
This summary was commissioned by the National Teacher
Research Panel for the Teacher Research Conference 2004, 
which explored and celebrated teacher engagement in and
with research. All conference materials are available at 
www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/ntrp

Creating a Research Culture in school 
Is enthusiasm for systematic enquiry infectious in your school?

Are learners surrounded by student and adult models of eager curiosity?

Are questions valued as highly as right answers?

Do research findings make a difference in your classroom?

Are you used to identifying both strengths and areas for improvement?

Aims of the project

Our simple aim is to improve teaching and learning in our school. The purpose of this initiative at St George’s School for
Girls, Edinburgh was:

• to bring about a change of attitude in our school so that research is viewed as an essential part of professional practice
(no more “closet” researchers!); 

• to provide information about current research opportunities;

• to radiate enthusiasm and inspire staff to gather robust data as a foundation for decisions and action; 

• to provide encouragement and appropriate support for both students and staff as researchers; and 

• to celebrate completed studies and discuss implications for improved practice.

Context

All our staff, both academic (123) and support (121), and all students (1016) across the whole age range from 3-18 years
were involved in this Millennium initiative. The process of change is now in its 4th year.

Question What is done at
St George’s School, Edinburgh

What is/could be done at YOUR SCHOOL?

How do staff find out about
current research opportunities?

• R&D. Noticeboards

• Designated member of staff responsible for
research

• School-based Open Research Seminars 
- we run a series and invite neighbouring
schools and educational establishments to
contribute

How are staff made aware of
the school’s commitment to
research?

• Constant mention of importance of research
and critical evaluation

• Appointment of designated member of staff to
be a “critical friend” and information source

• Leaflet, as part of CPD expectations,
outlining support.

• Formal/informal celebration of completed
research (staff and Student)

• Research entry in school website

What do staff do if they have
an idea for research?

• Talk about it!

• Fill in the Research Application form

• When the idea is more formalised, check
against the school’s Ethical Guidelines

• Submit to the Research Committee

What do staff do if, initially,
they lack confidence ? 

• Participate in a departmental or whole-
school team first 

• Read and attend seminars to learn about
others’ research and to engage in critical
discussion

• Tell the designated staff member about their
interest, so they can be put in touch 

How would they set about
“learning by doing research”?

• Watch for projects advertised in school
which might be of interest - and join in!
They can either be part of the whole team
or with a specific bit.

How does the commitment to
research affect the young
learners in school?

• They are surrounded by models of life-long
learners, who collect evidence
systematically and evaluate it honestly.

• They recognise learning as a process of
active engagement.

• They benefit from carefully planned
professional practice.

• They are encouraged to be systematic in
their own evidence gathering and critical in
their appraisal.

How to encourage a Research Culture in your school: a checklist to set you thinking.

Please read through the following questions and discuss the possible answers in your school.

We’ve offered you some of our ideas to compare with your own .



Outcomes to date
The appointment of a part time Research Fellow (critical friend) was seen as very helpful. Regular seminars are well
attended and valued by teachers from St. George’s and neighbouring schools. Studies and implications for practice are
discussed. The project has led to a series of changes in our school including:

• a much broader view in school of what counts as research, a clearer understanding of the relationship between good
practice and sound theoretical underpinning;

• teachers no longer feel the need to hide the fact that they are interested in or doing research (inappropriate guilt has been
banished); and

• many teachers are now more involved in research. They are more confident and willing to share ideas and engage in
critical debate.

The change to a research based culture has already impacted on teaching and learning in number of ways such as:

• student research as well as staff studies have become a focus of celebration;

• raising questions has become a regular feature of class learning;

• specific studies have had considerable impact on practice e.g. a peer-tutoring project led to better evaluation skills in
primary age children;

• peer support approaches also have been developed in many other subjects; and 

• the ICT programme has been improved (www.dolphinsystem.co.uk) .

This research culture pervades the whole school. Communication in the Boarding house has been reviewed. The new library
includes features suggested in a wide survey. 

Background
St George’s School, Edinburgh is an independent school for girls, with just over 1000 students from the (mixed) Early Years
Department through to a large Upper 6th form. Boarding provision is available from age 9. The school was founded in 1888,
to provide a full education for girls and prides itself on offering a broad and balanced set of opportunities to suit each
individual. It has an excellent academic record. The school aims to be open to change and improvement in every aspect. It
actively forges links with schools in the maintained sector as well as with a wide range of national and international partners.

Conclusions
Raising the profile of research has been a gradual process of changed understanding. Of course this cannot be wholly
attributable to the stress school has put on the value of research There have been many concurrent factors, such as the
growing emphasis on CPD and interest in achieving Chartered Teacher status. What does seem clear, however, is that with
an open commitment to research, appropriate structures in place and clear support available, learners and teachers will
value enquiry with renewed vigour and be eager to refine their own skills.

Suggestions for further reading
Campbell A (2002) “Becoming an evidence-based practitioner; a framework for teacher researchers” London. Routledge Falmer

MacBeath J (1999) “Schools must speak for themselves: the case for school self-evaluation” London Routledge

Case Study: Impact on an individual teacher 
Starting Points

The research notice board in the staff room proved to be a useful source of information about seminars and meetings of
interest to me. Having become interested in the possibility of engaging in research, the next step was to join a small action-
research group, to explore communicating with parents. We were guided by the school’s Research Fellow to evaluate the
report format in school and look at ways of improving it. This group project gave me confidence and acted as a springboard
to starting on my own individual project.

On the Journey

The general aim of my project was to explore the benefits and limitations, within the P4 curriculum, of the Expressive Arts
being taught by a generalist, or specialist. Illustrative data was collected over the winter term, 2003, through interviews with
specialists and generalists in the sample schools, and through focus discussions with selected children in the sample.

After reflection on the evidence, preliminary findings suggested that:

• class teachers lacked confidence in teaching certain areas of expressive arts without supported programmes;

• the specialist had the expertise, experience and confidence to achieve the most successful teaching outcome; and 

• children’s learning was improved and developed more fully and constructively under the specialist.

On reflection

The research journey has added another professional dimension to my teaching. It has been stimulating for me personally,
but it has generated much interest amongst my colleagues. Along the way I have learned:

• it is important for a new researcher to have the opportunity to talk with someone ‘in the know’, in order to maintain a focus; 

• the importance of time-management, as the natural busyness of teaching can be all-consuming;

• working alongside other members of staff is stimulating and very worthwhile as it brings together others’ pertinent views; and

• that this valuable field of work can have a real impact on teaching and learning. 

I am excited that I am a small cog in a large wheel that is driving forward new ideas and new opportunities!   

Sue Hay, Teacher of P4
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