
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

School Improvement: Developing and
sustaining professional dialogue about

teaching and learning
Aims of the project

Our aim was to follow up six secondary schools that had been involved in the North East School Based Research
Consortium (NESBRC) a collaborative partnership funded by the Teacher Training Agency/CfBT, which focused on
generating evidence about teaching and learning and the impact on pupils’ achievements. The original partnership intended
to develop approaches that were effective and could be embedded into the culture of the school after the NESBRC funding
finished. We wanted to see what the schools were doing three years later. The interventions used in the NESBRC were:

• collaborative action research;

• video coaching; and

• using personal construct theory to elicit beliefs about teaching and learning.

Context

We carried out interviews with five of the six original head teachers, one had moved on to another school and so we
interviewed the new head teacher. We interviewed four of the six original research co-ordinators and the person who had
now taken over responsibility for research and development in the school were applicable (two). The interviews were
completed in the Summer Term of 2002 consisted of a combination of telephone and face to face interviews, according to
the preferences of the individuals concerned; no-one refused to be interviewed.



Summary of main findings

Sustainability

¥All six schools had sustained an emphasis on establishing a research and development cycle to improve teaching and
learning and were able to present cautious but encouraging evidence of positive impact on pupil achievement.

¥Collaborative action research projects were continuing in all 6 schools.

¥Staff delivery of INSET on training days within school and to bodies outside the school was sustained and still highly
valued by all concerned.

¥ Video coaching was continuing in the two schools that had embedded this practice by the end of the NESBRC.

¥Senior management support for informal meetings such as Ôthinking lunchesÕ and Ôshow and tellÕ sessions continued.

Development

¥ The focus of the activity was wider; it encompassed more staff and had moved beyond thinking skills to look at
assessment for learning and learning styles, for example.

¥ Classroom based research into teaching and learning was a focus of school improvement plans.

¥Promoting dialogue about teaching and learning had become more explicit within school structures; for example an
emphasis on evidence-informed practice had been included in selection criteria and induction programme for new staff.

¥Use of video and peer observation for research had developed in schools that had not been involved in this within the
NESBRC

Negative findings

Those activities that were more focused on teacher learning and CPD rather than on understanding pupil learning appeared
to be more difficult to sustain and develop in schools in a consistent way:

¥the use of video coaching as a vehicle for CPD had been taken up by only one school beyond the two who had developed
this in the NESBRC; and

¥the use of personal construct theory (see appendix) had not been sustained in the school that had developed its use for
CPD or developed in any of the other schools.

Background 
The six schools that we report on had formed the NESBRC and worked together investigating the impact of thinking skills in the
classroom for the three years of project. They were located in three Local Education Authorities and five of the six were
partnership schools for Initial Teacher Education with Newcastle University (the higher education partner in the NESBRC). The
schools were all large secondary, mixed Comprehensive Schools, three taught pupils from 11-18 and 3 were 13-18 High
Schools; two of the High Schools were voluntary aided Catholic Schools. All six schools were genuinely comprehensive in that
they served pupils from a range of socio-economic backgrounds with two of the 11-18 schools serving more deprived areas
and had a high proportion of pupils on free school meals. In common with many schools in the region, there were few ethnic
minority and EAL pupils in the schools. One of the 11-18 schools had a specialist unit for hearing impaired pupils. The research
co-ordinators interviewed in each school represented a range of subject backgrounds: an English teacher, a geographer, two
scientists, an historian and a SEN teacher. The co-ordinators were experienced teachers with at least 10 years teaching
experience. All of the schools had gone on to join new partnerships since the NESBRC and five of the six belonged to Network
Learning Communities. Two schools were part of an EAZ and participating in the University of the First Age initiative.


