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The EEF – an experiment in doing experiments!

Prof. Jonathan Sharples 
Education Endowment Foundation and UCL Institute of Education



@EducEndowFoundn

What we do …

Evidence 

generation

Evidence 

mobilisation

Evidence 

synthesis
• We support teachers and school leaders 

to use evidence to inform their decision-
making.

• We believe evidence can make the 
biggest difference in the hands of 
practitioners.

• We believe that the evidence is best 
applied in concert with professional 
judgement.



The EEF by numbers

159 
project 

evaluations

funded to 

date

10,695 
schools 

participating 

in EEF trials

34
topics in 

the Toolkit

24
independent 

evaluation 

teams

1,170,000
pupils involved in 

EEF trials

24 
members 

of EEF 

team

£220m

estimated spend 

over lifetime of 

the EEF

8,000
heads 

presented to 

since launch

90 
reports 

published
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The Toolkit - a starting point for 

making decisions



• Clear actionable guidance (e.g. NICE)

• Digs deeper into EEF evidence and 

appropriates it in the wider evidence-

base

• Bridges between evidence-based 

principles/practices and interventions

• A foundation for scale up actions

• 70% of Headteachers aware of the 

guidance. 40% of all teachers.

Guidance Reports –

getting off the fence



Making Best Use of Teaching Assistants 

guidance report

Published guidance – issued to every school
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Multi-stranded ‘campaigns’ on 

key strategic issues

70% headteachers aware of the guidance (NFER, 2015)



Multi-stranded approaches, 

embedding in existing structures

Interventions fostering changes to decision-making structures and 

processes, by formalising & embedding other mechanisms of change.

Access

Skills

Interact



1. Access and Awareness

Are teachers able to access appropriate research? Are they aware of it?

2. Understanding and Persuasion

Can people understand the implications for classroom practice? 

Are they persuaded by it?

3. Translation and Use

Can that understanding be translated to a specific school context? Is it informing 

changes in practice?

A range of EEF projects – Literacy Octopus, TEEP, Challenge Partners, Hampshire 

Hundreds etc – show exposure to the evidence isn’t enough. 

Additional support to translate conceptual understanding         classroom practice

Why implementation? 



The ‘Literacy Octopus’ trial

• ‘Active’ vs ‘passive’ dissemination. No impacts on any arm!

• Implications:

o Communication should be seen as just one strand of a multi-faceted approach 

to mobilising knowledge.

o We need to provide better support for translation and adoption back in the 

school.

(Sharples, 2017. EEF blog - ‘Untangling the Literacy Octopus’)

Two multi-armed Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs) investigating different 

approaches to communicating and engaging schools with research on primary literacy



Guidance on processes – e.g. 

implementation, evaluation – as 

well as practices





Social nature of research use

Uptake of research is based on trust and personality as much as practical usefulness -
networks, direct contacts and brokerage are important (Nutley et al, 2007)

Nevertheless, default mechanism 
is ‘push’ (Davis et al, 2015)



EEF practice partners

• ‘Practice partners’ in 11 regions of 

England bringing the TA guidance ‘to life’.

• Local Authorities, Teaching Schools, 

Academy Chains working with >1000 

school leaders. 

• Conferences, training workshops, action 

planning activities, modelling, coaching 

• Develop motivation, capabilities & 

opportunities to act on the evidence.

• Backed up by scaling up evidence-based 

literacy & numeracy interventions.

Teaching Assistants Campaign – focused in South and West Yorkshire

Research Schools Network

The Research Schools Network

a partnership between the EEF,

the Institute for Effective 

Education and the Department

for Education. 

There are now 22 Research

Schools which provide school

led support for the use of

evidence to improve teaching

practice.



Innovation: 5-10 

schools

Training: 50 

schools

Communication: 

100s of schools

1. Communication – regular 

communication on new and existing 

evidence – blogs, conferences etc.

2. Training – evidence-based practices 

or processes

3. Innovation – develop and evaluate 

teaching and learning innovation

Research Schools Network



Co-creation – Coordinated but differentiated roles 

Evidence 
brought     
‘to life’

EEF

The ‘what’

Practice
partners

The ‘how’

4 As –

accurate, 

actionable, 

accessible, 

appropriate

Reach, relationships and 

influence with schools

How the evidence applies to 

practice?

How to apply the evidence in 

practice? 


