchers is not without 
difficulties. From the inevitable problem of workload 
and expectation, via ethical issues, to the question of 
whether teachers have the skills to carry out and 
evaluate research with sufficient rigour. Given all of 
these challenges, is it a worthwhile investment of time, 
effort and resources for teachers to do research?

The answer to that question begins with considering 
what kinds of research we are talking about. At the 
simplest level, ‘research’ as a process of ‘identifying an 
idea that seems likely to work, trying it in the 
classroom and evaluating whether it did work’ seems 
simply to articulate the cycle that many teachers go 
through on a daily, if not hourly, basis. Strengthening 
rigour in this cycle could involve reviewing existing 
research and evidence to inform the new approaches 
trialed, identifying, baselining and evaluating goals, and 
a more structured expectation of sharing findings to 
inform colleagues’ practice.  Participation in a 
supported practitioner research project – whether 
through a Masters programme or through a 
professional learning community like The Evolve 
Alliance – facilitates not only the development of 
greater rigor in practitioner research but also creates 
opportunities for more effective and dynamic 
dissemination. 
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Teaching schools are part of the government’s drive 
to give schools more freedom and to enable schools 
to take increasing responsibility for managing the 
education system.  The vision for teaching schools is 
to have established a network of around 500 
outstanding teaching school alliances that will drive 
significant improvement in the quality of professional 
practice, improving the attainment of every child.

The Minster Teaching School Alliance is our local 
Teaching School. Like the Evolve Alliance, they believe 
passionately in collaboration with other schools. Our 
shared experiences demonstrate that by working with 
others we can both share our strengths and learn 
from others. We believe in taking a proactive approach 
to improving and maintaining the school system and, 
as LA resources reduce, we believe that schools are 
the key providers of school improvement resources.
In this article, we feature Dave Boothroyd who is the 
Director of the Minster Teaching School Alliance.

Tell us about the journey Minster has 
taken to becoming a key leader for 
Teaching and Learning in the East 
Midlands.

The Minster School, located in Southwell, was 
designated as a National Teaching School in March 
2013 and the Minster Teaching School Alliance 
(MTSA) began operating in September 2013. 
Beginning as an alliance of 17 schools, it has grown 
over the last four and a half years to an alliance of 
over 70 schools. These include primary, secondary and 
special schools from across Nottinghamshire and 
Lincolnshire from a wide range of locations and 
contexts. 
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The Minster Teacher Alliance, Nottinghamshire - 
Dave Boothroyd

The final article in this journal examines the role of our 
local Teaching Schools Alliance. Teaching schools have a 
leading role in the training and professional development 
of teachers, support staff and headteachers, as well as 
contributing to the raising of standards through school-
to-school support.

Teach | Research | Innovate

Dave Boothroyd has led Initial Teacher Training, 
Professional Learning programmes, School to School 
Support and Research and Development in the 
Minster Teaching School Alliance over the last five 
years and took up the post of Director of Teaching 
School in January 2018.

Dave originally trained as a History teacher and was 
Head of History in two schools before joining the 
Senior Leadership team at the Minster School, 
Southwell. Dave is a trained facilitator for the National 
Professional Qualification for Senior Leaders and the 
Develop Skills for Middle Leader programme as well 
as the OLEVI Outstanding and Improving Teacher 
Programmes. Dave has also worked extensively with 
the University of Nottingham, Nottingham Trent 
University, the Diocese of Southwell and Nottingham 
and Nottinghamshire Local Authority as strategic 
partners of the MTSA.



In 2014, the Minster School was designated as one of 
the National Maths Hubs, given responsibility for the 
development of the teaching of mathematics across the 
key stages. The East Midlands East Maths Hub has been 
tasked with engaging schools across Nottinghamshire 
and Lincolnshire in a range of national projects, 
establishing work groups and research projects, as well 
as training teachers.

How does the MSTA practically apply 
ev idence and research wi th in i t s 
collaborative projects to maximise impact 
within the school, academy and MAT 
system?

We believe that applying action research to every 
aspect of our activity is incredibly important. We are 
passionate about innovation and collaboration at all 
levels and the MSTA has explored a range of research 
projects across the East Midlands, which we are very 
proud of.   For example:

1.  Continuing Professional Learning

The MTSA offers a wide range of Continuing 
Professional Learning which relies heavily on research 
and development in three main ways. Firstly, basing the 
content and delivery models on well-established, 
empirically supported evidence. Secondly, by giving 
participants the time and confidence to engage with 
research as part of their studies on a programme. 
Thirdly by engaging participants in action research in 
their own classrooms, departments and schools.

What is the main aim of the Teaching 
School Alliance for Minster? 

What brings us together is a common belief in the 
importance of collaboration and learning from others as 
well as a responsibility for an increasingly school-led 
system. The overarching aim of the Minster Teaching 
School Alliance is that all students in all our schools will 
benefit from our commitment to work collaboratively in 
an equal partnership to share our strengths and support 
development. Alliance members, through their 
commitment to collaborate are signalling a joint 
responsibility for the wellbeing of young people in our 
schools.

What has been the strategy for the 
Teaching School Al l iance s ince i ts 
beginning?

Since 2013 the areas of activity for Teaching Schools has 
developed but some key focuses have remained:

• Continuing Professional Learning, including 
leadership development

• School to School Support
• Initial Teacher Training

In essence this means that the remit of Teaching Schools 
is to provide ‘cradle to grave’ development of the 
teaching profession, and educational support staff, whilst 
also supporting schools with emerging and ongoing 
issues such as curriculum change, financial management 
and pastoral care.  Research and development has always 
been a key aspect of the work of MTSA. This includes 
specific research projects in the Maths Hub, as well as 
individual work undertaken within Professional Learning 
programmes. A key element within the work of the 
Teaching School is developing evidence-based practice 
and reflective practitioners at every scale of work, from 
classroom teachers to leadership of large Multi Academy 
Trusts. 
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Increasingly, school to school support is being channelled 
through access to the Strategic School Improvement Fund 
(SSIF). This is significant funding stream that Teaching 
School Alliances can access to support school 
improvement in targeted areas of the country. The key 
emphasis is that SSIF projects must be rooted in evidence 
of impact, and TSAs are increasingly utilising resources such 
as the EEF toolkit to ensure that the strategies used in 
projects are cost effective and secure impact. The MTSA is 
supporting the delivery of a project in Nottinghamshire 
supporting the development of reading in Key Stages 1 and 
2, and collaborating with other TSAs on a bid to develop 
reading at Key Stage 3. We are also providing aspects of the 
delivery of an SSIF project in Leicester which is focused on 
the teaching and leadership of Maths at Secondary level. 
Collaboration between Teaching Schools in securing 
funding and delivering evidence-based projects is having a 
real impact on outcomes for students.

5.  Initial Teacher Training

As well as continuing to offer PGCE placements the 
Minster School has worked as a School Direct lead school 
for the last five years. This means that MTSA member 
schools can offer School Direct training places each year 
with the aim of recruiting, training and appointing their 
own outstanding teacher of the future. All of our School 
Direct places are offered in partnership with the 
University of Nottingham or Nottingham Trent University, 
meaning that trainees benefit from the expertise, 
resources and networks of our HE partners. The School 
Direct training programme aims to create reflective 
practitioners who base their practice in evidence. They are 
given the opportunity to visit a range of schools 
throughout their training year and learn from a range of 
contexts. In the summer term all trainees are expected to 
undertake a School Based Inquiry project which offers 
them the chance to focus on a specific issue and report 
back to Senior Leaders. The Inquiry involves gathering and 
analysing a range of data, extensive reading of the latest 
educational research and thinking, and visiting other 
schools to evaluate strategies being used and learn from 
current practice. We have found that our trainees enter 
the profession as more enquiring and reflective 
practitioners with a willingness to try something new and 
experiment with their students.
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2.  Leadership programmes

The MTSA offers the National Professional Qualification 
for Senior Leadership (NPQSL) and our own Developing 
Skills for Middle Leaders programme. Both of these 
programmes draw on educational research and studies to 
provide participants with high quality case studies and 
think pieces. As part of the programmes participants 
undertake a project at either whole school or 
departmental level. Their project is informed by data 
analysis and requires them to trial new strategies to 
implement change effectively. The assessment of the 
programmes is through a written report reflecting on the 
project’s impact, the most successful strategies used and 
what they have learned from the practice of others to 
develop their leadership capacity.

3.  Subject Leader networks

The MTSA runs Subject Leader Networks for both 
Primary and Secondary leaders. As well as considering the 
latest changes in subject areas and the chance to network 
with each other, the Networks engage in action research 
projects across the year, enabling participants to trial new 
strategies and compare their outcomes with others.

4.  School to school support

Since 2013 the MTSA has recruited, designated, trained 
and deployed system leaders to improve outcomes for 
children. These include practitioners from classroom 
teachers to Head Teachers, and also include support staff 
roles such as School Business Managers. The remit of 
system leaders is to develop the capacity of others to lead 
effectively and requires a complex set of high level skills.
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6.  University of Connecticut Programme

In the last three years we have been given the 
opportunity to host newly qualified teachers from the 
University of Connecticut as part of their Masters 
studies at the University of Nottingham. Originally 
working with the History department this has since 
broadened to include Maths, and means that two or 3 
UConn graduates in each subject area spend two days 
per week in school for the Autumn term as well as 
undertaking placements in museums or archives and 
studying at the University. Having these well qualified 
teaches as a resource for the schools to use has been 
an incredibly beneficial experience, and they have been 
deployed to evaluate aspects of school practice and 
undertake research projects focusing on student 
outcomes and experiences.

7.  East Midlands East Maths Hub

The Maths Hub now works with over 300 schools in 
Nottinghamshire and Lincolnshire on over 20 different 
strands of activity. This cohort includes Emma Emery 
who is the Lead Practitioner for Maths and Numeracy 
for the Evolve Trust. The main focus of the initial work 
of Maths Hubs was on the introduction of Teaching for 
Mastery and the Singapore Bar, establishing 
partnerships with colleagues in Shanghai and developing 
subject specialists in maths. Over the last four years the 
remit of the Maths Hub has grown significantly to 
incorporate a huge range of projects, many of which 
involve action research at classroom level as well as 
contributions to national studies. 

One example is the China-England exchange project 
which is now into its further year. This year over 200 
primary maths teachers have participated in lessons 
studies hosted by the Maths Hub, involving open 
lessons taught by maths teachers form Shanghai, 
detailed debriefs and then the development of lesson 
plans based on the experience.

The Maths Hub also runs action research groups for 
Year 2 teachers. This year 21 teachers from 18 schools 
attend sessions based on formulating enquiry questions, 
collecting and analysing data and writing up their 
findings. These reports will be presented at a Primary 
Maths conference in July, attended by 120 local 
teachers and leaders.

The Maths Hub receives funding which means that 
many of the activities undertaken are fully or partly 
subsidised. This year there are projects looking at 
Intervention, Lesson Design and Greater Depth as part 
of Teaching for Mastery, maths in Early Years, supporting 
Core Maths, mathematical reasoning and many others. 
All of these projects are engaging teachers of maths in 
real research activities in their classrooms and 
contributing to national studies of what really works in 
classrooms.

Research and development can often be seen as a 
luxury or a nice addition to the work of schools, 
especially in more financially straightened times. 
However, the work of Teaching Schools and Maths Hubs 
demonstrates the benefits of evidence based activity in 
achieving improved professional knowledge and 
understanding of teachers, improvements in schools 
and, ultimately, better outcomes and improved life 
chances for children.

Top Tips:
- Provide your staff with the framework to be 

supported by evidence.
- Provide your staff with the platform, time and 

confidence to engage and trail whether that be 
in the classroom or as leaders.

- Support and challenge your current and 
aspiration leaders to implement change 
effectively and be informed by data.

- Be outward facing, provide your subject leads 
with the networks to have up to date evidence 
to be effective curriculum facilitators. 

- Collaboration is the key! Be open to joint led 
evidence-based projects which can benefit all 
parties and have a real impact on outcomes for 
students and staff.



It then looks at how we can best build positive relationships 
with our students. Slow and stoical behaviour management 
looks at reflecting on our own actions in the classroom; 
how our ability to manage our own emotions is essential in 
cultivating classrooms that are focussed on learning. We are, 
after all, dealing with the fragile and unpredictable behaviour 
of adolescents.

One thing that speed teaching cannot possibly generate is 
good relationships. To forge meaningful relationships 
requires us to make a real effort to try to understand the 
complex young people who share our space with us. These 
interpersonal and empathetic demands cannot be managed 
unless we learn to listen carefully and respond appropriately 
to what young people bring to our classrooms.  

This new ‘Slow Teaching’ philosophy places at its heart 
developing and improving the following classroom aspects: 
explanations, questioning, modelling and feedback. Each is 
often the victim of speed-induced practice that leaves us 
working harder, but not working smarter. Recent 
educational research is at the core of the book, looking at 
what really improves our teaching rather than educational 
myths. It also focuses on what ultimately gives both our 
students and us confidence, prioritising time to develop 
detailed subject knowledge.

The question of motivation is also at the heart of teaching, 
we all want to continue to develop and grow in the 
classroom. Teaching is remarkably complex, one of the most 
exciting and energising things about it. We will never 
become experts at all its aspects, but what we can do is 
explore how we can slowly continue how to reflect and 
improve our craft.  

Perhaps most importantly is the need to slow down to 
prioritise our own wellbeing. While we are passionate and 
committed to our students, “we cannot help them 
become the best version of themselves unless 
we are the best of ours”. This requires us to take time 
out to look after ourselves, to find ways to build appropriate 
work-life balance and to keep stress in perspective. 

Teaching will always be a demanding profession, but it 
doesn’t need to be such a relentless battle. What slowing 
down can help us to do is to make informed decisions about 
how best to use our time. 
Doing so might just make 
us even more effective at 
what we are so committed 
to doing: changing young 
peoples’ lives. 

Research Corner:  Book 
Review by Jamie Thom - 
Slow Teaching 

published by John Catt 
Educational

Ever feel like you spend your 
days rushing around, not entirely 
how best to use the precious 
t ime we have outs ide o f 
allocated teaching? Ever feel like 
you are in a continuous battle 
against a to-do list that grows by 
the day? Do you finish your 
week overwhelmed with exhaustion? 

For a long time this is how I functioned in the school environment: 
treadmill teaching. I sprinted around, grappling endlessly with giant 

piles of workbooks, the creation of epic PowerPoint slides and 
lessons packed full of ‘engagement’.  There was never a day when I 
felt in control. I then found myself completely burnt out when I 
tried to juggle everything in my first senior management position. 
Stress and anxiety and this whirlwind way of functioning finally got 
the better of me. 

I decided that there must be a better way: a stripping back of 
teaching to consider what is really essential in our professional 
capacity. My book ‘Slow Teaching: finding calm, clarity and impact in 
the classroom’ is the product of this journey.  Its mission: to work 
out what we should be focussing on, both in and outside of our 
classrooms. 

It certainly doesn’t advocate a tortoise way of teaching; rather it 
encourages a slowing down to look at what will really positively 
impact both our own and our pupils experience in school.  In doing 
so we start to make teaching a profession that excites and 
motivates teachers over the course of their career, rather than 
repelling them once they burn out after a few years. 

Instead of PowerPoint packed lessons and mindless marking, the 
focus is on streamlining and simplifying teaching to consider what 
really matters. It starts with our environment, considering how the 
calming principles of minimalism can be applied to our classrooms. 
We all know how purified we feel after a spring clean, the same 
applies to our classrooms. When our environments speak of clarity 
and simplicity, our students’ ability to focus and sustain the 
behaviours we work so hard to develop are improved.

It then looks at how we can best build positive relationships with 
our students. Slow and stoical behaviour management looks at 
reflecting on our own actions in the classroom; how our ability to 
manage our own emotions is essential in cultivating classrooms that 
are focussed on learning. We are, after all, dealing with the fragile 
and unpredictable behaviour of adolescents. 
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“Fast, I quickly discovered, was not sustainable to a 
long and meaningful career in teaching”. 
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Look out for the next edition!

The next edition of the Evolve Alliance Journal will be published in the summer 
term.  The journal will focus on governance and will feature interviews with:

• Judith Hicks, Head of Inspiring Governance, National Governors’ Association
• Fiona Stagg, National Leader of Governance
• Dominic Swift, Partner and Head of Property at Brown Jacobson LLP 
• Raj Unsworth, Chair of PRIDE Multi-Academy Trust 

Please contact Michael Lucas if you are keen to be involved at 
mlucas@evolvetrust.org



Contact Us

The Evolve Trust
c/o The Beech Academy, 

Fairholme Drive, Mansfield,
Nottinghamshire,

NG19 6DX

Phone: (01623) 348100
Email:  evolvealliance@evolvetrust.org

http://www.evolvetrust.org
  twitter:       @_evolvealliance
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