
AN EXAMPLE OF RESEARCH IN SCHOOLS

Clear rationale

Sir William Borlase’s Grammar School’s rationale 
for engaging in research is to address more 
thoroughly and expertly the learning needs of the 
students. The school has a considerable history 
of encouraging staff to engage in and with 
research, resulting in a compelling and well-
articulated vision for ensuring research is both a 
core value and a visible characteristic of the 
professional practice of teaching. In a culture 
where research is valued and perceived to be 
‘part of what good teachers do’, the school has 
been awarded the NFER Research Mark at the 
extended stage.

Allocating resources 

The school has two cross-departmental teams, 
the Quality of Learning (QoL) and Quality of 
Student Support (QoSS) teams, whose work is 
research-led, supports professional learning and 
growth, and informs the school’s pedagogical 
and pastoral development. Staff who are able to 
get a place in these developmental teams, receive 
additional non-contact time to engage with 
external research and to undertake action 
research projects; both of which feed into the 
school’s academic and pastoral policies and 
strategies. The school has, in effect, invested  
1 x FTE per year in this programme.

Assistant Headteacher James Simpson is 
responsible for promoting, organising and 
supporting research engagement. He also works 
closely with other members of the school’s senior 
team to track performance data which ensures 
that quantitative data can be used in design and 
evaluation of action research. James says: 
“developing research engagement is an 
important part of a school’s wider professional 
development duty. This is a great role because it 
allows me to connect teachers at all career 
stages as both consumers and producers of 
educational research.”
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Profile
Sir William Borlase’s Grammar School is a 
selective state grammar school for boys and 
girls aged 11-18 in Marlow, Buckinghamshire. 
It has around 1,000 pupils, including a sixth 
form of about 380. It was given ‘Outstanding’ 
by Ofsted in 2012 and recently became a 
Teaching School. With a history dating back to 
1624, the school was built on a strong 
principle: the desire to enable children from all 
socio economic backgrounds to have the 
opportunity to learn and meet their potential.
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NFER Comments

Sir William Borlase’s Grammar School has an 
impressive commitment to putting research at the 
heart of school improvement and teacher 
development; it has a clear and sustainable 
process and structure for ensuring that research 
and enquiry projects relate closely both to school 
priorities and to staff professional development 
and career progression.

How to apply for the NFER  
Research Mark 

The NFER Research Mark is based on criteria that 
are essential elements of a research-engaged 
school or college. The process includes a visit to 
your school by a Research Associate, followed by 
a report which includes highlights and 
recommendations for development. Please visit 
www.nfer.ac.uk/resmark for details. To find out 
how else NFER can help with research in your 
school, visit www.nfer.ac.uk/ris

Sharing research

There is a commitment to disseminating and 
sharing the outcomes of action research through 
a variety of means, including INSET days, through 
the Cloud-based virtual learning environment, in 
detailed written reports, in formal presentations to 
colleagues and dialogue. The school has also 
provided research training to partner schools.

Accessing large-scale research evidence plays a 
big part too in the school. As well as subscribing 
to a range of educational research publications, 
the school has a Journal Club which meets 
monthly to discuss a relevant research article.

Example of an investigation 

Of the many examples of investigations, one in 
particular has been developed over the past three 
years: an investigation of the potential 
metacognitive effects of working as a mentor. 
This looked at the impact of Year 12 students 
working as mentors to primary school students. 

The research question 
was framed, a literature 
review conducted, a 
schedule agreed, 
ethical guidelines were 
followed, progress 
monitored, data 
analysed and final 
outcomes were shared 

with staff. After much discussion with staff, it was 
agreed that the programme would continue with 
certain modifications and ongoing evaluation.

Engaging students

A number of students have carried out projects to 
help develop their research skills, including a 
large-scale student attitude survey on homework, 
an enquiry into the impact on student learning 
from the Professional Learning Community, and 
an investigation into transition from primary to 
secondary school. The school are also planning 
to explore the impact of the use of computer 
devices next year.
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