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Ofsted ratings and MATs

The NFER report found that a school’s Ofsted rating also influenced the
movement of staff. Successive ratings of “inadequate” were likely to see a
higher incidence of staff moving to another school or leaving the profession.
Teachers working in schools which had been upgraded to “requires
improvement” rating had a better chance of securing a new job than if
their existing school had been downgraded “perhaps as the after-effect
of previously being inadequate or because of the experience of delivering
school improvement being viewed positively in the labour market”, the
research stated.
Multi-academy trusts (MATs) have a slightly higher than average rate
of teachers leaving the profession compared to other school types, despite
suggestions by another former education secretary, Nicky Morgan, that
MAT models of staff development with opportunities for career progression
would encourage more teachers to stay in their jobs.
The report said: “This may be due to different staff management practices
in MATs but could also be due to the way that staff movements from a
school to the MAT central team are recorded.”
It went on: “After excluding internal moves within the same MAT, MATs
had similar rates of teachers moving school when compared with other
schools. There, therefore, appears to be little evidence to date to suggest that
MATs are better able to retain their teachers.”
The study recommended that MATs do more to promote career
progression within their organisations and a feeling that the MAT was a
structure to which teachers belong.

“The movement of teachers was found
to be most acute in London, where
considerably more staff were leaving
compared with other parts of the country,

Policy responses that aim to increase teacher retention need to consider pay
alongside other factors, such as teachers’ workload, working hours and job
satisfaction.”
• Dorothy Lepkowska is a freelance education journalist.

Teacher Retention and Turnover Research

n NFER will be publishing further insights this year including a final report
in the summer. To find out more about the on-going Teacher Retention
and Turnover project and to receive the latest research directly to your
in-box, visit www.nfer.ac.uk/research/teaching-workforce-dynamics/

Further information and reading

In recent years, NFER has published several research reports on the school
workforce, examining the extent of the teacher recruitment and retention
problems:
n Teacher Retention and Turnover Research: Research update 3: Is the
Grass Greener Beyond Teaching? 2017: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/
NUFS04/
n Teacher Retention and Turnover Research: Interim Report, 2017: www.
nfer.ac.uk/publications/NUFS03/
n Teacher Retention and Turnover Research: Research update 2: Teacher
dynamics in multi-academy trusts, 2017: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/
NUFS02/
n Teacher Retention and Turnover Research: Research update 1: Teacher
retention by subject, 2017: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/NUFS01/
n Keeping Your Head: NFER Analysis of Headteacher Retention, 2017:
www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/LFSC01/
n Engaging Teachers: NFER analysis of teacher retention, 2016:
www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/LFSB01/
n Should I Stay or Should I Go? NFER Analysis of Teachers Joining and
Leaving the Profession, 2015: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/LFSA01/

including other large cities”

A major on-going research project by the National Foundation for Educational Research is helping
us to gain a deeper understanding of the dynamics within retention and recruitment for the teacher
workforce in England. Dorothy Lepkowska looks at the latest findings

T

eacher recruitment and retention remains one of the biggest issues
facing policy-makers. But how to solve this is one of the great
unanswered challenges in education.
Understanding how and why teachers are leaving is key in tackling
retention. This is an important issue as pupil numbers are projected to
increase by nearly 500,000 in the next five years. Fewer new trainees
and teacher shortages in some key subjects further add to classroom
pressures.
Recently published research from the National Foundation for
Educational Research (NFER), funded by the Nuffield Foundation, has
looked at the factors associated with teacher retention and turnover.
The Teacher Retention and Turnover Research: Interim Report (2017)
found that between 2010 and 2015 the number of working-age teachers
who left the profession each year has risen steadily from nine to 11 per
cent for primary teachers, while the number leaving their school to work
in another has risen from five to seven per cent. This has left some schools
struggling to fill vacancies.
24

Flexible working in schools

One in four teachers in primary schools is currently employed part-time,
compared with one in six in secondary schools. The prevalence of primary
part-time working is partly due to more women working in the sector.
However researchers said that much of the gap between primary and
secondary persisted even when gender and age were accounted for.
“This suggests that primary schools are better able, or more willing, to
accommodate part-time teachers,” the report said. It added that part-time
workers in secondary schools were more likely to leave the profession than
primary teachers working on a similar basis, which suggests that primary
schools are better at making part-time employment work.
The report calls for greater flexibility for teachers’ working patterns in
a bid to address recruitment and retention problems. Soon after the report
was published, Justine Greening, the former education secretary, announced
a pilot programme to encourage flexible working in schools to help schools
“keep their valued teachers” and to enable them to stay in the profession
while they raised families or approached retirement.

City living and job satisfaction
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Tackling teacher retention
and turnover challenges

Reliable NFER Tests
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The movement of teachers was found to be most acute in London, where
considerably more staff were leaving compared with other parts of the
country, including other large cities. While the capital tended to attract staff
aged in their 20s, it was losing one per cent of teachers in their 30s and 0.6
per cent of teachers in their 40s every year, at a time when pupil numbers
were rising faster than in other parts of the country.
The report suggested that expensive housing was a deterrent to teachers
wanting to work in London and recommended that policy-makers consider
housing subsidies or other ways of reducing the costs of living in the capital.
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Is the grass greener?

A subsequent study from the NFER in this Nuffield Foundation funded
series, published in December, identified the aspirations and career paths of
teachers who had left the profession. The research – Is the Grass Greener
Beyond Teaching? (2017) – found that while those who had left teaching
earned less pay in subsequent roles, they enjoyed increased job satisfaction
and reduced working hours. Using data from the Understanding Society
survey it recommended that teachers needed to be nurtured, valued and
supported if they were to remain in the profession.
The study found that more than half of leaving teachers who were not
retiring, remained working in education in some capacity, usually moving to
the private sector or taking on a non-teaching role. Typically, these teachers
earned up to 10 per cent less in a new role but gained other benefits, such as
a reduction in working hours and increased job satisfaction.
The self-reported job satisfaction of teachers who left the profession
declined in the years before they left. The authors recommended that school
leaders, the government and school inspectors needed to jointly review the
impact their actions were having on teachers’ workload and how this could
be mitigated.
Jack Worth, a senior economist at NFER, said: “This data gives us rich
and valuable insights on what motivates teachers to leave teaching, because
we can see how their lives change after leaving and taking up a new job.
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“Teachers and school leaders now have
access to a significant and growing body of
academic research with enormous potential
to improve pupil attainment and save
schools money. But to do this, we need to
make sure that research findings get into
the hands of teachers in ways that are most

Evidence-based resources:
Do they make a difference?
Many teachers find it hard to engage with and act on research evidence, even when they know it can
help them to improve teaching practice and student outcomes. Dorothy Lepkowska explains

T

wo new studies undertaken by the National Foundation for
Educational Research (NFER) and known as The Literacy
Octopus Trials, named after their multi-armed design, have
looked at the impact of research dissemination on achievement in
schools. The studies were funded by the Education Endowment
Foundation (EEF), the Department for Education (DfE) and the Mayor
of London’s Schools Excellence Fund as part of a bigger scheme of
exploring the use of research in schools.
As some of the largest education trials to date, a total of more than
13,000 primary schools in England were involved in the studies which
looked at a range of evidence-based resources and events designed
to support the teaching and learning of literacy at key stage 2. These

included printed and online research summaries, evidence-based practice
guides, webinars, face-to-face professional development events and
access to online tools.
The first study, which involved 12,500 primary schools, looked at
different approaches to the dissemination and communication of research
materials to support literacy teaching at key stage 2, using a randomised
controlled trial (RCT). The materials for this Literacy Dissemination Trial
were drawn up by four leading organisations with experience of engaging
schools in the use of evidence. The schools were split into five groups of
2,500 schools each. One was a control group which did not receive any
of the materials. The remaining groups were sent resources from one of
the four organisations each using a different dissemination method:
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likely to have an impact”
n I mproved Reading: A Guide for Teachers (published by the Centre for
Evaluation and Monitoring, Durham University).
n Better Evidence-based Education (a magazine from the Institute for
Effective Education, University of York).
n	A link to an archived webinar and materials from a conference on
research evidence relating to key stage 2 literacy (from ResearchED in
collaboration with NatCen).
n	A subscription to the Teaching How2s website, which focuses on
evidence-based techniques and visual guides for teachers (delivered by
the Campaign for Learning with Train Visual).
The resources were simply sent to the schools with a note about the
trial. The purpose of this large-scale trial was to assess the impact of
disseminating evidence-based resources on pupil outcomes, rather than
to explore if or how the materials were used.
A second RCT involved 823 schools, and tested whether combining
resources with light-touch support on their use would have greater
impact. Some of the schools received light-touch support, including
invitations to seminars on using the materials in the classroom, webinars
before and after conferences to provide support on how to use the
materials, and introductory events to using online resources.
Neither trial found evidence of improved literacy attainment at
key stage 2 and the second study, which included a survey, showed no
difference in teachers’ use of research, despite the additional support. The
results suggest that, in general, light-touch interventions and resources
need more support to make a difference.
The initial engagement of schools with the disseminated materials
varied. Even where the materials included guidance on how to apply
evidence in practice, the report suggested that trying to get teachers to
engage with the resources or support was a challenge.
Six out of 10 primary schools engaged only a little or not at all
according to monitoring data, citing a lack of time and a preference for
more interactive support.
However, around one in six schools engaged and used the materials
to a greater degree than expected, for example by hosting CPD sessions
and requesting further materials. Through case studies, the study found a
small number of schools that went further and implemented change after
using the resources, or trialled new ideas and embedded them in their
classroom practice.
Researchers plan to publish pupil outcomes in a year’s time from the
2016/17 cohort to establish whether there was any long-term effect from
interventions.
The report concluded that the findings had raised two key issues. The
first was centred on what could be done to encourage schools to engage
more in research evidence, when they are already over-burdened with
information. Second, it said it was important to consider what level of
additional activity around research would help schools to use and refer to
research in order to improve pupil outcomes.
To examine these questions further, the EEF has launched two
campaigns to promote the effective use of evidence, focusing on primaryage literacy in the North East of England and better use of teaching
assistants in the classroom in 1,000 schools in Yorkshire and Lincolnshire.
Dr Ben Styles, head of NFER’s Education Trials Unit, explained:
“Although the findings of this research are of critical importance to
organisations involved in the translation of research evidence into

practice, there are also aspects of these trials that should warm the hearts
of those doing rigorous evaluation research.
“The fact that more than 800 primary schools were willing to sign up
to a trial that required various levels of proactive engagement by teachers,
in combination with the ability to analyse data from the National Pupil
Database has resulted in a rare example of robust quantitative evaluation
in this field.”
Commenting on the reports, Sir Kevan Collins, chief executive of the
EEF, said: “Teachers and school leaders now have access to a significant
and growing body of academic research with enormous potential to
improve pupil attainment and save schools money. But to do this, we
need to make sure that research findings get into the hands of teachers in
ways that are most likely to have an impact.
“We know how challenging this can be. Light-touch interventions
are unlikely to have an impact on pupil attainment and getting teachers
to engage with research is far from straightforward. We need to focus
our efforts on more targeted and structured approaches to disseminate
evidence and support teachers.”
• Dorothy Lepkowska is a freelance education journalist.

Further information

n Literacy Octopus Dissemination Trial – the evaluation
report and executive summary report can be found at
www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/EEFA02/
n Evidence-based Literacy Support – the Literacy Octopus Trial:
The evaluation report and executive summary can be found at
www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/EEFA01/
n More information on this project can also be found via the
EEF. Visit: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
projects-and-evaluation/projects/the-literacy-octopuscommunicating-and-engaging-with-research/
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How after-school coding
clubs can benefit pupils
In an increasingly digital world, Suzanne Straw looks at research findings showing to what extent afterschool coding clubs can support young people to develop skills and further their interest in coding

A

fter-school clubs have become an integral part of learning in
the past couple of decades. Successive governments have had an
expectation that schools will provide extended provision, and
part of their role is to enhance learning in the classroom and to build
and develop other personal and study skills.
Code Club UK supports a nationwide network of volunteer and
teacher-led after-school programming clubs. It was founded in 2012
and, in 2015, joined forces with the Raspberry Pi Foundation.
Code Clubs are run in schools and libraries, for children aged nine
to 13 years. They run for around an hour a week during term-time and
have about 15 participants who learn to programme by making games,
animations, applications and websites. Code Club UK’s projects and
materials support the teaching of Scratch, HTML/CSS and Python. The
aim of Code Club is to develop children’s programming skills and to
inspire them to consider programming and other digital careers in the
future.
Five years ago there were only a handful of Code Clubs in the UK.
Now, there are nearly 6,000, attended by more than 82,000 children.
There are also more than 10,000 Code Clubs running around the world.
Between June 2015 and March 2017, Code Club UK worked with the
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) to undertake an
evaluation of Code Clubs. The evaluation took the form of a randomised
control trial (RCT), with an associated process evaluation. It explored
the impact that Code Clubs make on children’s computational thinking
and programming skills, as well as their attitudes towards computers
and coding. In some cases, Code Clubs were set up purely to participate

in the trial. NFER’s report, Randomised Controlled Trial and Process
Evaluation of Code Clubs, was published recently.
The trial involved 21 schools. Pupils who expressed an interest in
taking part in the clubs completed a series of baseline and end-point
assessments. The Bebras Computational Thinking Assessment was
chosen as the primary outcome measure, with secondary measures
including a coding quiz and pupil attitude survey.
Following the baseline assessments, pupils were randomly assigned
to intervention and control groups. Pupils in the intervention group
attended Code Club for a year and schools were asked to cover Scratch,
HTML/CSS and Python. Control group children were assured of a
place in Code Club the following year.
The findings from the analysis of pupils’ baseline and end-point
scores on the Bebras measure showed that attending Club Code for
a year did not have an impact on children’s computational thinking
over and above positive changes that occurred anyway. Researchers
concluded that this was probably because computational thinking
was being developed as part of the normal computing curriculum
and that Code Clubs were consolidating learning and skills rather
than further developing them. Researchers also suggested that a year
of participation might not be a long enough period to see significant
changes in computational thinking.
However, the analysis showed that attending Code Club did
significantly improve pupils’ coding skills in Scratch, HTML/CSS and
Python, and this happened even when a control group of pupils were
learning Scratch as part of the computing curriculum in school.

Intervention pupils were using all of the programming languages
more. This was particularly the case with Scratch, for which the
proportion of intervention children who reported using Scratch every
week rose by 27 percentage points between the baseline and end-point.
The study also found that pupils attending Club Code were using
computers more and, in addition, a higher proportion at end-point
reported that they were good or very good at making things with code
compared to control group pupils and the baseline.
Pupils’ interest in learning about coding, and learning about coding
languages in the future, was high for both groups at both baseline and
end-point, with two-thirds or more of pupils in both groups reporting
that they were interested or very interested in these areas at end-point.
In addition, just under half of pupils in both groups reported that they
were interested in a job that involved coding at end-point. However,
Code Club was not shown to have an impact on pupils’ already high
levels of interest in these three areas.
Teachers reported that early impact on pupils’ understanding of
concepts and development of confidence in coding could be seen at the
end of the first term of Code Club delivery. However, two or three terms
were needed to see progress in terms of pupils working independently
and displaying the resilience to work out problems for themselves.
Echoing pupils’ own reports, teachers reported a range of positive
outcomes for pupils, including the development of confidence and
skills in coding, IT and using computers. In some cases, teachers were
drawing on the skills of Code Club pupils to support other pupils in the
classroom who were struggling with coding.
Teachers reported that pupils were developing important skills for
the future: “It’s a great thing to be exposing children to and in the future
they will be glad that they did it. All the world is based on IT now and
they need to do it, and it’s very positive for their future.”
In addition, teachers emphasised that Code Club gives some pupils
the opportunity to succeed in coding when they are not doing so well
in other school subjects: “It’s a fantastic resource and it enables pupils
to succeed when they haven’t elsewhere. It’s a very good skill for pupils
to develop.”

Most clubs ran smoothly during the academic year and club leaders
reported that access to Code Club UK’s projects and teacher notes had
been key to the successful running of their club. As this club leader
commented: “Great resources: pupils really engaged with the material.
They loved adapting and creating their own games.”
Where difficulties were experienced, they related to insufficient time,
technical problems, a lack of knowledge of the languages and pupil
drop-out. Half of the Code Clubs did not cover all of the programming
languages during the year, with a number focusing on Scratch which
pupils found more enjoying and accessible.
Philip Colligan, chief executive of the Raspberry Pi Foundation,
said: “The trial has given us lots to work on. What do we mean by
computational thinking and how do we best support volunteers
and teachers to teach those concepts in an engaging way? How do
we get better at managing the transition from visual to text-based
programming languages? How can we most effectively identify and
spread practice between Code Clubs? These are questions that are
important not just for Code Club but for the whole field of computer
science education.”
He added: “With the evidence of positive impact and the insights
generated by this research, we are in a much stronger position to
build the skills and confidence that young people need to thrive in an
increasingly digital world.”
• Suzanne Straw is deputy head of Centre for Evaluation and
Consultancy at the National Foundation for Educational Research.

Further information

n Randomised Controlled Trial and Process Evaluation of Code Clubs,
NFER, May 2017: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/CODE01
n Code Club UK: www.codeclub.org.uk
n Raspberry Pi Foundation: www.raspberrypi.org
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some cases, teachers were drawing on
the skills of Code Club pupils to support
other pupils in the classroom who were
struggling with coding”
Most club leaders reported that there were not any differences in
engagement and impact for boys and girls. Others reported greater
impact for boys, or girls. Some club leaders reported that boys were
more enthused, committed and resilient and achieved more than girls.
Other teachers reported that girls might lack confidence initially but
that they performed better than their male peers over time.
One respondent said: “A couple of the girls lacked confidence at the
beginning of the sessions but their confidence and self-belief increased
greatly as the weeks went by – they ‘dug deep’ and solved many of their
own errors. In contrast, a couple of the boys were over-confident but
when the going got tough with the HTML projects they gave up easily
and constantly asked for help, wanting their issues solved straight away
rather than just be pointed in the right direction.”
Club leaders also pointed out that they had benefited themselves from
running the clubs. Benefits included increased confidence in coding
and greater familiarity, expertise and skills in all of the programming
languages, which they could disseminate to other staff.
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child wellbeing
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The National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) is piloting the OECD’s new study of early
learning and wellbeing in England later this autumn term. Caroline Sharp explains what the study is
about and what it will mean for schools

I

n July, the Department for Education (DfE) announced England’s
participation in an Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) study designed to investigate children’s early
learning and wellbeing. The International Early Learning and Child
Wellbeing Study (IELS) will focus on the development of five-year-olds
in different countries. The NFER is leading the delivery of this work in
England on behalf of the DfE and the OECD.
The period from birth to age five is a crucial stage in children’s
development. During this period, children experience a rapid increase in
their cognitive, linguistic, social and emotional and motor skills. After the
age of five, the amount of effort it takes to learn new skills increases. So, it
is not surprising that what happens in the early years has a profound effect
on children’s development and later life chances.
We already know a great deal about the influences on children’s early
learning, thanks to a growing body of research in this area. This includes
high-quality studies in England such as Effective Provision of Pre-school
Education (EPPE), the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED)
and the Millennium Cohort Study.
The IELS study will add to this knowledge base, as Professor Iram SirajBlatchford (one of the main authors of the EPPE study) has said: “This
study will give us valuable insight into how five-year-olds develop, which
will be of huge benefit not just to professionals, but also to parents who
want to know how best to support their children’s early home learning.”

Five benefits of this study


It will tell us more about the range of things children can do at age five
and how their cognitive development, language and numeracy relate to
social skills and other aspects of wellbeing.

It will identify the types of experiences that help young children to
thrive, whether in an early years setting, at school or at home.

It will shed light on the relationship between disadvantage and early
learning, as well as the influence of other characteristics of children and
their families.
24


It will provide insights for parents/carers and practitioners into how to
support children’s development in the early years.

It will inform and improve national policies in the early years, by
providing powerful evidence to help target investment in early education
to strengthen children’s access to positive learning experiences right
from the beginning of their lives.

Domains of early learning

The new study takes a holistic approach to exploring how to support a
child’s cognitive, social and emotional wellbeing through a combination of
interactive stories and games for five-year-olds. It will investigate a range
of outcomes, including children’s social and emotional wellbeing and selfregulation, as well as their emerging language and numeracy skills.
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Research focus: The four early learning domains to be assessed
in the International Early Learning and Child Wellbeing Study
as described in the OECD’s Early Learning Matters project
brochure: http://bit.ly/2wUalqd

Some of the information will be collected from parents and teachers,
and some in one-to-one sessions with children. Parents will be asked to
complete a questionnaire about their child’s characteristics, behaviour
and the home learning environment.
Teachers will be asked to complete a questionnaire about their own
professional background and to provide their assessment of each child’s
development, based on their observations.
Children will be invited to take part in fun tablet-based games and
stories, which do not require them to read or write. Study administrators
will be fully trained in working with this age group in order to help
children to use the tablets and two animated characters (Tom and Mia)
will help guide children through the activities.
I realise that the idea of assessing young children may raise some
concern but I was reassured when I saw the activities, which are
designed to be enjoyable and engaging to five-year-olds.
If children do not want to take part, the study administrators will
ensure that they are not pressured to do so, or to continue if they want
to stop. However, the feedback from early trials has shown that children
enjoy the activities and are even disappointed when their session comes
to an end.
Andreas Schleicher, director for education and skills at the OECD,
said: “If anything, this study is designed to counter the increasing
schoolification that we see in early childhood education.”

What will it tell us that we don’t already know?

The results of this study will enable us to identify whether children’s
cognitive and emotional skills appear to be related, or are distinct from
each other. It will also establish the relationship between children’s
abilities at age five – taking account of their month of birth – and their
previous experiences at home, at school, and in early years settings.
England has a distinctive early years education and care system,
featuring a wide range of providers and an early start in school. This
study will compare the outcomes of children in England with children
in other countries who have had very different learning experiences
up to the age of five. The study will build the evidence-base for future
decision-making about support and provision.
The findings will be shared with professionals and parents/carers to
inform their interactions. Participating schools will be invited to attend
a conference to hear about the findings and discuss the implications for
practice.

“The period from birth to age five is a
crucial stage in children’s development.
During this period, children experience a
rapid increase in their cognitive, linguistic,
social and emotional and motor skills.
After the age of five, the amount of effort
it takes to learn new skills increases”

Spring 2019 – spring 2020: The international research team analyses
the responses from participating countries.

Spring 2020: National and international reports will be published. 
• Caroline Sharp is an experienced research director with a strong track
record in early childhood education, including studies on: the influence
of season of birth on educational outcomes; transition to key stage 1;
children’s centre leadership; and targeting children’s centre services to
help the most needy families. Her recent work has also focused on school
improvement and workforce issues. NFER has extensive experience in
carrying out international comparison surveys such as PISA, TIMSS,
and PIRLS.

Further information


For further information about this study, visit www.nfer.ac.uk/iels
or www.oecd.org/edu/school/international-early-learning-and-childwell-being-study.htm

What will the study mean for the schools?

The schools that take part will be contributing to the development of
this new study and adding to the evidence on what supports children’s
early learning and development.
Each school in the sample will represent other schools which have
similar characteristics, for instance other schools in England with
a similar proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals. It is very
important that all selected schools participate and we will do everything
we can to support schools, teachers and parents to take part. We really
appreciate headteachers’ support for the study and we are working
hard to make participation as straight-forward as possible. We will also
compensate schools for the staff time involved.
Once a school agrees, the NFER will select a random sample of
15 five-year-olds. Our study administrators will visit each school to
complete the one-to-one activities with children. Each of the four
activities will take 15 to 20 minutes, and each child will take part over a
period of two days. The children’s teachers and parents will be invited to
complete a questionnaire providing information about themselves and
the children.

Study timeline


September 2017: The 30 schools selected to participate in the IELS
field trial have been contacted by NFER.

October – December 2017: Children, parents/carers and schools take
part in the field trial. The questions and activities which work best are
taken forward to the main study.

October – November 2018: Children, parents/carers and schools take
part in the main study. This will involve at least 3,000 children and
parents/carers in 200 schools.
25
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Refocusing your approach
to pupil assessment
With major changes afoot in both England and Wales, schools are under pressure to develop effective
approaches to pupil assessment. As a new and free resource is published to help, Claire Hodgson offers
some evidence-based guidance on how schools can develop their own approaches to assessment

O

ne of the most talked about issues in classrooms across the country
is assessment. Currently, in both England and Wales, assessment is
a very hot topic that is under close scrutiny.
For example, a radical overhaul of the curriculum is underway in Wales
following Professor Donaldson’s review, Successful Futures (Donaldson,
2015). The Welsh government has announced that the “whole approach to
developing young people aged 3 to 16 will change. The new curriculum will
have more emphasis on equipping young people for life”.
A key part of this change will be the role of assessment. The central focus of
the future assessment arrangements is described as being to “ensure learners
understand how they are performing and what they need to do next” and
this will include a “renewed emphasis on assessment for learning as an
essential and integral feature of learning and teaching” (Welsh government,
2017). The new curriculum is due to be rolled out in schools by September
2018.
Meanwhile, in England, the current government consultation, Primary
Assessment in England (Department for Education, 2017), is seeking views
on the current assessment system, focusing on:
n Statutory assessment in key stages 1 and 2.
n Assessing children’s development and readiness for school.
n Consideration of the best starting point for measuring progress in primary
schools.
n Consideration of a proportionate assessment system.
n Improving end of key stage statutory teacher assessment.
The consultation follows a long and turbulent period of change in the
English education system including the introduction of a new curriculum in
2014 and a revised statutory testing model.
In this current climate of discussion and review, assessment is clearly at

the forefront of teachers’ minds. It is also an area of great interest to us at the
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER).

Developing an assessment approach

NFER has been involved in the development of assessments (both formative
and summative) for many decades and has worked closely with schools
to help provide assessments and other products and services that support
effective teaching and learning across the UK and internationally.
As noted above, one of the major changes in England was the abolition of
reportable national curriculum levels from September 2014. This brought
with it a greater emphasis on allowing teachers more flexibility in the way
that they plan and assess learning.
The new “freedoms” in assessment also provided an opportunity to
develop “an assessment system which enables schools to check what
pupils have learned and whether they are on track to meet expectations”
(Department for Education, 2014) – a policy change which placed a
significant emphasis on embedding the use of formative assessment.
But how far have schools got with developing a new school assessment
system?
We recently worked in partnership with the Association of School and
College Leaders (ASCL) and the Schools, Students and Teachers Network
(SSAT) to develop an approach with formative assessment at its heart. The
result is a free-to-use resource to support schools in developing their own
approaches to assessment.
Although the resource was originally developed for use in England with
key stage 3, the universal principles of formative assessment mean that it can
easily be adapted and made appropriate for use with different age groups
and within other assessment systems.
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The work arose from a shared understanding that the move from a single
national assessment system (levels) to a more flexible, school-determined
approach has provided new opportunities. However, we also recognise that
it has created some uncertainty. Headteachers and their staff continue to
ponder questions such as:
n What should the new assessment approach look like?
n How different should it be to the previous system of levels?
n How should a new approach be shared among key stakeholders?
As a partnership, we agreed that the best and most effective assessment
systems:
n Are clear, consistent and coherent – and can be readily understood by
pupils, staff and parents/carers.
n Are shaped through structured dialogue with the whole-school
community.
n Maintain consistency across the school, while allowing sufficient flexibility
for subject variance.
And that:
n Effective formative assessment is rooted in good pedagogy.
n Focusing on staff training in formative assessment and engaging all staff in
assessment design have more impact than top-down approaches.
n One-size-fits-all approaches tend to be limited in their effectiveness.
n Approaches to teacher assessment should be determined by the whole staff
in such a way that the system works effectively in their specific context.
From the whole school point of view, it’s important to have a coherent
approach to assessment and how the progress made by pupils will be shared.
Crucially, this information needs to be easily understood by the pupils
themselves, as well as by parents/carers and other stakeholders.

“It is important that there is clear
communication about the mechanisms for
determining and tracking pupil progress as
well as the ways in which assessment will
be used to inform future learning”
It is also important that there is clear communication about the
mechanisms for determining and tracking pupil progress as well as the ways
in which assessment will be used to inform future learning. When defining a
whole-school approach, it is essential to use a range of assessment strategies
with which pupils can become familiar, regardless of the subject in which
they are being used. It is then up to the individual teachers and subject
co-ordinators to adapt the assessment approach to reflect their specific
curriculum and teaching requirements.
For formative assessment to aid pupils’ progression through a subject, it is
necessary to be clear about progression signposts and to critically reflect on
the “big ideas” of the subject. This will help with the identification of tasks
likely to provide the best evidence of pupils’ progress and how the evidence
can be used to plan teaching and learning.
The resource includes a set of key questions to prompt thinking about a
whole-school approach to assessment. These questions require headteachers,
subject co-ordinators and teachers to carefully consider the unique features
and “big ideas” of each curriculum subject, the purpose of assessment and
what progression within each subject would look like. We discussed these
key questions with teachers which prompted the following comments:
n Talking and listening to pupils enables teachers to fully grasp the pupils’
thought processes while the pupils are actively engaged in that thinking.
n Progress is not just about being able to “do more” or “do harder”. It
includes pupils showing understanding of concepts, explaining how and
why methods work, and how they might use the new knowledge and
skills they are developing.
n Pupils reveal a lot about their understanding and misconceptions from the
questions they ask of their teachers and peers. Progress may be evidenced
by increasingly searching and complex questions which reflect current
understanding and attempt to further develop and refine thinking.
n Teacher feedback to the pupil is vital. Feedback needs to be immediate if
it is to inform the pupil’s thought processes. Prompt formative feedback

(even if brief) often has more impact than detailed feedback delivered after
the pupil has “moved on” from a topic.
As well as providing a suggested approach to developing a revised
assessment strategy, the resource shares information to help dispel common
assessment myths as well as strategies for embedding effective formative
assessment in the classroom.
Developing a whole-school approach to assessment can be a daunting
task, particularly when given new freedoms and relatively little prescriptive
guidance. However, it also provides an exciting challenge to determine an
approach that meets the specific needs of your pupils. Regardless of the
outcomes of the current consultation, and any subsequent changes to the
statutory assessment system, assessment will remain a vital aspect of primary
teaching and learning and embedding successful formative assessment will
always have an important role to play.
• Claire Hodgson is a research director in the NFER’s Centre for Assessment

Further information

n You can download the full NFER Refocusing Assessment resource guide
at www.nfer.ac.uk/refocusing-assessment
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The distinctive skills of EHTs

Creating an EHT position:
Ten key questions

The emerging role of
executive headteachers
What is an executive headteacher? Karen Wespieser looks at the role and skills of the growing number
of executive headteachers and outlines the strategic purpose of this emerging role

U

Using the School Workforce Census, the research found that EHTs are
becoming increasingly prevalent as the self-improving school system
matures. There are more than 620 in the school workforce today and the
number recorded in the census has increased by 240 per cent between 2010
and 2014. That said, this still only accounts for around three per cent of the
overall headteacher population.
The data revealed that as of November 2014 there were 20,560
headteachers and 621 EHTs in schools in England. More than half (60 per
cent) of the EHTs were in primary schools but, proportionally, secondary
schools are more likely to have an EHT. Nearly all (98 per cent) had qualified
teacher status, and most (70 per cent) had previously been a headteacher.
EHTs were more likely to have higher level qualifications – 24 per cent of
EHTs have a Master’s or PhD compared to 16 per cent of headteachers.

n Lead formal groups of schools (multi-academy trusts or federations).
n Be the substantive leader of one school and have a contractual
arrangement with one or more other schools (maybe on an interim
basis).
n Lead a school with more than one phase or site (that is, not necessarily
two separate schools).
n Have management responsibilities which go beyond that of a single
phase school (such as managing a Teaching School Alliance).
It is therefore helpful to think of an EHT as the strategic leader of more
than one school or equivalent responsibility. It is a complex role that is
deployed in a range of contexts and structures to address different priorities.
There is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to the role of EHT.
Importantly though, the role reflects the context and needs of the
school(s), the time available to the EHT, and the experience and strengths
of the individual. It also takes account of the other roles in the leadership
structure of the school or group of schools, such as head of school(s) and
chief executive officer. This sometimes means that these other roles also
have to respond to changing structures, remits and relationships. This can
be challenging in fast-moving environments and clear schemes of delegation
that set out accountability arrangements are key to clarifying roles and
responsibilities for new and evolving executive leadership tiers.

The distinctive role of EHTs

The strategic priorities of EHTs

nlike the term “headteacher”, which is defined under section 35
and 36 of the Education Act 2002, there is currently no legal
definition of what an “executive headteacher” (EHT) is or what
they should do. Research conducted by NFER, Ambition School Leadership
and the National Governance Association in 2016 sought to investigate the
EHT role.

Who are the current EHTs?

As well as analysis of data in the census, the research team also looked at
the application packs of leadership jobs advertised in the national press, as
well as 12 in-depth case studies. Using this qualitative data we were able to
investigate the duties and skills that distinguish the EHT.
A Department for Education (DfE) definition considers that the “post of
executive headteacher should be used for a headteacher who directly leads
two or more schools in a federation or other partnership arrangement”
(DfE, 2015). Our research largely supports this though we found that it
does not wholly reflect the picture on the ground. In practice, EHTs can:

The role is still evolving at a national and local level and, while it is very clear
that the position is varied both within and between school groups, we were
able to draw out the commonalities of the role. We found three strategic
priorities that EHTs focus on to varying degrees: school improvement
(e.g. addressing school underperformance), organisational expansion
(e.g. increasing management capacity and efficiency), and partnership
growth (e.g. forming and growing a school grouping). While traditional
headteachers will also focus on these areas, it seems that EHTs are recruited
to add capacity and to fulfil particular aspects of these priority areas.
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To help support leadership teams who are considering appointing an
EHT, Jennie Harland and Karen Wespieser from NFER worked with
leadership specialist Andy Buck to create a list of key questions to
consider when creating an EHT position.
Some of the questions may seem prosaic, but they are designed
to facilitate a discussion and to elicit people’s pre-conceptions about
what is involved. They include:
Overview of the EHT role:
• Can you describe what the core purpose of the role of the EHT is in
a couple of sentences? (What are the basic principles that you are
applying when working out the detail?)
• What aspects of leadership will the EHT be responsible for and
how might these be divided with other leadership roles, such as
head of school? (e.g. strategic leadership; day-to-day operation;
recruitment, training and management of staff; teaching, learning
and curriculum; use of data to monitor, evaluate and improve
performance; community engagement and partnership working.)
Logistical issues:
• How many days is the EHT in each school? Will this change over
time? Where is the EHT predominantly based?
School management issues:
• How will the backfill of staff in each school be organised? How will
the staffing structure in each school be agreed?
Attendance at meetings and events:
• Who will attend senior leadership team meetings and who will
run them? Who will be responsible for liaison with parents (e.g.
parents’ evenings, open evenings)?
Working with governors/trustees:
• How will the governors/trustees work with the EHT?
• How will the governors/trustees work with each head of school?

From analysis of interviews and application packs we found that the
skills that EHTs need are similar to those necessary for a more traditional
headteacher role. Both headteachers and EHTs need to think strategically,
communicate effectively, support others to develop, build effective teams
and be well organised. However, the EHT role requires individuals to
demonstrate these skills at a higher level.
Moreover, EHTs need to demonstrate particular skills more than
traditional headteachers, to reflect their typically more strategic role in
more complex and larger systems. They particularly need to balance driving
change themselves with achieving change through others. They also need
to address challenges such as the division of strategic and operational
leadership with their heads of school, balancing the needs of multiple
schools, and ensuring there are clear lines of accountability within large
organisational structures. These skills may vary depending on the particular
purpose and remit of the executive post and are shown in the illustration
below.
Despite their strategic focus, described by some as having a “helicopter”
perspective on strategy, all the EHTs we spoke to also had a grounded
approach to their pupil communities.
As one EHT said: “I work at the bottom of an inverted pyramid with the
students at the top of the pyramid. They are the most important people in
the school. The inverted pyramid must therefore be strong, well-balanced
and very stable.”
Clearly, the EHT role is still evolving. As EHTs take responsibility for ever
more schools in England, their role will be crucial to the effectiveness of
multi-school groupings in the self-improving school system.
• Karen Wespieser is head of impact at NFER. This article was written
with contributions from Pippa Lord who directed this research project at
NFER. The full report and a range of related resources and outputs can be
downloaded at www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/EXEC01
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We also identified four distinct functions or roles that EHTs undertake
to a greater degree than their headteacher counterparts. These are strategic
thinking, coaching and staff development, consistency and collaboration,
and being outward facing.
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England’s performance

International comparison studies make regular
headlines, but their findings must be interpreted
with caution. Dorothy Lepkowska looks at two
recent reports analysing science and maths
performance in England and Northern Ireland

I

nternational studies of academic performance are sometimes seen
as controversial when education systems, teaching methods and
compulsory education starting ages vary so much between different
countries. But these studies can also provide useful information to
inform policy-making and classroom practice.
For example, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) provides insights into a range of factors that can
affect performance, such as pupils’ home backgrounds and learning
environments, and the quality and content of teaching.
The involvement of NFER in TIMSS goes back to its inception in
1995. Since then, NFER has been analysing the outcomes to find out
what educators and policy-makers can learn.
TIMSS focuses on the performance of pupils aged 9 to 10 (year 5)
and 13 to 14 (year 9), but here we will concentrate on the outcomes for
primary pupils in England.
The most recent study, published for the year 2015, shows that year
5s in England scored 546 for maths. Although this is slightly higher than
the previous two scores in 2011 and 2007 (542 and 541 respectively), it
cannot be taken as evidence that standards have improved.
Researchers at NFER urge caution when analysing international
performance because comparisons, such as this trend over time, often
don’t stand up to scrutiny.
Their latest briefing report, entitled Twenty Years of TIMSS in

England, states: “Simply looking at whether the score for maths or
science is higher or lower than in a previous TIMSS cycle does not tell
us accurately whether achievement has improved.
“It is crucial to consider whether a score is statistically significantly
different – in other words, the differences have not arisen solely by
chance.”
The authors also say that while it might be tempting to focus on
country rankings, these can be misleading because they might be
affected by small changes in pupils’ scores that are not in themselves
statistically significant.
Furthermore, rankings can be volatile and may vary according
to which countries are participating. The position of one country
in the tables is not just based on its own performance, but that of
all the others taking part, and how they had fared in that cycle. For
example, even though performance among year 5s in England had not
changed significantly in 2015 from 2011, it was outperformed by three
additional countries during this period.
Even where differences are statistically significant (considering for
example high-performers such as Hong Kong and Singapore), caution
is needed in interpreting the results. We cannot know for sure whether
these results are due to teaching practices and aspects of the education
system or whether they are due to other environmental or cultural
factors. So it is important to consider TIMSS alongside other sources
of evidence.
One of the important pieces of information that the TIMSS results
provide is the range of scores among the highest and lowest achieving
pupils. Merely taking an average score for a country doesn’t necessarily
tell us everything we need to know.
For example, Singapore is the highest achieving country for both
subjects but it has a wide spread of achievement (of 280 scale points)
in year 5.
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Analysing
our TIMSS results

So how did year 5s in England fare in the TIMSS rankings in 2015?
An analysis of outcomes shows that primary pupils in England have
maintained similar levels of performance since 2007. The proportion of
youngsters achieving at the highest international level has been stable
for nearly a decade and, since 2003, the proportion of year 5s reaching
this level has been greater than in year 9.
England was ranked 10th in maths in year 5 in 2015 and was only
significantly outperformed by seven countries. The TIMSS surveys
found no gender differences in maths achievement for year 5 for the
previous 20 years, though in 2015, boys outperformed girls significantly.
In science, England was ranked 15th overall in year 5. However,
the performance of year 5s has fluctuated, having improving slightly
between 1995 and 2003 but declined significantly between 2007 and
2011. Since 2011, it has remained largely stable.
The proportion of year 5s achieving the highest international
benchmark in 2015 was significantly lower than in previous surveys,
but similar to 2011. Researchers found no significant differences in the
performance of boys and girls in science at this age.
Looking at the contextual evidence, the teachers of year 5 pupils
were, generally speaking, satisfied with their job, though the number of
teachers who were “very satisfied” was lower than in other countries.
In maths, levels of participation in professional development were
slightly higher for primary teachers compared with secondary teachers
in England, though in science the reverse was true.
Around three-quarters of primary pupils attended schools with few
discipline challenges and considered “very safe and orderly”, which was
above the international average. Pupils in England also experienced
bullying less frequently than in several other TIMSS-participating
countries.

“England was ranked 10th in maths

and were not significantly different in 2015 than in 2011. There were
also no significant gender differences. More than a quarter of year 6
pupils in Northern Ireland reached the TIMSS Advanced International
Benchmark in maths, the sixth highest percentage overall. Over the
four-year period there was an increase from 24 per cent in 2011 to 27
per cent in 2015.
In science, however, only five per cent of year 6s reached the Advanced
International Benchmark. There was a wide spread of attainment in
maths but a smaller gap between the best and worst achievers in science.
When it came to content, Northern Ireland pupils did better on
numbers than on geometric shapes and measures and, in cognitive
domains, better on knowing and applying than reasoning.
Researchers found that youngsters who most liked maths and science,
or were confident in them, were more likely to excel in the subjects.
This was also true of children whose parents had positive attitudes
towards those subjects. Where pupils found teaching engaging this was
also associated with their likelihood to succeed. Generally speaking,
year 6s were more likely to be taught by a subject specialist in maths,
than in science.
More teaching time was devoted to maths in Northern Ireland than in
other countries, but for science this was the reverse. Classrooms in the
country were also described as well-resourced, and where children had
access to good home resources, this was also positively associated with
achievement. 
• Dorothy Lepkowska is a freelance education journalist.

Further information

n NFER Education Briefings: Twenty years of TIMSS in England,
2016: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/99958/99958.pdf
n TIMSS 2015 in Northern Ireland: Mathematics and science: NFER,
November 2016: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/TMSS01/

in year 5 in 2015 and was only
significantly outperformed by seven
countries. The TIMSS surveys found
no gender differences in maths
achievement for year 5 for the previous
20 years, though in 2015, boys
outperformed girls significantly”
Primary pupils in England were also more likely to be engaged in
science and maths learning than secondary pupils, with more than
80 per cent of year 5 pupils reporting a positive attitude towards those
subjects, which is similar to the international average. Year 5 pupils also
felt more confident with maths than they did about science.
The NFER briefing paper highlights how TIMSS enables policymakers to examine how past policies relate to achievement over time.
It also offers insights into how the most successful and most improved
countries achieved their successes. It might also inform how changes in
curricula in different countries had affected achievement.
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Northern Ireland’s performance

In Northern Ireland, the NFER’s TIMSS analysis looked at year 6 pupils
and their achievements over a four-year cycle. Northern Ireland took
part in TIMSS for the second time in 2015 so comparisons can only be
made with 2011.
An analysis of the country’s performance shows that, in maths, pupils
in Northern Ireland out-performed 42 out of 50 participating countries
but was significantly out-performed by five of those. Overall, science
scores were lower than in maths, and Northern Ireland is outperformed
in this subject by 22 countries, though it is in a group with seven others
scoring similar results.
However, scores in both maths and science have remained stable
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