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In his evidence to the Children, Schools and Families Select Committee on 17th 

December 2007, Dr Ken Boston, the Chief Executive of the Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority in England expressed optimism about the future. He said, 

There seems to be a willingness across Government, the teaching profession 
and the broader public to engage in genuine discussion about the future of 
testing and assessment and to come out of the trenches to some extent. There 
seems also to be a real recognition of the importance of three things - 
personalised learning, formative assessment, and professional development for 
teachers-which are the essential keys to raising performance standards…1 

Ken Boston’s choice of personalised learning, formative assessment and professional 
development may be indicative of an important shift in the attention of policymakers 
– from an obsession with school structures and organisation to an interest in the 
processes and relationships that characterise teaching and learning activity. If this 
represents a genuine shift in public debate, it is to be welcomed. In a TLRP 
Commentary written in response to a Schools White Paper (now the Education and 
Inspections Act 2006), we wrote, 

No amount of organisational reform, such as the creation of different 
categories of schools or within-school setting and streaming, will obviate the 
need for serious and sustained attention to the nature and quality of 
relationships and teaching and learning processes. A key, we believe, is 
support for imaginative new forms of professional development for all those 
who work in schools, based on evidence-informed educational principles. 2

Since 2002 we have been involved in co-ordinating the largest programme of 
educational research on teaching and learning that the UK has ever seen. Involving 
around 700+ researchers in some 90 project and thematic investments spread over 
about ten years, the Economic and Social Research Council’s Teaching and Learning 
Research Programme (TLRP) has investigated ways to improve outcomes for learners 
at all ages and stages in all sectors and contexts of education and training. Research 
on teaching and learning processes and the implications for teachers’ professional 
learning have been at the heart of this. 

Twenty TLRP projects, and two ‘associate’ projects funded directly by the then DfES, 
have focused particularly on work in schools. Early in 2008 all of these will have 
completed their investigations and be reporting their results. Many finished earlier 
and, by early 2006, the TLRP Directors’ Team was beginning to look across the 
1 (http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmselect/cmchilsch/uc169-ii/uc16901.htm 

2 http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/TLRP_Schools_Commentary_FINAL.pdf  
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projects to see if there were any general insights emerging about effective pedagogy. 
This posed two prior questions: What does ‘effectiveness’ mean? What does 
‘pedagogy’ mean?

We resisted the idea that effectiveness should be reduced solely to measures of the 
extent to which performance targets have been met. Existing tests and examination 
results are important indicators of attainment in relation to aspects of the school 
curriculum. And they can be useful predictors of future outcomes. But TLRP has 
taken the view that teaching and learning should aspire to prepare students for life 
beyond the examination hall. In looking across the work of projects, we detected a 
range of educational aims being pursued. Attainments as measured by national tests 
and qualifications were by no means ignored but there was interest in other 
‘outcomes’, such as engagement, participation, learning how to learn, thinking skills 
and the development of learning identities. This range offered possibilities for a 
mutually productive synergy among educational aims linked to economic 
productivity, to the promotion of social cohesion and inclusion, and to personal 
development, fulfilment and expression. In a developed society all of these are 
important. 

In the last 20 years this fundamental discussion about educational aims has been 
somewhat lost in the headlong rush to meet targets defined by tests, with the 
unfortunate consequence that the tests have often come to define the aims. Valuable 
progress has been made on many of the issues that the Education Reform Act 1988, 
and subsequent legislation, was designed to address, and this needs to be recognised. 
However as progress, as measured by tests on a limited curriculum, seems to have 
stalled, it is now an appropriate time to open up the debate again. Few professionals 
will want to turn back the clock but there is now a distinct need to move on to broader 
horizons whilst continuing to work on those existing concerns that need further 
attention.

So, what has ‘pedagogy’ to do with this? In recent years the word has been shunned, 
either because it is regarded as jargon or because, literally speaking, it only refers to 
the learning of children and not adults. However, this is changing and politicians as 
well as education professionals are becoming more comfortable with the term applied 
to learning and teaching at all ages. This is important because what ‘pedagogy’ does 
is recognise the fundamental interactions between teaching and learning in formal 
settings. They are not separate processes but are contingent upon each other: learning 
follows teaching, and teaching follows learning. In 1981, Brian Simon, explained 
what he saw effective pedagogy to mean: 

To develop effective pedagogy means starting from what children have in 
common as members of the human species; to establish the general principles 
of teaching and, in the light of these, to determine what modifications of 
practice are necessary to meet specific individual needs. 3

At a time when so much is claimed for the power of ‘personalised learning’, Simon’s 
starting point with what learners share in common is crucial, lest we come to believe 
that everyone is so different that we cannot make any general assumptions about 

3 Simon, B. (1981) ‘Why no pedagogy in England?’ In B. Simon and W. Taylor (eds) Education in the 
Eighties: the central issues. London: Batsford.
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effective practice. But more that this, the concept of ‘pedagogy’ recognises that there 
are some basic and fundamental understandings (or principles) about learning and 
teaching that can be ‘known’, and that this knowledge base can provide teachers with 
practical ideas that they can apply, test, adapt and develop according to the demands 
of the contexts in which they work. In so doing, teachers create new knowledge of 
‘principles in practice’ and potentially contribute to the practical knowledge base 
themselves. This demands that teachers reflect in, and on, action, and critique and 
share their understandings. It offers them opportunities for an enhanced 
professionalism that can be far more rewarding, for all concerned, than simply 
‘delivering’ under-theorised prescribed practices. 

The position of TLRP is that a great deal is known about effective pedagogy, both in 
the UK and internationally, but the synthesis, communication, implementation and 
embedding of such knowledge is far weaker that it should be. This was one of the 
reasons why, in attempting to draw together some of the key findings of schools 
projects, we chose to present them in the form of ten principles for effective teaching 
and learning. We published them first in a Commentary (see footnote 2) then refined 
them a Guide for teachers4. Using these vehicles we invited practitioners and 
policymakers to consider how a limited number of key principles, derived from well-
founded research evidence and scholarship, might engage professionals and support 
them in making contextualised judgements, whilst, at the same time, progressively 
generating understanding and a language for use in a renewed public debate about the 
why, what and how of future education policy.   

The first of TLRP’s 10 principles relates to the educational values and purposes 
discussed above: 

Learning should aim to help people to develop the intellectual, personal and  
social resources that will enable them to participate as active citizen and 
workers and to flourish as individuals in a diverse and changing society. This  
implies a broad view of learning outcomes and that equity and social justice  
are taken seriously.

Although this was drawn from evidence of the range of purposes pursued explicitly or 
implicitly by TLRP projects, it also drew on theoretical deliberations carried out by 
across-programme thematic groups: for example, work conducted in association with 
the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain5.

The other nine principles cluster under three headings: 
1. Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment
2. Personal and social processes
3. Teachers and policies

Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment

4 http://www.tlrp.org/pub/documents/Principles%20in%20Practice%20Low%20Res.pdf 
5 See http://www.tlrp.org/themes/seminar/bridges.html 
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Principle 2 drew particularly on projects with a close focus on learning within specific 
school subjects 6 7 8. These demonstrated that carefully designed teaching sequences, 
incorporating diagnostic questioning, based on the best evidence of how pupils learn 
certain concepts or skills, can enhance performance. However, these projects also 
raised fundamental questions about what it is that children should be learning i.e. 
about the nature of the curriculum. TLRP concluded from this that: 

Teaching and learning should engage with the big ideas, facts, processes,  
language and narratives of subjects so that learners understand what  
constitutes quality and standards in particular disciplines. 

Principles 3 and 4 are strongly linked and have theoretical and empirical 
underpinnings, derived from Piaget, Vygotsky, Bruner and others.

Teaching should take account of what learners already know in order to plan  
their next steps. This means building on prior learning as well as taking  
account of the personal and cultural experiences of different groups. 

Teachers should provide activities which support learners as they move  
forward, not just intellectually, but also socially and emotionally, so that once  
these supports are removed, the learning is secure.  

The importance of taking account of prior learning, in cognitive terms, has been 
shown to be important in teaching subjects such as mathematics and science where 
early misconceptions create serious barriers to new learning and need to be tackled. 
TLRP projects in these subjects made this a particular focus although the insight 
applies to all school subjects to some extent and in different ways. But there are 
possibilities as well as challenges associated with the influence of prior learning. A 
number of TLRP projects, especially those working with young children and/or 
investigating computer use 9 10, found benefits in teachers making more deliberate and 
positive use of the informal knowledge and understanding that children and young 
people acquire in their homes and local communities. 

TLRP research projects on the use of computers and other ICTs in classrooms 11 12 13 14 

helped to clarify the nature of teaching and learning as purposeful ‘tool mediated 
activity’. In other words, encounters between teachers and learners involve the use of 
tools such as textbooks, computers and other materials, and signs and symbols such as 
language and grading systems. Thus the relationship is triangular with interactions 
involving teacher, learner and tools. Such tools, including language tools, are crucial 
in scaffolding learning but need to be chosen and used appropriately. As the saying 
‘rubbish in; rubbish out’ implies, tools such as interactive whiteboards are not 
intrinsically valuable. Their worth depends on how they are used. As TLRP projects 

6 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2h.html 
7 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase1/phase1bsept.html 
8 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase111/Scot_extd.html 
9 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2e.html 
10 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2e.html 
11 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase111/Scot_extc.html 
12 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2i.html 
13 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/rtfbevan.html 
14 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/kennewell.html 

4

http://www.tlrp.org/proj/kennewell.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/rtfbevan.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2i.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase111/Scot_extc.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2e.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2e.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase111/Scot_extd.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase1/phase1bsept.html
http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2h.html


found, the usefulness of new technologies was associated with the ways in which they 
were incorporated into the flow of learning activity and classroom dialogue.

Dr Boston’s comments, quoted above, were made during a House of Commons 
inquiry into assessment and testing, two decades after the introduction of the national 
assessment system in England. The system is now creaking at the seams. In a sense it 
has become obese and, as Dr Boston noted, is expected to serve at least 14 different 
assessment purposes. The importance he attached to formative assessment indicates 
the recognised value of assessment to support and improve learning – not just to 
measure it. This resonates with TLRP’s 5th Principle:

Assessment should help to advance learning as well as to determine whether  
learning has taken place. It should be designed and carried out so that it  
measures learning outcomes in a dependable way and also provides feedback  
for future learning. 

In this regard, TLRP projects 15 and a thematic seminar series 16, identified validity 
problems with conventional, short, externally marked tests which tend to focus on 
factual recall and therefore narrow the scope of the performance being assessed. For 
example, tests in science often overestimate students’ understanding of key concepts 
because such things can rarely be measured by a single question. Complex learning 
outcomes almost always require observation over time and across different contexts. 
This is an argument for considering ways of enhancing the role of teachers in 
assessment, albeit with due regard to their professional development needs if their 
judgements are to instil confidence. 
 
Personal and social processes
TLRP Principles 6, 7 and 8 shift the focus from external conditions, contexts and 
systems to the nature of learning itself. They recognise that learning has both personal 
and social aspects and involves the development of knowledge, dispositions, and 
practices – it has cognitive, affective and behavioural dimensions.  

A chief goal of teaching should be the promotion of learners’ independence  
and autonomy. This involves acquiring a repertoire of learning strategies and 
practices, developing a positive attitude towards learning, and confidence in  
oneself as a good learner. 

Learning is a social activity. Learners should be encouraged to work with  
others, to share ideas and to build knowledge together. Consulting learners  
and giving them a voice is both an expectation and a right. 

Informal learning, such as learning out of school, should be recognised as  
being at least as significant as formal learning and should be valued and used  
appropriately in formal education. 

Learning understood in this way holds many challenges for teachers. For example, 
one TLRP project 17 found that, whilst teachers want to promote learning autonomy in 

15 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase1/phase1bsept.html 
16 http://www.tlrp.org/themes/seminar/daugherty/index.html 
17 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2f.html
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their pupils, they find it difficult because of constraints. Those who were most 
successful were those who took responsibility for what happened in their classrooms – 
they were not inclined to blame pupils or the Government for what went wrong – and 
they adopted an enquiry approach to their own learning, individually and in 
collaboration with others.  

Similarly, projects focusing on the promotion of group work 18 19 showed benefits in 
terms of significant academic gains, which were seen across schools in different 
social contexts. However, this required teachers to make deliberate efforts to improve 
the quality of group work and children’s mastery of cooperation and collaboration.
A TLRP project on pupil consultation also found evidence of enhanced self esteem, 
agency and improved learning opportunities. However some pupils had more 
‘communications competence’ or were ‘heard’ more than others, which indicates that 
teachers need to be especially alert to social class, language and gender differences. 

Likewise, at least two TLRP projects 20 21 found that young people draw on school 
experience, and develop it at home, and bring home experience into school, and that 
such knowledge exchange can impact positively on outcomes. But, again, this impact 
is mediated by social class, gender and other factors so needs to be handled with 
sensitivity to avoid negative consequences.  

All of these findings about learning have profound consequences for teachers and 
teaching and the policies of agencies that support and regulate the work of schools. 

Teachers and policies
The remaining two TLRP Principles, 9 and 10, are concerned with the implications of 
the others for teachers own learning and for policy frameworks. 

The importance of teachers learning continuously in order to develop their  
knowledge and skill, and adapt and develop their roles, especially through 
classroom inquiry, should be recognised and supported. 

Policies at national, local and institutional levels need to recognise the  
fundamental importance of teaching and learning. They should be designed to  
make sure everyone has access to learning environments in which they can  
thrive. 

Without exception, all TLRP projects had a great deal to say about teachers’ 
professional development because, even with access to new programmes and 
technologies, improvements in pupils’ learning and achievement depend on teachers’ 
learning. Teachers need opportunities to develop their own knowledge, beliefs and 
values, alongside their practices. A strong message from the evidence is that simply 
being told what to do, mindlessly, will not secure sustained change. It might serve in 
the short-term for short-term gains, but practices become ritualised and ineffective if 
they are not underpinned by the beliefs and understanding that will enable teachers to 
adapt practices, or create new ones, as contexts change. 

18 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase111/Scot_extb.html 
19 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2a.html 
20 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2e.html 
21 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2i.html 
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Targeted professional development and teaching materials, developed from research 
evidence ‘translated’ into practical advice, are valued. But TLRP evidence also 
suggests that a crucial strategy is for schools to support and make space for teachers’ 
critical enquiry into practice in classrooms. Ideally this should involve teachers 
working with colleagues. These may be from within their own school or department 
although visits from teachers in other schools can be invaluable for questioning 
assumptions. This is challenging, of course, and teachers’ levels of commitment and 
resilience are important. Schools with traditions of distributed leadership, staff 
participation, cultures of inquiry and professional networks support such change best. 
TLRP projects observed that when senior management support innovation it becomes 
sustainable. However, head teachers also revealed their concerns about leading 
learning in their schools within the context of prescriptive government policy. There 
was sometimes a perception that progress was being made despite government policy 
rather than because of it.

All of these principles have implications for the future of the teaching profession and 
particularly the way teachers construe their roles and the kind of professional 
development needed to support change. Few people would deny a role for teachers in 
imparting knowledge, explaining ideas, and coaching skills, but if effective pedagogy 
is also about finding out where pupils are in their learning, diagnosing strengths and 
weaknesses based on best evidence of commonalities, differences and trajectories in 
learning, scaffolding new learning, modelling and encouraging learning dispositions, 
fostering dialogue, collaboration and peer and self-evaluation, and so on, then the 
programme for professional development is potentially very large. It certainly cannot 
be encompassed in initial teacher education, but requires a coherent spiral curriculum 
from ITE, through induction and CPD to leadership training. Opportunities for M-
level courses may be a start in this direction but the content as well as the structures 
needs to be thought through. 

Professional development at all levels also needs to be rebalanced so that training in 
techniques is put alongside the development of beliefs about learning, derived both 
from empirical evidence and more philosophical and ethical deliberation. Doing ‘what 
works’ is only as valuable as what it works for! Such critical enquiry needs to take 
place in the school, as well as outside of it, so that the key focus can be pedagogic 
practice in classrooms. But, in so far as it is difficult for individual teachers to stand 
apart from their familiar practice, opportunities for collaboration are crucial – to 
challenge assumptions, to co-construct explanations and solutions, to create new 
knowledge of effective practice in particular circumstances. 

But this has major implications for school leadership and policy too. If teachers are to 
learn together in these ways it will take time and money. Leaders will need to 
(re)define their own roles as leaders of learning and view one of their main tasks as 
supporting the professional develop of all their staff. One important activity will be to 
find out about (audit) the expertise within the school, and support the within and 
across school networking that will enable this expertise to be shared and further 
developed.  TLRP evidence 22 suggests that this does not have to be too costly. A little 
bit of money to give teachers time to visit, meet, hear, observe, discuss, create or 

22 http://www.tlrp.org/proj/phase11/phase2f.html 
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share reaps benefits in terms of teachers’ commitment, skills and ideas, and pupils’ 
experience and outcomes. 

TLRP welcomes the renewed focus of educational debate on the key processes of 
teaching and learning, whilst recognising that innovations in pedagogy have 
implications beyond the classroom especially for teachers’ professionalism, school 
leadership and policy frameworks. Guided by our principal aim to work ‘to improve 
outcomes for learners of all ages’, TLRP schools’ projects have investigated the 
learning of teachers and organisations as well as the learning of pupils.  As Brian 
Simons stressed, learning in many contexts has commonalities; the learning of 
teachers shares much with the learning of their students. All require a sense of 
purpose, a developed capacity for reflection and strategic thinking informed by 
evidence, motivation and a sense of their own agency to bring about improvements in 
outcomes. No one denies the need for intelligent accountability but the time has come 
for teachers to reject passivity in the face of constraints and to accept their 
responsibility, ability and power to make a crucial difference. 
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