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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Education and Training Foundation (ETF) is the expert body for professional development and 

standards in Further Education (FE) and Training in England. It is important that all professional 

development and standards are grounded in evidence of what works well in the sector. This requires 

an active research culture across the whole FE and Training sector.  

The ETF supported two programmes that were designed to encourage practitioners in the FE and 

Training sector to engage with research to inform and improve their own practice through the 

delivery of research projects. The Outstanding Teaching Learning and Assessment (OTLA) 

programme and Practitioner Research Programme (PRP) are two of the ETF’s longest running 

programmes. The OTLA programme started in 2015, and the PRP ran since 2018, but was the 

successor of the Research Development Fellowship, which ran between 2009 and 2018.  

− The OTLA programme was delivered by ccConsultancy, who have been delivering the 

programme since 2019. Programme participants undertook collaborative action research 

projects, supported by a team of research facilitators and subject specialist mentors. A second 

strand of delivery, two Future Learn courses focused on conducting and leading action research 

projects, was delivered in early Spring 2022 and was therefore outside the scope of this 

evaluation due to time constraints. 

− The PRP was delivered by the University of Sunderland’s Centre for Excellence in Teacher 

Training (SUNCETT), who have delivered the programme and its predecessor programme since 

2009. There were two strands of programme delivery: a one-year, Master of Arts (MA) Short 

Course in Advancing Pedagogy; and a two-year full Research Degree, Master of Philosophy 

(MPhil) in Education. Practitioners completed a range of activities designed to support them to 

produce an assessed research output. 

Both programmes were evaluated by SQW using a method designed to respond to a set of research 

questions relating to programme design and delivery, engagement, impact, effectiveness and 

monitoring and evaluation. The evaluation started in November 2021 with the creation of a logic 

model and reported in March 2022. Evaluation evidence was derived from four organisational case 

studies, 30 interviews with programme participants, focus group discussions with delivery partners, 

analysis of ETF mid-point satisfaction surveys and delivery partner survey data, ETF monitoring 

data, and ETF quality reports.  

Programme design and delivery 

The OTLA and PRP programmes have been delivered with high fidelity to their design. Both ETF 

and the delivery partners understood how the programmes ran based on previous experience and 

could clearly specify the requirements of the programme. Delivery partners made incremental 

adjustments to their programmes that were delivered to plan.  

There was strong evidence that the programmes embody the ETF’s 12 principles of effective CPD 

design. They can evidence particularly strong alignment with five principles, with improvements 

suggested for four principles and sufficient alignment with the remainder. 
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Recommendations: Programme design and delivery 

• R 1: Embed all 12 principles of effective design and delivery in programmes that 
support practitioner-led research. 

• R 2: Provide clarity from the outset of programmes as to what (if any) final outputs 
are expected, and overall timescales for their delivery. 

• R 3: Provide sustained opportunities for practitioners to engage with practitioner-
led research, to facilitate strong research cultures within organisations. 

• R 4: Use hybrid delivery methods that combine face-to-face with online delivery, to 
balance depth of learning and networking with accessibility considerations. 

• R 5: Promote the Professional Standards and accompanying tools and guides. 
The Standards may provide additional structure to participants’ experience and help 
them identify next steps for professional development. 

• R 6: Deliver exit interviews to signpost to other opportunities for professional 
development and discuss next steps. 

• R 7: Invite programme alumni to annual conferences or regional research forums 
to extend professional development and sustain skills and knowledge. 

 
Programme engagement and satisfaction 

The OTLA and PRP programmes engaged a total of 381 participants and delivered 91 research 

projects. The reach of each programme varied. OTLA delivered 41 projects from 451 individuals 

across 38 organisations. This exceeded the target of at least 20 projects delivered by 350 

participants. The PRP had a total of 51 participants enrolled from 37 different organisations, with 25 

on the MA Short Course, 12 on the MPhil year 1, and 14 on the MPhil year 2 course. This exceeded 

their target of 50 participants enrolled. Retention has been strong, with only one project ceasing 

participation in the OTLA programme. 

Most participants were from general FE colleges. Many organisations were ‘repeat customers’, who 

sent participants to the programmes year after year. Most participants on each programme were 

teachers, but also included managers and senior managers. Around a quarter of participants on the 

PRP programme were from minority ethnic backgrounds, and the programme engaged a higher 

proportion of males (whereas in previous years, the programme attracted a higher proportion of 

females). It is not possible to compare this with equality, diversity and inclusion characteristics for 

the OTLA, as no personal characteristics data were collected for this programme.  

Table 1: Programme engagement 
 Enrolled 

participants 

Withdrawn 

participants 

Active 

participants 

Active 

projects 

Active 

organisations 

OTLA 455 4 451 41 38 
PRP 51 0 51 50 37 

Source: The ETF booking system data and SUNCETT management data 

A range of factors affected whether participants could participate in the programmes, or participate 

to the extent that they would have liked. This included having organisational support to engage with 

the programme, and the time to fit the programme and research around their existing commitments. 

Other factors included support from delivery partners (which was encouraging and supporting), cost 

(programmes were free and therefore this was not a barrier) and the impact of Covid-19 (that made 
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online more accessible but created additional demands on practitioners time).  

Participants reported very high levels of satisfaction with their learning experience (66 of 71 OTLA 

and MA Short Course participants said overall they were satisfied or very satisfied), with the 

information they received (64 of 71), programme organisation (63 of 71), and the skills and 

knowledge of their facilitators (18 of 20 MA Short Course participants). The majority of participants 

also stated they would recommend the programme to their colleagues. 

Recommendations: Engagement and satisfaction 

• R 8: Collect data on equality, diversity and inclusion and compare with workforce 
characteristics data to assess diversity in participation and explore whether there are 
any unconscious biases that influence programme take up and experience. 

• R 9: Work with organisations to ensure practitioners have adequate time to 
participate in practitioner research. Require organisational buy-in to individual 
research with an expectation that a provider senior leader will invest either their time (for 
example by attending a dissemination event) or their budget (to contribute to fees and 
travel costs) as a way of building support that is more than simply nominal.    

• R 10: Promote the benefits of practitioner research to organisations and senior 
management. Additional longer-term opportunities for systematic and robust evaluation 
could be explored, to understand the longer-term impacts of the programme on learner 
outcomes and organisational performance. 

• R 11: Support practitioners to align research topics with their teaching as far as 
possible, to create time efficiencies. Practitioners should also be encouraged to link 
research projects with their organisation’s strategic priorities to generate organisational 
buy in.  

• R 12: Continue to engage with organisations who have developed a strong 
research culture through the programmes, to understand how to create a self-
sustaining research culture 

• R 13: Tailor programme eligibility requirements to focus on policy priorities for 
programmes with application processes. 

• R 14: Work with organisations to ensure that grant funding can be released easily 
and quickly, particularly for remission purposes. 

 
Outcomes and impact 

Participants improved their research skills and their awareness of the importance of evidence-based 

practice. They also developed expertise in the topic of their research study. The evaluation found 

evidence of examples where individuals had changed their own practice as a result of engaging with 

the research process. Practice may have changed as participants acted on the findings from their 

research projects, changed their practice as a result of other research they encountered through the 

programmes, or applied their research and scholarship skills in their classroom. 

Research projects were focussed on issues relevant to teaching maths, English, English for 

Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) or Essential Digital Skills (EDS). Importantly for both the DfE 

and the ETF, as the research is undertaken by those in the sector, it is credible to those within the 

sector. Practitioners involved in teaching or embedding basic skills are likely to be more responsive 

to implementing learning generating by their peers to improve their practice. 
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Participants have shared learning arising from their research projects with colleagues and peers, 

both within their organisation and externally. The FEresearchpodcast, established by two PRP 

participants, provided a platform for both OTLA and PRP participants to share their learning. OTLA 

participants reported that 9,706 broadcasts (sharing findings e.g., via social media, structured CPD 

sessions, informal conversations) were shared by participants. In addition, the PRP annual 

conference (not in scope of the evaluation due to timing) provides an opportunity to share learning 

across the FE and Training sector.   

The PRP and OTLA programmes have also provided a structure and platform for nationally and 

internationally renowned academics and sector leaders to share ideas and learning with like-minded 

communities of practitioners in the sector. 

Participants from a small number of organisations that participate year after year in one or both 

programmes have developed a strong research culture that values and embeds research-informed 

practice. Consequently, some participants identified changes to their organisations’ research culture 

and practice, for example embedding research-informed improvement or the development of a 

collaborative research culture. However, this was not the case for all participants who found it 

harder to secure organisational support for their research and for its dissemination to their 

colleagues.   

The evidence indicated that some outcomes and impacts for learners were achieved. These 

included improvements to learner experience, encouraging increased engagement and motivation, 

and some instances of improved attainment, however given the timing of the evaluation it was 

difficult to identify significant impact. 

All participants that contributed to evaluation interviews reported that the outcomes and programme 

effectiveness would not have been achieved without the programme, or at least not in the same 

timeframe or to the same scale. 

A range of enablers were in place which supported programme participants to improve their 

professional practice, organisational performance and learner outcomes. These included 

organisational support to share and implement learning, factors associated with time to participate, 

and the timing of activities. In addition, participants stated that the knowledge, skills and confidence 

developed through the programmes supported them to implement their learning. 

However, where organisational support and capacity were not available to participants, they formed 

barriers to implementation. Other barriers including funding constraints, Covid-19 and confidence. 
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Recommendations: Outcomes and impact 

• R 15: Encourage current participants to continue to embed their learning within 
their organisations and share learning with senior management, to generate interest 
and enthusiasm for practitioner research. 

• R 16: Ensure that programme reports continue to be available and accessible to 
practitioners within the sector, to support shared learning. 

• R 17: Provide spaces for practitioners to share their research and learning, either 
within formal delivery structures (events/conferences) or informally (e.g. WhatsApp). 

• R 18: Ensure that research into effective teaching, learning and assessment in the 
FE and Training context is continued and adequately resourced. Maintaining 
engagement with sector academics, delivery partners and those with influence and 
platforms (e.g. FEresearchpodcast hosts) could support this.  

• R 19: promote the benefits of a culture of practitioner research to organisations 
with a less established research culture, to enhance practitioners’ ability to implement 
learning. This could include through establishing ‘champion’ organisations with a strong 
culture of practitioner research to share good practice with others.    

• R 20: Implement mentor visits to organisations, to provide advice and guidance on 
implementing learning within the participants’ own context. 

 
Programme effectiveness 

Evidence indicates that both programmes were effective in meeting their objectives. Programme 

objectives were similar in nature, but the programmes’ approaches to meeting these were 

distinctive, allowing opportunities for participants with different needs and organisational contexts. 

Participants on both programmes stated that the programme had met their professional 

development needs, with each programme meeting slightly different needs (as a result of their 

varied approach). In particular, participants on the PRP who had previously participated on the 

OTLA programme found them to be complementary, supporting the progression of their professional 

development. 

A range of factors were identified which influenced the effectiveness of the programmes either 

positively or negatively. Participants valued the time and space to learn offered by the programme. 

Good mentor relationships and opportunities to build peer relationships were also considered 

effective. Participants liked to retain ownership and autonomy over the topics they explored. 

However, the impact of the programmes could have been strengthened with greater promotion or 

greater visibility. 
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Recommendations: Programme effectiveness 

• R 21: Develop progression pathways between similar programmes to support 
progression in practitioner professional development, and support cohorts of 
practitioners with varying development needs. 

• R 22: Provide practitioners with access to individuals with expertise in action 
research or research informed practice. Mentoring from those with research or 
subject expertise is particularly impactful.  

• R 23: Provide participants with a tangible record of achievement at programme 
completion, whether that be a written report, accreditation or a certificate. 

• R 24: Ensure that practitioners have a sense of ownership over their own research 
by giving practitioners autonomy to choose what they research, albeit within certain 
parameters linked to funder and organisational priorities. 

• R 25: Enable practitioner-led research networks developed through the 
programmes to be maintained where possible, to continue momentum of research 
informed practice within the sector. 

• R 26: Create opportunities for peer mentoring where possible, to support 
practitioners to share good practice and work through common challenges. 

 
Monitoring and evaluation 

The evaluation was commissioned to run alongside programme delivery. It was due to report before 

the programmes had finished and therefore its ability to capture insights into impact was limited. 

While some impacts might be immediate (such as an improvement in research skills or 

implementation of research findings) others need more time to plan activities to share learning and 

implement changes (including organisational changes). 

 

It is also important to recognise the gaps in the evidence included within this evaluation. End point 

survey data had not been collected for either programme at the time of evaluation, and no mid-point 

survey was available for PRP MPhil participants. The lack of data capturing the characteristics of 

Recommendations: Monitoring and evaluation 

• R 27: Extend evaluation timescales where possible, to capture data on medium to 
longer term outcomes and impacts. 

• R 28: Programme managers should reconcile data drawn from the ETF booking 
system with provider data at regular intervals to ensure a full and up to date set of 
data is available for ETF decision makers and evaluators 

• R 29: Develop a consistent programme management information system which all 
delivery partners use to record participant engagement and characteristics (including 
organisation and organisation type, and job role and job type) across all projects. This 
will enable more effective comparison and more accurate participant data.  

• R 30: Apply the ETF’s standard learning experience and satisfaction survey 
across all programmes consistently to enable effective comparison between 
programmes, and improved understanding of what works. 
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OTLA participants (such as gender and ethnicity), makes any valid assessment about the equality, 

diversity and inclusion aspects of the programme impossible. Finally, there were also minor 

inconsistencies in participant data from the ETF’s Booking System and the delivery partner. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Education and Training Foundation 

The Education and Training Foundation (ETF) is the expert body for professional development and 

standards in Further Education (FE) and Training in England. Their role is to design, develop and 

deliver continuous professional development (CPD) for teachers, leaders and trainers in the sector, 

to support government policy and meet sector needs, and improve education and training for 

learners aged 14 and over. One of the priority areas for the ETF and the Department of Education 

(DfE) has been the development of basic skills (English, maths and essential digital skills). 

To achieve their goals, the ETF pursue five strategic objectives1: 

− Grow the capacity of the sector 

− Lead the sector’s own development activities 

− Influence the system’s priorities, thinking and behaviour 

− Develop the capability of the sector  

− Evolve the ETF to take new opportunities and respond to key challenges. 

Practitioner research 

Practitioner research is one of the key strands of professional development activity delivered by the 

ETF, which supports their strategic objective of developing the capability of the sector. Through 

this activity, practitioners are enabled to develop their own research and pedagogical capabilities, 

skills and knowledge by conducting research into their own practice, and as a result, improve 

learner engagement and achievement. The ripples of impact spread even further if the research 

findings they generated are disseminated to other practitioners within the sector to inform and 

improve their practice as well.  

There is limited published evidence and research available on the effectiveness of different 

interventions within FE and Training teaching, learning and assessment practices, particularly when 

compared with primary or secondary education sectors of education2. However, the use of 

practitioner research within the FE and Training sector is increasing. This increase not only begins 

to address the research deficit experienced in the sector, but also supports the professionalisation of 

the FE and Training workforce. This is because practitioner researchers can experience 

professional benefits, including an increased sense of ownership over their own professional 

development, a heightened awareness of pedagogy and context, and improved scholarship and 

research literacy. More personal benefits are also reported by practitioner researchers, including 

improved confidence, motivation and empowerment3. 

The ETF delivered three key programmes to support practitioner-led development and research 

during 2021-224. All three programmes focussed on improving the teaching, learning and 

assessment of basic skills.  

 
 
 
1 Our Vision and Role - The Education and Training Foundation (et-foundation.co.uk) 
2 Social Mobility Commission (2020) Investing in ‘what works’ activity in Further Education and Adult Learning 
3 Education and Training Foundation (2020) Evaluation of the Practitioner Research Programme. SQW. Accessible 
at: https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/PRP-evaluation-final-report.pdf  
4 2021-22 denotes the financial year, 2021/22 denotes the academic year 

https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/about-us/our-vision_role/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/859091/SMC_FE_policy_briefing.pdf
https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/PRP-evaluation-final-report.pdf
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− Outstanding Teaching, Learning and Assessment (OTLA) programme, to support 

practitioners to undertake collaborative action research to improve an area of teaching, learning 

and assessment 

− Practitioner Research Programme (PRP), to support practitioners to undertake research into 

an area of their teaching practice at a postgraduate level 

− Advanced Practitioner Programme (APP), which offered a range of CPD activities for 

advanced practitioners, including training modules, action research and practitioner led events.  

The three practitioner-led development and research programmes have been funded exclusively 

through a Basic Skills Grant from the DfE for the past two years. Previously, the programmes were 

funded through a number of funding streams, including previous iterations of the Basic Skills Grant. 

The grant was discontinued in March 2022, as the DfE moved to a contract-based model to deliver 

basic skills focused CPD. This meant that 2021-22 is the last year of delivery for the three 

programmes in the format evaluated in this report. However, PRP participants who were 

participating in a two-year MPhil course of study were funded to complete their second year in 2022-

2023. The ETF was exploring ways in which elements of all three programmes could continue 

beyond March 2022.  

This evaluation has focused on two of the three practitioner-led development and research 

programmes: the OTLA and PRP. Both the OTLA and PRP programmes were some of the ETF’s 

longest running CPD programmes. The OTLA programme ran been running since 2015, and the 

PRP was the successor of the Research Development Fellowship, which ran between 2009 and 

2018 (the current iteration of the PRP has run since 2018). An accompanying report of the 

evaluation of APP was prepared alongside to this work.   

Outstanding Teaching, Learning and Assessment (OTLA) programme 

The OTLA programme supported practitioners to develop rigorous, transferable, action research 

approaches which improved a specific area of teaching learning and assessment. Action research 

enables practitioners to investigate their own practice and use their own findings to make 

improvements. By implementing this approach, the programme aimed to strengthen practitioners’ 

ownership of their own professional development, empowering them to focus on approaches 

and methodologies which addressed the specific challenges they face. In addition, through 

generating (and subsequently disseminating) research that focused on sector needs and 

challenges, the programme aimed to provide the sector with learner-friendly strategies and 

resources that address current and critical issues in FE and Training.  

The ETF re-commissioned ccConsultancy, who have delivered the OTLA programme since 2019 

(but have been involved in the delivery of previous iterations of the programme) to deliver it in 2021-

22. The programme involved participants undertaking collaborative action research projects, 

supported by a team of research facilitators and subject specialist mentors. A second strand of 

delivery, two Future Learn courses focused on conducting and leading action research projects, 

was delivered in early Spring 2022 so was outside the scope of this evaluation due to timing 

constraints.  

Recruitment to the OTLA 2021-22 was launched in July 2021, with CPD delivery expected to run 

through to the end of March 2022, and final reports to be published in July 2022. Participant projects 

have focused on English, English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) or Essential Digital 

Skills (EDS). 

Practitioner Research Programme 

The PRP is founded on the expectation that a research-literate and engaged FE and Training 
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workforce will have improved skills and pedagogical practice that will generate better learning 

experiences for their learners. It aims to create conditions in which practitioners can engage in 

systematic and rigorous research into their practice in research-informed and evidence-based ways, 

and as a result, the programme empowers practitioners to take ownership of their own 

professional development. Through generating credible, authentic and trustworthy research, the 

programme aimed to increase the FE and Training sector’s capacity to research and improve 

itself.  

The PRP is delivered by the University of Sunderland’s Centre for Excellence in Teacher 

Training (SUNCETT), who have delivered the programme and its predecessor programme (the 

RDF) since 2009. There are two strands of programme delivery: a one-year, Master of Arts (MA) 

Short Course in Advancing Pedagogy; and a two-year full Research Degree, Master of 

Philosophy (MPhil) in Education. Practitioners complete a range of activities, designed to support 

practitioners to produce an assessed research output.  

The PRP programme was launched in September 2021 with delivery expected to run through to the 

end of the academic year in July 2022. Applicants were required to research themes related to basic 

skills, namely English, Maths and ESOL. This is a narrower focus than previous years; the 

programme previously received funding from a wider range of funding sources, and therefore 

previously accepted practitioners wishing to investigate a wider range of research topics.  

The evaluation 

In October 2021, the ETF commissioned SQW to undertake a process and impact evaluation of its 

practitioner research programmes. The aim of the evaluation was to assess impact on participants’ 

professional practice, provider performance and learner outcomes, compare the effectiveness of 

activity delivered through the programmes, recommend improvements to strengthen programme 

quality and maximise impact, and finally, inform the ETF’s future investment and design decisions.  

To achieve this aim, several research questions were explored, presented in Table 1-1. The 

research questions align with the programme logic models (presented in Annex A), to enable the 

evaluation to reference, test and substantiate whether what was expected, was experienced. 

Table 0-1: Research questions 
Logic 

model 

Research questions 

Inputs • To what extent does the programmes’ design embody the ETF’s 12 principles of 

effective CPD design? 

Activities • To what extent did programme delivery have high fidelity with the programme 

design? 

• To what extent do the programmes’ offer meet the needs of participants and their 

providers, compared with similar non-ETF programme offers? 

Outputs • How many people participated in the ETF programmes? 

• To what extent has learning been shared with peers/colleagues outside of the 

programmes? 

• How has learning been shared with peers/colleagues outside of the programme 

(including within and outside of participant organisations)? 

• To what extent are programme participants and their provider organisations 

representative of the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA)-funded 

teaching workforce and provider organisations? 

• How satisfied were practitioners with the programmes? 

• What factors enabled participation in the programmes? How could these be 

strengthened? 
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• What factors limited participation in the programmes? How were these factors 

overcome? 

Outcomes

/ impacts 
• How effective were the different activities of the ETF programmes? 

• Have there been any implemented or planned changes to individual practice? 

• Have there been any changes to organisational research culture and practice? 

• To what extent can any observed improvements to professional practice, 

organisational performance and learner outcomes be attributed to participation in 

the programmes, bearing in mind the limited evaluation timescales? 

• What barriers prevent programme participants from improving professional 

practice, organisational performance and learner outcomes? What supporting 

activities overcome these barriers? 

• What enablers support programme participants to improve professional practice, 

organisational performance and learner outcomes? How could these be 

strengthened? 

• What actions should be taken to strengthen programme quality and impact? 

 

Methods 

This evaluation has been delivered using a theory-based approach, influenced by realist evaluation, 

to test not just whether the programmes have worked, but why, and under what conditions. The 

programme logic models have supported this approach by articulating a sequential process of 

anticipated effects, alongside enablers and environmental challenges. 

The evaluation comprised three phases; scoping, data collection and analysis, as presented in 

Figure 1-1 below. A detailed overview of evaluation methods is presented in Annex A.  

Figure 0-1: Evaluation timeline and data collection methods  

 

Source: SQW 

This report should be read with the following considerations in mind: 

− The timescales of this evaluation do not align with the timescales of the programmes. The 

evaluation was commissioned to report in March 2022. While the majority of the CPD for the 

OTLA programme was completed by the end of March 2022, project reports would not be 

published until July 2022, and the PRP would complete in August 2022. This meant that 
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interviews with participants had a greater emphasis on the achieved short-term benefits of 

participation, and expected medium to long term impacts. 

− There are inconsistencies between programme data sets, which affected the extent to which 

comparisons could be made between the OTLA and PRP programmes. This included: 

o Programme management data. OTLA participant numbers and characteristics were recorded 

via the ETF’s booking system, while PRP participants were recorded via SUNCETT. The two 

systems collect slightly different data types. In addition, equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 

data were collected for PRP participants in line with University of Sunderland systems and 

protocols, but these was not captured for OTLA participants (see Annex C for further 

information).  

o Experience and satisfaction survey data. The ETF routinely collects learner experience and 

satisfaction survey data across its programmes. For the OTLA and PRP, these was collected 

at the mid and end points of each programme. While the mid-point survey data were available 

for the OTLA and PRP MA Short Course, they were not available for the PRP MPhil, as the 

mid-point of the programme coincided with the time of evaluation reporting (March 2022). 

However, the PRP MPhil collected some of its own evaluation survey data, which are 

referenced in this report.  

− Survey responses and interviews may be prone to self-selection and sample bias, with only 

those with strong opinions of the programme electing to spend time completing the survey or 

discussing their experience further in interviews with SQW researchers. 

The report 

This report is a final report for the evaluation of the Practitioner Research programmes. The 

report is structured as follows: 

− Chapter 2: Programme design and delivery 

− Chapter 3: Programme engagement and satisfaction 

− Chapter 4: Outcomes and impacts 

− Chapter 5: Programme effectiveness 

− Chapter 6: Conclusions and recommendations. 

The report is supplemented by five Annexes. Annex A presents the programme logic models co-

developed by SQW, the ETF and delivery partners, and an in-depth review of evaluation 

methodology. Annex B and Annex C present programme management and participant survey data 

used to inform the report. Annex D presents the four case studies undertaken as part of the 

evaluation data collection phase. Annex E presents a full overview of ETF’s 12 principles of effective 

CPD in FE and Training. 
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PROGRAMME DESIGN AND DELIVERY 

This section presents an overview of the planned design and delivery of the OTLA and PRP 

programme. It also details programme alignment with the ETF’s 12 principles of effective CPD 

design. The section draws on key programme documents, including the ETF’s Quality Assurance 

observation reports, feedback from each programme delivery team, and participant interviewees 

(including case study interviewees). 

Programme design and delivery 

The PRP and OTLA programmes were designed to encourage practitioners in the FE and Training 

sector to engage with research to inform and improve their own practice through the delivery of 

research projects. Each is associated with a different research approach.  

The OTLA encourages collaborative action research, which involves a team of practitioners 

investigating their own teaching and using what they find out to make improvements5. Teams of 

practitioners then collaborate to generate a project report.  

The PRP takes this concept further, delivering accredited courses which require individual 

participants to frame their investigations in academic literature, and focus on an in-depth 

investigation of their own design.  

The programmes are run independently but can be seen as providing a progression pathway from 

OTLA to PRP.  

Programme delivery partners stated that their delivery plans were been implemented as expected 

showing fidelity to programme design. Both delivery partners have remained consistent for a 

number of years, and the programmes are well established meaning that delivery plans included 

annual incremental improvements. Delivery partner teams reported they have a clear understanding 

of what works, based on their long-running experience of delivering the programmes.  

The design and delivery of each programme is summarised below. 

Outstanding Teaching, Learning and Assessment (OTLA) programme 

The OTLA programme was established in 2015, and has been delivered by ccConsultancy since 

2019, although they were involved as a partner in previous iterations of the programme. Although its 

nature and format has evolved over time, with programme activities refined each year, the 

programme design remains based on a central set of principles:  

− there is an overall focus on improving outcomes for learners    

− there is collaboration within and across providers    

− activity is research informed and draws on appropriate expertise    

− it takes place over a sustained period    

− activity is evaluated to assess the impact on learners.  

The 2021-22 OTLA programme was designed to support practitioners to undertake collaborative 

action research projects. Each project brought together a small group of participants who 

implemented action research to test and understand practices that had the potential to improve 

 
 
 
5 The Education and Training Foundation (2021) Doing Action Research – A Guide for Post-16 Practitioners. 
London: ETF 
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teaching, learning and assessment. Projects could focus on English, ESOL or EDS. Each project 

had a designated project lead. In previous years, ETF have required cross-organisational projects 

that were designed to encourage collaboration and sharing of best practice between organisations. 

However, it was acknowledged that too often these were ‘marriages of convenience’. Therefore, this 

year, all projects involve participants from the same organisation.  

Following a recruitment phase in July 2021, programme activity began in September 2021 with an 

Inception Event, where all participants came together for an introduction to action research, and to 

begin to refine their project focus and team member responsibilities. Projects were required to 

deliver a report presenting their findings at the end of March 2022, which will be published in July 

2022.   

Projects were supported by a team of research facilitators and subject specialist mentors, employed 

by ccConsultancy. Facilitators and mentors either had prior experience working in the FE and 

Training sector, or action research expertise. The delivery structure took a cluster approach: each 

research facilitator was responsible for three mentors, and each mentor was responsible for three 

projects. In addition, programme participants were supported by a wraparound programme of CPD 

activity, summarised in Table 2-1. Participants were not required to attend all sessions delivered on 

the programme, but could pick sessions to attend based on their own needs and their project team 

responsibilities. 

Each participating organisation received £5,000 of grant funding. This could be used to support any 

activity related to programme engagement or project activity. This included staff costs (e.g. 

remission), administrative costs for the project lead and other appropriate costs as agreed in writing 

with the delivery partner (e.g. any additional related CPD course fees, resources or materials for use 

on the project and stationery and printing costs).  

Table 0-1: Programme of CPD activities commissioned by ETF for OTLA 
OTLA CPD programme 

A minimum of 6 CPD training sessions on action research totalling of a minimum of 36 hours 

A minimum of 6 research round tables on specific research skills (e.g., literature reviews, analysing data, 

writing workshops) totalling a minimum of 9 hours 

A minimum of 11 Mentor-led Action Research meetings totalling of a minimum of 22 hours 

A minimum of 6 Mentor-led/Research Group Lead-led subject specialist CPD totalling a minimum of 12 

hours 

An interim and final dissemination event  

The publication of quality assured project reports 

Source: Education and Training Foundation (2021) Evaluation ITT Tender Specification Document 

Delivery partner consultees stated that while there was a core programme offer, the programme was 

differentiated based on the focus of each organisation’s project and the professional development 

needs and wishes of participants. While the purpose of the programme was to deliver action 

research, which does not always require practitioners to engage with academic literature, some 

participants chose to do so.  

“We have a core to the programme, but it is differentiated in what we offer, and also what 

people choose to take on. Some people get a lot out of doing the project, do a report at 

the end, great, and others, like to take it a bit further and develop writing opportunities, 

thinking more philosophically about teaching and learning practices.”  

OTLA delivery partner team member 
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Practitioner Research Programme 

The PRP has been delivered by SUNCETT since 2009. The PRP in its current guise succeeded two 

prior practitioner research programmes: the Exploratory Research Programme (ERP) and the 

Research Development Fellowship (RDF). Covid-19 resulted in the PRP adapting a fully virtual 

model in the 2020/21 academic year, followed by a hybrid model in 2021/22.  

The PRP is described as an intensive research training programme, with two overall strands of 

programme delivery:  

− A one-year, Master of Arts (MA) Short Course in Advancing Pedagogy: a customised free-

standing course intended for practitioners who would like the opportunity to develop a research 

idea, with practitioners achieving a University Certificate in Post Graduate Study in Advancing 

Pedagogy in Post Compulsory Education and Training worth 30 Masters credits. 

− A two-year full Research Degree, Master of Philosophy (MPhil) in Education: offering the 

same first year experience as the MA Short Course, with the option to continue for a second year 

and gain a full MPhil research degree in Educational Research. Participants do not have to have 

undertaken the MA Short Course to progress onto the MPhil.  

Practitioners could apply to the programme as individuals or co-applicants, to undertake a research 

project focused on maths, English, ESOL or EDS. Participants were encouraged to take ownership 

of their own research idea and develop it into an academic study, drawing on existing research 

literature to inform their work. 

“[The PRP has been designed as a] model of change that starts with practice and 

improvement from the grassroots upwards, which is quite a big contrast to models of 

educational change and improvement that are more widely used, which start with 

imposing ideas from the top down and then evaluating their effectiveness from the 

outside in.”  

PRP delivery partner team member 

 

Practitioners on the programme participate in a range of activities designed to help participants learn 

how to conduct research; what constitutes good research; how to read, write and speak in a critical 

and scholarly way; and how to see and report what (if any) impact their research has had on their 

practice. Programme activity comprised:  

− Four Research Development Workshops per year: two were virtual and two were residential, held 

in Sunderland over two or three days.  

− One-to-one tutorials with programme mentors: practitioners were allocated a mentor from 

SUNCETT to meet with, discuss progress, and receive guidance and training between 

workshops. 

− Annual ETF Practitioner Research Conference (July 2022): offering practitioners the opportunity 

to present their research and findings to others in the sector. 

− Production of a project research report and academic poster. MA Short Course participants 

produce a 3,500-word report, and MPhil participants produce a 6,000-word thesis. Research 

reports are assessed prior to the award of the MA credits or MPhil qualification. 

The 2021/22 PRP programme was launched in September 2021 with CPD delivery expected to run 

through to the end of the academic year in July 2022 (and extend to July 2023 for those in their first 

year of the MPhil).  
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Principles of effective CPD design and delivery 

All professional development programmes delivered by the ETF are underpinned by 12 principles of 

effective CPD in Further Education and Training. The 12 principles were introduced across ETF 

programmes delivered in 2021-22. They provide a framework that embodies best practice in the 

design of content, recruitment, and delivery of ETF programmes to ensure quality of delivery. As 

such, adherence to these principles requires commitment from programme designers, delivery 

partners and participants. Table 2-2 presents the 12 principles. A full overview of how the ETF 

describes the 12 principles is in Annex E.  

Table 0-2: The ETF’s 12 Principles of Effective CPD in FE and Training  
# Principles 

Design Principles 

1 Set clear expectations 

2 Be sound in its evidence base, informed by effective practice and research 

3 Use facilities, environments and materials that engage and motivate practitioners to learn and 

develop 

4 Be focused on learner outcomes 

5 Be sustained over time 

6 Secure management buy-in 

Delivery Principles 

7 Model effective teaching practice 

8 Enable collaboration and sustainable learning relationships 

9 Refer to the Professional Standards or the Leadership Excellence Framework 

10 Enhance and extend specialist knowledge 

11 Have opportunities for deliberate practice 

12 Support participants to measure their progress, reflect on their learning and plan next steps 

Source: Education and Training Foundation (2021) The ETF’s 12 Principles of Effective CPD in FE  

Programme alignment with the 12 principles 

While both the OTLA and PRP programme design preceded the development of the 12 principles, 

both programme delivery partners have reviewed their offer to check that the principles were 

embedded into the design and delivery of their programmes. In addition, the ETF make sure that 

these principles are adhered to through their Quality Assurance teams who assess whether 

delivery has met the six delivery principles by carrying out observations of programme activity which 

helps to inform their judgement on the quality of delivery. Quality assurance reports based on 

observations feed into a quality improvement plan, which is discussed at monthly meetings between 

the delivery partner and the ETF.  

The evidence used to assess whether the programmes embody the 12 principles comes from three 

sources:   

− A focus group with the programme delivery teams highlighted specific examples of where the 

programmes’ design and delivery aligned with each of the 12 principles.  

− Participant interviewees were also asked to reflect on the extent to which the programmes met 

four key principles; the extent to which the programmes set clear expectations (principle 1), the 

extent to which the programme was evidence informed (principle 2), the extent to which staff 

modelled effective practice (principle 7) and whether peer learning and collaboration was 

encouraged (principle 8). Some participants also reflected on additional principles within the 

interview.  

− ETF’s quality assurance observation reports.  
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It is important to note that the observation reports for the OTLA are based on the most recent 

iteration of the programme (2021-22), but PRP observation reports are from the 2020/21 academic 

year. No PRP observation reports were available for the 2021/22 academic year, due to evaluation 

timescales but neither the delivery model nor team has changed substantively between these two 

years. 

Design principles 
1: Set clear expectations 

Programme delivery teams for the OTLA and the PRP felt that clear expectations were set for 

participants, citing two key examples: 

− At application stage, participants were required to set out their research proposal, which delivery 

teams for both programmes said prepared participants for the programme content. 

− The OTLA hold an Inception Event at the outset of the programme to introduce the programme, 

its structure and the key principles of action research. A similar process happens on the PRP, at 

their first Research Development Workshop.  

In addition, ETF quality assurance reports for both programmes noted that individual activity 

sessions set clear expectations from the outset, with aims and objectives shared on PowerPoint 

slides at the beginning of each workshop or training session. 

Feedback from participant interviewees on the extent to which their expectations were clear was 

more mixed, for both programmes:  

− Some participants reported that information they received prior to and at the beginning of the 

programme was sufficient and comprehensive. Participants on the PRP stated that the delivery 

team answered any of their questions prior to starting the programme, and OTLA participants 

said the inception meeting and programme Padlet were helpful in setting expectations. 

− Other participants said while they did receive information prior to the programme, it did not fully 

prepare them for the experience. For example, one PRP participant was not clear what final 

outputs were required from them, and one OTLA participant said they were not clear on what was 

expected of them until their second meeting. 

2: Be sound in its evidence base, informed by effective practice and research 

Both programme delivery teams emphasised that having a sound evidence base, informed by 

effective practice and research, was key to programme design. Each programme sought to 

improve the evidence base for the sector, by the sector. In doing so, programmes drew on 

evidence-informed research principles and pedagogical literature. It was also noted that both 

programmes have been designed by, or with input from, individuals with significant expertise in 

relevant pedagogy and research methods.  

“Evidence based learning is our bread and butter. We view our programme as a meta-

action research project. We learn as much as they do. Mentors help projects connect 

with literature. And the flip side of that, is our teams are producing grounded research 

which feeds into the sector.”  

OTLA delivery team member 

Participant interviewees broadly agreed that both the OTLA and PRP programmes were informed by 

effective practice and research, pointing to the expertise of the delivery partners and mentors, 

and the literature they were signposted to through the programme. In particular, those on the 
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PRP highlighted that those delivering the programme were experts in the field, and had significantly 

contributed to the evidence base themselves. The ETF quality assurance reports for the PRP 

concurred with this, noting that activities were “planned and delivered demonstrating the trainers’ 

considerable expertise and experience in conducting as well as supervising research”. 

“They’ve got specialists in so many areas. They’re experts in their fields and they come 

from different areas to work on the project bringing a lot of expertise.” 

OTLA participant 

Both delivery teams and participants said that a sound evidence base was also apparent in the 

way individual research projects were designed. Participants were directed to existing evidence 

to inform their projects (including peer-reviewed research) by their mentors. For example, an ETF 

Quality Assurance report for the OTLA reported that facilitators signposted to case studies from 

previous OTLA programmes highlighting examples which participants could “explore and draw on 

evidence for their own project”.  

3: Use facilities, environments and materials that engage and motivate practitioners to learn 
and develop 

Programme delivery teams and ETF Quality Assurance reports highlighted examples where both 

programmes had used appropriate facilities and materials to engage and motivate practitioners:  

− The OTLA programme delivery team said they had designed the structure and format of their 

online virtual events and workshops to meet the needs of their participants. One ETF Quality 

Assurance report noted that careful planning of the session together with proficient use of 

technology equated to a very good participant experience. One OTLA participant highlighted the 

use of Padlet as particularly beneficial as all programme resources were in one place and easily 

accessed. 

− The design of the residential component of the PRP was reported to engage and inspire 

practitioners, giving them space and time to work with their peers and immerse themselves into 

the programme. One ETF Quality Assurance report stated that opportunities were created 

throughout the workshop for participants to critically reflect on each other’s work and make 

further improvements through the creative use of virtual breakout rooms in an online workshop, 

which it described as motivating. 

It should be recognised that both programmes had to transition to remote delivery because of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, and the fact that this has not majorly impacted on their ability to engage and 

motivate practitioners is commendable. However, many practitioners reported that they preferred 

having face-to-face opportunities in addition to online activity. The hybrid approach adopted by 

the PRP was therefore particularly appropriate in supporting learning and development through 

using a mix of facilities and environments.  

The project-focused approach of both programmes was reported to facilitate inclusivity given the 

diversity of themes, contexts and organisations involved with each programme. It was noted that this 

created environments which facilitated collaboration and the sharing of ideas.  

“One thing that strikes me about the programme is how inclusive it is. It is built for the 

sector that it serves; the sector is incredibly diverse… All the different ideas that come 

through different cultural lenses and perspectives, geographic perspectives, role 

dependent and college dependent perspectives; all these different things create and add 
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to the environment and consequently everyone feels included and able to share ideas” 

PRP delivery team member 

Inclusivity and accessibility were also highlighted by the ETF Quality Assurance reports for the 

OTLA. One report stated that the presenter at the event read out text for those with sight 

impairments, to ensure they could access the learning. Accessibility was less evident in the 

feedback on the PRP; however, this could be due to the needs of the cohort, rather than a shortfall 

of the programme.  

4: Be focused on learner outcomes 

A focus on learner outcomes was reported to be a critical component of each programme. It was 

highlighted by delivery teams that the benefit of delivering a project-based programme focused on 

improving teaching, learning and assessment is that each project can focus on learner outcomes 

applicable to their own organisation or individual practice. In addition, all projects were required 

to focus on issues that improve learners’ experience of, and achievement in, basic skills. Examples 

of OTLA and PRP projects are presented in the table below.  

Table 0-3: OTLA and PRP project examples 
OTLA project examples PRP project examples 

• Using poetry and linking with local poets to 

help (re)invigorate English resit learners' 

passion for English learning 

• Supporting vocational trainers in prisons to 

embed essential digital skills in their 

courses 

• Using Socratic questioning to develop 

critical thinking skills with BAME leaners 

• Designing a digital learning package for 

ESOL learners to widen participation. 

• Ticking the box: FE students’ and teachers’ lived 

experience of GCSE English resit course. 

• Runnin’ & Swimmin’ against a tide of social and 

cultural prejudice in education: Reuniting the 

vocational and the academic in the study of 

language 

• An Emergent Curriculum: Participation, 

Community and Voice in ESOL 

• Character Building Builds Character: Utilising 

Dungeons and Dragons in FE 

Source: SUNCETT and ccConsultancy feedback and documentation 

Each programme had opportunities to reflect on learner outcomes built into its design: 

− the PRP had touchpoints built in for participants to reflect on changes to their practice and 

emerging outcomes, including for learners 

− the OTLA programme requires each end of project report to complete a section on the impact of 

the project on learner outcomes. 

5: Be sustained over time 

Both programmes have an active engagement period of one or two years, a duration that 

inherently offers opportunities for learning to be sustained. Different modes of learning have 

been incorporated into programme design, including workshops, mentor meetings, teaching and 

learning sessions and dissemination events/conferences to maintain focus. These factors were 

reported to have allowed research to be fully developed and learning to be embedded over the 

timescale of the programme.  

Both programme delivery teams felt that the programmes enabled opportunities for progression, 

stimulating sustained professional development. Delivery partners reported that many OTLA 

participants have subsequently applied for the PRP to undertake a more in-depth and longer-term 

individual research project, and PRP participants have previously engaged with the OTLA 
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programme to address specific challenges faced by their organisation. Often, PRP MA participants 

went on to complete the MPhil, and some MPhil participants have progressed to PhD study, 

enabling them to access a higher level of professional development. This includes nine past 

participants who have been awarded a PhD, and 23 who are currently undertaking their PhD. In 

addition, one past participant who began on the RDF (the PRP’s predecessor programme) has 

since been awarded a full professorship at their organisation.  

Once participants have completed programmes however, there were limited opportunities for 

them to refresh their skills and knowledge, for example, follow up refresher sessions or webinars 

focused on research skills or new research.   

6: Secure management buy-in 

The OTLA and PRP programmes required applicants to provide a supporting statement from 

their senior management at application stage. For the OTLA, this was primarily to safeguard 

participant access to grant funding and time to participate, while for the PRP it was to ensure 

participants could secure permission to attend the Research Development Workshop residentials in 

Sunderland.  

Delivery teams and participants cited examples of organisations with a strong existing culture of 

undertaking action research, which was often as a result of programme legacy and/or OTLA or PRP 

alumni in management roles. Many organisations were ‘repeat customers’ of the programmes, 

continuing to send participants to the programmes year on year, although the projects (and many of 

the participants) have differed. Delivering a long-term programme has undoubtedly supported the 

programmes’ ability to secure sustained management buy-in from a core group of organisations who 

have experienced benefits and were keen to continue to do so.  

However, both programme delivery partner expressed challenges in sustaining management buy-in. 

Delivery partners noted that some projects had management buy-in at the application phase which 

waned as projects progressed, making it more challenging for participants to deliver their 

research projects. The OTLA’s grant funding for participating organisations was reported to support 

organisational buy-in, but some organisations reported that this buy-in waned regardless. It was 

recognised by both delivery partners and participants that more needed to be done to secure 

management buy-in, as organisational support affected both participants’ ability to participate and 

to implement their research (which is explored further later in this report). One OTLA participant 

suggested that sustained liaison between programme mentors and line managers could support 

continued management buy-in.  

Other challenges were recognised by delivery partners, including management reticence about 

organisational challenges being highlighted in shared research findings (that might affect their 

reputation), or managers wanting to set the focus of the research instead of the participant, limiting 

the level of ownership over the project. 

Delivery principles 
7: Model effective teaching practice 

Programme delivery teams for both the OTLA and the PRP had considerable pedagogic and 

research expertise. Their delivery was reported to model both good teaching practice and good 

research practice. The ETF Quality Assurance reports for both programmes highlighted instances 

where effective practice was modelled. 

The observer completing the OTLA Quality Assurance reports for 2021-22 stated that was required 

to assess observations against the six delivery principles. In the six OTLA sessions observed by an 

ETF observer, all six were reported to have modelled effective teaching practice. 
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“The way [the facilitator] presented information and checked in with the participants, it 

demonstrated really good collaborative interpersonal skills. They were skilled and 

knowledgeable; I would want to go back and learn from those people again. They made me feel 

really comfortable, no question was too silly.” 

OTLA participant 

PRP reports were not assessed in the same way, but provided qualitative examples of where 

effective research practice was modelled. One example was of a seminar on thematic analysis, 

where the team “skilfully” guided participants through an academic paper with effective use of 

questioning, designed to develop participants’ criticality when reading academic articles.  

“Both trainers used feedback very effectively, providing critical challenge, as well as 

communicating the high quality and rigour expected. This was evidenced following submission 

of the ethical summaries where trainers highlighted positive aspects of summaries, as well as 

pointing out how they could have been improved.”  

ETF Quality Assurance report for the PRP 

8: Enable collaboration and sustainable learning relationships 

Both programmes were reported to encourage collaboration and sustainable peer relationships.  

The OTLA delivery team identified collaboration as the key to their programme. Each project was 

delivered jointly by multiple participants seeking to achieve the same goal. Participants were also 

encouraged to share learning, ideas and resources between projects (e.g. in mentor meetings) to 

foster relationships that had the potential to extend beyond the project. Most OTLA participant 

interviewees stated that collaboration with other projects was encouraged, although some noted that 

the programme could facilitate even more opportunities to do so (e.g. using Slack software for more 

dynamic collaboration with other projects). 

While the PRP predominantly involves projects delivered by a single individual, encouraging 

collaboration was no less important. It was noted by the delivery team that the Research 

Development Workshops were key to fostering collaboration and relationships among the cohort, 

particularly when held in person, where spaces are created for participants to discuss their research, 

and share learning. All PRP participant interviewees agreed that collaboration was strongly 

supported at residential workshops, leading to sustained relationships throughout the programme. 

This sustained relationship was reportedly facilitated by the small size of the group involved in each 

programme strand.  

“As part of the residential we were asked to support each other in pairs or small groups, 

providing feedback on proposals. We have set up our own WhatsApp group, Zoom meetings to 

support each other, a Drop Box to share resources. There is a real sense of encouragement to 

have a community of collaborative learning.”  

PRP participant 

Both programme delivery partners stated that the final events delivered by each programme (the 

dissemination event for OTLA and annual conference for PRP) were designed to support both 

formal and informal opportunities for sharing learning and generating sustainable peer 



 

24/105 

 

relationships. In addition, both programme delivery partners highlighted the ‘FEresearchpodcast’6, 

which is hosted by two current PRP participants and involves discussions with current and past PRP 

and OTLA participants, as testament to both programmes sustaining the relationships and networks 

required for such a podcast to work. 

9: Refer to the Professional Standards or the Leadership Excellence Framework 

Reference to Professional Standards varies across the OTLA and PRP programmes:  

− the OTLA embedded the Professional Standards in its programme; participants were asked to 

consider the Professional Standards as part of their final reporting process  

− in contrast, the PRP introduced the Standards at the beginning of the programme for participants 

to consider against their projects, but did not specifically ask participants to report against them. 

While the programmes lend themselves to some individual Standards more than others, more 

consistent reference to, and promotion of, the Standards may have provided additional structure to 

the experience. It would also help raise their profile and provide a reference for participants to reflect 

on their achievements and future development needs when progressing through the programme.  

10: Enhance and extend specialist knowledge 

Delivery teams have supported participants to enhance and extend their specialist knowledge. Both 

programmes have delivery teams which include specialists in English, maths and ESOL, who 

supported project specific understanding. Programme delivery teams stated they had enabled 

practitioners to extend their research skills, knowledge and understanding, which in turn had 

empowered practitioners to enhance their own specialist knowledge through conducting their own 

research. Participants on both programmes also highlighted that there were speakers present at 

workshops, events or conferences who shared specialist knowledge and expertise. 

“Based on discussion with two participants, they had developed an excellent working 

relationship with their respective mentors and had made good progress to date. Mentors were 

described as 'guardian angels' who made the experience manageable for everyone – this was 

certainly evident during the session.”  

ETF Quality Assurance report for the OTLA 

Participants noted that some of the individuals delivering the programmes were still active in 

the FE and Training sector, which meant that they had an up-to-date understanding of the context 

in which participants were delivering their projects. In addition, some individuals involved in the 

delivery teams on both programmes were previous participants, so they could identify with the 

challenges faced by participants and share their learning in this context. 

However, some participants indicated that whilst the delivery teams and mentors were undoubtedly 

experienced, some had not worked in the sector for a while, so lacked current contextual 

understanding. It was suggested that creating opportunities for peer mentoring, or bringing in 

previous participants as speakers, could have mitigated against this.   

11: Have opportunities for deliberate practice 

The OTLA and the PRP delivery partners felt that generating opportunities for deliberate 

practice was core to their delivery model. Both required research to be carried out on 

 
 
 
6 https://feresearchpodcast.podbean.com/ 
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participants’ own practice, in order to improve it. This involved participants implementing strategies 

and interventions to improve teaching, learning and/or assessment, with a key focus on learners’ 

basic skills development. Projects varied based on the needs of learners and organisations, the 

interest of participants involved and their role. Opportunities for deliberate practice were 

particularly valued by participants, who felt it enabled them to test and learn by implementing 

ideas within their own contexts. 

“You see it, you understand it, and then applying it is so much easier. I couldn’t do this course 

and have value from it if I wasn’t able to test it out to actually see. I would hate to be reliant on 

the words of others whereas you are on the site with it and also seeing for yourself what doesn’t 

work.”  

PRP participant 

Opportunities for deliberate practice were also experienced within programme activities. For 

example, one PRP participant described an activity which enabled them to put their academic 

writing skills into practice:  

“One activity we do is to write an abstract for our project. The following morning, we print them 

all off, blue tack them to all walls in the room, we then go round the room, read all the pieces of 

work, put post-it notes on them with things that we like; this is a brilliant activity, and we get 

such varied responses. It is a nice activity that shows off your work and you can see other 

people’s work and think about how you could utilise the ways they have written things, the 

quotes they use – lots of idea sharing.”  

PRP participant 

12: Support participants to measure their progress, reflect on their learning and plan next 

steps 

Both programme delivery partners and programme participants stated that participants were 

supported to measure their progress, reflect on their learning and plan their next steps throughout 

the programme, particularly in mentor meetings and one-to-one tutorials. The purpose of these 

meetings on both programmes is for participants to discuss, review, reflect on and develop their 

projects, using an iterative process of feedback and improvement. One OTLA delivery team member 

noted that using the Professional Standards as a guide to support reflection was particularly useful.  

In addition, spaces were created in sessions to enable participants to reflect and plan next 

steps, as evidenced in the ETFs Quality Assurance reports for both programmes.  

Of the six 2021-22 OTLA sessions observed, all six were reported to have supported participants to 

measure their progress, reflect on their learning and plan next steps. 

All three 2020/21 PRP reports stated that participants were provided with an opportunity at the end 

of the workshop to reflect on the knowledge and skills they had developed, and share this with the 

group. However, the reports also stated there was a missed opportunity for reflection on the 

programme through the use of participant impact grids. Impact grids were a document kept by 

participants to reflect on and measure the impact of their project. The observer noted the impact 

grids were not used as effectively as they could have been, collecting predominantly descriptive and 

high-level information rather than deeper and more reflective examples of significant change. 

Neither programme delivery team stated explicitly that they support participants to plan their 
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next steps following the completion of the programme. This could have involved undertaking exit 

interviews with participants, to signpost them to other opportunities and discuss next steps if they 

wished to extend their research themselves.  

Summary 

The PRP and OTLA programmes were each designed to build research capacity in the FE and 

Training sector with OTLA supporting group-based action research and PRP supporting individual 

academic research. The key features of both programmes are presented in Table 2-3. 

Programmes have been refined with annual incremental improvements, by delivery partners who 

have remained consistent for several years. As a result of the delivery partners experience and year 

on year improvements to both programme specification and design, the OTLA and PRP 

programmes have been delivered with high fidelity to their design.  

Table 0-4: Key features of OTLA and PRP (2021-22) 
OTLA PRP 

Established in 2015 and currently delivered by 

ccConsultancy  

Two previous versions delivered by SUNCETT from 

2009 informed current model delivered since 2018 

Team based action research on subjects linked to 

teaching, learning and assessment of English, 

ESOL and digital skills 

Individual academic research on subjects linked to 

teaching, learning and assessment of maths, 

English, ESOL and digital skills  

Project duration of one year Project duration either one or two academic years 

(depending on route) 

Lead organisations awarded £5k to cover direct and 

indirect costs 

Participant course fees paid through ETF; providers 

required to pay travel and subsistence and any 

teaching cover  

Blend of taught input and mentor supported group 

working 

Blend of taught input and personal academic 

support 

Non-accredited provision Accredited provision 

Interim and final conference to share findings Final conference to share findings 

 

Both programmes have been established for several years and consequently they pre-date the 

development of the 12 principles of effective CPD design and delivery. Nevertheless, both 

programmes have considered the principles and were able to identify examples of practices that 

demonstrated their adherence to the principles. These examples, alongside the ETF Quality 

Assurance reports and testimony from participants, provide evidence that the design and delivery 

of each programme embodies each of the 12 principles of effective CPD. 

The programmes can evidence particularly strong alignment with four principles: 

− Principle 2: Be sound in its evidence base, informed by effective practice and research. Each 

programme drew on a wide range of research and literature, including previous research projects 

delivered through the programme. The programmes were delivered by individuals with significant 

expertise in relevant pedagogy and research methods. 

− Principle 5: Be sustained over time. Both programmes have an active engagement period of at 

least one year, inherently offering opportunities for learning to be sustained.  

− Principle 8: Enable collaboration and sustainable learning relationships. Collaboration and the 

generation of learning relationships was strongly supported through each programme. For the 

OTLA, collaboration was key to delivering the research projects. 
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− Principle 11: Have opportunities for deliberate practice. Key to each programme’s delivery model 

was research being carried out on participants’ own practice, in order to improve it. Participants 

were enabled to test and learn ideas within their own contexts. 

The PRP also demonstrated strong alignment with principle 3: Use facilities, environments and 

materials that engage and motivate practitioners to learn and develop. The research development 

workshops held in person were reported to significantly support practitioner motivation and 

engagement. 

Principles where improvements could be made included: 

− Principle 1: Set clear expectations. While delivery partners gave examples of how clear 

expectations were set, participant feedback was more mixed. Some felt information received prior 

to and during the programme was sufficient and comprehensive, others felt it did not fully prepare 

them for the experience.  

− Principle 6: Secure management buy-in. Delivery partners reported difficulties experienced by 

participants in sustaining management buy in (even when initially it had been offered).  There 

was, however, a core group of organisations that demonstrated clear and sustained buy-in to the 

programmes.  

− Principle 9: Refer to the Professional Standards or the Leadership Excellence Framework. More 

consistent references to the Standards may provide additional structure to participants’ 

experience. 

− Principle 12: Support participants to measure their progress, reflect on their learning and plan 

next steps. Participants reported limited support offered to them to plan their next steps.  

The evaluation evidence for the remaining indicators suggested there was alignment, but it was 

neither notably strong, nor indicated room for improvement. A brief summary of the key features of 

alignment against all 12 principles is provided in Table 2-4. 

Table 0-5:Summary of OTLA and PRP alignment with the 12 principles of effective CPD 

design and delivery 
Design Principles 

1: Set clear expectations • Pre-course questions answered 

• Induction sessions 

• OTLA programme offered access to information on Padlet 

• Participant feedback split – some felt expectations were clear, 

some did not 

2: Be sound in its evidence base, 

informed by effective practice and 

research 

• Evidence base used to inform research 

• Expertise of the delivery teams key to informing effective practice 

• Research from programmes used to inform evidence base 

3: Use facilities, environments and 

materials that engage and motivate 

practitioners to learn and develop 

• Online events carefully designed to use the advantage of the 

digital medium, although face to face delivery often preferred 

• PRP residentials structured to facilitate learning and development 

of peer learning networks 

• Inclusion and accessibility considered by programmes 

4: Be focused on learner outcomes • Research projects tailored to the needs of learners at participating 

organisations 

5: Be sustained over time • Participation is over extended time periods (up to two years) 
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• Peer learning networks developed and facilitated to sustain 

critical enquiry mindsets 

• Limited refresher opportunities post-programme 

6: Secure management buy-in • Programmes require senior sign off before individuals can 

participate 

• Management buy-in consistently secured in a core cohort of 

organisations, based on experience of participation 

• Individuals report some waning of management interest in their 

research 

Delivery Principles 

7: Model effective teaching practice • Teachers model both effective pedagogic practice and effective 

research practice 

8: Enable collaboration and 

sustainable learning relationships 
• OTLA require collaboration within organisations and sometimes 

between organisations 

• PRP encourages collaborative learning among the cohort(s) 

• More opportunities for cross-sector collaboration could be 

facilitated 

9: Refer to the Professional 

Standards or the Leadership 

Excellence Framework 

• OTLA requires participants to reference their findings to 

Professional Standards 

• PRP introduces the Professional Standards but does not require 

their application 

10: Enhance and extend specialist 

knowledge 
• Mentors and tutors bring specialist knowledge of teaching to 

support and inform participant research. 

• Use of programme alumni with current or recent teaching 

experience might help increase degree of ‘currency’ 

11: Have opportunities for 

deliberate practice 
• Considered core to both programmes 

• Participants enabled to test and learn from new teaching, learning 

and assessment strategies 

12: Support participants to measure 

their progress, reflect on their 

learning and plan next steps 

• Participants supported by mentors and tutors within the project to 

reflect and measure their progress 

• Limited opportunities to plan next steps post-programme 

completion 
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PROGRAMME ENGAGEMENT AND SATISFACTION 

This section of the report outlines the numbers of people who participated and their characteristics, 

enablers and barriers that affected their engagement with the programme and their satisfaction with 

it. OTLA programme participant information came from the ETF booking system, and PRP data 

were collected by SUNCETT. The data relate to information drawn off systems between 28 

February 2022 and 12 April 2022. Further detail on participant engagement is presented in Annex B.   

Participant engagement  

OTLA and PRP participants interviewed learned about the programmes in a combination of different 

ways. Most heard about the programmes through their colleagues: either people who had previously 

participated, or line managers or senior leaders who recommended they participate. Some people 

found out about the programmes through digital marketing via the ETF, and some actively sought 

out the programmes as they wanted support to undertake a specific project or address a specific 

issue within their practice or organisation. 

The reach of each programme varied. The OTLA programme engaged a larger number of 

participants, given its focus on collaborative projects. The PRP programme engaged a smaller 

number of participants, but delivered a higher number of research projects.  

− Overall, 42 projects started delivery through the OTLA programme, but one project team 

withdrew in January 2022 as a result of staff illness (involving four participants). The remaining 

41 projects were delivered by 451 individuals across 38 organisations. This exceeded the target 

of at least 20 projects delivered by 350 participants. The delivery partner also reported that they 

had engaged 387 indirect participants (against a target of 500), although expected this to be met 

by the end of the project, when participants disseminated their findings. They also exceeded their 

broadcast target; 9,706 broadcasts were shared by participants (against a target of 1,000)7. 

Broadcasts cover a range of dissemination methods, including sharing findings on social media, 

through structured CPD sessions or via informal conversations. 

− The PRP had a total of 51 participants enrolled from 37 different organisations, with 25 on the MA 

Short Course, 12 on the MPhil year 1, and 14 on the MPhil year 2 course. This exceeded their 

target of 50 participants enrolled. One project was delivered jointly, totalling 50 projects.  

Table 0-1: Programme engagement 
 Enrolled 

participants 
Withdrawn 
participants 

Active 
participants 

Active projects Active 
organisations 

OTLA 455 4 451 41 38 
PRP 51 0 51 50 37 
Source: The ETF booking system data and SUNCETT management data  

Several participant interviewees worked for organisations who regularly participated in the 

OTLA or PRP programmes. Some participants had also participated in the programme previously 

themselves, with some OTLA participants having participated in previous years, and PRP MPhil 

participants engaging following their participation on the MA Short Course. Some PRP participants 

had also undertaken OTLA projects before undertaking the PRP programme.  

The programme primarily comprised general FE college participants. The majority (three-

quarters) of PRP participants worked at general FE colleges. In comparison, around two-thirds of 

 
 
 
7 Based on self-reported data from participants to the delivery partner 
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organisations involved in the OTLA project were general FE colleges. The OTLA attracted a higher 

proportion of organisations from a broader range of provider types, including adult education 

providers and specialist colleges.  

Most participants on both programmes were teachers. According to booking system data, 

around two-thirds of OTLA participants (64%) were teachers, around 14% were managers or senior 

leaders, and 9% were advanced practitioners8. Similarly, SUNCETT data indicated that nearly three-

quarters of PRP participants were teachers (36 of 51), and the remainder were in a management or 

senior management role9.  

Equality, diversity and inclusion data were collected on PRP participants by the delivery partner. No 

data were available for the OTLA programme, and therefore comparisons cannot be drawn. 

− The PRP was in large part undertaken by people of white ethnic backgrounds (who made up 

approximately three-quarters of participants). This proportion is lower than the FE and Training 

workforce average (which ranged between 80-90% across provider types in the sector in 

2018/1910). The remaining participants identified as Asian or Asian British; Black, African, 

Caribbean, or Black British; from mixed or multiple ethnic groups; or from other ethnic groups. 

− The programme was predominantly undertaken by males, with over twice the number of male 

participants as female. This contrasts with the gender balance across the workforce; in 2018/19, 

62% of the workforce was female11. However, between 2018 and 2021, the programme was 

balanced more towards females, who comprised 64% of participants over the three years, 

compared to 36% of males.  

− There were a small number of participants who identified themselves as disabled on the 

programme.  

All projects were required to address a basic skills need – participant job roles broadly reflect this. 

Participant interviewees also described their role in relation to basic skills: 

− Some provided direct support to learners as a teacher of maths, English, ESOL or functional 

skills, and others said that they were not a specialist teacher, but embedded basic skills into their 

teaching to support learners.  

− Those who were managers reported supporting basic skills development through supporting 

those within their department or organisation. Managers interviewed reported having direct 

responsibility for basic skills (e.g. as a department head), but job role data provided by the ETF 

and SUNCETT also indicate that managers supported the development of basic skills indirectly 

through supporting teaching and learning more broadly (e.g. Teaching and Learning Coach, 

Diversity and Inclusion Co-ordinator). 

Mechanisms for change: engagement and participation 

Participants on both programmes identified a range of factors that enabled their participation, in 

addition to factors that made it challenging to engage with, and participate in, the programme. Ways 

 
 
 
8 10% of participants were teaching support, administrators, or other job roles. 3% were unknown. 
9 SUNCETT data did not categorise job roles into job types. This was done manually by SQW and therefore may 
be subject to inaccuracies.  
10 Education and Training Foundation (2020) Further Education Workforce Data for England: Analysis of the 2018-
2019 Staff Individualised Record (SIR) data. Please note, data have not yet been published for 2019-20 or 2020-
21. SIR data is based on a sample of 186 FE and Training organisations. 
11 ibid   
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in which these could have been strengthened or overcome are further explored in the chapter 

summary.  

Participant capacity to engage was a key factor affecting participation.  

− Participants on both programmes struggled to engage with the programme in between their 

existing teaching commitments. It seems that participation was easier for those who were not full-

time teachers and had more flexibility in their timetable (e.g. a manager or coach) although some 

managers did state that they still found it challenging to participate given capacity pressures. 

Some participants working part-time said this was a key enabler, as they had more time to 

engage outside of work.  

“I don’t have time off to do it, I think if I could just have a day to devote to this in the 

week I have been in an extremely positive place.”  

PRP participant  

− Covid-19 directly affected staff in the sector with some becoming ill and needing to recuperate or 

isolate. Due to high levels of staff sickness, several OTLA and PRP participants stated that they 

needed to provide teaching cover or deliver other responsibilities. This impacted the amount of 

time they had to participate.  

− Time efficiencies were created when research projects aligned with participants’ teaching. 

Participants on both programmes noted that because much of the research activity was 

contained within their daily teaching, project work was less time consuming than if it had been 

associated with a separate issue. Time efficiencies could have been strengthened by ensuring 

projects aligned with participants’ day-to-day activity, although this was not always feasible.  

Organisational support was cited as an enabler for some programme participants, especially from 

those who worked for organisations who were regularly involved. Participants working for 

organisations with an existing culture of research, or who had a lot of PRP and/or OTLA alumni 

found that their organisation had structures in place (e.g. dedicated remission time) to support their 

engagement. Some organisations were reported to recognise the mutual benefit of engaging in the 

programmes for both the organisation and the participant. 

“My employer was very keen. In terms of CPD for staff, it feeds in as any skills I develop 

will filter down. [There are] not many people with postgraduate qualifications at 

organisation, so this was seen as one of the avenues that was funded and would benefit 

them.”  

PRP participant 

Other participants found the lack of organisational support to be a considerable barrier. Some had 

been offered too little, or no remission, and therefore had to complete their work in their own time, 

reporting working weekends and evenings to complete the project. As stated in Chapter 2, both 

programmes require organisations to provide a statement of support from senior leadership at 

application stage to mitigate against this, but there are limits to the level of influence the programme 

delivery partners can exercise within organisations.  

“Senior leadership are happy to see the end product but they don’t want to give me the 

time to do it.”  

OTLA participant 
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Overall, the level of organisational support and participant capacity to engage seem to be (for the 

most part) mutually reinforcing. Many participants who worked in a supporting organisation seemed 

to have greater capacity to engage with the programme, and vice versa. 

Case Study – Organisation A (PRP): organisational support for programme participation 

The case study organisation facilitated staff participation in PRP in two important ways. First 

was having a senior manager champion participation in the programme.  In this case the 

Director of Teaching, Learning and Innovation, was said to “advocate for practitioner research” 

within the organisation. The second factor was practical. The organisation actively managed 

participants’ time to enable them to attend the course residentials.  One interviewee noted that 

the organisation was aware that participants needed time to attend these sessions, with the 

dates shared well in advance and the process discussed with line managers at application 

stage to ensure awareness and plan teaching cover. 

 

Support from delivery partners was reported to have affected programme participation. Some 

participants stated that good communication and contact from delivery teams supported their initial 

and ongoing engagement as it supported both their access to and understanding of the 

programmes. However, some PRP participants struggled with the enrolment process due to 

technical issues, which affected their ability to participate in the programme. 

There was some indication that the grant funding received by organisations involved in the 

OTLA programme strengthened programme engagement. One OTLA participant stated that 

knowing they had received funding to participate kept them focused and engaged. However, other 

participants reported challenges in accessing the grant funding as it was held by their organisation. 

Therefore, it was sometimes difficult to access the grant funding for remission to enable 

participation. In contrast, organisations involved in the PRP did not receive grant funding. One PRP 

participant stated that the lack of grant funding for their organisation was not detrimental, but could 

have supported in freeing up time to participate. 

Case Study – Organisation D (OTLA): programme support for engagement and 

participation 

Organisation D had participated in two OTLA projects.  Participants from both projects said that 

the OTLA  legitimised the research.  They said without the OTLA affiliation and prestige or the 

grant funding it would have been difficult to justify their time to their managers given their 

teaching commitments. The digital skills project in particular, because of the additional time 

commitments required, would not have happened without the OTLA and remission time 

provided to take part. 

 

Programme accessibility was a key factor for participation. Participants on both the OTLA and 

PRP programmes reported that the fact that the programme was free made it accessible to them, 
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noting that their organisation could not have afforded to pay for their participation otherwise. In 

addition, having at least some of the programme delivery online positively affected participation, as it 

gave participants more flexibility to fit the programme around their day-to-day schedules. 

It was noted by some that programme participation could be affected by the perceptions around 

access and research. One PRP participant in a vocational role described having ‘imposter 

syndrome’ at times given the fact that the programme is academic. In addition, one OTLA participant 

highlighted their dyslexia meant that they questioned their ability to participate. While this evaluation 

has not sought to understand why participants do not apply, this evidence suggests that the 

perception of research CPD could be a considerable barrier to participation. 

Some projects had been undertaken in response to new ways of working brought about due to 

Covid-19. This included a number of projects aiming to assess methods of embedding essential 

digital skills to ensure learners could continue to participate during lockdowns.  

Participant satisfaction 

Satisfaction was high across both the OTLA and PRP programmes.  The OTLA and PRP MA 

Short Course mid-point learning experience and satisfaction surveys revealed that an overwhelming 

proportion of the programme participants were satisfied with the learning experience overall. Just 

two of 51 OTLA individuals reported dissatisfaction with the information they received and the 

programme’s organisation, and two of 20 PRP participants were dissatisfied with these aspects of 

the PRP programme. Though participants pointed out some areas for improvement (further explored 

in Chapter 5), no participant interviewees reported feeling dissatisfied overall. 

The PRP MA Short Course survey also found high levels of participant satisfaction with the skills 

and knowledge of facilitators. Though this question was not asked in the OTLA survey, interviews 

with OTLA participants find that similarly, participants were highly satisfied with the levels of 

knowledge and expertise of training providers. 

Table 0-2: Number of survey respondents who strongly agreed or agreed that they were 

satisfied with elements of the OTLA and PRP MA short course programmes 

I was satisfied with… OTLA (N=51) PRP MA Short 
Course (N=20) 

My learning experience overall 48 18 
The information I received 47 17 
The organisation overall 48 15 
The skills and knowledge of the facilitators n/a 18 
Source: OTLA and PRP MA Learning Experience Satisfaction Surveys 

The majority of survey respondents said they were likely or highly likely to recommend the PRP MA 

programme or OTLA programme to their colleagues. On a scale of 1-10 (10 being extremely likely), 

all PRP MA survey respondents, and all but one OTLA survey respondent, answered six or higher. 

This question was not asked of PRP MPhil participants.  

Participants of the PRP MPhil programmes also completed a mid-point survey, however this was 

issued outside of evaluation timescales, so direct comparisons cannot be drawn. However, 

SUNCETT issued their own survey that sought to secure feedback across a range of thematic areas 

(see Annex C for more detail). As part of this survey, all participants were asked if the PRP was the 

best research training they have had, when compared with other research training they had 

participated in. All participants strongly agreed or agreed with this statement, suggesting high levels 

of satisfaction with the MPhil programme. 



 

34/105 

 

Case Study – Organisation D (OTLA): participant satisfaction 

Both participants in case study organisation D had been satisfied with the offer and were glad 

they had taken part. They felt that the OTLA was a well-established programme delivered by 

professionals who were experienced in delivering effective support. Participants were 

particularly satisfied with the support received from their mentors. One participant stated that 

their mentor was an effective communicator and was “forthcoming with her time”, providing 

flexible support when needed. It was noted that the mentoring support made the programme 

feel more manageable to participants by keeping them on track with project milestones 

alongside their busy teaching schedule, as well as supporting them to flex their project as 

different opportunities arose. 

 

Summary 

The OTLA and PRP programmes engaged a total of 502 (against a target of 400) participants to 

deliver 91 research projects.  The reach of each programme varied, given the different programme 

structures, aims and approach to practitioner-led research with OTLA reaching higher numbers. 

Retention has been strong, with only one project ceasing participation in the OTLA programme.  

It is difficult to assess whether programme participants or their provider organisations were 

representative of the wider workforce. First, up to date data regarding the profile of the workforce 

are held by DfE and have not yet been published. Previous data are, however, available from the 

2018/19 Staff Individualised Record (SIR)12 which provides estimates of the numbers of staff in the 

FE and Training workforce and their characteristics (such as gender, age and ethnicity). Data on 

participant ethnicity and gender were available for the PRP, so some comparisons could be drawn 

although given the small participation numbers, trend data are necessary to help establish any 

patterns. EDI data were not collected for the OTLA programme. 

A summary of programme reach and engagement is presented in Table 3-3.  

Table 0-3: Reach and engagement across the OTLA and PRP programmes 
OTLA PRP 

• 455 participants enrolled 

• 451 engaged, delivering 41 projects 

• 387 participants indirectly engaged 

• 51 participants engaged, delivering 50 
projects 

• 100% retention rate to date 

• Organisations involved mostly general FE 
colleges (around two thirds) 

• Many organisations ‘repeat customers’ 

• Participants mostly from general FE colleges 
(three quarters) 

• Many organisations ‘repeat customers’ 

• Two thirds (64%) of participants were 
teachers 

• Three quarters of participants were teachers 
(36 of 51) 

• No equality, diversity and inclusion data 
available 

• Around a quarter of participants from minority 
ethnic backgrounds  

 
 
 
12 ETF (2020) Further education workforce data for England Analysis of the 2018-2019 Staff Individualised Record 
(SIR) data. https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/SIR27-REPORT-FOR-PUBLICATION.pdf   
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• Engaged a higher proportion of males than 
females, contradicting the gender balance 
within the workforce 

• Engaged participants directly or indirectly 
responsible for teaching and/or embedding 
English, ESOL and EDS 

• Engaged participants directly or indirectly 
responsible for teaching and/or embedding 
English, maths, ESOL and EDS 

 

There were several facilitating and limiting mechanisms for change to programme participation and 

engagement. Factors that were experienced across both the OTLA and PRP programmes included: 

− Participant capacity to engage: many participants reported challenges in engaging with the 

programme in between their existing commitments, and Covid-19 resulted in increased capacity 

pressures. However, time efficiencies were created when research projects aligned with 

participants’ day to day activities. 

− Organisational support: was a key enabler for those participants working in organisations with 

an existing culture of research or generally supportive professional development culture. 

However, where this was not in place, the lack of support posed a considerable barrier. 

− Support from delivery partners: effective communication and contact from delivery teams 

supported participation, but some PRP participants struggled with enrolment processes. Grant 

funding for OTLA participants strengthened programme engagement to a certain extent, but 

some struggled to access the funding from their organisation.  

− Programme accessibility: given financial pressures within the sector, the fact both programmes 

were free was an important enabler to participation. Online delivery also supported participation. 

− Covid-19: while Covid-19 brought about challenges in capacity, it also supported participation 

through forcing transition to online delivery (at least partially). Some participants engaged in the 

programmes specifically to address issues caused by or exacerbated by Covid-19.  

For participants to be ready to engage with the programmes, there were several ways in which 

these mechanisms for change could have been strengthened or overcome:  

− Delivery partners could make programme participation conditional on senior managers 

agreement to release participants for an appropriate number of hours at the right time during the 

academic year.  This would require clear expectations regarding the time required for 

engagement with the programme. 

− In addition, delivery partners and the ETF could ensure that the benefits of the programme for 

organisations were made clear. This could be through direct liaison between mentors in the 

delivery team and organisations, to mediate regarding any challenges in generating 

organisational support.  

− Supporting participants to align their projects with their day-to-day activity as far as 

possible may overcome capacity barriers to engagement. It may also be beneficial to align 

projects with organisational priorities too, to enhance organisational buy-in.  

− Grant funding was valuable in releasing time for OTLA participants to engage. However, this 

enabler could be strengthened by working with organisations to ensure that grant funding 

was ring-fenced and released quickly, as many participants faced internal challenges in 

accessing grant funding for remission.  

− Encouraging cultures of research within the sector and organisations may strengthen 

engagement and participation. Organisations with a stated research culture were more likely to 

support participant engagement. Working with organisations who promote their research culture 
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may be beneficial to understand how they create and sustain research to deliver research-

informed practice.  

Regardless of the challenges faced in engaging with the programme, participants reported very 

high levels of satisfaction with their learning experience (66 of 71 OTLA and MA Short Course 

participants said they were satisfied or very satisfied), the information they received (64 of 71), 

programme organisation (63 of 71) and the skills and knowledge of their facilitators (18 of 20 MA 

Short Course participants). The majority of participants also stated they would recommend the 

programme to their colleagues. While the programmes will no longer be funded through the Basic 

Skills Grant post March-2022, this does suggest potential appetite for similar programmes in 

future. 

It should be noted that satisfaction data reported in this evaluation are not fully representative of the 

cohort due to missing data. Given the timescales of the evaluation, participants on the PRP MPhil 

course had not yet completed a mid-point survey. In addition, while most (20 of 25) MA Short 

Course participants engaged with the mid-point survey, the response rate for the OTLA programme 

was lower (11% response rate).  
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OUTCOMES AND IMPACTS   

This section presents evaluation evidence on observed and expected improvements to professional 

practice (including changes to individual practice), organisational performance and learner 

outcomes, in relation to the outcomes and impacts presented in programme logic models (see 

Annex A). Vignettes from impact case studies are presented throughout this chapter (full case 

studies are presented in Annex D). It also considers the level of attribution of these outcomes and 

impacts to the programmes and explores the mechanisms for change in place. The section draws 

on participant interviews, case study interviews and survey feedback (included in Annex C).  

Anticipated outcomes of practitioner research 

Programme logic models (see Annex A) for the OTLA and PRP programmes outlined the expected 

outcomes and impacts for participants’ professional practice. Over the short term, changes to 

individual practice were expected for both programmes, including the implementation of findings 

arising from research projects, and the continued use of action research (OTLA) or adoption of 

research informed practice (PRP). All participants were expected to begin to identify as 

researchers, OTLA participants were expected to improve their subject knowledge and 

research skills and their understanding of professional collaboration, and PRP participants 

were expected to improve their research and scholarship skills.  

By achieving these short-term outcomes, it was anticipated that over the medium term, the quality 

of participants’ teaching, learning and assessment practice would improve, impacting on 

participants’ career outcomes.  

Participants were also expected to improve their own learning dissemination practices and 

share their findings across the sector in the short-term, leading to improved quality of FE-sector 

based research, and ultimately impacting on research cultures within and between 

organisations. It was also expected that the quality of colleagues’ teaching, learning and 

assessment practice would improve, as a result of dissemination.  

The following section presents evidence relating to reported outcomes for individuals’ professional 

practice, including changes to practice improvements in confidence, research skills and the 

dissemination of learning, leading to changes for colleagues.    

Outcomes for professional practice 

Participants on both the OTLA and PRP reported changes to their individual practice as a result of 

their participation. Overall, from responses to the mid-point surveys, the majority 18 of 20 PRP MA 

participants and 49 of 51 OTLA participants strongly agreed or agreed that their learning 

experience has or will have a positive impact on their professional practice13.  

In particular, participants on both programmes have been able to use the skills and knowledge 

gained to inform and improve their individual practice. For example, several OTLA participants 

noted that the programme had encouraged them to be more reflective and to consider what 

works and what doesn’t work in their current teaching practice, including reflecting on schemes 

of work and their understanding of learners’ needs, and to make subsequent appropriate changes.  

 
 
 
13 Note: this question was not asked in the PRP MPhil evaluation survey.  
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“It has made me more reflective and approach things in a more systematic way – but also 

very honest with myself about things that don’t work. What we found last year is that a 

particular strategy that ESOL teachers use just didn’t work.”  

OTLA participant 

Furthermore, the programmes are seen as empowering, providing participants with the opportunity 

and encouragement to implement findings arising from research projects and try new techniques 

and ideas in the classroom. For example, one PRP participant used their research to make changes 

to the way in which they encourage attendance and motivation amongst learners, while another 

participant has shifted to using digital technologies in the live classroom rather than paper as a 

result of their research. Importantly, one OTLA participant also noted that “if you try something and it 

doesn’t work, then that is a learning in itself”, with the programme having highlighted the importance 

of using action research to them. Linked to this, the majority of OTLA participants (38 of 51) 

responding to the mid-point survey strongly agreed or agreed that the programme had increased 

their confidence to use action research to improve their teaching skills or practice.  

“It has certainly made me more confident to look at and try new things and I suppose 

trust in myself a little bit more that some of the things that I might find important and 

consider as having good educational uses can be true, [it is] worth giving a go.”  

PRP participant 
 

Organisation A (PRP): confidence in using research to inform practice 

As a result of their participation in the PRP, participants in Organisation A were able to develop 

their research skills and confidence, and as a result had begun to make changes to their 

teaching practice. One interviewee said they felt more confident to trust in their judgement 

regarding the educational value of a particular innovation and introduce new things to their 

practice “from this you come away and it has lit a fire under you, you come away from tutorials 

and feel like you can do anything; it is reinvigorating”. This feedback was echoed by another 

participant who also noted that the programme encouraged them to consider different 

perspectives when they teach. 

 

Figure 0-1 also indicates that the majority of OTLA participants responding to the mid-point survey 

(44 of 51) strongly agreed or agreed that they could identify some improvements in their 

teaching, learning and assessment strategies as a result of the programme. It should be noted 

that this question was not asked in the PRP surveys.  
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Figure 0-1: I can identify some improvements in my teaching, learning and assessment 

strategies as a result of this learning experience (OTLA) 

 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 

While changes to individual practice were identified by both OTLA and PRP participants, several 

OTLA participants identified changes relating to improved project management and leadership 

skills and understanding of professional collaboration. This is not surprising, as the OTLA 

programme required more project management and communication due to the collaborative nature 

of the projects, with these being an expected outcome of OTLA but not for PRP.  

Several participants on both programmes expected to make changes to their individual practice 

in the future. For example, one OTLA participant reported that they intended to utilise IT systems, 

including interactive whiteboards, in their teaching, while a PRP participant expected that testing the 

digital technology through their project would enable them to implement this in their individual 

practice in the future.  

Enhanced confidence 

Both the OTLA and PRP programmes were reported to have enabled participants to develop their 

confidence in various ways:  

- OTLA and PRP participants reported having improved confidence in their ability as 

researchers. Overall, 21 of 27 PRP MPhil participants responding to the evaluation survey 

strongly agreed that SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP enable them to develop confidence and 

increased sense of self-esteem in the conduct of educational research. For OTLA, one 

participant reported that they would now be confident in assisting someone else to complete 

research or conducting another project of their own, while another reported improved confidence 

to conduct structured research:  

“Going through that monthly reporting and having to force myself to really get my head 

round the budgeting and the reporting has been really good and if I was asked to project 

lead something else, even not an ETF project, but something in my organisation, I now 

know a lot of systems that I didn't know before.”  

OTLA participant 
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- Participants from both programmes also reported improved confidence in discussing and sharing 

their research, and potentially challenging practice. In particular, the fact that participants were 

completing the research as part of a programme was noted to add “a sense of legitimacy” and 

credibility when they were sharing their learning or proposing changes within their organisation. 

Several PRP respondents also reported improved confidence in sharing their research more 

widely, for example at conferences and other events. 

“I do have that imposter syndrome sometimes, but it is definitely improving my personal 

confidence in terms of working at this level. It is improving my confidence to talk about 

research and to colleagues, I have always been confident one on one, but a large group 

is intimidating so it is improving my confidence on different fronts.”  

PRP participant 

- Both the OTLA and PRP were seen to boost and enhance self-confidence amongst 

participants. For example, one OTLA participant reported that having the time through the 

programme to read, investigate and reflect had been a confidence boost, while a PRP 

participant noted that the programme had been good for their self-confidence and wellbeing 

through providing a sense that they were improving.  

Organisation C (OTLA): confidence and esteem 

One participant reported that part of their motivation for involvement with the OTLA was to take 

on more responsibility within Organisation C, and to build up organisational support for digital 

technology adoption. This, they felt, had been achieved, finding that, as a result of undertaking 

the project, they had become the go-to person in the region for queries around the ‘virtual 

campus’ and embedding digital technology. More broadly participants felt that the project had 

raised awareness within the organisation of their work, and appetite for digital adoption overall. 

 

- Responding to the PRP MA mid-point survey, the majority (16 of 20) felt that their learning 

experience has increased their confidence to deliver the topic, as shown in Figure 0-2.  
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Figure 0-2: My learning experience has increased my confidence to deliver the topic (PRP) 

 

Source: PRP MA mid-point survey 

Development and improvement of research skills 

The development of research skills and techniques was another key outcome identified by both 

OTLA and PRP participants. For both, these skills ranged from academic research and scholarship 

through to practical research skills, and improved subject knowledge. Participants on the PRP and 

OTLA reported increased awareness and understanding of how to complete the ethics 

approval process for research, while several PRP participants reported improved scholarship 

skills, including academic reading and reviewing literature. Overall, all 27 PRP MPhil 

participants responding to the evaluation survey agreed (strongly, usually or somewhat) that 

SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP prepare participants for further research in the future by helping them 

to “read, write, think, talk and act like educational researchers and to see how important educational 

research is/will be in their future careers and to everyday life”. 

A number of participants on both programmes did note that they already had research skills prior to 

participating, however several of these reflected that they had been able to develop these further 

through the programmes. Linked to this, a number of PRP participants reported that they expect to 

further develop research skills as their research progresses.   

In addition, several PRP participants noted a shift in their perception of research and what it 

involves, in particular the importance of including narratives, voices and human experience, 

alongside data. Overall, all 27 PRP MPhil participants responding to the evaluation survey agreed 

(strongly, usually or somewhat) with the statement that SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP show 

participants interesting and useful ways of identifying, analysing and addressing problems, 

contradictions, assumptions, assertions and challenges in published peer-reviewed 

research. This was also mentioned by one OTLA participant who reported that they had always felt 

research had to be “formal and quantified”.  

“I had a different view of how research was done, the stuff I have done in the past was 

very mechanical and did not talk about human experience; that is something I have 

learned on the programme, about narratives and case studies that bring out the human 

experience; changed my whole perspective”  

PRP participant 
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Dissemination of learning 

Participants on both the OTLA and PRP have improved their own learning dissemination 

practice and have been able to share their findings across the sector in a variety of different 

ways, both formally and informally, and ranging from internal dissemination at an organisational 

level, through to external dissemination to wider organisations.  

In terms of internal dissemination, participants identified a range of learning dissemination practices 

through which they have been able to share their learning. More informally, this has predominantly 

involved conversations with, or emails between, peers, for example around the research they are 

conducting, the way in which it could apply to their practice, and their wider experience of the 

programme.  

“It’s mostly been through email – we’re lucky that myself and the other project leader 

work between two sites. We’re slowly building up communication with other sites, but 

it’s been mostly through email and word of mouth.”  

OTLA participant 

 

Alongside this informal dissemination activity, participants identified several key examples of formal 

internal dissemination, which can be summarised as follows:  

- Participants from both programmes reported sharing learning via internal staff training or 

learning and development days, dissemination events and internal presentations. 

- Raising awareness of research activities and learning amongst the senior leadership 

team was noted as a key area of dissemination for both PRP and OTLA participants. For 

example, one PRP participant shared findings from their initial literature review with directors at 

their organisation to discuss how best this can be brought into practice.  

- For the OTLA, project team meetings provided an opportunity to share findings and reflect on 

progress and any changes to be made  

- One OTLA participant utilised posters which summarise their OTLA project, key activities and a 

provide a link through which to gain further information.  

Organisation C (OTLA): cross-college communication 

The project improved communication between departments across the organisation, which has 

in turn opened up departments to a different way of working. One participant highlighted 

increased communication between English, maths and vocational departments, which were 

previously siloed, and another stated that the OTLA projects had led to the adoption of digital 

technology in delivery for the organisation overall, that it would be maintaining after the 

pandemic.  

 

Participants on both programmes have not only shared their research internally but have also 

disseminated their learning and findings to a wider external audience across the sector. Key 

mechanisms and activities include:  
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- For both PRP and OTLA, the FEresearchpodcast, hosted by two PRP participants, has 

provided the platform for participants to disseminate learning and findings from research.  

“Another PRP participant and I run a podcast (FEresearchpodcast) where we interview 

researchers and people in FE research; that has had over 3,000 downloads. That is very 

much me disseminating my research and that of others.”  

PRP participant 
 

- Participants on both programmes have written blog posts, chapters of books and/or 

contributed to magazines including the Intuition Magazine and TES.  

- PRP and OTLA participants have attended external conferences, including the Association for 

Research in Post-Compulsory Education Conference and the International Practice-Focused 

Research in Education Conference. 

- The PRP Annual Practitioner Research Conference held in July and OTLA’s dissemination 

events provided participants with the opportunity to share their findings and learn from others on 

the programme.   

- For OTLA, one participant reported that their project group has been partnered with other 

similar OTLA projects to support one another and share learning as the project progresses.  

- A variety of other external platforms were identified by participants, with key examples from 

PRP participants including @BrewEdFE, #Feresearchmeet, a Research College Group, the ETF 

Community of Practice, and via social media. 

Case Study – Organisation B (PRP): methods of dissemination 

Beyond Organisation B, interviewees reported having spoken at a wide variety of national and 

international conferences about their research project and journeys, (including the ETF 

Practitioner Research Conference). Other forms of dissemination noted included writing articles 

for a range of publications and participating in the FE research podcast. Interviewees were 

keen to disseminate their research more widely, with it suggested that the PRP could play a 

role in this, for example through an open workshop webinar to share mid-year learning.  

 

Furthermore, participants on both programmes also plan to disseminate their learning in the 

future. Some participants commented that they were unable to share their learning at that point, as 

their research was still in its early stages. The range of methods through which learning is expected 

to be disseminated is similar to approaches already utilised, with participants planning to share their 

learning internally via staff conferences, CPD training sessions, and informal conversations, and 

externally via social media, conferences, and participation in podcasts.   

“There are groups on Twitter and Facebook where a lot of practitioners are sharing good 

practice. As a person I want to do stuff like podcast.  Probably after my first year I will do 

that or give a webinar to reach more people; collaborate and give a webinar on ESOL, 
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people will be interested in what works for lower level ESOL learners. Maybe I will come 

out of my shell and disseminate to a wider community.”  

PRP participant 

 

Colleagues’ professional practice 

A few participants on both the OTLA and PRP indicated that there had been, or they expected there 

to be, an impact on others’ professional practice as a result of their participation in the 

programme and subsequent dissemination of their findings. For example, respondents to the PRP 

MA Short Course survey (9 of 20) indicated that at the mid-point, their participation had already 

contributed to improvements in colleagues’ teaching practices14. Key examples provided by 

interviewees included: 

- A PRP participant said that their colleagues had used a wider range of resources for teaching, 

including movie scripts, after hearing about their research.  

- An OTLA participant reported that through the project they had been able to interact and 

collaborate more with other teaching staff, a change which was echoed by another OTLA 

participant who reported increased communications between the English and maths 

departments and the vocational departments through their project.  

- Finally, a PRP survey respondent reported that improvements have come through “discussion 

about readings and modelling how to use journal articles”.  

Organisation D (OTLA): inspiring colleagues to change their practice 

Organisation D had been involved in two OTLA projects.  Both current and past participants 

reported disseminating learning and key findings from their projects with their colleagues. The 

past participant had presented their reflections at an internal meeting which inspired several 

colleagues to undertake the That Reading Thing15 course so that they could apply it in their 

practice. The organisation also has links with other local colleges and providers, so participants 

planned to share learning externally too.   

 

Participants also gave examples of expected outcomes for colleagues’ professional practice 

following the dissemination of participants’ learning, which in turn it is hoped will lead to 

improved quality of colleagues’ professional practice. For example, one PRP participant intends to 

develop a manual based on their research to demonstrate how digital skills can be incorporated 

within lower level ESOL schemes of work, with the intention that this should provide colleagues with 

ideas and tools to incorporate digital skills into their teaching.  

 
 

 
 
 
14 Note: this question was not asked in the OTLA mid-point survey or the PRP evaluation survey. 
15 That Reading Thing is method of teaching English to all ages using linguistic phonics. To deliver this method, tutors must 

undertake a training course at £160 per person. The TRT delivery method requires around one hour per week of one-to-one 
support for 6-12 hours. 

https://thatreadingthing.com/
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Outcomes for organisational performance 

Programme logic models expected outcomes and impacts for organisational performance, as a 

result of participation in the OTLA or PRP. Both programme logic models outlined medium term 

outcomes expected for organisations, including an improved organisational culture of research 

informed improvement, and research embedded in professional development cultures. It was 

expected that this would impact on the development of a collaborative research culture or an 

enhanced research and dissemination culture within organisations. It was also anticipated that 

the programmes would improve the quality of teaching, learning and assessment more broadly, 

as a result of participants’ research projects and learning dissemination.  

This following section outlines evidence relating to these outcomes and impacts for organisational 

practice, firstly focusing on changes to research culture and practice in participants’ organisations, 

before detailing wider organisational outcomes.  

Research culture and practice 

At an organisational level, OTLA and PRP participants identified improvements to their 

organisation’s research culture and practice as a result of their participation in the programme, 

however these were more commonly identified by PRP participants:  

- Participants on both programmes identified a shift in attitudes at their organisation towards a 

culture of research informed improvement, with it now more common to trial new things even 

if they do not work.  

- One previous PRP participant noted that their organisation has adopted various education 

technology tools and apps, having been able to make “informed purchases” through the 

research and trying different things out through the programme.  

Linked to this, one OTLA participant reported that there has been increased interest in topics 

under investigation and conducting research; this was echoed by PRP participants.   

Organisation B (PRP): research embedded into organisational culture 

Interviewees reported that Organisation B had a growing strategic focus on research and 

improvement. A key example of this was that the organisation has launched their own internal 

research and improvement projects programme which has a fundamental aim to recognise the 

iteration, development and evolution of teaching pedagogy and resources, which naturally 

occur on a weekly, monthly and yearly basis. Through the programme staff are encouraged to 

develop projects to address underlying concerns or issues they have within their teaching 

practice “without fear of criticism or failure”, with projects ranging from small-scale resource-

focused projects run by individuals to curriculum strategy projects involving whole teams. 

Overall, there are now over 160 projects being delivered through the programme. One 

interviewee noted that “all of that [the internal programme] has come through the ETF and 

SUNCETT” 

 

Further examples of improved research culture and practice were provided by PRP participants, 

with several noting how research has been embedded in their organisation’s professional 

development culture, for example through increased participation amongst colleagues in external 
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programmes such as OTLA, and the College Collaboration Fund as a result of the research. A 

number of PRP participants also identified internal programmes implemented or changes made 

at their organisation to encourage staff to undertake research:  

- One PRP participant has implemented a ‘Be Curious’ programme at their organisation with 

several pathways aiming to encourage practitioner research. For example, one of the pathways 

is for practitioner enquiry, with around 15 teacher researchers identifying small projects, while 

another is an academic reading group which aims to build research capacity through 

encouraging members to engage in reading and consider implications for their own practice.  

- In addition, consultees from the two PRP case study organisations noted that their organisation 

has, or intends to, implement research programmes as an introduction to practitioner research 

for staff, to encourage small scale research projects and develop a research culture. 

- Linked to this, the two PRP case studies demonstrate that an organisation’s research culture is 

enhanced when there is a ‘critical mass’ of researchers, who can contribute to more of a 

collaborative research culture. For example, this might be where there is a group or number of 

individuals who have participated in the programme:  

“We run staff training sessions on practitioner research and there are quite a few of us in 

college in practitioner research (I am one of four or five that are part of the programme). 

We get together, run staff development days where we talk to colleagues and give an 

overview of research and findings so far. In house we are quite vocal, so spreading the 

word around the organisation is quite easy.” 

PRP participant 

Organisation A (PRP): organisational culture of professional development and research 

The PRP was viewed to have supported a transition to a culture of research at Organisation A, 

contributing directly to the organisation’s strategic ambitions to ‘develop pedagogy and 

research’. Being an active researcher was said to be a way to encourage staff autonomy and 

agency at the organisation because it provided an opportunity for an individual to follow their 

interests, learn about things that they were passionate about and make a difference to their 

professional practice. An example of this was that the organisation was planning to introduce an 

initiative encouraging staff to develop small scale research projects, as an introduction to 

practitioner research. 

 

In addition, as identified in the dissemination of learning section, several participants on both 

programmes have seen or expect to see an enhanced research and dissemination culture 

within their organisation. A few participants on the OTLA programme also provided examples of 

how the research projects had encouraged, and will continue to encourage, the development of a 

more collaborative research culture within the organisation and beyond. For example, one OTLA 

participant noted that they are encouraging the whole organisation to become involved in the project 

to ensure that once the project comes to an end it continues to run.  

Participants on the PRP programme also expected further enhancement their organisation’s 
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research culture and practice. These were expected to result from participants sharing their 

experience of the programme with colleagues and encouraging them to conduct research or apply.  

“As a teaching and learning coach I have been asked to discuss my participation in the 

PRP, I think that will encourage some other coaches to apply either for the MA [Short 

Course] or the MPhil. We are focused as a college on developing action research in FE.”  

PRP participant 

Wider organisational outcomes 

Participants on both programmes also identified a wide range of other organisational impacts as 

having resulted from their participation. Over half of OTLA participants responding to the mid-point 

survey (29 of 51) strongly agreed or agreed that their participation in the programme had 

contributed to positive organisational change, while nine of 20 PRP MA participants said the 

same16. More specifically, one previous PRP participant noted the positive reputational impact of 

practitioners participating in programmes such as the PRP for their organisation. In particular, 

the consultee noted that the college was building a reputation for producing “high quality, reflective 

practitioner teachers”.  

Additionally, both OTLA and PRP participants reported having made changes to the design and 

delivery of courses and materials as a result of research conducted, resulting in improvements 

in teaching, learning and assessment quality, both at a departmental level and cross-

organisationally. Key examples included:  

- One OTLA participant reported changes to the design of their organisation’s GCSE English 

sessions, with learners now expected to read texts before the session and complete questions 

on Microsoft Forms, which the teacher can check to ensure they have completed it in advance of 

the session. The participant noted that a similar change had been made in GCSE Maths, and 

that they are now considering introducing it for Functional Skills across the wider organisation. 

- The organisation of one OTLA survey respondent become more flexible in the content and 

approaches used for functional skills English teaching as a result of the programme, with their 

participation having encouraged the organisation to trust in tutors to adapt or move away from 

planned teaching, learning and assessment activities.  

- At one PRP participant’s organisation, they have changed their Professional Development 

Strategy, which has in turn influenced the way people access professional development, 

alongside how it is monitored and evaluated:  

“Organisationally it has had a huge impact as the way people access professional 

development has changed, as has how we monitor and evaluate it. That linear approach 

is now a cyclical approach, almost like an action research cycle. We get people to reflect 

on what they need, implement it, and evaluate how it has impacted on practice.”  

PRP participant 

 

 
 
 
16 Note: this question was not asked in the OTLA mid-point survey or the PRP evaluation survey. 
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- Another OTLA participant has determined that the one-to-one support for learners with dyslexia 

they implemented as part of their project is beneficial and a more efficient use of time. As such 

they are considering rolling out the approach to other areas of the college.  

- Finally, one PRP participant’s research into T Levels was shared at a staff development day and 

has since influenced curriculum planning and the design of the Construction T Level scheme of 

work at their organisation.  

Case Study – Organisation C (OTLA): organisational investment in digital technology 

The OTLA participants in Organisation C had wanted to draw the attention of their managers 

and colleagues to the potential benefits of being a research-informed organisation whilst at the 

same time hoping that their research (setting out the benefits of digital technology adoption in 

English and vocational settings), provided an evidence base to encourage digital adoption and 

investments in technology. To an extent this had been achieved, one participant reporting that 

the organisation had put funding aside for prison service approved devices as a result of their 

sharing learning from their research with management. 

 

A number of participants indicated that they expect to see improvements in organisational 

performance going forward. It was noted in most of these cases that to date, outcomes were 

perhaps more limited to the research project.  However, in time, it was expected that these would 

widen to benefit the organisation in the future as findings begin to be shared more widely and 

learning implemented. For example, one PRP participant trialling the use of film in teaching reported 

that they expect that as long as their findings support their proposal, then expect this to be 

“embraced by the college and for the English Language team to use film as a tool in their teaching”. 

Likewise, one OTLA participant reported that they hoped their research would demonstrate the 

importance of utilising digital technologies in prison teaching to their organisation going forward.  

Impacts for learners 

Programme logic models outlined expected outcomes and impacts for learners. Over the medium 

term, it was expected that participation in the programmes would improve learner experience, 

leading to improved learner attendance and attainment. Ultimately, it was expected that 

programmes would impact on learners’ education outcomes and employment prospects. This 

section explores the evidence relating to these expected outcomes and impacts for learners.  

According to participants, both the OTLA and PRP have had a positive impact on learners, 

including in relation to Basic Skills development (Maths, English, EDS and ESOL). In relation 

to digital skills, one PRP participant reported that their learners have been able to develop their 

digital literacy, including the use of laptops, noting that this has been particularly beneficial for 

online learning. Similarly, one OTLA participant had seen an improvement in digital skills amongst 

learners, such as copying images and creating PDFs to send to tutors.  

Participants on both programmes also felt they had seen improvements in attainment amongst 

learners. For example, the OTLA participant who implemented a one-to-one support scheme for 

learners with dyslexia saw an improvement in reading ability over a six-month period, while another 

had also seen an improvement in reading and spelling amongst their learners. Likewise, a PRP 

participant reported having seen an improvement in progression from Level 2 to 3 amongst their 
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GCSE Maths and English learners. Furthermore, one participant on the PRP also identified 

improved attendance amongst learners, noting that through their research, which has involved 

completing a growth mindset visualisation with students at induction, they have seen students’ 

attendance coming up.   

Organisation D (OTLA): learner progress and skills development 

Evidence suggests that the OTLA project undertaken in 2020/21 had resulted in improved 

outcomes for learners at Organisation D. Tracking entry level English learners over a 6-month 

period of one-to-one support demonstrated considerable progress amongst learners, in some 

cases making months’ worth of progress in hours. Similarly, the current OTLA project enabled 

ESOL learners to make fast progress in digital skills development by using visual resources 

rather than spoken or written language. Further tracking would be needed to see how extensive 

these effects were and how sustained. On the basis of this evidence, the organisation’s 

management was reported to feel justified in funding one-to-one support for learners, 

something which was previously not offered at all.  

 

Enhanced learner experience resulting in increased engagement and motivation amongst 

learners was also reported by participants. Several PRP participants reported having seen 

increased engagement where digital technologies were involved in teaching, for example one 

reported that their use of audio-visual technology in feedback has encouraged learners to have 

ownership and actively participate in learning. In addition, several OTLA participants reported that 

their projects had increased enthusiasm for reading or oracy amongst learners.   

Other impacts for learners identified by participants include:  

- Both OTLA and PRP participants reported that they had seen improved confidence and self-

esteem amongst learners, for example:  

“And with that comes confidence. They had very negative idea of how well they do in 

English. In a sense, it has been life changing. They can read now when they couldn’t 

before. One of them said, it’s easier to say, ‘no I can’t do something’, than have a go. And 

now they can have a go – hopefully, they take that resilience to other areas of their life.”  

OTLA participant 

- Participants from both programmes indicated that awareness of the research had positively 

impacted on learners, with students interested in what their teachers/tutors were exploring and 

enjoying reflecting on their learning and experiences.  

- Several PRP participants identified specific education outcomes for learners, including that 

their participation in the programme has encouraged students to undertake their own 

research, for example an Extended Project Qualification, or students applying for further 

degrees involving an element of research.  
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Case Study – Organisation A (PRP): learner engagement in learning and research 

Anecdotal evidence of a positive impact on learners was reported in Organisation A. For 

example, one interviewee said that they had an in-depth discussion about their research with 

their learners which subsequently led to improved engagement and interest amongst their 

English GCSE learners. Another interviewee reported that the organisation has seen the largest 

number of learners applying for further degrees involving an element of research. They felt this 

must be associated with the passion for research presented to learners by staff. 

 

Participants highlighted that they expect impacts for learners to increase as their research 

progresses and they are able to implement findings. Indeed, due to the timing of the evaluation, 

participant interviewees commented it is still too early to identify impacts for learners, however 

participants expected to see benefits similar to those identified above. Other benefits expected 

included enhanced employability and employment prospects such as through developing IT and 

communication skills, and improved understanding of different ways of learning and knowing the 

best one for them. When asked if the programme would impact learners, one response was:  

“It is a bit early but, yes, I definitely think it will do. We’re looking at getting them to think 

of different ways that they can learn rather than having a pre-set way of learning. We’re 

giving them lots of options to find one to suit them. It has broader applications to 

education and life – plus confidence.” 

 OTLA participant 

Attribution of outcomes and impacts 

Participants from both courses reflected on whether the outcomes and impacts for their individual 

practice, their organisation and their learners would have happened anyway without the OTLA or 

PRP programme. In summary, the majority of participants reported that the outcomes and 

impacts would not have been achieved without the programme, or at least not in the same 

timeframe or to the same scale. 

Many participants across both programmes reported that they would not have undertaken research 

projects without the support of the programme. Therefore, they felt that the outcomes and impacts 

described would not have occurred, as they would not have implemented the ideas and strategies 

that they were undertaking research on.  

OTLA participants stated that the programme structure, funding and associated deadlines 

encouraged a systematic approach for trying new things and provided a focus for activities, 

which they may not have tested or implemented otherwise.  Participants also stated that the 

research they conducted had supported them to understand the benefits of their idea; one 

participant noted that they would not have been as systematic or rigorous in collecting evidence 

and conducting monthly reflections on their project.  

Linked to this, the programme was viewed to give participants the opportunity to have 

discussions and think about ideas with their colleagues. One participant reported that they may 

have implemented their idea in one class, but they would not have done so more widely, because 

there was no impetus to collaborate with their colleagues without the programme. Therefore, 
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outcomes and impacts may have been achieved for a small number of participants and learners, but 

not on the scale that has been expected:    

“No, we wouldn’t have. I think because we’re on the OTLA and there’s deadlines, but you 

have targets, and we know we have to do things by certain dates, but with a busy 

working life, things get pushed to the side. We know in our head that something needs to 

change but this has focused us.”  

OTLA participant 

 

Similarly, PRP participants stated that without the programme structure and support, they would 

likely not have been able to conduct the research, or would have done so informally, so the 

ideas and changes to practice would not have been identified and benefits not realised. The PRP 

was noted to provide participants with the time, space, skills and ability to conduct research and 

make informed changes to practice, enhancing the outcomes and impacts achieved. Similar to 

OTLA, participants noted that without the PRP the research would have been less formal and 

coherent; “there is not lots of time in FE to think so it would be less thought through and targeted”. 

More widely, one participant indicated that they would not have had the confidence or felt 

experienced enough to implement their ideas without the support they received through the 

programme. 

“I don’t think they would have happened. I think if I hadn’t brought it to the table nobody 

would have. I think we went further than originally planned because of the amount of 

time and detail; we have confidence to make significant change as we had the evidence 

base.”  

PRP participant 

In addition, it was noted that without the structure of a research project facilitated by the OTLA and 

PRP programmes, learning may not have been shared to the same extent across organisations as it 

has, reducing outcomes and impacts achieved by colleagues and their learners. 

However, it is important to recognise that several of the organisations involved are ‘repeat 

customers’ to the programmes. Some of these organisations have established internal practitioner 

research programmes (albeit as a result of the programme). Therefore, in these organisations, some 

of the outcomes and impacts may have been achieved anyway, although some of the outcomes 

realised by practitioners (e.g. around research skills and knowledge) may not have been achieved to 

the same extent without specialist support.  

Mechanisms for change: implementation of learning  

Participants from both the OTLA and PRP reflected on how programme participation has led to the 

outcomes and impacts discussed above, particularly any enablers and barriers that have, or will, 

influenced the implementation of learning from the programme. Ways in which these mechanisms 

for change can be strengthened (enablers) or overcome (barriers) are highlighted in the chapter 

summary. 

Enablers of implementation 

Similar to factors affecting participation in programmes, one key enabler identified by participants 

from both programmes was organisational support, with participants noting the importance of 

assistance, encouragement and support from their organisation, be that the senior leadership team 

or colleagues, in promoting the implementation of learning from the programme.  For example, an 
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OTLA participant indicated that in order for their learning to be shared and implemented support 

needed “to come from the top” of their organisation, while another stressed the role of the motivation 

and drive of other tutors in their organisation in facilitating implementation going forward. Similarly, 

one PRP participant gave the example of having support from their organisation to share and 

implement learning through the delivery of CPD activities relating to research being undertaken:  

“I think in terms of the opportunity for me to be able to work with the English Language 

team, being able to gain their feedback as part of the research and from that point I have 

the support of my senior managers to encourage development. The fact I am able to offer 

it as part of job description to run CPD, means I will be able to implement.”  

PRP participant 

 

Case Study – Organisation B (PRP): organisational support for research and 

implementation 

A range of factors were identified by interviewees in Organisation B as having enabled their 

participation in the PRP. The fact the organisation actively encouraged staff to participate in the 

PRP was given as a key example, with one interviewee highlighting the level of support from 

their organisation, particularly their department, in both conducting the research and attending 

residential activities. Linked to this, a strong network of PRP participants at the organisation 

through the organisation’s current and PRP alumni, provided motivation and valuable support to 

peers. These enablers of participation were also reported to have aided in the implementation 

of learning from research. The ‘credibility’ of changes being implemented being ‘grounded in 

research’ was also highlighted as an enabler of implementation, with the research findings 

providing valuable evidence to share with colleagues. 

 

A range of other factors were identified as enablers for implementation: 

- Participants on both programmes identified time as another key enabler for implementation, 

with one OTLA participant reporting that this year they have had protected time on their 

timetable which has enabled implementation, with this also the case for one PRP participant.  

- OTLA and PRP participants reported that the knowledge and skills developed through 

participation is helped them implement change 

- Linked to the above, one PRP participant felt that confidence developed through programme 

participation would help them persuade others to enable them to implement practical changes  

- One OTLA participant noted that their mentor on the programme had visited their 

organisation to complete observations and provide constructive feedback, which had 

further enabled implementation  

- Another OTLA participant highlighted the importance of having control over delivery in 

implementing learning:  
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“I think we’re very fortunate in that we’re not exam driven – I think if you were and you 

were subject to external pressures, there would be certain things you couldn't control. 

But because we’re not, we’re in control of what we deliver. So, I think actually we're in 

the best position there. I think we're OK to implement things the way we want to and 

away we see benefits to students."  

OTLA participant 

Barriers to implementation  

Alongside these enablers, participants identified a number of barriers that they have experienced, or 

expect to experience, in implementing their learning from the programmes. These can be 

summarised as follows:  

- Despite organisational support being seen by some participants as a key enabler, several 

consultees on both the OTLA and PRP felt they have, or would, face challenges as a result of 

limited support from their organisation. Examples given range from limited support from 

senior leaders and managers through to colleagues not being willing to engage in changing their 

practice. Both an OTLA and PRP participant suggested that the ETF could assist in targeting 

and getting their own senior leaders on board:  

“I would suggest when I started the programme someone signed the paperwork for me, 

but no one knew what it was about or asked how it went. If there is a greater involvement 

in senior leaders to understand what the purpose of the research is that would be good. 

It is having great outcomes on a personal level, but I don’t think there is the senior leader 

understanding, they should be more involved. […] Potentially it is important for the ETF 

to send an email, as senior leaders will listen to that. […] as that has more clout.”  

PRP participant 

- Time pressure and capacity to implement learning was also identified as a barrier by 

participants on both programmes, in addition to programme participation (see Chapter 3). A 

previous PRP participant suggested that participants at their organisation could be provided with 

more time or remission from teaching in order to implement learning, although this would be at 

the discretion of individual organisations. This would also require organisational funding, which is 

a barrier in itself, given the financial pressures currently facing organisations within the sector.  

- A number of PRP participants reported were concerned they lacked sufficient credibility. They 

said they felt their level of experience in teaching compared to others at their organisation, would 

potentially hinder their ability to convince others that what they are doing is beneficial. 

- Some OTLA participants stated that the shorter programme timescales did not give them as 

long as they would have liked to implement their project. They felt that they were “just getting 

started” around February time, but the programme support finished in March. It was reported that 

lengthening programme timescales could have made the programme more impactful overall.   

- Covid-19 was also identified by OTLA participants, with one noting that prior to the pandemic 

they would have had end of year conferences to promote and share learning, but this has not 

taken place this year.  
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- Several PRP participants reporting funding constraints, such as paying for the use of an app 

across their organisation, as a key challenge for implementation.  

- Finally, one PRP participant also highlighted the potential influence of policy changes for 

implementation, such as a change in directive of how CPD should be delivered or what is 

included in the Ofsted framework. 

Case Study – Organisation C (OTLA): Covid-19 as a barrier to research and 

dissemination 

Covid-19 has seen strict regulations imposed to limit visitors in prisons. This has limited 

participants’ ability to visit other prisons, both to undertake research and disseminate findings. 

They had intended to disseminate learning to eight prisons, however due to these restrictions, 

dissemination had been limited to two, plus the two sites that the practitioners themselves are 

based in. 

 

Summary 

Overall, achievement of several outcomes and impacts anticipated in the programme logic models 

for professional practice, organisational performance and learners was evident for both 

programmes. Evidence was less robust for some outcomes, particularly related to learner outcomes, 

and longer-term impacts (not least as participants had not completed the programmes when they 

were being evaluated). However, evidence from case study past participants and participants who 

have participated in the programme for multiple years (e.g. MPhil year 2 participants) anecdotally 

suggests that longer term outcomes and impacts were achieved.  

There have been a range of implemented or planned changes to individual practice, as a result of 

engagement in the OTLA and PRP programmes. Based on the evidence available to the evaluators:  

- Participants on both programmes reported they had implemented findings arising from their 

research projects. It was reported that the knowledge and skills developed on the programme 

was a key enabler to implementing practical changes. 

- OTLA participants that contributed to the evaluation, had, or planned to, continue using action 

research and PRP participants had, or planned to, adopted research informed practice. 

- Similarly, OTLA participants said they improved their subject knowledge and research skills, 

and similarly, PRP participants reported improved research and scholarship skills as a result 

of the programme. This may support participants to continue to improve their individual practice.   

- The majority of participants reported positive changes to their individual practice, which has in 

turn improved the quality of their own teaching, learning and assessment practice. 

- The programmes had also contributed to improvements in the quality of teaching, learning 

and assessment at participants’ organisations, with changes made to the design and 

delivery of courses and materials, for example.  

Participants have shared learning with their colleagues outside of the programmes. There were 
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several methods used by participants to disseminate their learning and research: 

- Internally, participants had disseminated their learning and research both informally (through 

conversations with colleagues), and formally, including through staff training days and meetings 

with senior leaderships teams.  

- Participants had also shared their findings to an external audience, through attendance at 

external conferences, through writing blog posts or even chapters of books and via social media.  

- One key method of dissemination was through the FEresearchpodcast. This podcast is hosted 

by two PRP participants, and has provided the platform for both OTLA and PRP participants to 

disseminate learning and findings from research, alongside renowned academics in the sector. 

Many participants on both programmes improved their own learning and dissemination 

practices, using a wide range of methods to share their findings across the sector. Participants 

broadly viewed this as contributing to improved research cultures within and beyond their 

organisation, however fewer reflected on whether this would lead to the improved quality of FE-

sector based research. As a result, some participants expected that the quality of their 

colleagues’ teaching, learning and assessment practice would improve as a result of 

dissemination, although there was less evidence of this.  

Some participants were able to identify changes to organisational research culture and practice. In 

summary:  

- Although there is more evidence from PRP participants, some participants from both 

programmes identified an improved organisational culture of research-informed 

improvement at their organisation.  

- For PRP, several participants provided examples of how research has become embedded in 

professional development cultures, however there was less evidence of this from OTLA 

participants.  

- There is some evidence of the development of a collaborative research culture at some OTLA 

and PRP participants’ organisations, and of an enhanced research and dissemination culture 

within organisations, through both formal and informal mechanisms.  

Additionally, the evidence indicates that some outcomes and impacts for learners were achieved. It 

should be noted that, due to the timing of the evaluation, participants on both programmes felt that it 

was too early to identify significant outcomes and impacts for learners as a result of their research. 

Nonetheless, participants identified improvements to learner experience, encouraging 

increased engagement and motivation, and some evidence of improved attainment amongst 

learners, although limited evidence on attendance was found. Finally, there was some evidence of 

emerging or expected benefits for learners to achieve enhanced education outcomes and 

employment prospects. 

The extent to which observed improvements can be attributed to participation in the programme is 

mediated by two factors. The first is the limited evidence base as the evaluation drew upon evidence 

from a sample of participants that may not have been a representative reflection of the experience 

of all. It is also important to recognise the limitations of the evidence; self-reported feedback can be 

subject to bias. Second, is that the ability of participants to make improvements (beyond their own 

classroom) is heavily impacted by the level of organisational support and buy in they experience. 
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However, participants overwhelmingly stated that they would not have achieved the outcomes and 

impacts they had done without the programme, at least not to the same scale or extent. 

A range of enablers were in place which supported programme participants to improve their 

professional practice, organisational performance and learner outcomes. These included 

organisational support to share and implement learning and factors associated with time to 

participate and timing of activities. In addition, participants stated that the knowledge, skills and 

confidence developed through the programmes supported them to implement their learning. 

However, where organisational support and capacity was not available to participants, they formed 

barriers to implementation. Other barriers including funding constraints, Covid-19 and confidence.  

There are several ways in which barriers can be overcome or enablers can be strengthened. 

- Organisational support is key to impact. Senior managers need to ensure that participants have 

the capacity to implement their learning and the space to share it. However, there are limitations 

on the extent to which the ETF and delivery partners can overcome this.  

- Participants within organisations with an existing culture of practitioner research practice were 

better supported to implement their learning. This was often reported to be facilitated by the 

programme. Promoting the benefits of a culture of practitioner research, including through 

establishing ‘champion’ organisations to share good practice, could support other organisations 

with less established research cultures.   

- Mentor visits to participant organisations could support learning implementation as context 

specific advice and guidance could be given, enhancing participants’ knowledge, skills and 

confidence.  
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PROGRAMME EFFECTIVENESS 

Evidence presented in sections three and four of this report has shown that both programmes have 

successfully exceeded their target reach (engaging 502 practitioners against a target of 400 across 

both programmes), and have engaged with practitioners who were predominantly either teachers, or 

managers of teachers, for whom the programmes were designed. The effects of participation have 

been described as including a range of outcomes for individuals, organisations and learners. Both 

programmes have therefore delivered what they were designed to do.   

This section explores whether in so doing, all participant needs were met through the OTLA and 

PRP programmes, and how they compare or complement other CPD programmes. It also considers 

the extent to which programmes met all their initial aims and objectives, and the factors influencing 

the effectiveness of the programme. This section is based on self-reported feedback from participant 

interviewees, case study interviewees and survey respondents.   

Meeting participant needs 

The majority of PRP and OTLA programme interviewees stated that the programme to date had 

met their professional and organisational development needs. Indeed, many stated that the 

programmes had exceeded their expectations. 

“For me personally it has met my needs above and beyond my expectations, the 

confidence is instilled in me is immeasurable. I wasn’t getting anything from my 

organisation in terms of CPD as I had done it all, whereas this practitioner research was 

completely new, it was inspiring. I have already shared it with others and encouraged 

them to go on it. Purely because of what it gives you and makes you enthused for 

education.”  

PRP participant 

 

However, the needs of participants on each programme varied. When asked if the programme had 

met their individual and organisational needs, participants on the PRP focused predominantly on the 

programme meeting their individual needs, while OTLA participants focused predominantly on 

organisational needs. 

- PRP participants highlighted that the programme had met their professional development needs 

(including skills and knowledge improvements), and had provided a formalised recognition of 

their development through an academic qualification. While the development needs of their 

organisation had been met, this was mentioned as an ancillary benefit of their participation. 

- Conversely, OTLA participants predominantly stated that the programme had met the needs of 

their organisation.  This was because their project topic was one that was agreed with their 

colleagues as being an organisational priority. However, OTLA participants did highlight a 

number of professional development needs which had also been met, for example participants 

also said they had been able to take ownership of their own project and the programme had 

given them the opportunity to do so. 

This is not surprising, given the fact that the PRP offers an individualised project approach, whereas 

the OTLA offers a collaborative and organisational project approach. However, it does illustrate the 

benefit of having a variety of practitioner-led research opportunities which address different 
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priorities and needs within the sector. 

Comparison with other CPD programmes  

Participant interviewees were asked to compare their experience with previous CPD programmes 

they had undertaken. Many participants on the PRP had previously participated in the OTLA 

programme. Those who had found that “one had complemented the other”, with the OTLA offering 

smaller scale opportunities to engage with action research, and the PRP acting as the next step for 

those seeking to undertake more intensive and academic research development opportunity. This 

suggests that having programmes with increasing levels of intensity and academic rigour 

enables practitioners to continue their professional development journey. No OTLA 

participants interviewed had participated in the PRP programme, however it was noted by the OTLA 

programme delivery team that PRP participants had gone on to lead or contribute to OTLA projects 

in the past. 

“The similarity [between the OTLA and PRP] is the fact it is project practitioner driven, 

[focused on] teacher agency and about trial and feedback and sharing the work you have 

done… [The OTLA] feels more action research oriented, in a short window of time. The 

PRP is more about understanding the project and context before you get involved. The 

feedback loop of how you do it is different. Maybe the [programmes are stages]: as a 

ladder the OTLA is the bottom (as a participant first then managing a project), then the 

MA Short Course, then an MPhil.”  

PRP participant 

Some PRP participants also compared the programme with the Advanced Practitioner Programme, 

with some also reflecting that the APP also provided a “stepping-stone” to the PRP. While 

participants did not voice a preference between one programme or the other, they particularly liked 

that the APP offered more opportunities to network with a wider range of organisations, with one 

participant describing the PRP as “lonelier” than APP. However, they noted that the PRP was more 

extensive and academic than the APP, and liked that they had ownership of their own research.  

One OTLA participant had also participated in the APP, and reported that they were mutually 

beneficial, stating that the APP had given them “lots of ideas” for their OTLA project. They 

suggested that the OTLA could implement ‘writing rooms’ or ‘thinking environments’ similar to the 

APP programme, to provide participants with dedicated space to write and reflect. It was noted that 

perhaps the PRP and OTLA programmes could engage more closely with the APP, so they are less 

siloed and have more joined up opportunities.  

Two participants on the PRP also stated that they had participated in other ETF programmes, 

including a mentoring programme and the Advanced Teacher Status certification. They said that the 

programmes complemented the PRP, and were mutually supportive for their own professional 

development. 

Participants had also undertaken a range of non-ETF delivered CPD (e.g. through Google Educator, 

Ark and the DfE) as well as internal CPD, but felt they were not comparable to the PRP or the 

OTLA. One participant who had participated on both programmes stated they had not experienced 

anything similar. 
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“Apart from OTLA and sometimes AP Connect there is nothing else like it. I have never 

come across a programme where someone can [participate] then the other 140 people in 

their organisation are doing something because of it… that ripple beyond [the project].”  

PRP participant 

Overall, those on the PRP seem to have engaged with more external CPD than those on the 

OTLA. This may not be surprising, with those undertaking the PRP describing it as the next step in 

their professional development journey (often, following the OTLA). For many OTLA participants, the 

programme offered their initial venture into practitioner-led research and development. 

Meeting programme objectives  

As set out in the programme logic models (see Annex A), the OTLA and PRP programmes had 

similar aims and objectives. These were: 

- OTLA: to strengthen organisational and practitioner ownership of professional development; 

improve practitioner confidence, engagement, empowerment and motivation; foster collegiality 

and collaboration; equip practitioners with skills to critically engage with research and test 

current agendas; provide local solutions to local problems based on research and sustained 

development; and improve learner outcomes. 

- PRP: to increase sector capacity to research and improve itself; provide guiding principles to 

address local problems based on research and sustained development; strengthen practitioner 

ownership of professional development; improve practitioner confidence, empowerment and 

motivation; foster collegiality, cooperation and collaboration; and improve learner outcomes. 

The evidence set out in this report indicates that both programmes have been effective in 

meeting these objectives. Participants have been supported to take ownership of their own 

professional development through a project-based approach to improve their own professional 

practice. The OTLA has facilitated ownership at an organisational level, through a collaborative 

project approach. Participants have reported improvements in confidence, engagement and 

motivation in both their own practice and research activity, and have been empowered to test and 

learn from their own ideas. 

The programmes have fostered collegiality and collaboration amongst participants in different ways. 

The PRP has encouraged participants to share their learning between projects, and the OTLA has 

encouraged collaboration within projects. However, there was some suggestion that levels of 

collaboration could be improved across projects.  

Programmes have equipped participants with key research skills and knowledge, which has enabled 

them to critically engage with research, and overall, has improved capacity in the sector to 

undertake research. As a result, participants have been empowered to address localised issues at 

an individual classroom, departmental or organisational level, based on their research. Evidence 

suggests that this has contributed to some improved learner outcomes, including engagement, 

confidence and attainment although the extent of these outcomes is not known as it is based on 

professional testimony rather than systematic evaluation.  

It is important to recognise that the programmes were distinctive. The OTLA programme provided 

practitioners with an opportunity to get involved in short term action research projects with the 

support of their peers, with no assessment involved. By contrast the PRP provided a more intensive 

and individualised research programme for those who were keen to undertake an in-depth and 
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objective investigation of an issue and achieve an academic qualification. 

Many participants on both programmes hoped to participate in the programme in future. 

Some OTLA participants wanted to continue to build on and extend their initial projects through 

another year of OTLA support, and some MA participants had planned to continue onto the MPhil. 

This suggests that for at least some participants, their experience has strengthened practitioner 

ownership of their own professional development. 

Factors influencing programme effectiveness 

While it is clear that programmes have achieved their objectives, programme participants outlined a 

range of factors which influenced the effectiveness of the PRP and OTLA programmes. This 

included factors that were deemed high quality and impactful, which strengthened programme 

effectiveness, in addition to factors that reduced the effectiveness of the programmes. Factors 

discussed by participants focused on a range of themes, including programme activity and content, 

mentor and peer relationships, autonomy and personal development, and promotion and 

accessibility.  

Programme activity and content 

Participants on both the PRP and OTLA programmes valued the time and space to learn afforded 

to them by the programmes.  

- Many PRP participant interviewees highlighted that the in-person residential workshops, held 

in person in Sunderland, gave them the opportunity to immerse themselves fully in the 

programme, deepening their learning. Some participants stated they would like more residential 

opportunities to enhance its effectiveness. However, a few participants preferred the online 

workshop approach, stating that Sunderland was a considerable journey for them, and covering 

the costs within their organisation could be challenging.  

“It seems like an incidental thing, but workshops give people time. If people were asked 

to attend online sessions or undertake research after reading an online course, it would 

not have the impact. People would not make time out of their day to day lives to do those 

things, but when they are on the residentials, they are immersed.”  

PRP participant 

- While participants on the OTLA did not attend in-person workshops, several participants still 

reported that having dedicated time out of their schedule to undertake research and gain new 

skills was the most valuable element of the programme. However, others suggested that there 

could be more opportunities for in-person delivery, for example, hosting the dissemination 

events in person. All who suggested in-person delivery acknowledged the current challenges of 

doing so, given the Covid-19 pandemic, although they did feel that a fully remote programme 

influenced the programme’s effectiveness.  

“I think it’s a real shame that we haven’t been able to have face-to-face events – 

dissemination events, and sharing has been the best thing about OTLA.”  

OTLA participant 
 

The design and content of both programmes were considered of high quality, influencing their 

effectiveness. Participants on both programmes described them as well organised, structured and 

facilitated.  
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- Delivery teams on both programmes were able to draw on their expert knowledge and 

experience of undertaking research. One participant described the OTLA as a “well-oiled 

machine” delivered by facilitators who were clearly experienced in delivering the programme, 

influencing both its quality and impact.  

- Participants on the PRP commented on specific activities delivered at the workshops, which 

were effective in enabling them to share ideas and learning and aided in progressing their 

research projects and reports.  

- Some programme participants reported that they had struggled with the level of content, with 

one OTLA participant describing the terminology used as “highbrow”. However, the majority of 

participants on both reported that the content was accessible. 

 

However, participants from both programmes felt that more clarity on what was required could 

have been given in terms of outputs and processes. Some PRP participants said that greater clarity 

on what work was required to be done when would have enhanced programme effectiveness, but 

did acknowledge the challenges of this, given projects developed at different paces. It was noted by 

two MPhil year 2 participants that the level of clarity had improved year on year, since they began 

on the MA Short Course. OTLA participants suggested that additional information earlier, including 

on action research, would be helpful, in addition to a greater understanding of reporting 

requirements. 

Participants also stated that more support around administrative processes would improve 

programme effectiveness. Specifically, some OTLA participants struggled with financial reporting, 

required as a condition of grant funding. They suggested that additional support could be offered for 

those unfamiliar with budgeting processes (e.g. via a stand-alone session led by the person 

responsible for OTLA finance). Some participants on the PRP also highlighted administrative 

challenges which influenced the effectiveness of the programme, particularly around enrolment to 

the University of Sunderland. Some participants reported that they were unable to access the online 

library or resources required for their research projects, although did state that this was due to a 

cyber-attack at the University. However, one did feel that they had been “passed from pillar to post” 

in trying to access the University systems, which affected their experience of the programme. 

Mentor and peer relationships  

The mentoring or tutoring relationship participants had was highly valued by those on both 

programmes. Participants of PRP and OTLA programmes described their relationship as genuine, 

comfortable, nurturing and respectful in nature, which was reported to have instilled self-belief 

and confidence in participants. They also appreciated that mentors provided feedback and 

challenge, enabling participants to extend their ideas.  

“The quality of interaction has been really good; it’s nurturing and reassuring and 

motivating. From the mentor and the rest of the team… their support is really obvious 

and really helpful. That’s been absolutely top quality”  

OTLA participant 

There were some key differences in how participants on each programme described their mentoring 

relationship. Many participants on the OTLA valued the fact they had lots of contact and 

communication with their mentor. In contrast, PRP participants seem to have had less contact with 

their mentor, but most valued the ”academic” focus of the relationship, which one participant said 
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went above and beyond any relationship they’d had in academia previously (at undergraduate and 

PGCE level), and the autonomy given by the programme. While the mentoring relationships on each 

programme seem to have differed in nature, the approach seemed appropriate for the level and 

intensity of professional development undertaken. 

Case Study – Organisation B (PRP): mentor support 

Interviewed participants from Organisation B were satisfied with their experience, and in 

particular, its high quality of tutoring. The intensity and amount of support provided by the PRP 

delivery team to participants was seen as “invaluable”. One interviewee noted the personalised 

and genuine degree of “buy in from the tutors to what you are doing” which was unique 

compared with other CPD pathways. This was echoed by another interviewee who stressed 

that a strength of the programme was the quality of mentorship from the delivery team, who 

were importantly “good at what they do”. Overall, the programme was seen to strike the right 

balance between being supportive and encouraging autonomy amongst participants to develop 

skills and research themselves. 

 

However, a few participants on both programmes highlighted issues with their mentoring 

relationships:  

- PRP MA survey respondents cited more contact time with their tutors as the most commonly 

suggested improvement to the programme. One participant on the PRP stated that they had a 

good relationship with their mentor, but knew that others on their course had not had the same 

experience. They suggested an approach with clear mentoring standards could be implemented.  

- A few OTLA participants also felt that their mentor relationship could be improved, with one 

noting that their mentor offered fixed meetings only, some of which they found difficult to attend, 

and would have appreciated more flexibility around their teaching timetable. 

Opportunities to share learning and build peer relationships were considered an impactful 

aspect of the PRP and OTLA programmes. Participant interviewees and survey respondents across 

programmes stated that the ability to generate new connections, discuss common problems and 

solutions and share learning and experiences was a particularly beneficial aspect of the programme. 

Opportunities were facilitated in various ways on each programme, with PRP participants citing the 

residential workshops and WhatsApp channels, and OTLA participants citing the sessions and 

mentor meetings, as key to facilitating shared learning. 

“The residentials are so beneficial, they are relevant and useful, and they break it down, 

so we are ready to write the chapter. The fact we are together too means that learning is 

cemented. That peer sharing and learning is helpful. I have made friends too, we call 

ourselves the SUNCETT sisters, and the course structure has enabled that to happen.”  

PRP participant 

 

Some OTLA expressed a desire for more opportunities for networking with peers on the 

programme, and some suggestions were proposed: 
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- one participant suggested a buddy system, pairing two similar projects together to share learning 

and collaborate  

- a few participants said that being able to connect with others outside of sessions would be 

valued, either by sharing contact details of all participants on the project, or via an online forum 

in which participants could share problems and solutions. 

The OTLA’s dissemination events and the PRP’s annual conferences were reported to facilitate 

opportunities to share learning with others. Participants said they provided spaces to hear what 

other projects were doing, and draw on some of their ideas and knowledge. Participants also 

highlighted that the events and conferences were a good opportunity to disseminate their own 

findings, enhancing the overall impact of their experience. However, some OTLA participants stated 

that the interim dissemination event was too long, and may have been more impactful if held in 

person.  

The OTLA programme runs two dissemination events, an interim and final event, whereas the 

PRP’s conference occurs only at the end of the programme. Some PRP participants suggested that 

a mid-year dissemination event may have improved the PRP programme’s effectiveness, as it 

would have provided an additional opportunity to hear about progress and early findings of other 

projects.  

Autonomy and personal development 

Participants on the PRP and OTLA programmes felt having ownership and autonomy over their 

own research enhanced programme effectiveness. This was reportedly facilitated by the project 

approach to the programmes, which enabled participants to be creative and develop their own 

research, while focused on an issue important to their practice or organisation. One PRP participant 

described the practitioner led approach as impactful due to their intimate understanding of the real 

time issues and challenges faced on the ground. The OTLA programme was said to offer a good 

balance between support and autonomy, particularly for those first engaging with research. 

“To allow us to use our imagination and creativity within the guidelines – these weren’t 

too restrictive, they gave us scope to produce a product that would be beneficial to our 

learners. It was a good balance between supported and not micro-managed and 

prescriptive.”  

OTLA participant 

Programme participants stated that having a goal to work towards (i.e. a written report) positively 

influenced the effectiveness of the programme, as it motivated them and kept them focused. PRP 

participants stated that the fact that they were working towards a qualification was particularly 

impactful. A sense of achievement was important to participants; OTLA participants suggested 

that receiving a physical copy of the annual report anthology or a certificate would enhance this. 

Promotion and accessibility 

Participants from both programmes said that they could be better promoted, to enhance their 

reach and impact.  

- Participants said that ETF should play a greater role in advertising and promoting the 

programmes on their social media and in their newsletters. In addition, it was reported that 

details of the programmes were not easy to find on the ETF’s website, which could have limited 

programme reach. 
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“There is something about promotion. ETF have so many programmes and the 

newsletters are helpful, but the website is saturated. I appreciate that they have got a 

wide offer but to my mind I live and breathe CPD and sometimes even I struggle from 

sorting the wood from the chafe.”  

PRP participant 

- It was noted that both programmes can feel elite to practitioners in colleges who have not 

engaged with the programmes before, or who know little about them. It was felt that promoting 

the programmes in more detail, and more widely, could help reduce these perceptions, 

improving the programmes’ reach and impact. One suggestion was to generate an evidence 

review of projects undertaken on the programmes to date. This would have the dual benefit of 

promoting the programmes, while also increasing the dissemination reach of the research 

undertaken. 

Summary 

Evidence collected through this evaluation suggests that both programmes have been effective in 

meeting their objectives. Programme objectives were similar in nature, but the programmes’ 

approaches to meeting these were distinctive, allowing opportunities for participants with different 

needs and organisational contexts. In particular, activities conducted in-person (including the PRP’s 

research development workshops held in Sunderland) were considered particularly effective 

programme activities, in addition to the provision of specialist mentor support for projects on both 

programmes.  

The OTLA and PRP programme met the personal and organisational development needs of its 

participants. Because each programme had a different approach to practitioner-led research 

(individual/collaborative projects), each programme met slightly different needs. This demonstrates 

the benefit of having varied opportunities which address different priorities and needs within 

the sector.  

Participants had engaged with other CPD programmes, which they compared with the OTLA and 

PRP programmes. Overall, participants tended to have engaged with limited similar programmes, 

and those which were similar were led by the ETF: 

- participants on the PRP who had previously participated on the OTLA programme found them to 

be complementary, supporting the progression of their professional development 

- some participants engaged with the APP as well as the OTLA and PRP, finding them mutually 

beneficial, although felt they were quite siloed in their delivery. 

A range of factors were identified which influenced the effectiveness of the programmes, affecting 

programme quality and impact. These are summarised in the table below, including actions which 

could be taken to strengthen quality and impact. 

Table 0-1: Factors influencing programme effectiveness 

Theme Factors 

Programme 
activity and 
content 

• Participants valued the time and space to learn, having dedicated time out of 
their schedule. In-person activities like the in-person residential workshops 
on the PRP were deemed particularly effective 
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Theme Factors 

• Programmes were well organised, structured and facilitated. Delivery teams 
drew on expert knowledge and experience of undertaking research, 
improving programme quality 

• More clarity was needed on the requirements in terms of outputs and 
processes, and more support around administrative processes was needed 
to strengthen programme quality and impact 

Mentor and 
peer 
relationships 

• Good mentoring relationships were particularly influential in terms of 
programme quality and impact 

• Mentoring relationships were most effective when they were respectful and 
supportive, but provided challenge when needed. Flexibility of mentors was 
also important, but could have been strengthened 

• Formal and informal opportunities to share learning and build peer 
relationships were effective, but more opportunities for networking could 
have strengthened quality and impact 

Autonomy and 
personal 
development 

• Ownership and autonomy over the topics researched by participants 
balanced with expert support was considered impactful 

• A sense of achievement was important to participants, and having a goal to 
work towards (e.g. report or qualification) was motivating. This could be 
strengthened further (e.g. providing hard copies of report anthologies) to 
improve programme quality   

Promotion and 
accessibility 

• The impact of programmes could have been strengthened through better 
promotion or greater visibility on the ETF website 

• Perceptions of the programmes as elite could limit programme reach, 
influencing impact. Sharing the benefits of the programme more widely 
could strengthen their impact 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This section starts by revisiting programme rationale to place the following conclusions and 

recommendations in the context of the needs of the FE and Training sector. It then presents 

evaluative conclusions based on the findings presented in this report. Conclusions relating to each 

chapter of the report are presented followed by associated recommendations. Some 

recommendations are relevant to more than one chapter but are only listed once to prevent 

duplication. In addition, there is a final section relating to monitoring and evaluation which reflects on 

the lessons from the evaluation process with associated recommendations. The recommendations 

are suggested as ways to improve the quality and impact of the programmes or any future iterations 

of practitioner research programmes. 

Programme rationale 

The OTLA and PR programmes operate within the FE and Training sector which is a major provider 

of education opportunities for learners from the age of 14 years and throughout people’s working 

lives. Those learners have a wide range of needs including basic skills. Learners with basic skills 

that are insufficiently well developed to help them to succeed in their adult and working lives, bring a 

range of different challenges to classroom. The rationale for the practitioner-led research 

programmes is set within this context. FE and Training practitioners need to identify and effectively 

employ teaching, learning and assessment strategies that work for their learners and the OTLA and 

PRP are focused particularly on learners with basic skills needs.  However, there is a patchy 

evidence base regarding what is effective for their learners in FE and Training contexts. While there 

is a wealth of research evidence relating to effective pedagogy in schools and universities, this is not 

the case for FE and Training contexts and moreover, lessons from other contexts are not 

necessarily transferrable.   

OTLA and PRP were therefore devised to encourage practitioner-led approaches to action research 

and individual in-depth research respectively. By building research capacity within the sector the 

programmes could create a cadre of research-engaged critical practitioners who had to skills to 

access research literature and incorporate new ideas and practices that had been shown to be 

effective into their own teaching practice.  Furthermore, by ensuring that the action research and 

individual research projects were written up and shared they would contribute to the body of 

evidence, situated in the sector, about effective teaching practice.   

 

Programme design and delivery 

The OTLA and PRP were designed to build research capacity in the FE and Training sector. 

However, their approach is different, with OTLA supporting group-based action research and PRP 

supporting individual academic research. Both programmes have evolved over the course of 

delivery, building on learning each year. Programmes have each been delivered by the same 

delivery partner, which has supported the retention of learning and as a result, the delivery of high-

quality programmes with strong fidelity to their design.  

The design of both programmes was reviewed against the ETF’s 12 principles of effective CPD 

design. Both programmes were running before the principles were formally adopted by the ETF but 

nevertheless both were broadly in alignment with them.  OTLA and PRP embodied some of the 

principles particularly well such as those relating to using an evidence base and being informed by 

effective practice (principle #2), be sustained over time (#5), enabling collaboration and sustainable 

learning relationships (#8) and having opportunities for deliberate practice (#11) The PRP also 

demonstrated strong alignment with principle 3: using facilities, environments and materials that 
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engage and motivate practitioners to learn and develop.  Modifications or limitations were found with 

others such as setting clear expectations (#1), securing management buy in (#6), referring to the 

Professional Standards (#9) and planning next steps (#12). 

Recommendations: programme design and delivery 

- Recommendation 1: Embed all 12 principles of effective design and delivery in 

programmes that support practitioner-led research. 

- Recommendation 2: Provide clarity from the outset of programmes as to what (if any) final 

outputs are expected, and overall timescales for their delivery. 

- Recommendation 3: Provide sustained opportunities for practitioners to engage with 

practitioner-led research, to facilitate strong research cultures within organisations. 

- Recommendation 4: Use hybrid delivery methods that combine face to face with online 

delivery, to balance depth of learning and networking with accessibility considerations. 

- Recommendation 5: Promote the Professional Standards and accompanying tools and 

guides. The Standards may provide additional structure to participants’ experience and help 

them identify next steps for professional development. 

- Recommendation 6: Deliver exit interviews to signpost to other opportunities for professional 

development and discuss next steps. 

- Recommendation 7: Invite programme alumni to annual conferences or regional research 

forums to extend professional development and sustain skills and knowledge. 

Participant engagement and satisfaction    

Together, the OTLA and PRP programmes have supported 502 practitioners to design, test and 

implement 91 research projects. This included participants from a range of organisation types and 

job roles suggesting that the programmes are well known and accessible. Both programmes 

required dissemination and sharing findings as part of their design. Robust data regarding the reach 

of new knowledge or dissemination activity were not however available for either programme. Partly 

this was because dissemination most frequently occurs once research projects have been 

completed and this had not yet happened when the evaluation was reporting.  

Ethnicity data were only available for PRP as it was collected following university protocols. It is not 

possible to say whether participants were representative of the ESFA-funded teaching 

workforce for two reasons. First, data regarding that workforce available to ETF is becoming dated, 

and second, as a proportion of the workforce the PRP is so small that any difference could be due to 

statistical anomalies. Nevertheless, it is evident that the PRP attracts participants from a range of 

ethnic backgrounds, which will bring a good range of perspectives and viewpoints, reflecting the 

diversity of the sector. However, no equality, diversity and inclusion data are collected for the OTLA 

programme. The ETF should explore this further across their programmes, to understand its 

potential implications. 

Participation in the programmes required both organisational support and capacity to 

engage. These factors seem to be (for the most part) mutually reinforcing. Many participants who 

worked in a supporting organisation seemed to have greater capacity to engage with the 

programme, and vice versa. Other factors affecting participation included support from delivery 

partners, programme accessibility (the fact it was free was an enabling factor) and Covid-19 (which 
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affected teaching and other commitments but enabled online delivery, supporting accessibility).  

Satisfaction with the learning experience was high across both the OTLA and PRP 

programmes. The OTLA and PRP MA mid-point learning experience and satisfaction surveys 

revealed that almost all programme participants were satisfied with the learning experience overall. 

Just two of 51 OTLA individuals reported dissatisfaction with the information they received and the 

programme’s organisation, and two of 20 PRP participants were dissatisfied with these aspects of 

the PRP programme.   

Those providing satisfaction scores may not be a truly representative cross section of the participant 

cohort. While most PRP participants responded to the surveys, the OTLA survey was completed by 

11% of participants. The OTLA survey may not have been completed by people who did not 

complete the programme or who took a minor role in it. Therefore, there may be some respondent 

bias. Those who elected to contribute to the evaluation were also more likely to be those that valued 

their experience and again this may have led to some bias.  Nevertheless, those who participated in 

the evaluation were clearly very enthusiastic about their experiences and its effect on them as 

engaged practitioners.  

Recommendations: engagement and satisfaction 

- Recommendation 8: Collect data on equality, diversity and inclusion and compare with 

workforce characteristics data to assess diversity in participation and explore whether there are 

any unconscious biases that influence programme take up and experience. 

- Recommendation 9: Work with organisations to ensure practitioners have adequate time 

to participate in practitioner research. Require organisational buy-in to individual research 

with an expectation that a provider senior leader invest either their time (for example by 

attending a dissemination event) or their budget (to contribute to fees and travel costs) as a way 

of building support that is more than simply nominal.    

- Recommendation 10: Promote the benefits of practitioner research to organisations and 

senior management. Additional longer-term opportunities for systematic and robust evaluation 

could be explored, to understand the longer-term impacts of the programme on learner 

outcomes and organisational performance. 

- Recommendation 11: Support practitioners to align research topics with their teaching as 

far as possible, to create time efficiencies. Practitioners should also be encouraged to link 

research projects with their organisation’s strategic priorities to generate organisational buy in.  

- Recommendation 12: Continue to engage with organisations who have developed a 

strong research culture through the programmes, to understand how to create a self-

sustaining research culture. 

- Recommendation 13: Tailor programme eligibility requirements to focus on policy priorities 

for programmes with application processes. 

- Recommendation 14: Work with organisations to ensure that grant funding can be 

released easily and quickly, particularly for remission purposes. 

 
Outcomes and impact  

Participants made changes to their own individual practice. Some participants on both 
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programmes said they had implemented findings arising from their research projects. OTLA 

participants said they have, or planned to, continue using action research approaches while PRP 

participants have, or planned to, adopt research informed practices. There was also some evidence 

that the programmes have improved the quality of participants’ own teaching, learning and 

assessment practice. The majority of participants reported positive changes to their individual 

practice, which had in turn improved the quality of their practice. 

Programmes have facilitated changes to organisational research culture and practice. 

Positively, the fact that the programmes have been sustained over a number of years has supported 

the development of research cultures within a small number of organisations that have continued to 

send participants to the programmes year after year. Some organisations support their staff to 

engage with both programmes, depending on their professional development needs. However, this 

was not the case for all participants who found it harder to secure organisational support for their 

research and for its dissemination to their colleagues. Providing sustained opportunities for 

organisations to engage with practitioner-led research programmes has supported a build-up of 

research momentum and a ‘critical mass’ of practitioner researchers to sustain a research culture 

over the longer term. It remains to be seen, however, if this momentum will continue post 

programme.   

Learning was shared with participants’ peers and colleagues. This occurred both within 

organisations (e.g. staff training days, conversations with colleagues) and externally (e.g. 

conferences, blogs and podcasts). This has generated broader outcomes and impacts, including 

improving the quality of colleagues’ teaching, learning and assessment practice. 

Programme outputs have also provided an avenue for shared learning. Over the years, the 

programmes have generated a plethora of written research reports. Findings from OTLA projects 

are published each year in an anthology curated by the delivery partner, and PRP abstracts are 

published in their annual conference programme. Selected reports from both programmes can also 

be accessed through the ETF’s Practitioner Research and Evidence Portal17. This has generated a 

freely accessible, searchable legacy resource for practitioners seeking to improve their own 

improving teaching, learning and assessment. However, the extent to which the portal is utilised by 

the sector is unknown. 

The PRP and OTLA programmes have also provided a structure and platform for nationally and 

internationally renowned academics and sector leaders to share ideas and learning with like-minded 

communities of practitioners in the sector. The impact of this for practitioners may continue, 

potentially within formal structures of research dissemination (e.g. the FEresearchpodcast) which 

have been established as a result of the programmes. 

More widely, the programmes have demonstrated they can support key policy priorities in their 

delivery. Projects have focused on improving the teaching, learning and assessment of basic skills, 

a key priority for the DfE, and evidence suggests they have been broadly successful in doing so. 

Importantly for both the DfE and the ETF, as the research is undertaken by those in the sector, it is 

credible to those within the sector. Practitioners involved in teaching or embedding basic skills are 

likely to be more responsive to implementing learning generating by their peers to improve their 

practice. 

Participants that discussed attribution within evaluation interviews reported that the outcomes and 
 

 
 
17 https://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/prep  

https://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/prep
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programme effectiveness would not have been achieved without the programme, or at least 

not in the same timeframe or to the same scale. They reported that they would not have undertaken 

research projects without the support of the programme, and therefore the outcomes and impacts 

described would not have occurred, as they may not have implemented the ideas and strategies 

that they were undertaking research on. Participants suggested that there was nothing else 

available to them that provided the type of training, quality and learning experience that the OTLA 

and PRP offered. It therefore filled a gap in the market. 

Organisational commitment is key to sustaining impacts and realising longer term impacts. 

The support of a participants’ organisation is key, either providing help or hindrance to programme 

participation, project implementation and learning dissemination. Those organisations who have an 

existing culture of innovation and an openness towards action research and evidence informed 

practice are more likely to achieve greater quality impact generated through the programmes.  

It is worth noting that the programmes have tried to mitigate against potential lack of organisational 

commitment and support, by asking senior management at organisations to sign a supporting 

statement during the application process, but this has not always been effective. To strengthen this, 

the programmes could have facilitated regular check in between the delivery partners/mentors and 

senior management, to sustain buy-in and support as far as possible. This may have also been 

helpful for those OTLA participants who struggled to access grant funding from their organisation. 

Recommendations: outcomes and impact 

- Recommendation 15: Encourage current participants to continue to embed their learning 

within their organisations and share learning with senior management, to generate interest 

and enthusiasm for practitioner research. 

- Recommendation 16: Ensure that programme reports continue to be available and 

accessible to practitioners within the sector, to support shared learning. 

- Recommendation 17: Provide spaces for practitioners to share their research and 

learning, either within formal delivery structures (events/conferences) or informally (e.g. 

WhatsApp). 

- Recommendation 18: Ensure that research into effective teaching, learning and 

assessment in the FE and Training context is continued and adequately resourced. 

Maintaining engagement with sector academics, delivery partners and those with influence and 

platforms (e.g. FEresearchpodcast hosts) could support this.  

- Recommendation 19: promote the benefits of a culture of practitioner research to 

organisations with a less established research culture, to enhance practitioners’ ability to 

implement learning. This could include through establishing ‘champion’ organisations with a 

strong culture of practitioner research to share good practice with others.    

- Recommendation 20: Implement mentor visits to organisations, to provide advice and 

guidance on implementing learning within the participants’ own context. 

Programme effectiveness 

Both programmes met the needs of participants and their providers. The programmes 

complement each other and provide ‘unofficial’ progression pathways. Through delivering both the 

OTLA and PRP programmes, the ETF’s offer has supported practitioners with a range of 

professional development needs. Having both programmes has enabled practitioners to engage 
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with practice-based research at different levels of intensity, and access different levels of support. 

The OTLA has provided a lighter touch, supportive and collaborative opportunity for practitioners to 

undertake research, and the PRP has provided a more intensive, accredited route for individuals 

seeking a more academic opportunity. Having tiered opportunities has also provided the building 

blocks for practitioners to progress in their professional development, with some practitioners 

moving through the OTLA, to the PRP MA Short Course, then the PRP MPhil. 

Practitioners who are engaged with the OTLA and PRP are likely to be those practitioners who are 

typically more engaged with professional development in the sector. Many of those who participated 

in the evaluation had been actively involved in other forms of professional development that they 

elected to do. Even so, it was reported that participation in the programmes has re-enthused 

practitioners, and re-invigorated their sense of professional self. One of the factors which was 

important was the practitioners’ ability to choose what to investigate and set their own agenda. This 

fostered a sense of ownership and autonomy over their own research. Providing the right 

opportunities for these practitioners to extend their professional self is important for the sector, to 

ensure those who are driving forward innovations and reflective practice are retained in the sector 

and have influence in its direction. 

Both programmes were effective in meeting their objectives. However, different delivery 

approaches and activities were considered to enhance programme effectiveness. Evidence 

suggests that a hybrid approach to delivery is most effective in engaging practitioners. While 

online delivery enables practitioners with limited capacity to engage more effectively, face-to-face 

opportunities arguably support deeper learning, through enabling connections to be made amongst 

participants and providing the informal opportunities valuable for shared learning, encouraging 

critical reflection amongst peers. 

Additionally, mentoring relationships have been particularly effective in supporting 

practitioners to achieve outcomes and impacts. Mentors with appropriate knowledge and 

expertise were vital to the programmes’ success, facilitating a comfortable and supportive 

environment for participants to get to grips with the knowledge and skills required to undertake 

effective research. However, the quality of relationships did vary between participants on both 

programmes. Relationships could have been strengthened by establishing standards or 

communication protocols between mentors and mentees, encouraging regular communication to 

address emerging issues in between meetings, and ensuring mentors were flexible to the needs and 

capacity of participants. 

Current participants are keen to continue to participate in practitioner-led research 

professional development. When interviewed, participants were unaware that the programmes 

were closing in their current format.  At this point, many participants said they were keen to continue 

their professional development through undertaking another OTLA project or progressing onto the 

MPhil pathway. This is testament to the effectiveness of the programmes, indicating their quality and 

impact, but also suggests that there is a market for future practitioner-led research programmes.  

Recommendations: programme effectiveness 

- Recommendation 21: Develop progression pathways between similar programmes to 

support progression in practitioner professional development, and support cohorts of 

practitioners with varying development needs. 
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- Recommendation 22: Provide practitioners with access to individuals with expertise in 

action research or research informed practice. Mentoring from those with research or subject 

expertise is particularly impactful.  

- Recommendation 23: Provide participants with a tangible record of achievement at 

programme completion, whether that be a written report, accreditation or a certificate. 

- Recommendation 24: Ensure that practitioners have a sense of ownership over their own 

research by giving practitioners autonomy to choose what they research albeit within certain 

parameters linked to funder and organisational priorities. 

- Recommendation 25: Enable practitioner-led research networks developed through the 

programmes to be maintained where possible, to continue momentum of research informed 

practice within the sector. 

- Recommendation 26: Create opportunities for peer mentoring where possible, to support 

practitioners to share good practice and work through common challenges. 

Monitoring and evaluation 

It is important to recognise the gaps in the evidence included within this evaluation. This evaluation 

ran to March 2022, but both programmes continued on beyond the timescales of the evaluation. 

Therefore, while this evaluation has been able to present findings around short term outcomes, the 

extent to which medium- and longer-term outcomes and impacts could be identified within the 

timescales of the evaluation has been limited.  

The challenges with undertaking an impact evaluation prior to programme completion is exemplified 

by the lack of PRP MPhil mid-point learner experience survey data in this report; at the time of 

analysis, these participants had not yet reached that stage of the programme.  

There are also broader issues with data used in this evaluation. The lack of data capturing the 

characteristics of OTLA participants (such as gender and ethnicity) makes any valid assessment 

about the equality, diversity and inclusion aspects of the programme impossible. It is therefore not 

possible to assess the extent to which those who participated in the OTLA programme are 

representative of the wider FE and Training sector. 

There were also inconsistencies in the OTLA’s participant data. While the ETF booking system data 

were updated by the delivery partner, there were still inconsistencies between data from the booking 

system and data from the delivery partner. To avoid this in future, it would be helpful if programme 

managers could reconcile data drawn from the ETF booking system with provider data at regular 

intervals to ensure a full and up to date set of data is available for ETF decision makers and 

evaluators. 

Recommendations: monitoring and evaluation 

- Recommendation 27: Extend evaluation timescales where possible, to capture data on 

medium to longer term outcomes and impacts. 

- Recommendation 28: Programme managers should reconcile data drawn from the ETF 

booking system with provider data at regular intervals to ensure a full and up to date set of 

data is available for ETF decision makers and evaluators. 
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- Recommendation 29: Develop a consistent programme management information system 

which all delivery partners use to record participant engagement and characteristics (including 

organisation and organisation type, and job role and job type) across all projects. This will 

enable more effective comparison and more accurate participant data.  

- Recommendation 30: Apply the ETF’s standard learning experience and satisfaction 

survey across all programmes consistently to enable effective comparison between 

programmes, and improved understanding of what works. 
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ANNEX A: LOGIC MODELS AND METHODS 

This evaluation was delivered using a theory-based approach, influenced by realist evaluation, to 

test not just whether a programme has worked but why it has worked and under what conditions, to 

arrive at an understanding of context (relevant circumstances), mechanism (how change is 

generated) and outcome (observed results)18. To explore these factors, the evaluation is 

underpinned by programme logic models, which articulate a sequential process of anticipated 

effects, alongside both enablers and challenges. SQW developed logic models for both the OTLA 

programme and the PRP programme in discussion with ETF and these are presented in Figure A-1 

and Figure A-2. 

This evaluation comprised three phases. The evaluation commenced with a scoping phase involving 

stakeholder interviews, a review of documentation and data scoping and the developing of an 

evaluation framework and research tools. The scoping phase was completed in November 2021.  

The second phase, data collection and analysis, ran from December 2021 to February 2022. It 

involved: 

- Four impact focused case studies, including an interview with a programme participant and 

interviews with relevant individuals within their organisation (e.g. the CPD lead within their 

organisation or past participants). This included two case studies with OTLA participants, and two 

case studies with PRP participants.  

- 30 interviews with programme participants.  

o OTLA interviews were conducted with 15 participants  

o PRP interviews were conducted with 15 participants, (five MA Short Course participants, 

and 10 MPhil programme participants).  

- Two focus groups with those responsible for the design and delivery of the two programmes, 

one with three representatives from ccConsultancy, focused on the OTLA, and another with four 

representatives from SUNCETT, focused on PRP.  

As part of the evaluation, data or evidence collected by the delivery partner and ETF have also been 

analysed, including: 

- Participant survey data (see Annex B for further detail) 

o 51 responses to an OTLA mid-point survey were received. This survey was administered 

by the ETF, using their standard experience and satisfaction survey. The end-point 

survey will be undertaken outside of the evaluation timescales.  

o 20 responses to a PRP MA Short Course mid-point survey were received. This survey 

was administered by the ETF, using their standard experience and satisfaction survey. 

The end-point survey will be undertaken outside of the evaluation timescales.  

 
 
 
18 As outlined in the HMT Treasury (2020) Magenta Book: Central Government guidance on evaluation 



 

75/105 

 

o 2719 survey responses from PRP MPhil Year 1 and 2 participants were received, using a 

survey adapted from The Learning Survey20. This survey was designed and administered 

by SUNCETT. 

- Participant monitoring data (see Annex C for further detail), including: 

o Participant enrolment and characteristics data, detailing participant organisation and 

job role. These were collected through the ETF’s booking system for OTLA participants, 

and via SUNCETT for PRP participants.  

o Equality, diversity and inclusion data, for the PRP only. 

o additional monitoring data or feedback collected by the delivery partners. 

- Reports produced through ETF’s Quality Assurance (QA) process, reflecting on the 12 

principles of effective CPD and the extent to which the design and delivery of the programme 

embodies the principles. 

All qualitative evaluation data were analysed using MaxQDA software, which enabled the systematic 

and thematic review of qualitative data. All personal data (such as name, organisation and job title) 

were removed from interview notes prior to analysis in MaxQDA and replaced with SQW unique 

identifiers. All quantitative data were analysed in Microsoft Excel. 

The third phase, reporting, involved a draft report, submitted in early March 2022. Following this, a 

validation meeting was facilitated with ETF, to test the validity of evaluation findings and the 

practicality of the proposed recommendations. The final report was submitted to the ETF at the end 

of March 2022.  

 
 
 
19 The number of responses to the PRP MPhil survey is greater than the total number of MPhil participants. This is as a result of one participant 
submitting two surveys. However, as the survey is anonymous, the duplicate cannot be identified and extracted. 

20 The Learning Survey - Osiris Educational 

https://osiriseducational.co.uk/the-learning-survey/
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Figure A-1: OTLA logic model 
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Figure A-2: PRP logic model 
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ANNEX B: PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT INFORMATION 
TECHNICAL ANNEX 

This annex presents an analysis of management information for the OTLA and PRP programmes. It 

includes information on the number of participants involved in programmes and key characteristics. 

This annex should be read with the following considerations: 

- Programme management information for the OTLA programme and the PRP is collected 

differently. Data on OTLA participants is collected through the ETF’s booking system, and data 

on PRP participants is collected by SUNCETT.  

- Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) data is only available for PRP participants. This is 

because this data is collected by SUNCETT via the University of Sunderland’s registration and 

enrolment processes. Processes for the collection of EDI data for the OTLA were not agreed 

between ETF and DfE in time to be enacted.  

OTLA engagement and participant characteristics 

Data regarding participants on the OTLA programme is collected directly through the ETF’s booking 

system. The most recent data were provided by the ETF as downloaded from the booking system 

on 28 February 2022.  

Table B-1 shows practitioner engagement by the number of practitioners and projects (based on the 

number of organisations) enrolled onto the programme, the number of participants and projects that 

withdrew from the programme before it started, and the number of participants who were active by 

12 April 2022. 

Table B-2 shows the proportion of active participants by their job role. It does not include the job role 

20 participants who were not inputted onto the ETF’s Booking System due to data protection 

processes within one of the participating organisations. 

Table B-3 shows the proportion of active organisation type. Please note, the organisation and 

organisation type was not recorded in the ETF booking system data. A list of projects and the 

organisations involved in delivering them was shared with SQW by ccConsultancy. The list of 

organisations was used to determine the type of organisation, which was coded by SQW.  

Table B-1: OTLA participant and project engagement 
 Enrolled Withdrawn Active 

Unique participants 455 4 451 
Projects 42 1 41 
Source: ETF Booking System Data and ccConsultancy OTLA project list 

TableB-2: OTLA active participant job role (excludes 20 participants not included in ETF 

Booking System data) 

 Number of participants % 

Senior Leader 12 3 

Manager 49 11 

Advanced Practitioner 39 9 

Teacher 277 64 
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 Number of participants % 

Teaching Support 7 2 

Administration 2 0 

Other 30 7 

Unknown 15 3 

Total 431 100% 

Source: ETF Booking System data 

Table B-3: OTLA active organisation type 

 Number of organisations 

General FE College 24 

Adult (19+) Education 
Provider 6 

Other Public Funded (local 
gov, higher education) 

3 

Private Sector Public 
Funded (e.g. ITPs) 

1 

Specialist College 4 

Total 38 

Source: ccConsultancy OTLA project list 

PRP engagement and participant characteristics 

Data regarding PRP participants is collected by SUNCETT, the programme delivery partner. These 

data were provided by the ETF from SUNCETT at the outset of the programme. To date, there have 

been no participants who have withdrawn from the programme.  

- Table B-4 shows practitioner engagement by the number of practitioners participating in the MA 

Short Course, MPhil year 1 or MPhil year 2 strand of the programme. 

- Table B-5 shows the number of participants by their job role. Please note, the job role was not 

recorded in the SUNCETT data. This has been categorised by SQW based on the specific job 

title of participants and may therefore not be completely reliable.  

- Table B-6 shows the number of participants by the type of organisation they work for. Please 

note, the organisation type was not recorded in the SUNCETT data. This has been categorised 

by SQW based on the organisation name with web searches where type was not clear.  

- Table B-7 shows the number of participants based on the region they work in.  

- Table B-8 presents equality, diversity and inclusion data collected by SUNCETT. 

Given the small number of participants involved in the PRP, percentages have not been used in this 

analysis. 

Table B-4: PRP participants 

 Number of participants 

MA Short Course 25 
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 Number of participants 

MPhil Year 1 12 

MPhil Year 2 14 

Total 51 

Source: PRP monitoring data 

Table B-5: PRP participant job role 

 Number of participants 

Senior Leader 1 

Manager 14 

Teacher 36 

Total 51 

Source: PRP monitoring data 

Table B-6: PRP participant organisation type 

Organisation Type Number of participants 

General FE College 38 

Other Public Funded (local gov, higher education) 1 

Private Sector Public Funded (e.g. ITPs) 6 

Adult (19+) Education Provider 4 

Other 2 

Total 51 

Source: PRP monitoring data 

Table B-7: PRP participant region 

 Number of participants 

East Midlands 4 

East of England 4 

London 14 

North East 2 

North East  1 

North West 6 

South East 8 

South West 4 

West Midlands 3 

Yorkshire 5 

Total 51 

Source: PRP monitoring data 
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PRP equality, diversity and inclusion characteristics 

Table B-8: PRP participant EDI data (based on those who declared EDI data) 

 Number of participants 

Ethnicity  

Asian or Asian British 4 

Black, African, Caribbean or Black British 2 

Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 3 

White 38 

Other 3 

Gender  

Female 16 

Male 34 

Disability  

Disabled 3 

Source: PRP EDI Data (SUNCETT)  
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ANNEX C: PARTICIPANT SURVEY TECHNICAL ANNEX 

This Annex presents an analysis of participant surveys and feedback for the OTLA and PRP 

programme. Feedback from participants is important to each programme’s delivery team. This 

Annex describes how each feedback system works, respondent profiles and findings.  

 

Feedback mechanism 
OTLA: learning experience satisfaction survey 

Participants of the OTLA programme completed a mid-point learning experience satisfaction survey 

in January 2022, administered by the ETF. The survey asked participants to respond to key 

questions relating to a range of topics including participants’ learning experience; course content; 

the impact of their learning experience; how participants will apply their learning in the next two 

months; likelihood of them recommending the learning experience to a colleague; and elements that 

participants like most and would improve about the learning experience.  

The endpoint survey will be shared with participants in March 2022, and therefore falls outside the 

parameters of this evaluation which is reporting in March 2022. 

 PRP MA Short Course: learning experience satisfaction survey 

Participants of the PRP MA programme completed a mid-point learning experience satisfaction 

survey in February 2022, administered by the ETF during their second Research Development 

Workshop. This survey is broadly similar to the survey administered to OTLA participants.  

The endpoint survey will be shared with participants in August 2022, and therefore falls outside the 

parameters of this evaluation which is reporting in March 2022. 

Participants of the PRP MA Short Course also submitted written qualitative feedback to SUNCETT, 

at the end of their first Research Development Workshop. This process was designed to be short, 

with participants asked to ‘send a postcard’ with their feedback, resulting in feedback of no more 

than three paragraphs from each participant.  

PRP MPhil: learner feedback survey 

Participants of the PRP MPhil Year 1 and 2 pathways completed an evaluation survey developed 

and administered by SUNCETT, which was adapted from The Learning Survey21. This survey was 

used to show PRP participants a different method of collecting data, who could then choose to use 

this approach in their own research design. The survey was administered following the first 

Research Development Workshop attended. The survey asks participants to respond to key 

questions relating to the extent to which the programme is committed to critical and systematic 

research; develop practitioner skills and knowledge of pedagogy in educational research; support 

practitioner engagement with the programme; and develop knowledge and understanding of the 

relationship between educational research, educational theory and educational practice.  

All PRP participants on the MPhil will have the opportunity to complete ETF’s mid-point learning 

experience and satisfaction survey. However, this will be administered in March 2022 when their 

second Research Development Workshops are held, and therefore falls outside the parameters of 

the evaluation which is reporting in March 2022.  

Respondent profiles 

 
 
 
21 The Learning Survey - Osiris Educational 

https://osiriseducational.co.uk/the-learning-survey/
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The number of survey responses received by SQW to analyse are summarised in Table C-1. Given 

the small number of responses for all three surveys, percentage figures are not used within this 

analysis.  

The number of responses to the PRP MPhil survey is greater than the total number of MPhil 

participants. This is as a result of one participant submitting two surveys. However, as the survey is 

anonymous, the duplicate cannot be identified and extracted.  

Table C-1: OTLA and PRP survey responses 

 OTLA PRP MPhil PRP MA 

Number of participants 451 26 25 

Timing of survey data collection Jan 2022 Oct- Nov 2021 Feb 2021 

Number of responses 51 27 20 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey, PRP evaluation survey, programme management information  

Information regarding the characteristics of respondents is not recorded / shared. Therefore, there is 

no job role, EDI data or other personal characteristics to analyse.  

This analysis should be read with the following considerations in mind: 

- The survey for the PRP MPhil programme different to the PRP MA and OTLA programmes, so 

results cannot be compared. 

- The OTLA survey has a significantly smaller response rate than the PRP programme surveys  

- Feedback for both programmes is captured at their mid-point and is therefore unable to capture 

reflections on the full training experience.  

- The end-point surveys are due to be distributed at the same time the evaluation is reporting its 

findings and therefore cannot be included in this analysis.  
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received from 351 OTLA participants.  

Table C-2: I was satisfied with…  

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

My learning experience overall 26 22 1 0 2 0 0 51 

The information I received 25 22 2 0 2 0 0 51 

The organisation overall 33 15 1 0 2 0 0 51 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 

Table C-3: My learning experience… 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

Will have a positive impact on my 
professional practice  

28 21 1 0 1 0 0 51 

Has improved my knowledge of 
action research 

30 18 2 0 1 0 0 51 

Has increased my confidence to 
use action research to improve my 
teaching skills or practice  

27 17 6 0 1 0 0 51 

Has improved my research skills 21 17 11 0 1 1 0 51 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 

Table C-4: Improvements in practice and organisational change 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

I can identify some improvements 
in my teaching, learning and 

17 27 2 0 3 2 0 51 
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 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

assessment strategies as a result 
of this learning experience 

My participation in this learning 
experience has contributed to 
positive organisational change 

8 21 11 2 2 3 4 51 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 

How participation has contributed to organisational change 

Open text responses to a question about implementation of learning suggested many respondents had implemented learning from their 

projects, either in their own department or across the organisation. Several had implemented new ways of teaching based on evidence 

generated through their action research project. This included using a ‘word of the week’ to include in all assignments as a means of 

embedding English into the wider curriculum in one organisation, and the implementation of reading mentoring schemes in another.  

A number or participants had shared learning and new techniques from their OTLA projects with colleagues, and several said that they had 

increased cross-departmental working as a result of their participation in the project. For example, one ESOL department reported working 

more closely with their functional skills department. Another participant had organised cross-organisational CPD sessions, and another had 

shared “practical teaching nuggets that will help embed digital activities for those learners who have low level literacy skills”. 

Table C-5: How will you apply this learning in the next two months? 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

Share learning with colleagues 24 24 0 1 0 0 2 51 

Change learning delivery 16 28 2 0 0 1 4 51 

Change future planning 22 26 1 0 0 0 2 51 

Change learner support 19 18 7 0 0 2 5 51 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 
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Table C-6: How likely are you to recommend this learning experience to a friend or 

colleague? (n= 51) 

Rating Total responses 

10 (extremely likely) 22 

9 6 

8 11 

7 10 

6 1 

5 0 

4 0 

3 0 

2 1 

1 (not at all likely) 0 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 

Table C-7: How confident are you in your knowledge and understanding of the topic? (n=51) 

 Total responses 

Extremely confident 5 

Very confident 27 

Moderately confident 18 

Slightly confident 1 

Not at all confident 0 

Source: OTLA mid-point survey 

 

What do you think was the best part of the learning experience? 

The opportunity for networking was one of the most commonly reported highlights of the OTLA 

experience, with participants saying that the ability to meet new connections and discuss common 

problems and solutions was a particularly beneficial aspect of the programme. One, for example, 

reported that the highlight of the programme was “making connections with other teachers across 

the sector to share the challenges we face and to investigate aspects of our teaching so we can do 

the best job we can for learners”. Similarly, participants said that they found the discussions, and the 

dissemination event to be inspirational, thought provoking and encouraging. One pointed out that 

these discussions “[make] me feel part of a larger concern and reassures me to be with like-minded 

professionals” 

A number of participants said that the support from the mentors and facilitators was the best aspect 

of the experience, and others said they found the resources provided by the programme’s 

organisers to be useful in facilitating the process. 

A few said they found the dedicated time out of their schedule to research and gain new skills was 

the most valuable part of the OTLA programme. 

Please name one thing that would improve the learning experience 

Individuals reported wanting more time for networking and collaboration, including informal time 
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spent with other participants and mentors, as well as formal collaborative activities, including one 

suggestion of a buddy system which paired two project participants together. A few people said that 

being able to connect with other participants outside of sessions would be helpful, either by sharing 

contact details of all participants on the project, or via an online forum in which participants could 

share problems and solutions. Requests for face-to-face networking were common, though many 

people suggesting this acknowledged the logistical and regulatory issues surrounding this at the 

time of their projects. 

A number of people suggested that greater up-front information would be useful, both about action 

research, and about the budgetary and reporting requirements of the project which were a common 

issue. Participants in particular struggled with the financial reporting requirements, and suggested 

that this required better support at the beginning of the programme. 

A few participants said that more time to participate would be useful, with one highlighting that it 

would be good to “have more time to engage with the research process and opportunities on offer”, 

stating ”I feel like I’m running my research project on a shoestring and sometimes to the detriment of 

my day-to-day teaching responsibilities”. Another said that time constraints meant that they 

struggled to find learners for their action research in the timeframe to get the project started on 

schedule. 

 

Findings from PRP MA mid-point survey 

The tables below present analysis by question for the PRP MA Short Course mid-point learning 

experience and satisfaction survey. In total 20 responses were received from 25 MA Short Course 

participants.  

Table C-8: I was satisfied with…  

 Strong
ly 
agree 

Agree Neithe
r 
agree 
nor 
disagr
ee 

Disagr
ee 

Strong
ly 
disagr
ee 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

My learning 
experience overall 

10 8 0 0 2 0 0 20 

The information I 
received 

11 6 1 0 2 0 0 20 

The organisation 
overall 

9 6 3 0 2 0 0 20 

The skills and 
knowledge of the 
facilitators 

16 2 0 0 2 0 0 20 

Source: PRP mid-point survey 
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Table C-9: The content was relevant and appropriate to my role 

 Strongl
y agree 

Agree Neithe
r 
agree 
nor 
disagr
ee 

Disagr
ee 

Strong
ly 
disagr
ee 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

The content was 
relevant and 
appropriate to my 
role 

10 7 0 0 3 0 0 20 

Source: PRP mid-point survey 

Table C-10: My learning experience… 

 Strong
ly 
agree 

Agree Neithe
r 
agree 
nor 
disagr
ee 

Disagr
ee 

Strong
ly 
disagr
ee 

Don’t 
know 

N/A Total 

Has had a positive 
impact on my 
professional practice 

11 7 0 0 2 0 0 20 

Has improved my 
teaching capabilities 

6 7 3 0 2 1 0 20 

Has improved my 
knowledge of the topic 

9 7 1 0 3 0 0 20 

Has increased my 
confidence to deliver 
the topic 

10 6 1 0 1 0 2 20 

has contributed to 
improvements to other 
colleagues' teaching 
practices 

2 7 5 1 2 3 0 20 

Source: PRP mid-point survey 

 

Please provide an example of how your participation on the programme has contributed to 

improvements to other colleagues' teaching practices 

This open text question was left unanswered by the majority of respondents, and given that almost 

half of respondents answered ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘not applicable’ or ‘don’t know’ to the 

multiple choice question ‘my learning experience has contributed to improvements in other 

colleagues‘ teaching practices’, it follows that it remains too early for participants to see the effects 

of the PRP projects on colleagues teaching practices. 

Those that responded said that participation in the programme had largely contributed to 

improvement in colleagues’ teaching practice through the sharing of ideas and knowledge, one for 

example reported that improvements had come about through “discussion about readings and 

modelling how to use journal articles”, and another said “the expertise of the lecturers has helped 
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me to deliver effective CPD to staff at my centre”.  

Table C-11: My participation on the programme has contributed to wider positive 

organisational change 

 Total 

Yes 9 

No 11 

Source: PRP mid-point survey 

Please provide an example of wider positive organisational change that your participation on the 

programme contributed to: 

In response to this open question participants reported that organisations had adapted delivery to 

incorporate activities from their action research projects, this included taking alternative approaches 

to teaching, as well as working with other staff members to improve teaching, learning and 

assessment more broadly. One participant reported ”our college is adopting a new approach to 

embedding maths in reaction to my research project”, another said “our CPD offering has changed 

at our centre based on the experience at SUNCETT”. 

One practitioner stated that participation in the programme had increased their organisation’s 

flexibility in the content and approaches used for functional skills English teaching, and had 

encouraged the organisation to trust in tutors to adapt or move away from planned teaching, 

learning and assessment activities.  

Table C-12: How likely are you to recommend this learning experience to a friend or 

colleague? 

Rating Total responses 

10 (extremely likely) 8 

9 2 

8 6 

7 2 

6 2 

5 0 

4 0 

3 0 

2 0 

1 (not at all likely) 0 

Source: PRP mid-point survey 

Table C-13: How confident are you in your knowledge and understanding of the topic? 

 Total responses 

Extremely confident 0 

Very confident 6 

Moderately confident 12 

Slightly confident 2 
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 Total responses 

Not at all confident 0 

Source: PRP mid-point survey 

What do you think was the best part of the learning experience? 

The ability to network with, and meet new people with similar experience was regarded as the best 

part of the experience by many of the participants. In particular, the ability to share knowledge and 

experience between participants was beneficial. Similarly, the ability to talk to, and tap into the 

knowledge and experience of the tutors leading the sessions was reported to be the best part of the 

experience by many; “the knowledge of the tutors, they are outstanding with their support”. Others 

highlighted the usefulness of the tutorials and workshops, and the expertise that was shared during 

these activities. 

Please name one thing that would improve the learning experience 

More contact time with tutors, and more support were the most common suggested improvements 

to the programme. Specifically, greater clarity at the beginning of the process about interim 

reporting, and IT requirements would have been useful, as well as sessions on specific skills and 

research.  

MA Short Course feedback 

MA Short Course participants also shared qualitative feedback at the end of their first Workshop. 

Key themes from this feedback are summarised below. 

The feedback provided was positive, with participants finding the programme to be well organised, 

informative, and inspiring. Several participants said that the course pushed them out of their comfort 

zone, and though one person said this was slightly overwhelming at times, the challenging nature of 

the course was appreciated by the vast majority. One participant said “It’s scary to step so far out of 

my comfort zone, but the workshops and tutorials have really helped me see I can do this”. The 

feedback highlights how participants gained a greater knowledge of action research and issues 

faced, as well as greater confidence and clarity about their own research topics.  

In addition to course content, the support and mentoring provided was reported by a number of 

people to have been very good, with the expertise of those providing the training highlighted by 

several participants. The resources provided were likewise positively received and helped with the 

facilitation of these sessions.  

The emphasis placed on networking / collaboration with others was appreciated, with a greater 

network being one of the most common positive outcomes reported by those on the programme. 

One participant, for example, stated “the power of connections has empowered me on this course” 

whilst another said “I’ve met some great, likeminded people, I think [the programme] selected some 

real brainiacs I can learn from”. Discussions and the sharing of ideas between participants were 

beneficial, with feedback highlighting that these sessions enabled participants to discuss ideas and 

gain different perspectives. One participant said that they would like to have seen greater 

opportunities for collaborative activities in order to facilitate this networking and collaboration. 
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Findings from PRP MPhil evaluation survey  

The tables below present analysis by question for the PRP MPhil evaluation survey. In total 27 responses were received, from only 26 MPhil 

participants. This means that one duplicate response has been received. However, because feedback was provided anonymously, it is not 

possible to determine which respondent submitted their feedback twice.  

Table C-14: Commitment to critical and systematic research 

SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

Are committed to the development of the research, 
knowledge, training and skills of PRP practitioner 
researchers in this cohort 

24 3 0 0 0 0 27 

Adjust the Research Development Workshop if we 
experience difficulties in learning 

20 6 1 0 0 0 27 

Enable us to develop confidence and increased sense of 
self-esteem in the conduct of educational research 

21 5 1 0 0 0 27 

Use tutorials and other assessment results to provide 
extra help/extension as appropriate to each PRP 
practitioner researcher 

15 7 5 0 0 0 27 

Create a positive atmosphere in the Research 
Development Workshop in which we feel part of a 
community of practitioner researchers, teachers, 
scholars and theorists 

19 6 2 0 0 0 27 

Provide time for us to reflect and talk about theories and 
concepts in educational research appropriate to each 
Workshop 

16 8 3 0 0 0 27 

Source: PRP evaluation survey 

Table C-15: Pedagogy in educational research 

SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

Encourage us to test ideas and concepts from research 
and theory out in our practice to help us to discover and 

16 9 2 0 0 0 27 
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SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

share guiding principles in the conduct of educational 
research 

Develop our ability to think carefully and critically in 
order to engage in balanced reasoning and develop our 
powers of argument construction in the conduct of our 
educational research 

14 11 2 0 0 0 27 

Encourage us to try out different techniques in 
educational research to identify and address problems 
related to enduring educational issues and competing 
discourses in the practice of education 

17 9 1 0 0 0 27 

Encourage us to place a high value on engagement in 
educational research and to recognise its importance 
and role in the improvement of educational practice 

20 6 1 0 0 0 27 

Explain the purpose of each Research Development 
Workshop to us 

18 6 3 0 0 0 27 

Know and cater for the problems, issues and challenges 
that we share in learning new topics and engaging in 
educational research, academic writing and scholarship 

13 12 1 0 0 0 27 

Help us to construct an understanding of the language 
and processes involved in engaging in and reporting 
educational research 

16 10 1 0 0 0 27 

Source: PRP evaluation survey 

Table C-11: Engagement with the programme 

SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

Challenge PRP practitioner researchers to think through 
and solve problems in the conduct of educational 
research and practice, either individually or as a group 

18 8 1 0 0 0 27 
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SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

Make theory, research and key issues and debates in 
the development of educational practice accessible, 
engaging and interesting for me 

16 10 1 0 0 0 27 

Make issues in educational research come alive in the 
Research Development Workshops 

14 13 0 0 0 0 27 

Show us interesting and useful ways of identifying, 
analysing and addressing problems, contradictions, 
assumptions, assertions and challenges in published 
peer-reviewed research 

16 10 1 0 0 0 27 

Help us to become critical readers and writers of 
educational research 

18 8 0 0 0 1 27 

Compared with all other research training that I have 
had, it is the best 

17 10 0 0 0 0 27 

Source: PRP evaluation survey 

Table C-11: Relationship between Educational Research, Educational Theory and Educational Practice 

SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

Help us to understand how educational research relates 
to theory and educational practice in the real world 

18 9 0 0 0 0 27 

Help us to make the links between the different topics in 
educational research and other aspects of our lives as 
teachers, learners and researchers 

22 5 0 0 0 0 27 

Prepare us for further research in the future by helping 
us to read, write, think, talk and act like educational 
researchers and to see how important educational 
research is/will be in our future careers and to everyday 
life 

18 7 2 0 0 0 27 

Teach us about the way in which educational research 
contributes to changes in society and the way in which 

17 10 0 0 0 0 27 
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SUNCETT Tutors on the PRP… Strongly 
agree 

Usually 
agree 

Somewh
at agree 

Slightly 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Total 

education and society have changed because of 
educational research 

Help us to realise that educational research is constantly 
evolving and growing by helping us to develop a 
deepening sense of educational practice theory and 
research in the sector 

20 7 0 0 0 0 27 

Source: PRP evaluation survey 

Overall Comments: Please offer any further comments on your experiences of this Research Development Workshop in the blank space 

provided below: 

 

 

 

 

The open text responses to this question were analysed by SUNCETT and manually coded on a scale of 1-6, where 1 is very negative and 6 is 

very positive. SUNCETT analysis indicates 24 of the participants reported a strongly positive experience of the PRP and therefore being coded 

as a 6, and 3 participants reported a mostly positive experience, being coded as a 5. SUNCETT indicate that the four individuals indicated that 

they felt there was room for improvement in Workshop 1, particularly with regard to their knowledge of educational research, and their current 

level of skills in conducting educational research.  
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ANNEX E: CASE STUDIES 

Impact Case Study A (Practitioner Research Programme) 

Based in Greater London, Organisation A is a General FE college offering academic, vocational and 

foundation learning courses to support learners of all ages and offers a range of courses including 

higher education, apprenticeships, and traineeships. The organisation has a strong track record on 

the Practitioner Research Programme (PRP), with four current participants and alumni who have 

graduated from the programme.   

This case study has been developed based on interviews with two current participants on the MPhil 

programme; a plumbing lecturer in their first year and an English lecturer in their second, both who 

previously participated in the MA Short Course. It also draws on interviews with two CPD leads at 

the organisation; the Head of Higher Education and Technical Skills, a current MPhil second year 

participant, and the Director of Teaching, Learning and Innovation, a previous MPhil participant who 

has subsequently progressed to study for a PhD.  

Engagement and satisfaction 

Participants were very satisfied with their overall experience of the PRP. Two elements of the 

programme that interviewees reported to be especially satisfactory were the residentials and the 

delivery team.   

Having a residential provided participants with the opportunity to focus on their learning and “get 

away from everything else” and “throw themselves” into their studies. The residential experience 

also allowed them to spend time with fellow participants, in both formal and informal situations, 

providing the opportunity to build rapport with people in the same field and from similar 

organisations, and to establish a community of practitioners.  

The input from the PRP delivery team was also seen as extremely high quality. Not only through 

the quality of one-to-one tutorials and support, but participants also noted the quality of the practical 

suggestions provided by the team, be it through recommended readings, writing advice, 

encouraging critical peer-to-peer feedback and suggesting “different avenues to pursue”, for example. 

Linked to this, one interviewee specifically highlighted that a unique strength of the programme 

(compared with other CPD) was the level of academic input into the programme.  

Outcomes for professional practice 

As a result of their participation in the PRP, participants have been able to develop their research 

skills and confidence, and as a result have begun to make changes to their teaching practice. 

One interviewee now feels more confident to trust in their judgement regarding the educational 

value of a particular innovation and introduce new things to their practice “from this you come away 

and it has lit a fire under you, you come away from tutorials and feel like you can do anything; it is 

reinvigorating”. This feedback was echoed by another participant who also noted that the 

programme encouraged them to consider different perspectives when they teach.  

The organisational culture encourages and expects staff to disseminate their learning. Opportunities 

for this included:   

- at regularly held staff development sessions as a formal part of the agenda 

- contributing experience from PRP to an episode on the organisation’s podcast (run by its digital 

team and for staff members) 
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- informal conversations with peers which was enabled as participants said they had more 

confidence in what they were saying based on their research experience 

- the ETF Practitioner Research Conference 

- other knowledge sharing sessions facilitated by other external organisations.  

There was appetite amongst participants to share findings further still, for example through 

social media, conferences or utilising the network of peer PRP participants to create opportunities.  

Outcomes for organisational performance 

The PRP has had an impact on the organisation according to interviewees. In addition to the 

dissemination of learning, the PRP was viewed to have supported a transition to a culture of 

research at the organisation, contributing directly to the organisation’s strategic ambitions to 

‘develop pedagogy and research’. Being an active researcher was said to be a way to encourage 

staff autonomy and agency at the organisation because it provides an opportunity for individual to 

follow their interests, learn about things that they are passionate about and make a difference to 

their professional practice. An example of this is that the organisation is planning to introduce an 

initiative encouraging staff to develop small scale research projects, as an introduction to 

practitioner research.  

Impacts for learners 

Anecdotal evidence of a positive impact on learners was reported. For example, one interviewee 

said that they had an in-depth discussion about their research with their learners which 

subsequently led to improved engagement and interest amongst their English GCSE learners. 

Another interviewee reported that the organisation has seen the largest number of learners 

applying for further degrees involving an element of research. They felt this must be associated 

with the passion for research presented to learners by staff.  

Enablers and challenges to participation and learning implementation 

Participants focused on two enabling factors to their participation in the PRP. First was having a 

senior manager champion participation in the programme.  In this case the Director of Teaching, 

Learning and Innovation, was said to “advocate for practitioner research” within the organisation. 

The second factor was practical. The organisation actively manages participants’ time to enable 

them to attend the course residentials.  One interviewee noted that the organisation was aware that 

participants needed time to attend these sessions, with the dates shared well in advance and the 

process discussed with line managers at application stage to ensure awareness and cover. 

Time constraints were said to the be the main challenge participants identified in both participating 

in the PRP and implementing learning. Time was limited by teaching commitments and 

uncontrollable external factors. However, the SUNCETT delivery team helped mitigate this 

constraint bey being flexible in rearranging tutorials, acknowledging that programme participants are 

active practitioners as well as researchers on the programme. 

Impact Case Study B (Practitioner Research Programme)  

Organisation B is a General FE college based across three campuses in the South East of England. 

The organisation offers A-levels, apprenticeships, vocational programmes, and higher education 

courses.  Over the years, the organisation has developed a strong presence on the PRP 

programme, alongside a sector-wide reputation for research through participation in the OTLA 

programme.  

This case study has been developed based on interviews with one health science lecturer who 
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previously participated in the MA Short Course and MPhil and has progressed to study for their 

PhD, and a sports and public services lecturer, who is a second year MPhil student. Both of these 

participants are also Teaching and Learning Coaches at the organisation. It also draws on an 

interview with the organisation’s Head of Teaching, Learning and Quality who is a previous MA and 

MPhil PRP participant who has subsequently progressed to study for their PhD.  

Engagement and satisfaction 

Interviewed participants were satisfied with their experience, and in particular, its high quality of 

tutoring. The intensity and amount of support provided by the PRP delivery team to participants 

was seen as “invaluable”. One interviewee noted the personalised and genuine degree of “buy in 

from the tutors to what you are doing” which was unique compared with other CPD pathways. This 

was echoed by another interviewee who stressed that a strength of the programme was the quality 

of mentorship from the delivery team, who were importantly “good at what they do”. Overall, the 

programme was seen to strike the right balance between being supportive and encouraging 

autonomy amongst participants to develop skills and research themselves.  

The structure and format of the residentials was also described as important, allowing 

participants to not only be in one place, peer assess and analyse ongoing work and discuss next 

steps, but also to have the “space and time to go away and get stuff done”. Furthermore, the 

opportunity to have conversations and face-to-face time with other participants was seen to 

encourage networking and “helps to grow projects further than you would probably do otherwise”. 

Outcomes for professional practice 

Participants described a range of effects on their own practice: 

- one interviewee spoke about their research at several conferences, and developed their 

confidence to speak as well as their belief that they had something interesting to say 

- the academic reading required for the PRP was noted by one participant to have furthered their 

knowledge and understanding of relevant topics.  They said this improved their 

confidence in delivering material to their students, whilst widening the scope of content on 

which to base lessons and discussions  

- participants also described the impact of the PRP on themselves as ”transformative” and 

“reinvigorating”, with one noting that it has been something new and exciting that has kept them 

in the profession  

- through the research skills developed through the PRP and other OTLA projects, one participant 

secured a six-month secondment at a university.  

Outcomes for organisational performance 

Participants have disseminated their learning in a variety of ways, both within and beyond their 

organisation. Within their organisation, research is disseminated by participants both informally 

through conversations with colleagues and also more formally through delivering cross 

college training related to their research and findings: “the time that is invested in the research 

means that participants are more than willing to offer their time and share”.  

Beyond the organisation, interviewees reported having spoken at a wide variety of national and 

international conferences about their research project and journeys, (including the ETF 

Practitioner Research Conference). Other forms of dissemination noted included writing articles for 

a range of publications and participating in the FE research podcast. Interviewees were keen to 
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disseminate their research more widely, with it suggested that the PRP could play a role in this, for 

example through an open workshop webinar to share mid-year learning.  

As an organisation, interviewees reported that the college has an increasing focus on research and 

improvement. A key example of this is that in October 2021 the organisation launched their own 

internal research and improvement projects programme which has a fundamental aim to 

recognise the iteration, development and evolution of teaching pedagogy and resources, 

which naturally occur on a weekly, monthly and yearly basis. Through the programme staff are 

encouraged to develop projects to address underlying concerns or issues they have within their 

teaching practice “without fear of criticism or failure”, with projects ranging from small-scale 

resource-focused projects run by individuals to curriculum strategy projects involving whole teams. 

Overall, there are now over 160 projects being delivered through the programme. Staff have been 

offered professional coaching from Teaching and Learning Coaches at the organisation, but in the 

main have remained autonomously led projects, thereby playing “a part in the deliberate culture shift 

to a more autonomous, empowerment model of development where we [the organisation] create 

conditions for teacher agency”. One interviewee noted that “all of that [the internal programme] has 

come through the ETF and SUNCETT”.  

Enablers and challenges to participation and learning implementation 

A range of factors were identified by interviewees as having enabled their participation in the PRP. 

The fact the organisation actively encourages staff to participate in the PRP was given as a key 

example, with one interviewee highlighting the level of support from their organisation, particularly 

their department, in both conducting the research and attending residential activities.  

Linked to this, a strong network of PRP participants at the organisation through the 

organisation’s current and PRP alumni, provided motivation and valuable support to peers. These 

enablers of participation were also reported to have aided in the implementation of learning from 

research. The “credibility” of changes being implemented being grounded in research was 

also highlighted as an enabler of implementation, with the research findings providing valuable 

evidence to share with colleagues.  

There were two key challenges faced by interviewees in terms of participating in and implementing 

learning from the PRP.  

- Firstly, time was seen as a challenge for interviewees, with personal and teaching 

commitments influencing the amount of time available to dedicate to the course. However, one 

interviewee noted that the “timeframe of the course is perfectly achievable”.  

- The second barrier related to difficulty in encouraging senior leader awareness and 

understanding of the PRP, with it suggested that the ETF could raise awareness of the 

programme directly amongst senior leaders. The programme is seen to have “great outcomes on 

a personal level”, however this could encourage wider involvement and promotion across the 

organisation. 

Impact Case Study C (OTLA programme)  

Organisation C is a provider of offender education in prisons and operates across England and 

Wales. It provides courses in a range of basic, vocational and technical skills and at different levels, 

as well as offering career pathway training and other forms of learner support. The organisation 

delivered an OTLA project in 2020-21, and is delivering multiple projects in 2021-22, including one 

focused on embedding digital technologies into English delivery, and another focused on embedding 

digital technologies into vocational training.  
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This case study is informed by interviews with three individuals from the organisation: two current 

participants, who had not been involved in the OTLA previously, and one prior participant. The 

individuals interviewed included two hub managers, responsible for teams of tutors, and an offender 

learning English lecturer.  

Engagement and satisfaction  

Participants were highly satisfied with their experience of the OTLA, highlighting the new skills 

they had learned, particularly regarding how to fully evaluate information about new approaches to 

teaching. All three participants said the OTLA mentoring provided was excellent, and listed it 

among the most significant enablers of their participation. They described mentors as 

knowledgeable, enthusiastic and supportive.  

Participants offered some suggested improvements around the reporting timeline as well as the 

need for their mentors to show a greater understanding of the context of the prison education 

system. 

Outcomes for professional practice 

All participants reported their professional development needs had been met, and that their 

individual professional practice had improved through their involvement in OTLA.  

One participant reported that part of their motivation for involvement with the OTLA was to take on 

more responsibility within the organisation, and to build up organisational support for digital 

technology adoption. This, they felt, had been achieved, finding that, as a result of undertaking the 

project, they had become the go-to person in the region for queries around the ‘virtual campus’ and 

embedding digital technology. More broadly participants felt that the project had raised awareness 

within the organisation of their work, and appetite for digital adoption overall. 

Participants particularly highlighted the learning that the programme had provided around 

conducting action research and evaluating its impact: 

“It’s given me a whole set of skills that I wouldn’t have got otherwise. I’ve heard someone 

else describe it as empowering and I think that’s true. Now I’ve got those skills I can use 

them myself and implement them independently – it’s not just learners its directly 

benefitted me as well”.  
 

There was a feeling of increased confidence and legitimacy as a result of taking part in the 

project. All three participants said it had improved their confidence in undertaking research. One 

participant reported that they would be comfortable undertaking another action research project as 

they understood how to apply these principles, stating, “if the OTLA wasn’t there I’d feel that I don’t 

know how to go about assessing if something works or doesn’t work”. Another participant stated that 

their confidence had improved as a result of visiting other prisons and disseminating their emerging 

findings with staff.  

Outcomes for organisational performance 

Interviewees said that one of the main impacts at an organisational level was a greater interest in 

the use of digital technology. Participants noted that their colleagues and managers were often 

reluctant to introduce digital delivery for their learners due to hesitancy to engage with new 

technologies and ways of working.  

The OTLA participants had wanted to draw the attention of their managers and colleagues to the 

potential benefits of being a research-informed organisation whilst at the same time hoping that their 

research (setting out the benefits of digital technology adoption in English and vocational settings), 
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provided an evidence base to encourage digital adoption and investments in technology. To 

an extent this had been achieved, one participant reporting that the organisation had put funding 

aside for HMP approved devices as a result of sharing learning with management. A concern raised 

by participants had been that progress made on digital technology adoption during Covid may be 

lost as the pandemic restrictions are relaxed, however participants felt that the evidence provided by 

the project report had been important in justifying the need within the organisation to not return to 

the old ways of working.  

Participation in the programme offered participants the opportunity to undertake action research 

applicable to the environment they worked in. Through delivering a research project that is 

sensitive to the context of offender learning, participants sought to demonstrate the need for 

appropriate and tailored digital interventions, as opposed to a one size fits all approach which does 

not take into account the specific needs of their learners. 

The project improved communication between departments across the organisation, which has in 

turn opened up departments to a different way of working. One participant highlighting increased 

communication between English, maths and vocational departments, which were previously 

siloed, and another stating that the OTLA projects had led to the increased adoption of digital 

technology in delivery for the organisation overall, which had adopted a blended approach to 

delivery, that it would be maintaining after the pandemic. 

Continued involvement of the organisation in the OTLA programme has begun to generate a 

culture of research-informed practice across the organisation. One participant stated that the 

programme had highlighted the importance of “trying things out” within the organisation, indicating a 

move towards more creative and innovative practices. 

Enablers and challenges to participation and learning implementation 

Participants outlined two key enablers to programme engagement. They reported that their 

organisation was largely supportive of the programme, providing participants with remission for 

undertaking visits to other prisons. More broadly, they reported that the communication from the 

delivery partner was responsive and timed very well, with clear messaging and good use of 

communication tools (for example accessible recordings of online sessions). 

However, participants also experienced barriers to participation and learning implementation:  

- Whilst one participant said that their manager had agreed to release them from duties to enable 

visits to other prisons, another said they had difficulty being released from work duties at the 

start of the project, though this was resolved once raised internally. 

- Covid-19 has seen strict regulations imposed to limit visitors in prisons. This has limited 

participants’ ability to visit other prisons, both to undertake research and disseminate findings. 

They had intended to disseminate learning to eight prisons, however due to these restrictions, 

dissemination had been limited to two, plus the two sites that the practitioners themselves are 

based in.  

Impact Case Study D (OTLA programme) 

Organisation D is an adult education provider which works in partnership with the voluntary and 

community sectors to offer free courses, including in basic skills. It is based in London and operates 

across a network of neighbourhood learning centres. The organisation delivered an OTLA project in 
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2020/21, focused on the use of That Reading Thing22 and one-to-one learner support for developing 

English skills. They subsequently delivered a project in 2021-22, involving five team members, 

focused on developing digital skills for ESOL learners.  

The case study is informed by interviews with three individuals from the organisation: a current 

participant who is a Quality Manager responsible for CPD within the organisation, one prior and one 

current participant of the OTLA programme (a curriculum manager and an ESOL tutor).  

Engagement and satisfaction 

Both participants had been satisfied with the offer and were glad they had taken part. They felt 

that the OTLA was a well-established programme which was experienced in delivering effective 

professional development support.  Participants were particularly satisfied with the support received 

from their mentors. One participant stated that their mentor provided effective communications 

regarding reporting deadlines, and was ‘forthcoming with her time’. It was noted that the mentoring 

support made the programme feel more accessible to participants. 

Outcomes for professional practice 

Participation in the OTLA project had impacts on both the individual practitioner and their 

colleagues. This had been predominantly in the take up of new practices based around digital 

skills, and the That Reading Thing method, providing teachers with a greater breadth of delivery 

approaches which translated to an improved ability to meet learner needs.  

One participant described having improved confidence in research skills, particularly learning 

around the evaluation of activities after they have been delivered, though they highlighted that they 

were relatively confident in action research prior to the project. 

Both current and past participants reported disseminating learning and key findings from their 

projects with their colleagues. The past participant had presented their reflections at an internal 

meeting which inspired several colleagues to undertake the That Reading Thing course so that they 

could apply it in their practice. The organisation also has links with other local colleges and 

providers, so participants planned to share learning externally too.   

Impacts for learners 

Evidence suggests that the OTLA project undertaken in 2020/21 had resulted in improved outcomes 

for learners. Tracking entry level English learners over a 6-month period of one-to-one support 

demonstrated considerable progress amongst learners, in some cases making months’ worth 

of progress in hours. Similarly, the current OTLA project enabled ESOL learners to make fast 

progress in digital skills development by using visual resources rather than spoken or written 

language. Further tracking would be needed to see how extensive these effects were and how 

sustained. 

On the basis of this evidence, the organisation’s management was reported to feel justified in 

funding one-to-one support for learners, something which was previously not offered at all. The 

participant involved in this project noted, ‘having done this process, I’m now convinced that I’m 

doing the right thing… it’s helped us evaluate that this one-to-one support, not just with dyslexia, 

might be a better use of our time’.  

 
 
 
22 That Reading Thing is method of teaching English to all ages using linguistic phonics. To deliver this method, tutors must 

undertake a training course at £160 per person. The TRT delivery method requires around one hour per week of one-to-one 
support for 6-12 hours.  

https://thatreadingthing.com/
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Enablers and challenges to participation and learning implementation 

Adequate time to participate was a significant enabler of participation in the OTLA programme. 

Participants were allocated 20 hours for programme design and could also claim back additional 

hours for writing up the project. Two interviewees acknowledged that this allowance did not fully 

cover the time spent on the project, but still ensured they had some protected time to engage with 

their project.  However, time commitments differed depending on the nature of the project. One 

participant said much of the OTLA activity was easily incorporated into their existing teaching, and 

therefore didn’t require much additional time. 

Participants from both projects said that the OTLA provided the justification for undertaking 

these research projects that would otherwise have been difficult to do due to time constraints and 

teaching commitments. The digital skills project in particular, because of the additional time 

commitments required, would not have happened without the OTLA and remission time provided to 

take part. 

Organisational support to disseminate learning was also a key enabler to organisational 

implementation. The organisation provided regular opportunities for sharing learning and team 

professional development. The quality manager hosted bi-weekly meetings for staff to share 

learning and resources. They did, however, note that whilst dissemination was encouraged in the 

organisation, implementation of different teaching practices remained the professional prerogative of 

individuals.  The challenge was finding ways to actively engage some staff members to encourage 

and empower them to take the new learning on board and not simply continue to work as they had 

before. 

Interviewees were also concerned that, with regard to the digital skills project, once teaching goes 

back to being face to face and the pandemic-heightened need for digital skills is reduced, the 

progress made in using technology within the organisation may be halted.  While some teachers will 

continue to teach and use digital methods, others would return to more conventional ”chalk and talk” 

teaching methods. Despite these disparities in buy in between teaching staff however, the manager 

reported that overall the quality of provision has improved due to the sharing of learning from 

OTLA participation.  
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Principles of effective CPD in FE and Training 

Table E-1: The ETFs 12 Principles of Effective CPD in FE and Training 

 Effective CPD will: The reasons for this are: To achieve this principle, providers should: 

Design Principles 

1 Set clear expectations Practitioners can assess whether the CPD 
will meet their need; and the effectiveness 
of the CPD can be assessed 

Provide pre-course materials that accurately reflect the 
content and delivery of the course, ensuring 
participants arrive prepared and ready to learn and 
share 

2 Be sound in its evidence base, 
informed by effective practice 
and research 

Evidence shows that effective CPD is 
based on robust, recent and relevant 
research and evidence 

Design programmes that are evidence-informed, 
delivered and reviewed by staff with recent relevant 
expertise who are familiar with research findings about 
what makes effective and impactful teaching, learning, 
assessment and leadership 

3 Use appropriate facilities and 
materials that engage and 
motivate practitioners 

A conducive and inclusive environment 
optimises the scope for learning and 
equality of access 

Arrange well-equipped, accessible spaces, and set a 
facilitative, enabling atmosphere adapted to individuals’ 
needs; ensure that materials reflect and appreciate the 
diversity of FE 

4 Be focused on learner 
outcomes 

Evidence shows that more effective CPD 
has a clear focus on learner outcomes 

Keep a clear focus on how the CPD will help 
participants bring about sustained changes to their 
practice which will have clearly defined beneficial 
effects on learner outcomes 

5 Be sustained over time Evidence shows that more effective CPD is 
sustained over time 

Build in opportunities for further or repeat learning, 
including active signposting to further CPD 
opportunities, to embed and build on the initial CPD 
intervention 

6 Secure management buy-in Evidence shows that most effective CPD 
has the active ongoing support of host 
organisations 

Make host organisations aware of the aims and content 
of the CPD and secure support from management of 
the participants 
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 Effective CPD will: The reasons for this are: To achieve this principle, providers should: 

Delivery Principles 

7 Model effective teaching 
practice 

The medium is a part of the message Ensure that all materials and trainers are informed by a 
high level of knowledge and understanding of effective 
pedagogical principles and practice (these evolve over 
time and should be reviewed) 

8 Encourage collaboration and 
sustainable peer relationships 

Evidence suggests that effective CPD is 
often collaborative in nature 

Ensure that participants can engage, share and 
collaborate as part of the training and development; 
identify follow-on opportunities for working in 
collaborative networks, including online 

9 Refer to the Professional 
Standards or the Leadership 
Excellence Framework 

It supports a strategic, career-long 
approach to CPD and the attainment of 
professional statuses – QTLS and ATS 
(CTeach) 

Make explicit through the development experience how 
it maps to the stages of the ETF’s Professional 
Standards 

10 Enhance and extend specialist 
knowledge 

Evidence shows that effective CPD is often 
subject-specific 

Help practitioners to consider how they apply the 
learning to the teaching and sequencing of knowledge 
and skills in their specialism 

11 Have opportunities for 
deliberate practice 

Evidence shows that effective CPD often 
has opportunities for deliberate practice of 
the new skills and techniques learnt 

Create supported opportunities for deliberate practice 
during and/or following the CPD provided 

12 Support participants to 
measure their progress, reflect 
on their learning and plan next 
steps 

Most effective CPD is not a ‘transmission 
model’ but an iterative process of feedback 
and improvement, where participants take 
ownership of their own development aims 
and their achievement 

Create opportunities for facilitated reflection, and 
support the use of data and evidence to reflect on, 
contextualise and critically evaluate their learning to 
plan next steps 

Source: Education and Training Foundation’s 12 Principles of Effective CPD in FE  
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