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A B S T R A C T

This paper examines teachers’ research engagement and its relationship to teacher professionalism in the English 
context, drawing on qualitative semi-structured interviews with early career and experienced teachers, and with 
middle and senior leaders in three comparative case study sites: a school with designated teacher-researcher 
positions; a school sponsored by a university; and a loose network of schools where research engagement is 
coordinated by a key teacher. Findings indicate that whilst teachers’ research engagement is regarded as a 
critical component of school life across these sites, it has to be managed appropriately. Implications for the 
teaching profession from our findings are discussed.

1. Introduction

In many countries located in the Global North there has long been an 
interest in the ways in which teachers engage in and with research. This 
is evident in the work of Stenhouse (1981) in the UK, Kemmis and 
McTaggart (1992) in Australia and Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) in 
the US. In England, as elsewhere, there is an increasing interest in the 
ways in which teachers read, apply and conduct research in response to 
local problems (see for example: Brown and Flood (2018); Mayer and 
Mills (2021); Mills et al. (2021); OECD (2022); a 2015 Special Issue of 
the Journal of Education for Teaching (la Velle, 2015); and a research 
briefing from 2019 by the England-based Education Endowment Foun-
dation (EEF), Walker et al., 2019). This increasing interest is not sur-
prising given recent claims that so called “high performing education 
systems”, like Finland (see Sahlberg, 2011), are often characterised by 
schools that value research and are staffed by teachers who are research 
engaged – constituting what Cain (2019, p. 49) refers to as “intelligent 
communities”. A significant consequence of having educational in-
stitutions that are seen to be “intelligent communities” with research 
engaged teachers is that they are said to help ensure education systems 
are self-improving (BERA/RSA, 2013; OECD, 2022).

In order to create such self-improving and professional educational 
communities (Evetts, 2013; Sachs, 2016), the influential British 

Educational Research Association (BERA) and Royal Society for the 
Encouragement of the Arts (RSA) report (2013) argued that teachers will 
need to be both research literate and supported by their schools to be 
research-engaged (see White et al., 2020 for an expansion of this report 
in Australia). The more recent OECD report (2022) on Who Cares about 
Using Education Research in Policy and Practice? adds to this by high-
lighting the importance of a strategic leadership that enables research 
use and research (co-)production among educational practitioners. In 
this paper we examine three state-funded English schools’ approaches to 
enabling such research engagement amongst their staff, looking at the 
diverse ways in which these approaches have taken shape, while also 
considering what this might mean for a teaching profession that is 
self-improving and mature.

This paper examines attempts to create research rich environments 
in three English schools to further teachers’ research engagement. It 
then makes connections between these efforts and teacher profession-
alism. We would suggest that the lessons learnt from these schools have 
purchase beyond the English context. Drawing on Sachs’ (2016) notion 
of teachers’ research engagement being a characteristic of a “mature 
profession”, we contend that it is important to understand the ways in 
which schools can create, and the barriers to such creation, environ-
ments where this form of professionalism can flourish. This is especially 
significant, if we hold a view, as we do, that teacher professionalism 
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involves, among other aspects, active engagement with and contribution 
to the historically accumulated body of knowledge in their professional 
field (Evans, 2008).

2. Research engagement and teacher professionalism

Teacher professionalism is both a contested (Mockler, 2022) and 
slippery (Goodwin, 2021) term. It can be used, for example, to monitor 
teachers’ adherence to ‘standards’ and to following prescribed curricula 
and pedagogical practices. At the same time, it can also be used to 
advocate for the profession as one whereby teachers have a high degree 
of autonomy in determining the most appropriate pedagogical ap-
proaches to support the learning of the young people in their classrooms. 
Aligned with this latter view, we adopt a view of teacher professionalism 
here as one that encompasses a critical engagement with and contri-
bution to the body of knowledge in their professional field (Evans, 
2008), instead of a field that “needs to be told what to do as it has lost the 
capacity to determine a course of action for itself” (Ellis, 2011, p. 9). As a 
result of this view, we draw a distinction in this paper between being a 
“research-engaged” teacher, and the more problematic notion of “evi-
dence-based” teaching reflected in the current policy context in England.

In 2014, the Department for Education (DfE) in England, commis-
sioned an assessment of progress towards a system within which the 
“teaching profession improves practice through the rigorous use of 
robust evidence.” (Coldwell et al., 2017). The DfE’s tender further stated 
that:

“The ultimate test would be whether teachers could explain their 
choices and practice by referring to a robust evidence base and using 
logical argument and reasoning, rather than saying that they do it 
because Ofsted or the department has told them to. Within this, though, 
there must be appetite for innovation in order to further develop prac-
tice. Rather than this being unfettered development, innovation must be 
‘disciplined’ in that it would build on existing knowledge of what works 
and why.” (Coldwell et al., 2017, pp. 10-11).

Over the subsequent decade, educational policy in England has 
focused upon the discourse of ‘rigorous and robust evidence around 
what works’. The assumption is that teachers are expected to implement 
others’ research with limited opportunities to take account of local 
contexts, and the specific needs of individual pupils. Furthermore, this 
notion of teaching involves a limited understanding of research, 
entailing government-commissioned reviews (see, for example, Carter, 
2015), data on exam performance, Ofsted (Office for Standards in Ed-
ucation, Children’s Services and Skills) ratings, national data sets and 
Education Endowment Foundation’s evaluations of school-based in-
terventions. This kind of “evidence” is regularly interpreted as holding 
true in all contexts, with teaching regarded as a standardised practice 
that is measurable and for which teachers can be held accountable 
(Helgetun & Menter, 2020). Evetts (2013) has referred to this as 
“organisational professionalism”: a form of professionalism that sees the 
teacher as a “technician” who is a competent implementer of “evi-
dence-based practice”, which, as noted by Hordern and Brooks (2023), 
currently grounds how research engagement is framed, for instance, by 
policies around the profession in England, such as the Initial Teacher 
Training Core Content Framework (CCF) (DfE, 2019a) and the Early 
Career Framework (ECF) (DfE, 2019b). Meanwhile, Lopes et al. (2023)
and Chiang and Trezise (2021, p. 115) have more recently linked this to 
the notion of “neo-professionalism”: “formed from the aggregation of 
personal ability, with its resultant professional performance and 
achievement, and a sense of responsibility to contribute to national 
development’ with the focus of improving students’ school results”. If 
teachers are unable to demonstrate that their practice has produced 
these kinds of desired results based on “evidence”, then they may well be 
deemed to have carried out the “evidence-based” (best) practice inef-
fectually, and hence failed as a professional to have met the required 
standards.

Therefore we, like others (e.g., Biesta, 2007, 2010; Lopes et al., 2023; 

Wrigley, 2018), are concerned about the implications of the “evi-
dence-based teaching” agenda, with its consumerism logic (Freidson, 
2001), for teacher professionalism. In our view, such discourses around 
evidence-based teaching reinforce other already powerful discourses 
working to de-professionalise teachers (e.g., external 
accountability-based systems, narrowing of scope and voices in teacher 
education programmes, including their curricula) and then (re-) 
construct their professionalism in a very narrow way as technicians. As 
recently noted by Acuña (2023, p. 2), drawing on previous work of 
Stephen Ball (2003) and Meg Maguire (2009): 

becoming a technician also involves a process of re- 
professionalisation, which means that teachers’ work is increas-
ingly organised by a diverse set of data and test-based accountability 
devices that are currently hegemonic in the field of the truth about 
what it means to be a good teacher.

This dominant approach to teachers’ research engagement in En-
gland contrasts with views shaped by collegiality, trust, autonomy, 
commitment to the moral purposes of education and guided by codes of 
professional ethics (see, for example, Connell, 2009; Evans, 2008; 
Evetts, 2013; Lopes et al., 2023). Such a view of professionalism is one 
that Judyth Sachs (2016, p. 422) characterises as a “mature profession”, 
with strong links to a more nuanced and critical view of the place of 
research in such a profession: 

There are two important dimensions underpinning a mature pro-
fession; first (…) teachers possess skills as producers and consumers 
of research; second, members of the profession must establish trust 
among and between various stakeholders and constituencies and be 
prepared to take risks in shifting boundaries that can act as imped-
iments to change.

For Sachs (2016), an important capability for teachers within a 
mature profession is research literacy, which requires teachers to be in 
an environment that encourages a more consistent and critical kind of 
research engagement, instead of simply being consumers of research 
evidence. In Sachs’s approach to teacher professionalism, teachers must 
be both critical consumers and the producers of research for others’ 
critical consumption. Through the development of research literacy, 
teachers are able to scrutinise research findings and only then apply 
those to their own contexts, tweaking, reformulating and reworking 
conclusions and implications to shape their own practice (OECD, 2022). 
White (2021) similarly regards teachers as being able to exercise their 
professionalism through research engagement, enabling them to 
respond to “the very diverse needs of their students and contexts” (p. 
60). She calls for a more inclusive understanding of research and re-
searchers to encompass research-engaged and research-active teachers. 
In addition, as indicated by the BERA/RSA report (2013), the develop-
ment of research literacy enables teachers to use their critical skills to 
become involved with the production of research to shape their own 
research projects.

Therefore, we argue that supporting teachers to become both critical 
consumers and producers of research enhances more active, collegial 
and autonomous forms of teacher professionalism. This movement to-
wards teachers becoming more research-literate and resistant to their 
de-professionalisation as “technicians” can help reshape what it means 
to be a teacher in schools today (Sachs, 2016). For example, Leat et al. 
(2014) argued that teachers’ engagement with research reminded those 
teachers of their intellectual capacities that had been stunted by much of 
the new evidence-based agendas in education; helped them build 
enhanced relationships amongst colleagues in a school; gave them a 
voice in important decisions affecting their classrooms; and helped them 
solve problems they were facing in either the classroom or beyond.

Kowalczuk-Walędziak and Ion (2024) suggest, through extensive 
review of literature, that there remains limited consensus around how 
teachers’ research-engagement is defined. Some definitions focus on 
teachers’ engagement in conducting research, whereas others focus on 
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teachers engaging with research through reading and selecting in-
novations and practices that are linked to research evidence. As out-
lined, we follow others (Sachs, 2016; BERA/RSA, 2013) in arguing that 
research literacy involves capacity to engage both in and with research. 
This exceeds the role of teachers implied by the narrative of “evi-
dence-based teaching” in England. By arguing for broader forms of 
professionalism and advocating for self-improving education systems, 
we also situate the research literacy of an individual teacher within the 
relational, material and political contexts in which they work. As such, 
our focus on “research engagement” within this paper is broadly 
construed to include individual teachers’ research literacy and motiva-
tions, but to also recognise the ways in which schools and education 
systems can approach and support engagement with research. As both 
the BERA/RSA (2013) and OECD (2022) reports noted, context and 
environments matter: research engagement can only prosper beyond a 
technicist view in contexts where there is support for creating a 
research-rich school by senior administrators. The notion of “resear-
ch-rich” in the BERA/RSA report, for instance, refers to environments 
where research thrives, and where “schools and colleges encourage 
innovation, creativity and enquiry-based practice, enabling teachers and 
leaders to drive change, rather than have it ‘done’ to them” (2013, p. 
40). Godfrey (2017, P.439), also referencing the BERA/RSA report, 
suggests that such schools “promote spaces for collaborative learning 
that allow for knowledge creation linked to the needs of the pupils and 
around explicit ideas about learning and its intended outcomes”. Leat 
et al. (2014) note, however, that where research is expected but there is 
a lack of support, engaging with/in it can be seen by teachers as a 
burden, as already argued in 1981 by Stenhouse in relation to England: 

The most serious impediment to the development of teachers as re-
searchers (…) is quite simply shortage of time. In this country 
teachers teach too much. So research by teachers is a minority ac-
tivity, commonly stimulated and supported by formal degree struc-
tures as master’s and doctoral level, or by participation in a research 
project with the teacher-research concept built in. In rare persons the 
interest and activity is sustained (…) Much clearly needs to be done 
to ameliorate the burdens of the teacher prepared to embark on a 
programme of research and development (p. 111).

This paper draws on interview data collected as part of research 
conducted in three case study sites: a school with designated teacher- 
researcher positions; a school sponsored by a university where there is 
a commitment to research; and a network of schools where research is 
coordinated by a single teacher. We compare these three different ap-
proaches to research engagement, drawing attention to the ways in 
which three very different sets of practice contributed to teachers’ 
research engagement. While the data from these schools highlight the 
potential of research engagement to teachers’ re-professionalisation, 
they also reveal some of the challenges school leaders and individual 
teachers face in attempting to develop such research-rich environments.

3. Methodology and methods

Within the landscape of teachers’ research engagement outlined 
above, this study was interested in the way in which schools were 
endeavouring to become “research rich” (BERA/RSA, 2013). Our 
research questions focused on the different ways they were responding 
to exhortations to become more research engaged, and the impact of 
these efforts on teacher professionalism. The project was thus guided by 
the following questions. 

1. What are teachers’ views on the use of research as part of their 
professional activity?

2. How is research used within schools?
3. What are the opportunities and barriers around teacher-researcher 

collaboration?

The larger project from which the data for this paper are drawn 
included a survey (see Mills et al., 2021), and three comparative case 
studies. We focus here on the interview data from the case studies and 
data that made connections between research engagement and teacher 
professionalism.

3.1. Research sites and study design

Drawing upon existing relationships, requests through social media 
and our own networks, we selected three different state schools in En-
gland. Criteria for selection were that they were state (government- 
funded) schools, were in different parts of the country, had a strong 
focus on teacher-based research and exhibited different approaches to 
such research, thereby enabling comparisons. The schools are referred to 
by pseudonyms, each with their own approach to enhancing research- 
engagement amongst their staff. In order to understand the ways in 
which these models developed and worked, and to determine their 
strengths and weaknesses, we utilised a case study approach with each 
school representing a “case” (Yin, 2018). 

• North School had created designated research positions in the school. 
At the time of the study, they had made four external appointments 
to take up these positions. A key driver for this innovation was 
originally to address the difficulty of teacher recruitment.

• At Central School, a teacher had taken on the role of research lead to 
coordinate research across a network of schools. A key factor driving 
the research agenda in this school was the maintenance of a research 
journal.

• City School was an academy (state funded schools that are inde-
pendent from local authorities and have many “freedoms” not 
available to non-academies) sponsored by a university, and as a 
condition of employment at the school, teachers were expected to 
engage in research. The sponsorship by the university was key to 
driving the research agenda at the school.

North School, with a pupil population of approximately 2000, was a 
state-funded secondary Catholic school in a city in the North of England. 
The idea of employing Action Research Leads (ARLs) in mathematics, 
science and English appears to have developed from a restructure of 
staffing and local challenges in recruitment of teachers. These positions 
had been advertised externally and all were filled by teachers new to the 
school. At the time of our first visit, they only had two ARLs (Joanna in 
science, and John in mathematics)1 and by the time of our last visit, 
approximately a year later, they had a further mathematics ARL (Walter) 
and one in English (Julie). The school was also planning to appoint 
another science ARL. The ARLs were all teachers and did not participate 
in school management. North School was visited on three occasions over 
a period of approximately a year during which the deputy head (Patrick) 
and the four Action Research Leads (ARL) were interviewed. Our 
intention was to try to develop an understanding of the way in which the 
role worked and its impact on these teachers’ sense of professionalism.

Central School is an all-through (primary and secondary) school and 
part of a teaching school partnership hub which offers initial teacher 
education both via the secondary and primary routes into teaching, 
professional development, support and research opportunities to schools 
in the region. The key informant was Mala, the school’s Research and 
Development lead. The partnership prides itself on producing a “very 
informative and relevant” research journal, edited by Mala. The jour-
nal’s focus is on publishing and sharing teachers’ classroom practice and 
research, and Mala was allocated 1 h a week for her research lead role. 
Central School was visited three times by two researchers, in which Mala 
was formally interviewed once, and then re-interviewed at the end of the 
project on the telephone. Additionally, two classroom teachers were 

1 All individual names used across this paper are pseudonyms/fictional.
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interviewed about their experiences of working with Mala as a research 
lead: Julia, a newly qualified teacher of history and politics; and Alison, 
who had been at Central School for 13 years, had previously occupied 
Mala’s role, and taught history.

City school was originally conceived of as an innovative state school 
sponsored by a university, and it opened in the early 2010s with research 
at the heart of its original design. The school’s weekly bulletin passes on 
summaries of recent research, and some staff publish journal articles on 
their research and attend research conferences. City School was visited 
on two occasions over a period of four months and in our first visit we 
interviewed the school’s Principal (Russell). During our second visit, we 
interviewed the Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning, Emma, 
who led teachers’ professional development, including research prac-
tices, and four teachers: Anna (History and Politics teacher with one year 
of teaching experience), Clare (English teacher with four years of 
teaching experience), Margaret (Literacy Specialist and English teacher 
with more than 20 years of teaching experience) and Robert (Geography 
teacher with 12 years of teaching experience).

3.2. Data collection

To build our cases, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 
key players in each school2 and collected documents including profes-
sional journals publishing the research done by participants from these 
selected case studies, job descriptions, and official documents about the 
school and the place of research in them. This paper draws principally on 
interview data, with these interviews constructed around a set of ques-
tions that addressed the following points: participants’ backgrounds and 
their current roles; their interests in research, the conduct of research in 
their settings and their role in that; the challenges and opportunities 
associated with their roles; and their understandings of what constituted 
a “research rich” environment. The interview schedule, however, was 
primarily used to initiate a “conversation with a purpose” (Hodgson, 
1987), rather than following a strict format. Interviews were 
audio-recorded and professionally transcribed, and subsequently coded 
and thematically analysed jointly by the members of the research team 
(Braun & Clarke, 2022).

3.3. Data analysis

In particular, coding was undertaken in two stages as suggested by 
Saldaña (2021). First, a version of “structural coding” of more deductive 
nature was employed in order to categorise the data from each indi-
vidual interview, guided by questions used to frame the semi-structured 
interviews, such as on the structural areas of “approaches to engaging 
with research”, “place of research in professional roles”, “factors 
limiting research engagement”, etc. This deductive task was undertaken 
by the research fellow on the project. In line with our questions related 
to identifying the diversity of approaches, views, roles, and challenges 
and opportunities in each site, the purpose of this task was to identify 
when these particular ideas (“deductive categories”) were being dis-
cussed in the text/transcripts. Once we identified in this first round of 
deductive coding where these structural ideas were being discussed, we 
inductively analysed these ideas internally. The purpose of this was to 
determine what types of research engagement were emerging from the 
data. We did not have an expected framework but wanted to develop 
specific insights into the emergent meanings around each of the 
“deductive categories” within the three case study sites. This analytical 
process was completed by a cross-participant and then cross-case the-
matic analysis of these emergent meanings under the resulting three 

themes related to the participants’ views and experiences around 
research engagement in the case study schools.

4. Results: research rich schools, approaches to research and 
workload

The three themes that we focus on below are: building research rich 
schools; the diversity of approaches to undertaking research; and the 
impact of research engagement on teacher workload. The first theme 
illustrates the types of commitment demonstrated by school leadership 
in building a research rich school, with two of the schools’ approaches to 
teacher research seeming to be much more supported by the leadership 
than the third. We then explore the ways in which the different forms of 
teacher research had emerged at each school. One school had a focus on 
action research driven by research leads, within another school there 
was an expectation that all teachers engage in research as a form of 
professional learning, while at the third the focus was very much on the 
dissemination of research through a professional journal. Following on 
from our presentation of these themes we outline the ways in they 
impact upon the development of teaching as a “mature profession” 
(Sachs, 2016).

4.1. Building research-rich schools

Writing about teachers’ professionalism, Sachs (2016, p. 424) argues 
that there is a need for “discursive spaces whereby a more collaborative 
or research-engaged teaching profession could develop and thrive, 
thereby ensuing schools become ‘research rich’”. Senior leaders at both 
North School and City School expressed this desire to build a 
research-rich school. At North School, for instance, this was done by 
having key personnel (ARLs) as dedicated research leads and, at City 
School, by developing depth of research capabilities across the whole 
school. On the other hand, Central School did not appear to have the 
same support from the leadership team, as we further explore below.

The intention at North School, as John indicated, was to ensure that 
research was “embedded and a priority as opposed to an add-on that 
might sometimes get shunted for other bits”. The ARLs were expected to 
carry out a range of activities and had the full support of the Senior 
Leadership Team to do so. For example, they could lead projects into the 
most effective teaching methods in their subject areas; develop teaching 
provision across their subject areas; encourage and support the action 
research of other colleagues; collaborate with senior colleagues in their 
subject areas; work in partnership with each other; liaise with the local 
university; present their action research at professional learning events; 
and publish in the school’s own internal journal. As Joanna indicated, 
this role was unlikely to be successful “unless you’ve got people at the 
top supporting you and saying, ‘Yes, this is worth you spending time on’” 
and trust was evident in that the leadership team there had “not been 
particularly prescriptive about what we do with our time or how we do 
it” (Joanna). Joanna also indicated how important the space in her 
timetable was for reading – and what she saw as paying her back “for the 
meetings that I have to attend after school or in the evenings or what-
ever”. She also went on to say how “valued” they felt with the allocated 
time for research: “Even though they can’t do it monetarily, we kind of 
feel, like, valued enough, and that this role is important. It’s not just 
given 2 h a week.”

The position of ARL in this school was then a desirable one: the 
people in the role were given a Teaching and Learning Responsibility 
allowance (approximately £3000 per year at the time of this study) and 
had 35% of their timetable allocated to research. The school was also 
supporting them to obtain a National Professional Qualification for 
Middle Leadership (DfE, 2014). Patrick, a deputy head, suggested that 
the position had served a dual purpose in enabling them to fill a vacancy 
for a mathematics teacher: a previous attempt to recruit had yielded no 
applications, but they received eight applications for the first ARL post 
in mathematics. The ARL roles were seen as temporary – funded for 

2 Research was conducted according to the ethical guidelines of BERA 
(2018), and ethical approval was granted by the Research Ethics Committee at 
[redacted for blind review]. This included gaining informed consent from in-
dividual interviewees.
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three years in each case – with the assumption that postholders would 
then move on to other promoted posts within the school or elsewhere. 
While those employed in these positions had the key responsibility for 
undertaking research at the school, there was an expectation that other 
teachers would also be involved, as Patrick commented: “the idea is, my 
idea anyway, is that this research could be an infectious thing”.

At the time of our visits to City School, a process for recruiting staff to 
drive research across the school was underway. There were also con-
siderations being given to making joint appointments with a local uni-
versity and the Assistant Principal for Teaching and Learning (APTL), 
Emma, had been allocated the responsibility of stimulating and organ-
ising research practices within the school. Nevertheless, this school’s 
principal, Russell, indicated that there was an expectation that all 
teachers were engaged in research, not just people in designated 
research positions. He stated that: “You want it to be normal for a 
teacher to have a chat with the researcher as opposed to the one teacher 
out of 100 that everyone goes, ‘They’re the one that does research’”. As 
such, teachers could request time to do or deploy research if they made a 
case for it. Russell argued that research engagement was a school prin-
ciple and value and led to teachers being “reflective practitioners”. He 
explained that it was part of the “systems and structures” and “culture” 
of the school, further expanding on it seen in the extract below: 

In the paperwork, in the bumph when you come here, if you sat down 
in an interview with me and said, "I don’t really believe in research. 
It’s just about getting on with teaching some lessons," I’d say, "Okay, 
if you’re here, you’re going to have to be engaged in research."

However, there were concerns expressed about the integration of 
research across the whole of City School: many teachers, for instance, 
were finding it difficult to balance these expected responsibilities with 
the day to day demands of regular classroom teaching, which indicates 
challenges to building a rich environment when teachers face other – 
and perhaps more dominating – priorities (e.g., marking deadlines, 
pastoral support). We come back to these potential tensions and chal-
lenges later in the paper.

We were not able to secure an interview with a senior leader at 
Central School, and there did not seem to be the same commitment to 
building a research-rich school amongst this leadership team when 
compared to the other two case study schools. What was clear from our 
interviews with Mala, the school’s Research and Development lead, was 
that balancing this work with her own teaching responsibilities, without 
a necessarily research-rich environment built around her, meant that she 
worked as a research lead in “isolation”. When asked what would make 
the role more sustainable, she replied: 

I think my first thing would be to give them [other teachers at school] 
access to existing leads such as other networks because I think it’s 
really important to have time on your timetable where you are able 
to go and meet other people, to build some networks. (…) The second 
thing would be to give them a fair timetable in which they can still be 
a teacher and be practising but also be able to engage in research in 
some capacity and to be able to write research.

Despite differences in approaches outlined above, findings across 
these three case study sites point to a common thread around teachers’ 
research engagement: the need for senior leadership commitment to 
building a research rich environment in their schools no matter the 
model adopted for promoting such engagement among the school 
community, a key element also recently identified by the OECD report 
(2022) mentioned earlier. We would suggest that there has to be a 
shared understanding of the value of research, and in particular of 
teacher-led research, by senior leaders in schools in order for a research- 
rich environment to develop in the ways in which Sachs (2016) suggests: 
where teachers are supported, as part of their expected professional 
practice and standing, to be both critical consumers and producers of 
research. Nevertheless, this shared understanding does not mean a 
one-size-fits-all approach to research engagement within communities: 

as we saw across our case studies. There is a wide variety of ways in 
which teachers can become research engaged, and such diversity is 
explored in the next section.

4.2. Diversity of research engagement

In their view of research engagement, North School had (somewhat 
arbitrarily) made the decision that their focus would be on action 
research, as Patrick (Deputy Head) explained: 

We put the word ‘action’ (…) we thought about taking that out. But 
we left it in because we thought, “Well, then they can do action 
research, and that’s what we’d like them to do – try something out.” 
(…) and then if somebody wants to say, “Well, I’ll do a different kind 
of research,” that’s fine as well. But we left it in there, sort of, under 
the title. But that doesn’t mean it’s limited to that.

Action research has a long history in education3 (Carr & Kemmis, 
1986) and is closely aligned with the notions of “insider” or “teacher 
research” (Cain, 2019) focused on local issues. It has been associated 
with enhancing teachers’ confidence in their decision-making, enriching 
their sense of professionalism and with improvements in attitudes to 
educational research (Lambirth & Cabral, 2017; Ross & Bruce, 2012). 
And in terms of its scope at North School, all ARLs interviewed indicated 
that they were supportive of research that addressed either classroom 
activities or broader educational issues, as indicated by the topics 
researched by the teachers at the school, such as effective feedback and 
workload. As John stated: 

My current big focus is the marking and feedback. So, it’s something 
that anywhere you go, any school you go to, teachers will always say, 
"Marking, marking." There’s a huge thing about workload. It’s 
something that was put to me, "Okay, can we look at how, if it has to 
be done, make it more purposeful and meaningful?"

These ARLs at North School were also expected to collaborate with 
and learn from each other, as Patrick noted: 

So that if they are doing something in science and it seems to be 
working, then maths would go and have a look and say, “Ah, well, 
that looks good. Whether we can adapt that or try that”. And the idea 
is to develop [reading from the role profile], I’ve put here: “to 
develop outstanding teaching provision across the STEM subjects”.

Thus, at North School, the aim of research did seem to be being 
driven by the interests of the ARLs and what they perceived to be the 
concerns of other teachers in the school. The two newer appointees had 
yet to generate much research, although they were making use of 
research in delivering professional development to colleagues. This 
raises the question about the nature – and implementation – of a view of 
research engagement solely based on action research and which seems 
to be essentially driven by needs identified by the research leads.

At City School, the whole staff were given greater freedom – in 
relation to topics and methodological designs – to develop their own 
projects than at North School, but were expected to develop research 
pieces that would eventually be made public. The development of these 
pieces would be supported through six weekly continuing professional 
learning (CPL) sessions grounded on a professional learning community 
(PLC) perspective (Stoll et al., 2006, p. 223), that is, on building a “group 
of people sharing and critically interrogating their practice in an 
ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth 
promoting way”. With the support of their close relationship with a local 
university, this PLC was built around bringing together the expertise of 
doctoral students and university academics in areas related to education, 

3 There is, for instance, an academic journal specifically dedicated to the 
topic: Educational Action Research; see: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/ 
reac20/current.
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research methodologies and beyond (e.g., curricular subject-specific 
expertise) and the professional expertise and knowledge from City 
School teachers in order “to support our staff in doing a proper piece of 
research” (Russell). Emma, the APTL, detailed how their CPL sessions 
grounded in such a PLC perspective integrated research through year-
long “professional inquiries” into the programme. Teachers were ex-
pected to select an area of research that was then to be undertaken in 
relation to their own practices and realities and then, with the support of 
the wider PLC, devise strategies to critically interrogate their practices. 
She said of this programme: 

What I want them to do is feel empowered to be able to look at 
research critically, I suppose, so that’s a key aspect of it and that’s 
something to do with the professional inquiries as well, teaching 
teachers how to look at it critically and what’s right for them.

This approach outlined by Emma also resonates strongly with 
Sachs’s (2016, p. 423) call for teachers to engage with professional 
learning that is “inquiry oriented, personal and sustained, individual and 
collaborative” and central to building teachers’ professionalism. Russell 
indicated that, for example, a staff member might decide to examine 
boys’ engagement with drama and to consider the ethnic differences in 
this engagement. Other staff indicated some of the projects that they 
were working on, and which included employing a variety of research 
designs (e.g., action research, case study, survey design, etc.) to 
examine: student behaviour and positive reinforcement (Clare); curric-
ulum development and interdisciplinarity (Robert); literacy catch-up 
(Margaret); and video-resources in history classes (Anna). However, 
the viability of such arrangements around building and sustaining a PLC 
also composed of university-based researchers needs further consider-
ation, particularly in relation to: the scale in which such approach to 
teachers’ research engagement can be promoted, considering the num-
ber of university staff to be recruited for such PLCs across a sizable 
number of schools across the country; and complex and fractious po-
litical landscape in relation to university-school relationships across 
countries like England, where recent educational policies - e.g., Eng-
land’s Initial Teacher Training Market Review (DfE, 2021) - have been 
more centred on removing teacher education and professional devel-
opment from the Higher Education sector than on promoting such kinds 
of collaborations (Brooks & Perryman, 2024; Ellis & Childs, 2023; 
Murtagh & Rushton, 2023).

At both North and City schools, research activities were seen as 
important vehicles for continuing professional development (CPD) and 
teacher learning. However, in neither school was this the sole mode of 
delivery for CPD. During the period of our research a significant number 
of teachers at North School were engaged in a professional development 
programme, delivered by a national provider of training for teachers and 
leaders, while at City school Emma described the school’s “CPL library” 
and a programme for subject leaders on curriculum development. 
Research was in both schools seen as a valuable component of CPD but 
not the only approach.

At Central School, Mala was the key driver of research both at the 
school and across the network, as outlined in the previous section. She 
saw her role as editing the practitioners’ journal and using it to 
disseminate others’ research, with a focus on dissemination of research 
for consumption, but which she positioned as also intrinsically linked to 
facilitating other teachers’ own research production for subsequent 
dissemination. For Mala, the journal was then intended to help docu-
ment the “research journeys” of the teachers, and her role as a research 
lead was to work with them throughout their research engagement “to 
make it as easy and accessible as possible (…) in manageable, bite sized 
chunks, that is easy for them in the grand scheme of their teaching 
workload”.

Stenhouse (1981) argued that investigations by teachers only 
became research once their findings were made public, since making 
research public ensures that there is a critical engagement with it which 
facilitates its productive use in classrooms, schools and communities. 

The making of research public was evident in all the case study schools 
in this project: while North and City tended to do this through their own 
newsletters, CPD events for their own and other staff, and attendance 
and presentation at conferences, at Central School this was primarily 
done through utilising the journal and development of CPD sessions to 
disseminate findings. Alison at Central School, for example, explained 
how she and another teacher were often engaged in disseminating their 
research around verbal feedback, twilight evenings and articles.

Across the three sites, educational research was then being both 
critically consumed and produced. Teachers had the opportunity to 
conduct their own projects, ask their own questions, seek support and 
collaborations and to have the outcomes of their research disseminated 
and held to account. However, the degrees to which these all occurred 
differed: while City School seemed more driven by senior members of 
staff, and North School’s research agenda appeared to be largely left in 
the hands of the ARLs and the teachers they worked with, opportunities 
for being involved in research existed and appeared to be taken up by 
teachers in both schools, which we largely attribute to it being a product 
of the schools’ research-rich environment. Mala’s successes with 
teachers in her own environment at Central School, however, was 
largely dependent upon their own levels of commitment and willingness 
to take on extra work within a less-developed and supported, by the 
senior leadership, research-rich environment.

4.3. Managing workload

Given the many competing priorities faced by teachers, ensuring that 
acceptable workload levels existed was an important feature of the 
research engagement work done at all participant schools. One of the 
workload issues that had to be confronted at North School according to 
Joanna (ARL) was, for example, differentiating between those who felt 
under pressure to engage with research, and those who wanted to do so 
in order to improve their own teaching. She went on to describe how she 
worked along those “fine line(s)”: 

It’s that fine line, isn’t it, between who’s going to be on board if they 
give them a little shove, and who’s never going to be on board. And 
also how much extra time and effort it’s going to be. And I think 
that’s the sell is that this will not be any more effort, that I will help 
you and that I will do some guidance for you.

Also at North School, John talked about how ensuring people 
remained committed to research projects meant that teachers had to 
have a sense of owning the research and had to have their expectations 
managed: “At the start of the process, we kind of talked through what 
data we might be collecting to do this and we kind of went along the 
lines of actually, ‘let’s just go small and focused’”. As John described, it 
became apparent that a key aspect of the ARL role at North School was 
not only as research facilitators, but also as mentors expected to care for 
the well-being of staff.

In addition, in order to obtain other teachers’ buy-in for the school’s 
focus on research, material support was also offered by North School: 
the timetables of all teachers were reduced by 3 h per fortnight, and 
while it was recognised that it was a minimal incentive, as one senior 
leader stated: “But they have got that extra 3 h. It’s only 3 h a fortnight, 
but it’s a gesture, anyway”. It is then clear that addressing workload for 
research engagement also has financial consequences for schools, many 
of which already feel financially stretched, and research potentially re-
quires additional resources beyond those required for teaching.

Workload was also of particular concern at Central School, especially 
in relation to the less-supportive research-rich environment. Mala 
demonstrated a sense of care for other staff in terms of the commitments 
they could make to research given the other pressures they faced, such as 
“marking, getting your lessons planned and prepped”, which meant that 
there were limited contributions from the school to the journal. Thus, in 
order to do her job, she had had “to push past that barrier”, essentially 
“all of this is in my time, half-terms, after school, etc.” This was due in 
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part because she was allocated only 1 h per week to carry out that job, 
but also because “teachers don’t have time within the school’s working 
day to meet with me”.

There were also issues for Mala’s own workload at Central School. 
While she did not complain about the time commitment that she was 
making for the role, it was obvious to us that much of her free time 
outside of school was taken up with tasks related to the position that 
went beyond the official time she had been allocated for such a role. 
Indeed, Alison, who had been a research lead for two years before Mala 
at the school, said she “felt it was a massive job and I didn’t get any time 
on my timetable for it”, as well as that “the pay was not enough, in my 
opinion, for the role that it is”.

The headteacher at City School, Russell, was also aware of ebbs and 
flows in research engagement brought about by workload pressures, 
indicating that to ensure that research was supported, the school had set 
aside time for research: 

I do want them to get their marking done. I do want them to plan 
really good lessons. I would love them to do some research. But I 
think the biggest challenge is balancing it out. That’s why I think the 
protected time is pragmatic but committed.

However, creating “protected time” was not felt to be sufficient for 
some teachers at the school. For example, Anna was reluctant to engage 
with research because she saw it as outside of what can be reasonably 
expected in the time teachers have available: “I think that you can 
engage in research and you can make it influential practice, but you 
have to be willing for your bedtime reading to be about schools which I 
personally don’t want it to be.” This does not mean that she was not 
interested in research; indeed, she noted how when she had been pre-
paring to become a teacher, she had been excited about implementing 
research ideas. However, for her “the reality is just that once you’re in 
the mix of it, it’s such a full-on job and you’re doing so many … There 
isn’t enough time in the day to do your job, let alone have research that 
feeds into that”.

Leadership is clearly important here, as reforms cannot survive if 
they are not supported by school leadership. In addition, school prior-
ities often shift, for example, according to policy agendas and staff 
turnover, and leadership was found to be key in ensuring the sustain-
ability of research cultures within a school across those shifts. Russell at 
City School, for instance, noted how within the school they had sought 
to address challenges around priority changes and sustainability by 
“inculcating a culture of reflective practitioners”. On this challenge, he 
then went on to explain: 

It’s about building it into the culture because we haven’t got the 
same staff body we had four years ago. You’ve got new teachers 
coming in and out. Then you’ve got new changes to leadership. You 
could let some things drift. Some schools have an amazing year of 
research engagement because the assistant head loves research. 
They’ve driven it for a year. But a year later that assistant head has 
gone somewhere else, and you haven’t got somebody in the school 
that believes in it or champions it so the school moves on. Whereas 
what we want to try and do, and it ebbs and flows, what you want to 
try and do is actually that’s just part of the culture of the school. We 
are research engaged.

A key component of sustainability is, as indicated above, the level of 
commitment demonstrated by senior leadership teams and willingness 
to back this up materially. Senior leaders at North School, for instance, 
spoke on several occasions about problems with the school budget and 
the need for care with their finances. However, this team saw the sus-
tainability of their research positions as a priority, as Patrick indicated: 
“It is expensive. But we think that that’s good value because, in the long- 
term and we are looking to the long-term here, and not just a short, quick 
fix – something which is sustainable”. On the other hand, it was evident 
to us that the success of the role at Central School was all down to the 
commitment of Mala, and that it was unlikely to be sustained once/if she 

moved on. Should she decide to leave the school its research culture 
could very well disappear with her.

5. Discussion: Towards a re-professionalising of teaching

Our research across three case study schools in England suggests that 
developing capacity for research engagement requires teachers and se-
nior leaders to see the benefit of such engagement for the school. This 
corresponds with other studies conducted in England, for example those 
by Brown and Zhang (2016) and Coldwell et al. (2017). In contrast, 
Gaussel et al. (2021) suggest that teachers in France feel less encouraged 
to innovate by school leaders than their English counterparts, despite 
survey findings showing comparable perceptions of working in a trust-
ing environment. This, Gaussel et al. suggest, may be due to the more 
limited role of principals in France, who do not have the same 
involvement in the development of staff as those in England or America. 
Ion et al. (2024) similarly found that in England, Poland and Catalonia 
(Spain), teachers’ research engagement was influenced by the extent to 
which school leadership styles promoted learning and change within 
teaching staff, as well as a climate of trust and support for innovation. 
Within the same broad project, Kowalczuk-Walędziak and Ion (2024)
reported that research-engaged teachers in Poland and Catalonia 
described, during interviews, the importance of school leaders providing 
the time, resource and acknowledgement required to promote a culture 
of research engagement.

Research engagement is, to varying degrees, led from the top at all 
three case study sites we visited in England: through the creation of 
named and funded posts and the incorporation of research-engagement 
into the schools’ purposes and values. At all three sites, educational 
research is being undertaken by individuals and in collaboration with 
others, at different scales and with different foci. Research is also being 
disseminated and networks within and outside the schools formed. The 
benefits were conceived broadly within these schools as: recruitment 
and retention of teachers, improvement of teaching and learning, and 
school distinctiveness. However, if teaching is to be considered a mature 
profession, a point we raised at the start of this article, following Sachs 
(2016), then it is crucial that research is seen to be core to teachers’ 
work, not an add-on (BERA/RSA, 2013; Stenhouse, 1981; Leat et al., 
2014).

Thus, returning to Sachs’s (2016) call for a vision for the teaching 
profession that is grounded in collaboration and research-engagement, 
findings from our study have shown how, while in all three schools 
there were glimmers of her vision for a mature profession being realised, 
this was beginning to happen most consistently and explicitly in North 
and City schools. Here, as noted by the OECD (2022), leadership was 
crucial. School leadership has been shown to be a key factor in teacher 
retention (EEF, 2023), in school performance relative to context 
(Hallinger, 2018), the impact of social justice practices in schools 
(Wang, 2016) and has a significant influence on teacher autonomy and 
quality of teaching (Day, 2017). This was also the case in relation to the 
take up of research in the three schools.

The support and trust of the senior leadership team at North School, 
for instance, was seen as critical to the success of the ARLs, who were 
given a considerable degree of autonomy in shaping their roles. At City 
school, the leadership team saw teachers’ engagement with research as 
being central to their role within the school. Arguably, though, the 
greatest success at creating such a profession was at North School, where 
the leadership enabled the ARLs to self-direct and were beginning to 
draw in colleagues to engage with their projects. And while City School’s 
leadership team was the most ambitious for its whole staff, it experi-
enced challenges as the school grew and communication between 
leaders and teaching staff was not consistent. And, whilst Central School 
had an impressive reach for its research community, it presented a 
concerning case in terms of the burden on Mala, the research lead, which 
went unrecognised and unsupported by the school leadership.

We have indicated above that “intelligent communities” of teachers 

M. Mills et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    Teaching and Teacher Education 154 (2025) 104874 

7 



(Cain, 2019) help to create self-improving education systems and we 
have also concurred with Sachs (2016) about their importance of this for 
building a mature profession. However, these arguments alone, despite 
research being valued by teachers (see for example, Proctor, 2015), are 
unlikely to convince them of the importance of research-engagement, 
especially if there is no support for lightning workloads in other areas. 
As our findings also pointed out, teachers will also need to feel that this 
work is valued by the school, and educations system, and see it as an 
integral component of what it means to be a teacher. This will require 
material support to schools and teachers.

It is our view that enhancing research engagement in schools is good 
for teacher professionalism and for education systems. Much of the 
current policy agenda in England has seen attempts to “teacher proof” 
curriculum and assessment, and indeed pedagogy – based on evidence 
from dubious sources and on authoritarian perspectives (Clarke, 2023; 
Hordern & Brooks, 2023), and especially so since the pandemic (Peruzzo 
et al., 2022). This has seen teachers as simply implementers of other’s 
ideas and programmes. We have argued here instead that teachers 
should be critical consumers and producers of research, building what 
Winch et al. (2015, p. 213) refer to as a “constructive relationship with 
research knowledge”, where they exercise professional autonomy 
through collaboratively investigating their own practice and sharing the 
results. While engaging in research is not necessarily emancipatory, our 
findings in this study have supported claims that teachers’ engagement 
with research has the potential to excite, to energise, to bring about 
wonderment, to open up new possibilities, to challenge preconceived 
ideas and ways of doing teaching, to be subversive, to challenge power 
relations, and to rethink what it means to be a teacher (see for example, 
BERA/RSA, 2013; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2021). Given the right sup-
port, this would surely make teaching an attractive career for those 
excited by the possibilities of a rich educational experience for the young 
people in their care. As Walter said of his ARL role at North: 

I suppose it feels more like how education, what being a teacher 
should be. It should be a case of engaging with literature, being able 
to communicate with others, being able to go to other schools. Surely 
every teacher should be able to do that.

6. Conclusions

Despite Sachs (2016) asking, “why are we still talking about it?”, the 
research presented here suggests that further exploration of what it 
means to be a professional teacher in today’s schools is required. Much 
has been made of recent policy contexts which have worked to 
de-professionalise teachers, and we do need critiques of these contexts. 
However, we are also of the view that we need to acknowledge the ef-
forts of teachers and schools to ensure that teacher professionalism is 
valued, beyond conceptions of “evidence-based teaching” as currently 
framed in the English policy context. As Kowalczuk-Walędziak and Ion 
(2024) argue, the international literature currently constructs a 
discourse of deficit in relation to teachers’ research engagement. There 
is much to be gained however, from inquiry into the contexts in which 
research-engagement, as a professional stance, is being developed at a 
systematic level. To this end, the examples provided here demonstrate 
some of the ways in which research can be built into the everyday 
professional work of teachers. In one school, City School, all teachers 
were expected to engage in research, in another, North School, there 
were designated teachers with research roles who were expected to lead 
other teachers in their research efforts, while in the third school, Central 
School, there was only one research lead. We have pointed to the 
importance of leadership in ensuring the success of integrating research 
into the life of a school. We also recognise that the data in this paper only 
provide a snapshot into the research lives of those working in the three 
schools. Further research examining how teachers are to be prepared as 
researchers, how research can be integrated into the timetables of 
teachers, how teacher research is best disseminated is required. Some of 

the teacher comments in City School also point to the need to consider 
the differing positions of senior administrators and teachers where 
research is mandated as part of the teachers’ role. However, it is our 
hope that the snapshots of school efforts to engage with research in this 
paper can contribute to an on-going analysis of how to make research an 
integral component of teacher professionalism.
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