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Understanding the challenges for evidence-informed 
school improvement support 

Project for the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) 

Information sheet for participants 

What is the aim of the project? 
The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is developing a tailored support package for 
schools that face challenges raising the attainment of disadvantaged pupils. The support 
package will be delivered by EEF and the Research Schools Network. Initially, it will be 
developed and piloted in schools in the North East and North West regions of England. 

To support the development and roll out of this support package, the National Foundation for 
Educational Research (NFER) has been commissioned by EEF to undertake an exploratory 
study to understand, identify and explore the following issues: 

 the current challenges faced by schools in raising attainment

 variation in the challenges faced by schools according to a variety of characteristics
including (but not limited to): phase; region; school type; school size; and geography.

 schools’ ‘readiness’ to engage with external support on evidence-informed approaches
to school improvement (including the conditions that are necessary to support this)

 schools’ identified barriers to engaging with EEF’s support package

 how EEF, Research Schools and other commissioned partners could provide training
and support to address the barriers and meet the needs of schools, and the factors that
might facilitate this.

What activities will the research involve for schools? 
1. Telephone interviews with system leaders/Research Schools

NFER will undertake a series of up to 24 telephone interviews with system leaders, such as 
local authority school improvement leads or multi-academy trust (MAT) chief executive 
officers, and Research Schools (ten in each pilot area, and four in other areas of the 
country). These will take place between March and April 2019. Each interview will last 
approximately 30-45 minutes. They will explore how challenges faced by schools can be 
best addressed by EEF’s support package, what other school-improvement activities are 
taking place in the pilot areas, and what other opportunities for training, coaching and 
support are currently available. 
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2. Telephone interviews with headteachers in selected schools  

NFER will also conduct a series of telephone interviews with headteachers (or their 
designated senior leader representative) of schools in the pilot areas as identified by the 
Fischer Family Trust (FFT) Education Datalab. We will be undertaking approximately 25 
interviews in each of the two pilot areas of the North-East (NE) and North-West (NW) of 
England. Each interview will last approximately 30-45 minutes. The interviews will take place 
between March and May 2019. The interviews will explore headteachers’ sense of the 
challenges and opportunities in school-improvement as well as schools’ readiness to engage 
with EEF’s support offer. This data will be used to inform EEF’s implementation of its support 
package. 
 

3. In-depth school case studies in schools  
During their telephone interview, headteachers will be offered the opportunity to take part in 
one of 20 in-depth with-in school case studies. These will take place between April and July 
2019. Each case study will include a one-to-one interview with the school’s professional 
development/CPD lead, a focus group of three to four middle leaders, and a focus group of 
four to five classroom teachers.  
 
The aim of the interviews with schools’ professional development/CPD leads will be to gain 
insights into the school’s current approaches to staff development and training, and into the 
potential for EEF’s offer to gain support within the school. These interviews will take 
approximately 45 mins. 
 
The middle leaders’ focus group will last for up to one hour and will seek to explore middle 
leaders’ perspectives on the school’s opportunities, needs and challenges that will be the 
focus of EEF’s support package. If, depending upon the size of the school’s staff, and 
availability of staff, a focus group is not possible, we will conduct up to two paired or one-to-
one interviews. 
 
The classroom teachers’ focus group will also last for up to one hour and will explore 
teachers’ perceptions of school-improvement challenges as well of the school’s readiness to 
engage with EEF’s support package. Again, if a focus group is not possible, we will aim to 
conduct up to two paired or one-to-one interviews, depending upon the size of the school’s 
staff, and availability of staff.  
 
What other activities will the project involve? 
Roundtable discussion 
In June 2019, we will facilitate a roundtable discussion with a group of national stakeholders 
to better understand the challenges and possibilities for evidence-informed school 
improvement in schools. This will involve a face-to-face meeting in central London. The 
themes for discussion will be drawn from our analysis of the interviews that have taken 
place. The discussion will explore factors that are likely to influence schools’ capacity to 
engage with EEF’s support offer, including: the strength and clarity of senior leadership 
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vision and support; prioritisation of strategic planning over day-to-day management issues; 
appropriate allocation of resources; opportunities for staff professional development; and the 
capacity of staff to engage.       

When will I need to get involved? 

Who is NFER? 
NFER is an independent research organisation with many years’ experience of undertaking 
research and evaluation with schools. For more information please visit:  
http://www.nfer.ac.uk/ 

Who can I contact for more information? 
Matt Walker, the Project Leader at NFER, is very happy to answer any questions you might 
have. Please contact him on 01904 567646 or at: m.walker@nfer.ac.uk 

Thank you very much for your support with this project.

• March to April 2019: we will complete
interviews with 24 system leaders each
lasting 30-45 minutes.

System leader 
telephone 
interviews

• March to May 2019: we will complete
interviews with 50 headteachers of
schools (25 in each pilot area) each
lasting 30-45 minutes

Headteacher 
telephone 
interviews

• April to July 2019: we will conduct 20 
in-depth school case studies (10 in 
each pilot area) which will each 
include:
• a one-to-one interview with a 

professional development/CPD lead
• a middle leaders focus group
• a classroom teachers focus group

In-depth school 
case studies 
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