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About this document
This one of a series of research-informed briefs which 
bring together learning from Education Development 
Trust’s School Partnership Programme (SPP).

SPP is a partnership-based approach to school 
improvement that has worked collaboratively with over 
1,300 schools. Through the programme, groups of schools 
build capacity and capability in effective school self-
review, peer review and school-to-school support and 
improvement.

These research-informed briefs report what school 
partnerships have discovered about working together 
through peer review and how their experience compares 
with wider research findings.  

This brief examines what practitioners have learned 
about creating the culture and  relationships within,  
and between, schools to get the most from peer review. 
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For small schools scattered across rural Lincolnshire, 
collaboration isn’t just desirable; for many school 
leaders it is an essential requirement.  

As English counties go, Lincolnshire is vast. It stretches 
from Yorkshire in the north to Cambridgeshire in the 
south and has a largely open, agricultural landscape. 
Beyond the city of Lincoln itself, the county’s 
population (and its schools) are scattered across market 
towns and small villages – some with deep pockets of 
social disadvantage. 

It presents school leaders with serious challenges.

Helen Barker, a former primary headteacher in 
the northern end of the county, explains: ‘It’s not 
easy leading small rural schools. You’re constantly 
challenged on pupil numbers, challenged on teacher 
recruitment and because of the geography, it’s very 
easy to get isolated. You find you have very little 
capacity for school improvement within the four walls 
of your own school.’

The only way to survive and thrive, she says, is to 
collaborate effectively.

Working through the Kyra Teaching School Alliance 
of over 50 schools, Helen and her colleagues had 
developed a series of networks over a number of years.

‘We had networks for teacher training, for leadership, for 

SEN – and many others. And, in turn, they had started to 

give rise to spontaneous interaction between schools,’ 

she says.  But they were looking for more.

When Helen and five of her colleagues saw a 
presentation about the SPP model of peer review, they 

immediately saw the potential to deepen their closest 
local school collaboration.

‘Peer review offered us a mechanism to sustain, secure 

and formalise our school improvement with one another,’ 

she says. ‘The process offered us a way to benchmark and 

to respond to developmental needs.’

That was then. 

Now, five years and multiple peer review cycles later, 
Helen is able to reflect on how the peer review process 
changed local school partnerships.  

‘We became more effective as leaders and more effective 

at school improvement,’ says Helen. And then, after 
a pause, she adds: ‘We became more effective as 

collaborators.’

Pressed to say what she means, Helen is thoughtful. 
‘We were strongly driven by the moral imperative to make 

sure that all schools become great, not just our own. We 

saw the process of peer review and school improvement 

as an investment in one another – not just an investment 

in ourselves.’

‘We each recognised the power of working together. And 

that we could each gain as much from helping another 

school as we would receive in support. We all understood 

that we could only deliver certain improvements by 

working together because, individually, we simply did not 

have the resources.’

‘Above all, we realised that having an outstanding school 

down the road was not going to harm us – it would make 

us all better.’ 
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Helen describes how, as a group of headteachers, 
they invested in relationships. ‘When we met as a group 

every half term, it was always off-site, away from school. 

We protected the first 45 minutes of every meeting to 

exchange news and views informally, while we ate lunch. 

Then we moved to a business session with a set agenda 

and prepared items.’  

‘We had healthy conflicts and debates as a group. We 

were good at airing our thoughts to reach a consensus. It 

felt like an equal partnership – and we all invested in it to 

make it work.’

The group’s successful 
peer review process was 
built on a foundation 
of strong professional 
relationships.
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They studied how organisations and leaders cooperate 
effectively, setting out to discover why some 
relationships between organisations are little more 
than talking shops which add limited value, while 
others have the power to transform the participating 
partners. The answer, they concluded, was ‘decisive 
collaboration’.

‘Decisive and collaboration are not words that often 

sit naturally together,’ wrote the research team, ‘yet 

demands for efficiency, choice, local accountability and 

solutions to ever more complex, cross-cutting agendas 

require effective, decisive collaborative working across 

permeable organisational boundaries.’

‘Our contention is that organisations cannot afford to 

avoid collaboration but, also, that organisations cannot 

afford collaboration without purpose and efficiency.’

Decisive collaborations flourished in climates created 
by a shared sense of purpose and a focus on outcomes, 
suggested the researchers. Partners knew why they 
were collaborating. Senior leaders actively participated, 

with a high level of personal commitment. Complexity 
was simplified and clarity built collectively. Crucially, 
there was a climate of openness and trust and any 
hidden agendas were addressed and managed. 

With its demand for focus, attention to process and 
emphasis on results, peer review might easily be 
described as a form of ‘decisive collaboration’.

In a striking echo of the Hay research, Helen Barker 
describes how they set about creating a climate for 
collaborative peer review in Lincolnshire. ‘We created a 

code of conduct between us at the beginning,’ she says. 
‘We talked openly about the permission to challenge, the 

permission to make one another feel uncomfortable – 

and also the permission to feel vulnerable. We refined our 

code of conduct as we went along.’ 

Helen, too, underlines trust as the key: ‘Where you 

haven’t cultivated the trust needed for relationships, 

then peer review becomes more transactional – and less 

effective as a result.’ 

From talking shop to powerhouse

As demands on public services increase and resources tighten, effective collaborative 
relationships are essential for all organisations, regardless of size and geography, say 
researchers from the Hay Group consultancy.
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Decisive collaboration:  
common characteristics and practices
Belief.  
Each and every successful collaboration we examined had, at its heart, a shared sense of moral or ethical 
purpose. The purpose is local and aligned to professional and personal values. Successful partnerships 
are characterised by a hunger to make things better and a willingness to try new things. 

Pragmatism.  
Processes and structures should support collaborations to meet their outcomes, not mire them in 
bureaucracy. Strong project management, alignment with existing ways of working and a focus on the 
practicalities all support individuals to engage with partnership working. New partnerships should focus 
on quick wins, moving towards riskier and more difficult objectives only as trust and commitment grow. 

Communication.  
If they had their time again, nine out of ten collaborators said they would communicate more and 
communicate better! Strong communication underpins clarity, reducing conflict and building 
commitment. It is vital for partners to tailor communication to show wider stakeholders their part in the 
collaborative story.

Negotiation.  
Partners bring different agendas, not to mention those which are hidden and not explicitly brought to 
the table at all. Exploration of different perspectives and development of a joint evidence base helps 
partners build an agenda that is genuinely shared, developing a common language and framework 
within which to operate. A strong chair, who is seen as neutral by all partners, is a key enabler, managing 
conflict and creating a positive collaborative climate. 

Inclusion.  
Partners may not all play the same role but it is important that their input is valued. The pretence of 
equality will cause disengagement, resentment and conflict if not backed up in reality. Clear ground 
rules, roles and accountability, a strong, inclusive chair and clear awareness of perceptions of power and 
status support the development of an inclusive environment. 

Trust.  
Strong trusting relationships oil the wheels of collaborative working, breaking down suspicion 
and facilitating understanding. Partners have no formal authority over one another so goodwill is 
an important factor in getting things done. Face to face contact, particularly in the early days of a 
partnership, is key to building strong relationships and reducing suspicion. 

Decisive Collaboration (Hay Group, 2006)
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Although they had not previously worked together 
as part of a formal partnership, all four headteachers 
knew one another. Their challenge was to deepen their 
existing relationships to establish the trust needed for 
peer review.

The group started with some advantages. ‘Although 

we had not worked together formally, we shared a lot 

in common,’ says Wendy. ‘One of the things that makes 

a partnership work is that you’ve all got to be working 

towards the same aim. You’ve got to be outward looking 

and prepared to do things which help local children, 

even if they are in another school. There is a sense of the 

greater good. We all had that.’

It also helped that all the schools in the partnership 
were geographically close – within a 30-minute drive 
of each other.

As they set about building trust, Wendy and her 
colleagues concentrated on their shared goals. As well 
as common moral purpose, shared financial pressures 
pulled them together. ‘It was falling more and more on 

us to find our own ways to source capacity for school 

improvement,’ says Wendy. ‘We needed to find ways to 

do things for ourselves – and the great advantage of peer 

review is that it doesn’t matter if you have very different 

areas of improvement; it’s the process that matters.’

At the start of the process, the headteachers made 
space for conversations to build common purpose and 
establish trust. ‘We talked at length about the need to 

be open with data,’ says Wendy, ‘and about holding our 

hands up about where we needed help.’  

Wendy and her colleagues set about building the 
trust which enabled each of them to expose their 
weaknesses without fear of repercussion. 

American author, Patrick Lencioni, calls this 
‘vulnerability-based trust’.  

It is critical to successful peer review.

‘(Vulnerability-based) trust is the confidence among team 

members that their peers’ intentions are good, and that 

there is no reason to be protective or careful around 

the group. In essence, teammates must get comfortable 

being vulnerable with one another,’ explains Lencioni.

Vulnerabilities may be personal weaknesses, skill 
deficiencies, interpersonal shortcomings, mistakes and 
the ability to ask others for help.

‘It is only when team members are truly comfortable 

being exposed to one another that they begin to act 

without concern for protecting themselves. As a result, 

they can focus their energy and attention completely 

on the job in hand, rather than on being strategically 

disingenuous or political with one another.’

Lencioni argues that vulnerability-based trust is difficult 
to achieve because it runs counter to leaders’ usual 
experience of career advancement. ‘Most successful 

people learn to be competitive with their peers and 

protective of their reputations,’ he says. ‘It is a challenge 

for them to turn off those instincts … but that is exactly 

what is required.’

Building relationships and trust

We talked at length 
about the need to be 
open with data, and 
about holding our hands 
up about where we 
needed help.

In Thanet, Executive Headteacher Wendy Stone is part of a group of four schools that have 
come together to collaborate through peer review.
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We wanted to get a deep 
understanding of each 
other’s schools
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‘As headteachers, we were clear about the importance 

of trust when we started out,’ says Robin. ‘We were 

committed to being open with each other about the 

strengths and weaknesses of our schools.’

All four schools work in a similar context and have 
been collaborating increasingly closely for the last two 
years.

‘We wanted to get a deep understanding of each other’s 

schools. The peer review process is a structured way of 

spending time in each other’s schools and at the same 

time do something productive and supportive,’ says 
Robin. 

‘The process helped us to understand the strength of 

each school so we could work out how each could 

best contribute to the partnership. As schools, we’re 

similar, but we have different outcomes, so we’re trying 

to understand as a group which systems are the most 

effective, to share them more widely. For example, 

we’ve begun to align our monitoring systems based on 

the evidence we have found about what works best to 

support better outcomes. That has been one very clear 

outcome from the partnership.’

All four headteachers recognised that trust was the 
key. ‘It was important from the word go,’ Robin stresses. 
‘Unless we were confident with one another we would 

have found it difficult to let others into our schools and 

discuss our strengths and weaknesses openly.’

As a mark of their intent, the group had adopted 
structural approaches designed to foster trust; notably, 
they decided to become governors for each other’s 
schools.

Robin explains: ‘As a governor you have a greater degree 

of involvement and get to know a lot more. That has been 

a key factor for us for building trust within our group and 

for moving the partnership forward.’ 

‘Being a governor involves a professional level of trust. 

It’s not just a personal issue of whether we happen to like 

each other or not. It creates the opportunity for governors 

to really probe detailed information about a school.’

This approach has embedded vulnerability-based trust 
into the structure of the peer review partnership. It also 
represents a significant (and reciprocal) investment in 
one another.

It’s not just at the top level that the schools have 
employed structural solutions to nurture trust. As well 
as monthly headteacher meetings, the schools share 
termly INSET days to build relationships between staff 
at all levels, and spend one of those days each year 
developing the future of the partnership with all staff.

Joint sporting events between schools and a summer 
social event for staff create time for relationships to 
develop informally, too. 

The partnership works and plays together.

The teams may enjoy working with each other, but 
their peer reviews have been no less rigorous; quite the 
contrary. Recent reviews have shone a light on specific 
issues in need of focused improvement. Leaders have 
not dodged tricky issues.

‘I think we’re showing staff that there are no hidden 

agendas,’ says Robin, ‘and that’s helping to build strong 

relationships.’

No hidden agendas

In Barnet, North London, Robin Archibald is one of four primary headteachers in the WEBB 
Partnership who took on the challenge of creating ‘vulnerability-based trust’ when the 
group embarked on peer review with SPP in the autumn of 2017.
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Organisations with high levels of trust have been 
shown to be more efficient, to improve more quickly 
and to learn more effectively.

Stephen Covey offers evidence that high trust 
organisations make decisions more quickly, spend less 
time checking and second-guessing, and consequently 
have lower costs. ‘Once you understand the hard, 

measurable economics of trust,’ says Covey, ‘it’s like 

putting on a new pair of glasses. You begin to see the 

incredible difference (to efficiency) made by high-trust 

relationships.’ (See opposite for Covey’s suggested trust-
building behaviours.)

Meanwhile, in the education sector, American 
researchers, Anthony Bryk and Barbara Schneider 
found that trust accelerated school improvement. 

They examined the role of social relationships in 
schools and their impact on student achievement. Their 
conclusion? That ‘a broad base of trust across a school 
community lubricates much of a school’s day-to-day 
functioning and is a critical resource as local leaders 
embark on ambitious improvement plans.’ 

Bryk and Schneider discovered that schools with a high 
degree of relational trust are far more likely to make the 
kinds of changes that help raise student achievement, 
than those where relations are poor. 

Relational trust, they suggest, relies on four factors. 
First, successful schools demonstrated respect 
for their stakeholders. This played out in genuine 
conversation where individuals listened intently to one 
another. Second, school leadership teams showed 
genuine regard for the wellbeing of others and their 

personal circumstances. Third, they were admired 
for their competence – and their readiness to tackle 
incompetence. And, finally, they set high standards of 
personal and organisational integrity, so that actions 
matched stated values.

‘Trust is based on mutual respect, honesty and humility,’ 

wrote Bryk and Schneider.  

Their research (based on a study of school reform in 
Chicago) suggests that, while not all schools with high 
levels of trust improve (that is, trust alone won’t solve 
structural problems), schools with little or no relational 
trust have practically no chance of improving. 

Finally, trusting relationships enhance the sharing 
and transfer of knowledge. Examining business 
relationships, Swiss researcher Georg Von Krogh 
and his colleagues wrote: ‘In order to share personal 

knowledge, individuals must rely on others to listen and 

react to their ideas. Constructive and helpful relations 

enable people to share their insights and freely discuss 

their concerns. Good relations purge a knowledge-

creation process of distrust, fear and dissatisfaction, and 

allow organisational members to feel safe enough to 

explore.’

Faster, fitter, stronger

There is good evidence that the trusting relationships that Robin and his colleagues are 
building have the potential to make a lasting impact beyond their peer review process. 

Schools with little or 
no relational trust have 
practically no chance of 
improving
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Behaviours which build trust
In his book The speed of trust (2006), Stephen Covey sets out 13 behaviours which enable individuals to 
build trust.

1.  Talk straight. This requires honesty, integrity and straightforwardness. To build trust, it means 
both telling the truth and leaving the right impression. Leaving the right impression means 
communicating clearly so that you cannot be misunderstood. 

2.  Demonstrate respect. There are two critical dimensions to this behaviour – first to behave in ways which 
show fundamental respect for people, and second, to behave in ways that demonstrate caring and concern.

3.  Create transparency. This means being open and authentic. Transparent practitioners operate on the 
premise of ‘what you see is what you get’. They don’t have hidden agendas or hide information.

4.  Right wrongs. Make things right when they’re wrong. Acknowledge failures and make restitution where 
possible. Demonstrate personal humility and don’t let pride get in the way of doing the right thing.

5.  Show loyalty. Give credit freely and acknowledge the contributions of others. Speak about people as 
if they were present and represent others who aren’t there to speak for themselves.

6.  Deliver results. Establish a track record for getting the right things done. Don’t overpromise and 
underdeliver.

7.  Get better. Be a constant learner. Develop feedback systems and act on the feedback you receive. 
Don’t assume today’s knowledge and skills will be sufficient for tomorrow’s challenges.

8.  Confront reality. Address the tough stuff directly. Acknowledge the unsaid and lead out courageously 
in conversation. Don’t skirt the real issues.

9.  Clarify expectations. Disclose and reveal expectations – and validate them. Renegotiate them if 
needed. Don’t assume that expectations are clear or shared.

10.  Practice accountability. Hold yourself, as well as others, accountable. Take responsibility for results. 
Be clear on how you’ll communicate how you’re doing and how others are doing. Don’t blame 
others when things go wrong.

11.  Listen first. This means to genuinely seek to understand another person’s thoughts, feelings and 
point of view – and to do it before you try to diagnose, influence or prescribe. 

12.  Keep commitments. Say what you’re going to do and then do what you say you’re going to do. Make 
commitments carefully so that you keep them.

13.  Extend trust. Learn how to appropriately extend trust to others based on the situation, risk and 
credibility of the people involved … but have a propensity to trust. Don’t withhold trust because there 
is risk involved.
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Returning to Patrick Lencioni, he offers this analysis: 
‘In the course of my experience working with CEOs and 

their teams, two critical truths have become clear to me. 

First, genuine teamwork in most organisations remains as 

elusive as it has ever been. Second, organisations fail to 

achieve teamwork because they unknowingly fall prey to 

five natural but dangerous pitfalls.’

Lencioni describes these pitfalls as ‘the five 
dysfunctions of a team’. They neatly summarise the 
challenges that school leaders in Lincolnshire, Thanet 
and Barnet have identified and addressed.

Unsurprisingly, Lencioni’s first ‘dysfunction’ is 
absence of trust. That sets the tone for the second: 
fear of conflict. The resulting lack of challenge 
ensures the third dysfunction, a lack of commitment, 
and consequently the fourth: an avoidance of 
accountability. Finally, dysfunctional teams slide into an 
environment where the needs of individuals transcend 
the goals of the group and the fifth dysfunction: an 
inattention to results. (See inset box for descriptions.)

How have our peer review case studies managed to 
navigate these pitfalls?

Avoiding pitfalls

The five dysfunctions of a team
1   The first dysfunction is an absence of trust among team members. Essentially, this stems from their 

unwillingness to be vulnerable within the group. Team members who are not genuinely open with 
one another about their mistakes and weaknesses make it impossible to build a foundation for trust. 

2   This failure to build trust is damaging because it sets the tone for the second dysfunction: fear of 
conflict. Teams that lack trust are incapable of engaging in unfiltered and passionate debate of ideas. 
Instead, they resort to veiled discussions and guarded comments. 

3   A lack of healthy conflict is a problem because it ensures the third dysfunction of a team: lack of 
commitment. Without having aired their opinions in the course of passionate and open debate, 
team members rarely, if ever, buy in and commit to decisions, though they may feign agreement 
during meetings. 

4   Because of this lack of real commitment and buy-in, team members develop an avoidance of 
accountability, the fourth dysfunction. Without committing to a clear plan of action, even the most 
focused and driven people often hesitate to call their peers on actions and behaviours that seem 
counterproductive to the good of the team. 

5   Failure to hold one another accountable creates an environment where the fifth dysfunction can 
thrive. Inattention to results occurs when team members put their individual needs (such as ego, 
career development or recognition), or even the needs of their divisions, above the collective goals 
of the team. 

 (Patrick Lencioni, 2002)

If the evidence is clear about the power of trust-based collaboration, why do so many 
fledgling partnerships fall by the wayside?
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In Lincolnshire, Thanet and Barnet, school leaders have 
all described the importance of trust. They describe a 
willingness to admit weaknesses and to ask for help. 
They know what is important and they focus their time 
and effort accordingly.

In Lincolnshire, Helen Barker described a culture of 
‘healthy conflict’ between partners. Their business-
focused agenda puts critical topics on the table for 
discussion and they use the strength of the group to 
address common challenges.

In Thanet, Wendy Stone described a process of open 
discussion to secure everyone’s commitment. They 
have established clarity around their priorities and 
direction.

In Barnet, the decision of headteachers to sit on 
each other’s governing bodies has enhanced their 
professional accountability to one another as a 
partnership.

In every case, school leaders have been focused on 
collective results – improving outcomes for all children 
within their partnership, not just those in their own 
schools.

In Lincolnshire, Thanet and Barnet, leaders have 
established a set of expectations and behaviours which 
shape how they work together – the way they do things 
within their partnerships. They have created a culture 
which enables peer review to happen.
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Fullan’s subjects include Marie-Claire Bretherton from 

the Kyra Teaching School Alliance in Lincolnshire – 

mentioned earlier.  

Describing Bretherton’s work in turning around the 

fortunes of a failing school, Fullan acknowledges that the 

challenges can be daunting, going on to identify three 

components of nuanced leadership which work together 

to form an integrated whole.

These components are: joint determination; adaptability; 

and a culture of accountability.

‘Jointly determined change involves developing unity 

of purpose and action with those in the organisation, 

pursuing and staying the course through continuous 

interaction,’ he says.

‘Effective focus means that adaptability enables the 

organisation to adjust or pivot, to 

use a modern language equivalent, 

according to what is being learned.’

‘Culture-based accountability 

establishes strong mutual 

commitment and responsibility 

through trust and interaction.’

So what are the factors that 

characterise culture-based 

accountability?  

Fullan suggests six factors that characterise the kind 

of culture where trust and interaction secure mutual 

responsibility (see inset box). Although he emphasises 

the importance of joint determination, adaptability and 

culture acting together, all the factors highlighted in the 

inset box have implications for how groups of schools 

might work together to create a culture for peer review. 

In the north of England, the 15 primary schools in the 

Focus Multi-Academy Trust set out to create such a 

culture as they adopted SPP peer review in 2016. The 

Trust’s Chief Executive is Helen Rowland.

‘We knew that if peer review was to mean something, we 

had to have honesty and trust in the process,’ says Helen.

‘We built our approach to peer review around our existing 

values: fair, care, share and dare,’ she explains.

Creating a culture for professional 
learning and accountability
In his book, Nuance, Michael Fullan talks about leaders from around the world who have 
got beneath the surface and leveraged deep change in their organisations. By helping 
themselves and others to figure out how to make things work better at a deep level, such 
leaders change their organisation’s culture in a profound way and break the cycle of 
superficial change.
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Factors that are reflective of strong cultures
Use the group to change the group. Leaders participate as learners; the group that is working on 
change develops its capacity to learn and be responsible together.

Precision over prescription. Leaders encourage joint exploration of problems and issues and enable 
ideas to spring from individuals within the group, so that precise prescriptions can be jointly developed, 
not imposed. There is ready acceptance of ideas that are co-developed and owned. Precision comes 
through the process, which leads to results which then accumulate because commitment grows.

Feedback, collaboration, candour and honesty. Feedback is vital for actual improvement, not just 
change. People are encouraged, and must practise being candid with one another.  Leaders practise 
questions, rather than answers. Autonomy and collaboration are not seen as mutually exclusive; the 
group respects individual autonomy, but works out joint solutions that will benefit all.

Trust and interact v Trust but verify. Trust is built from relationships. Leaders recognise the importance 
of interaction with one another to build, nurture and strengthen trust. They don’t follow the untrusting 
approach of ‘trust but verify’.

See the forest and the trees. Leaders focus on both the internal school work and the external 
collaboration. They see their role in a broader manner with external influence. They engage people both 
within and outside the school in two-way partnerships.

Accountability as culture. Interactions are transparent and aimed at measurable processes and 
outcomes. Most assessment/review is a function of interaction. There is mutual, organic accountability.

Nuance (Fullan, 2019)

‘“Fair” meant that we would do peer review fairly. We 

created ways of doing that. We sat down as a group 

of school leaders and created a protocol for how we 

would work. We dealt with any anxieties. Everything was 

transparent.’ 

‘We took “care” in how we worked with colleagues. We 

agreed it was about mutual respect.  When we thought 

about giving feedback, we thought about how we want to 

receive it ourselves.’

‘“Share” was a commitment to share the information 

across schools. We agreed that we all need to learn.’

‘And “dare” was about agreeing to do something different.’
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From shaping her own partnership of six schools, she now 

has the challenge of supporting multiple partnerships 

unlock the potential of peer review.

‘The job is never done,’ she says. ‘As existing headteachers 

move on and new leaders arrive, you have to constantly 

rebuild trust and re-energise peer review relationships.’  

Leaders need to constantly refresh and renew. 

Sometimes, as TSA Director, Helen has re-shuffled local 

partnerships to help re-invigorate them. It’s all part of her 

new challenge of supporting peer review at scale.

‘Peer review doesn’t live on its own,’ she says, ‘you have 

to constantly re-visit your relationships. You have to really 

know one another. All the time.’ 

Renew and refresh

Back in Lincolnshire, Helen Barker now has a bigger challenge. Moving on from headship, 
she is currently Director of the Kyra Teaching School Alliance (TSA). 
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WHO ARE EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT TRUST?

At Education Development Trust, we transform lives by 
improving education around the world. Our specialist 
knowledge means we design and deliver effective, 
sustainable education solutions tailored to the local 
context. As a not-for-profit organisation, we invest 
annually in our programme of research because it 
matters to us that teachers benefit from the latest best 
practice.

HOW DO I FIND OUT MORE?

To find out more, get in touch at 
partnerships@educationdevelopmenttrust.com 
www.SchoolsPartnershipProgramme.com  
0118 902 1661.
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About this document
This is one of a series of research informed briefs which 
bring together learning from Education Development 
Trust’s Schools Partnership Programme (SPP).

SPP is a partnership-based approach to school 
improvement, working collaboratively with over 1,300 
schools. Through the programme, groups of schools build 
capacity and capability in effective school self-review, peer 
review and school-to-school support and improvement.

These research informed briefs report what school 
partnerships have discovered about working together 
through peer review and how their experience compares 
with wider research findings. 

This brief examines what schools have discovered 
about the practical systems and processes that support 
effective peer review partnerships.
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‘As a group of eight schools, we formed a Multi-
Academy Trust (MAT) in 2012. We wanted to take more 
control of our own destiny and develop approaches to 
learning which reflected the needs of our communities,’  
says Ashley. 

‘As headteachers, we knew each other. We had 
established a good level of trust with one another and 
our MAT created a framework for collaboration. But we 
knew we had to do more to spread effective practice 
across our schools.’

The Trust of which Ashley is a part – Montsaye 
Community Learning Partnership – is in 
Northamptonshire. It is made up of seven primary 
schools of varying sizes, and a single secondary school.

Like many new and emergent Trusts, Montsaye had 
begun the process of joint working with some limited 
school-to-school support and some cross-trust 
working groups focused on common issues, such as 
assessment. But it wasn’t enough: it lacked challenge.

‘We knew we had to deepen our relationships,’ says 
Ashley. ‘We wanted to understand the actual nuts and 
bolts of teaching and learning in all our schools, so that 
we could develop practice in our own school.’

When the Trust’s CEO, Ann Davey, sent Ashley an 
email suggesting Education Development Trust’s 
Schools Partnership Programme (SPP) as a way 

forward, he knew they were onto something: he had 
(simultaneously) sent her the same email!

They saw SPP as a potential route to move practice 
forward because it would take leaders into each other’s 
schools in a different – and structured – way.  

‘It offered a way to share effective practice,’ continues 
Ashley, ‘but also to gain colleagues’ perspective on 
challenges and barriers so that we can change practice. 
It’s a way to move practice according to a school’s 
own needs and ambitions – not just the Ofsted 
accountability framework.’

To gain the benefits of SPP, however, both Ann and 
Ashley knew that common purpose and enthusiasm – 
essential as they were – would only take them so far. 
Moving forward, they knew that they had to establish 
behaviours and working practices that would make 
peer review meaningful between partner schools. In 
other words, it would require rigour.

By his own admission, headteacher Ashley Izzard-Snape has learned a lot about the 
process of effective collaboration in the last 12 months.
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There is good evidence that the process of partnership 
matters – be that in relation to peer review or more 
broadly.

Academic, Jorge Ávila de Lima, has studied networks of 
schools across the world. He acknowledges that school 
networks often lack rigour (Lima, 2008).   

‘Despite their growing prevalence, (school) networks 
have become popular mainly because of faith and fads, 
rather than solid evidence on their benefits or rigorous 
analyses of their characteristics, substance and form,’ 
de Lima says. 

He points out that there is nothing inherently positive 
or negative about a network of schools: ‘(A network) 
can be flexible and organic, or rigid and bureaucratic; 
it can be liberating and empowering, or stifling and 
inhibiting; it can be democratic, but it may also be 
dominated by particular interests.’

Quite simply, the character of a network – and 
ultimately its effectiveness – is heavily influenced by 
the systems and processes that it adopts.

Researchers Paul Armstrong and Mel Ainscow have 
studied school partnerships to discover why some 
succeed and some fail (Armstrong and Ainscow, 2018).

‘It is evident that there is a strong appetite 
across the school system for collaboration and 
partnership working among school stakeholders 
and an understanding of the potential for sharing 
knowledge, intelligence, and resources as a means of 
improvement,’ they say.

But they also warn that evidence suggests that 
school-to-school collaboration is not necessarily a 
simple strategy which guarantees progress. ‘It might 
simply be a fad that goes well when led by skilled and 
enthusiastic advocates but then fades when spread 
more widely,’ they warn. In such circumstances, school 
partnerships can lead to wasted non-productive time, 

as members of staff spend periods out of school, and 
to schools colluding with one another to reinforce 
mediocrity and low expectations.

It is a warning not lost on Ashley Izzard-Snape. ‘We 
worked from the principle that the best form of 
support between our schools is rigorous and timely; it 
challenges to improve; and it is led by highly regarded 
peers,’ he says. 

‘To start with, we made sure that everyone involved in 
our peer review process was on the same page, as a 
simple way of ensuring rigour – and also transparency. 
We prepared a short briefing for leaders which 
explained the purpose of peer review and set out our 
working principles.’  (See inset box.)

It was a simple initial step – but a vital one.  What 
leaders at Montsaye had shrewdly concluded was that 
it’s not just what you do together – it’s how you do it. 
For rigour, process matters.

Collaborating to make a difference

Montsaye Community 
Learning Partnership: 
principles of peer review 
process
All schools will be taking part and the process 
will be:

• reciprocal and mutually beneficial

•  a joint exercise between the review team 
and the school

•  based on the principles of genuine 
professional dialogue and enquiry

•  a powerful model of professional 
development.

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE INSIGHTS

   3



Steve Wilks, a former headteacher of an outstanding 
secondary school in the London Borough of Redbridge, 
emphasises the need for tight organisation to leverage 
benefit from the peer review process. Although Steve 
has now stepped back from headship, he has been 
retained by school leaders in Seven Kings Teaching 
Alliance to provide capacity to keep the peer review 
programme on track. His role is tightly defined within a 
written job description.

‘From experience of setting up other consortia, I 
knew that unless the organisation was absolutely 
tight, it could become an excuse not to do things,’ 
says Steve. He takes the lead in coordinating the peer 
review schedule at the beginning of the year with 
headteachers. A clear focus is agreed for each review, 
matched with a review team with appropriate expertise. 
Steve organises training sessions for reviewers and 
convenes short meetings with all headteachers each 
half term to ensure the process in on track.

Every school’s 
responsibilities within the 
Alliance are defined within 
a written partnership 
agreement.

‘Everybody knows what they’re doing,’ says Steve. 
‘That’s why they’re so positive. And that’s why the 
meetings are short! It is the best attended group I am 
involved with.’

Back in Northampton, Ashley Izzard-Snape also started 
by making sure everyone knew what role they had to 
play to enable the partnership to succeed.

‘I took on the role of Partnership Lead and then 
identified our peer reviewers from the heads and 
deputy heads in our schools. The reviewers saw it as a 
great professional development opportunity.’

‘We paid special attention to how we identified our 
Improvement Champions (ICs). We wanted the best. 
We came up with a written job description and person 
specification for the IC roles and advertised to all 
teaching staff in the Trust. We asked teachers to express 
interest with a covering letter about why they would 
like to take on the role. We interviewed and appointed 

Lessons from the front line

Seven Kings Teaching Alliance  
Advice on key processes for SPP:

•  Spend time fixing dates for the whole process at the beginning of the year. 
If you try to fix dates as you go along, it quickly unravels and you lose 
momentum. Set the drumbeat for moving forward together and stick to it. 

•  Each year we have an evaluation session in June. Copies of all reviews 
are shared so that we can try to improve their consistency. We can  also 
look for common issues that can be built into our training programmes 
for the following year. We review all aspects of our organisation so that 
we can make the necessary improvements. 

•  Be completely clear about requirements for sharing data and 
information. Establish formal agreements to avoid ambiguity. 

So, what have other SPP leaders learned about the systems and processes that make their 
partnerships work?

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE INSIGHTS

4



three ICs and identified a further two ‘assistant ICs’ to 
shadow them so that we had a pipeline of future ICs.’

‘It was a great way to get the calibre of teachers that 
we wanted as Improvement Champions – and created 
interest with other teachers for when we recruit again 
for a second year.’

Ashley funded his Improvement Champions by 
releasing cash they had used previously for School 
Improvement Partners (SIPs). ‘By switching some 
resource from SIPs to the Improvement Champions, we 
were able to fund the ICs for planning, taking feedback 
and running workshops.’
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The process of establishing clear roles and 
responsibilities is what Maggie Farrar calls 
‘strengthening the alliance architecture.’ A former 
Director and interim CEO of the National College for 
Teaching and Leadership, she has considered how 
groups of schools – or clusters – develop mature 
approaches to collaboration (Farrar, 2015).

‘(Those school groups with the strongest and deepest 
partnership) have agreed their priorities and the metrics 
by which they hold each other to account. They have 
agreed a system … to share data and involve senior 
leaders, middle leaders and teachers,’ she says. ‘They 
have strong governance and, increasingly, portfolio 
leadership where each senior leader has responsibility 
for leading on an aspect of the work of the cluster.’

That is why, she suggests, the role of the Partnership 
Lead is critical within the School Partnership 
Programme.

In Haringey, Tony Woodward agrees. He has been 
the Partnership Lead for a group of schools across 
Haringey for the last two years. The group is actively 
engaged in SPP peer review.

‘I was chairing our learning partnership of schools 
before we got involved in SPP, so it made sense for me 
to take on the role of Partnership Lead,’ says Tony.

‘My role initially was to maintain the momentum 
we had built up across our partnership and to keep 
everyone on board, including our local authority.’

‘It was time intensive at the beginning. I would 
probably spend an afternoon every week, making 
sure I was in contact with heads, that training was set 
up, that we had the right people in the right place. 
But I think I’m reaping the benefits now, because it 
created momentum and I was able to hand over to 
heads leading smaller clusters of schools. Now I spend 
perhaps an hour or two each week making sure we’re 
on track and that we’re all joined up.’

‘As a group of heads and colleagues, we are all very 
like-minded. We understand one another and stand 
by one another; we have a rapport. I like to feel that 
heads know that I am there for them.  They can ask me 
anything and I will find the answer.’

In fact, research underlines the experience of 
Haringey’s school leaders: that clarity of roles within a 
partnership is critical to success.

Writing for the Harvard Business Review, Lynda 
Gratton from the London Business School explored 
how organisations encourage effective partnerships 
(Gratton and Erickson, 2007).

Gratton challenged her readers: ‘Which is more 
important to promoting collaboration: a clearly 
defined approach toward achieving the goal, or clearly 
specified roles for individual team members?’

Gratton reflected that a common assumption is that 
carefully spelling out the approach is essential, but 
leaving the roles of individuals within the team vague 
will encourage people to share ideas and contribute in 
multiple dimensions.

‘Our research shows that the opposite is true,’ she 
wrote. ‘Collaboration improves when the roles of 
individual team members are clearly defined and well 
understood – when individuals feel that they can do a 
significant portion of their work independently. Without 
such clarity, team members are likely to waste too 
much energy negotiating roles or protecting turf, rather 
than focus on the task.’ 

Gratton concludes: ‘Strengthening your organisation’s 
capacity for collaboration requires a combination of 
long-term investments – in building relationships and 
trust, in developing a culture in which senior leaders 
are role models of cooperation – and smart near-term 
decisions about the ways teams are formed, roles are 
defined, and challenges and tasks are articulated.’

Setting the architecture: the role of the 
Partnership Lead
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Back at Montsaye, it is possible to see how ‘smart near-
term’ decisions around peer review are contributing to 
long-term investments in deeper partnerships across 
the Trust.

Headteachers across the Trust meet fortnightly, with 
a standing item for ‘peer support’ at every meeting 

– which includes planning the mechanics of SPP. By 
embedding peer review into leadership discourse, the 
nature of the interaction between leaders has changed. 
The focus on peer review is a ‘smart near-term 
decision’ to bring rigour into improvement planning 
which, in turn, contributes to long-term investments in 
effective, knowledge-based partnerships.

What skills do partnership leads need?
Leading educationalists, Steve Munby and Michael Fullan, considered the skills needed by a new kind 
of school leader, able to bring about collective improvement across the wider school system. Their list 
makes a good checklist for the skills and behaviours needed by school leaders participating in SPP peer 
review:

• skilled at giving robust and honest feedback with candour and empathy

•  highly data literate, able to combine quantitative and qualitative information to create new insights 
into inter-school performance 

•  skilled at problem definition and solution design, helping to create innovative new approaches with 
key local partners

•  able to create and drive effective collaborative networks of schools; learns from the group and helps 
the group learn 

• able to develop approaches which share accountability and collective responsibility 

• a courageous grasper of nettles, willing to confront poor performance on the basis of moral purpose 

•  has a deep understanding of whole-system reform issues and how to make sense of them at local 
level in the interests of student learning 

• passionate about the work and able to agitate for systemic change at the local level 

•  exceptional networker and connector of people; able to broker constructive relationships where none 
looked possible 

• demonstrates ambition for the system while modelling humility for self. 

(Munby and Fullan, 2016)
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That combination of long-term investments and 
near-term decisions is evident in the network of school 
improvement partnerships across Essex. Schools across 
the county are grouped in 36 partnerships, most of 
which are engaged in peer review. The partnerships 
cover more than 400 schools.

Leaders in Essex set out to ensure that every school is 
in a formal partnership. The model is built on clarity 
of purpose. A formal document sets out what an 
accountable partnership means in practice (Kershaw, 
2016), agreed between Essex County Council, 
Essex Primary Heads Association, the Association 
of Secondary Heads in Essex, Essex Special Schools 
Education Trust and Essex School Governors. It sets 
an expectation that schools will support each other 
and headteachers will participate within partnerships. 
It is a long-term investment in building the right 
relationships.

Nicola Woolf has the task of facilitating the near-term 
decisions that enable partnerships to work.  Formally 
head of an outstanding school, she is Assistant Director 
of Education for West Essex..

‘Working at scale, our greatest challenge is building 
and sustaining the momentum of partnership,’ she says.

Nicola brings more than 30 partnership leads together 
once a term, ensuring that meetings include a 
development input as well as formal business – as 
a payback for participants. ‘We set out to invest in 
partnership leads,’ says Nicola. ‘We work together to 

develop tools which can support every partnership. 
We have recently published a partnership evaluation 
and development tool – which includes peer review 
evaluation – to establish some common ways of 
working.’

‘We also put effort into making the work of partnerships 
visible – to encourage others to consider it and 
also to demonstrate the importance we attach to it. 
Partnerships are producing case studies of their work 
and we are bringing everyone together in an annual 
“partnership conference”.’

By creating processes for sharing learning and insights, 
coupled with peer review, partnerships across Essex are 
building a body of knowledge about effective school 
improvement for their own context – and a means of 
transferring that knowledge.  

Headteachers in Essex are discovering that SPP peer 
review can be a mechanism for thinking through 
approaches to school improvement. For some 
partnerships, the programme is revealing what works 

Transferring knowledge, developing 
models of improvement

We work together to 
develop tools which 
can support every 
partnership.

So, what have other SPP leaders learned about the systems and processes that make their 
partnerships work?
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to make a difference. They are building their own 
theories of change – enabling schools to develop 
knowledge-based, replicable processes, which could 
help to drive school improvement at scale.

Former Ofsted chief, Christine Gilbert, believes this 
is a vital step for mature school partnerships. She 
has investigated the development of education 
partnerships in England. While almost all the 
partnerships she examined had spent time working out 
their vision, values and priorities, far fewer had gone 
further to establish the processes to drive improvement 
(Gilbert, 2017).

‘Initially, very few (partnerships) spent time explicitly 
devising and articulating a model for collective 
improvement, most particularly how knowledge and 

skills would be transferred and developed across the 
system,’ she says. ‘So, although most referred to the 
importance of a self-improving system or a school-led 
system, few had initially thought through exactly what 
that meant for the way they worked as a partnership 
and even fewer about how it might align to evidence. 
They had not really thought through their theory of 
change.’

As partnerships have matured, Gilbert says it has 
become more common for successful school networks 
to analyse the key elements of their approach to 
improvement and how it is different from the approach 
adopted in the past. The best are finding creative ways 
of releasing capacity to support improvement across 
their partnerships.
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Schools in Haringey, where Tony Woodward is the 
Partnership Lead, started the School Partnership 
Programme with the advantage of having worked 
together as a mature network learning community 
(NLC) since 2003. Today, schools are clustered in six NLCs, 
varying in size, each with a clear structure and purpose 
and all engaged in the SPP peer review programme. The 
chairs of all the NLCs meet twice a term.

‘We wanted to explore ways of supporting each other 
collaboratively which went beyond a rigid Ofsted-style 
model,’ says Tony. ‘That’s when we looked at Education 
Development Trust’s SPP model for peer review, among 
others. We wanted to find a process for assessing the 
impact of our schools working together. We were 
drawn to peer review because, as an NLC, we wanted 
to open ourselves to external scrutiny.’ 

The longevity of local partnerships has undoubtedly 
helped them get a peer review process off the ground, 
says Tony. ‘(Our existing relationships) meant that 
heads were able to make decisions together, work out 
the challenges together. It didn’t feel top-down. It’s 
definitely been a bottom-up approach.’  

The approach is underpinned with clear systems and 
processes.

With NLCs, schools are organised into small clusters, 
each with a cluster-lead who takes responsibility 
for maintaining momentum behind the peer review 
process. They set dates, keep lines of communication 
flowing and act as a general point of contact to keep 
the process moving. 

There have been regular training sessions for key 
players in the peer review process – especially 
Improvement Champions. ‘Originally, every cluster of 
schools had two or three Improvement Champions,’ 
says Tony, ‘but you always have to be thinking ahead 
so that you have a pool of trained ICs, even if you lose 
some when they move to other jobs.’

Tony’s next goal is to develop a stronger network to 
link all their ICs together more closely.

Schools began to share data five years ago. That 
enables reviews to pick up any patterns across schools 
that emerge from the data. Actions that schools take 
after a review are shared across the whole NLC, so that 
solutions to common challenges can be considered by 
all schools, where relevant.

Together the NLCs are beginning to form a body of 
knowledge and a framework for change to sustain their 
schools’ effectiveness.

Building on strong relationships

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE INSIGHTS

10



Tony Woodward’s agenda in Haringey is very different 
to Nicola Woolf’s 400-school-challenge in Essex 
– which is different again to Ashley Izzard-Snape’s 
mission in an emerging multi-academy trust. But 
they have common strengths. Each understands 
that partnerships without rigour are of limited value 
– and that peer review can be a means of bringing 
constructive challenge (and support) to relationships. 
Tony, Nicola and Ashley are each investing in the ‘how’, 
as well as the ‘why’ of partnership.

The evidence suggests they are right to do so.1 Effective 
collaboration is not an easy business. 

Often, the strength of a partnership is only tested when 
the going gets tough.

Studying school-to-school partnerships, researchers 
Armstrong and Ainscow put this simply: ‘It is relatively 
easy to maintain cooperation until the moments when 
hard decisions have to be made, most particularly 
regarding the setting of priorities and the allocation of 
resources. That is when the quality – and maturity – of 
a partnership is tested.’ (Armstrong and Ainscow, 2018).  

This is where focused and rigorous peer review is able 
to pay a partnership dividend. The SPP programme 
brings partners together in a structured ‘improvement 
workshop’ to set an action plan and support 
arrangements. The tricky issues of priorities and resource 
allocation, highlighted by Armstrong and Ainscow, are 
brought into the open in a transparent process.

Back in 2012, Professor David Hargreaves considered 
the quality of school partnerships when he offered a 
‘maturity model’ for a self-improving school system 
(Hargreaves, 2014). Among other things, he said 
mature collaborations paid attention to ‘partnership 
competence’ and ‘collaborative capital’.

Partnership competence is the skill of working in 
partnership together. It includes a requirement for 
fit governance and robust systems for evaluation 
and challenge. Collaborative capital, on the other 
hand, describes the skills and talents that a mature 
partnership assembles: creative entrepreneurs, 
disciplined innovators, analytic investigators and 
alliance architects.

Done well, peer review can contribute to both 
competence and capital. 

By definition, it injects evaluation and challenge into 
a school partnership. That contributes to Hargreaves’ 
‘partnership competence’. But the process of peer 
review – managed well – also builds collaborative 
capital. It creates the investigators, analysts and 
architects that Hargreaves suggested were needed for a 
mature partnership.

Towards maturity: growing together

Done well, peer review 
can contribute to both 
competence and capital. 

1.  Research suggests that the effectiveness of school collaborations is mixed. Some have been shown to make a difference to student outcomes; many 
have not. (See, for example: Ainscow, 2015; Chapman and Hadfield, 2010; Fielding et al., 2005; Muijs et al., 2011; Greany, 2017; Sammons, et al., 2007; 
Woods et al., 2006). 
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Back in Northampton, the team at Montsaye may 
be near the start of the journey, but it seems their 
approach could pay a double dividend: competence 
and capital.

The effort invested to define, recruit and support their 
Improvement Champions, for example, may result in 
more than identifying short-term resource; it could 
also be building capital for the future.

‘This process is deepening our relationships, as schools, 

and building even greater trust for the future,’ says Ashley. 
‘It’s about improving our schools and outcomes for our 

young people.’

A means to an end 
and an end in itself
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WHO ARE EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT TRUST?

At Education Development Trust, we transform lives by 
improving education around the world. Our specialist 
knowledge means we design and deliver effective, 
sustainable education solutions tailored to the local 
context. As a not-for-profit organisation, we invest 
annually in our programme of research because it 
matters to us that teachers benefit from the latest best 
practice.

HOW DO I FIND OUT MORE?

To find out more, get in touch at 
partnerships@educationdevelopmenttrust.com 
www.SchoolsPartnershipProgramme.com  
0118 902 1661.
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Collaborative 
practice 
insight three:
People and skills





About this document
This one of a series of research-informed briefs which 
bring together learning from Education Development 
Trust’s School Partnership Programme (SPP).

SPP is a partnership-based approach to school 
improvement that has worked collaboratively with over 
1,300 schools. Through the programme, groups of schools 
build capacity and capability in effective school self-
review, peer review and school-to-school support and 
improvement.

These research-informed briefs report what school 
partnerships have discovered about working together 
through peer review and how their experience compares 
with wider research findings.  

This brief explores the skills and attributes that 
practitioners have found most useful to enable them to 
conduct peer review effectively. 
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Liz, who now leads a Multi-academy Trust in south 
London, speaks from experience. In her previous 
role as a headteacher, she was a frequent visitor to a 
colleague’s school. She had noticed things that raised 
questions for her.

‘I never said anything or asked those questions because 
I thought I was in “supportive mode”’, she says. ‘I just 
assumed my colleague was getting the challenge they 
needed from elsewhere and so I just steered round 
potentially awkward questions.’

The reality, however, was different. 

‘It actually turned out that the colleague was being 
neither challenged nor supported in a way that was 
helping them. And then Ofsted arrived and the school 
was downgraded to “Requires Improvement”. My 
colleague lost the confidence of their governing body 
– and consequently their job.’

‘The experience had a profound effect on me,’ Liz 
adds. ‘I vowed then that if I ever had any questions or 
concerns about a school, I would voice them.’

Liz reflects that school leaders often feel that they lack 
the confidence to have challenging conversations 
with one another. Even the most successful leaders in 
their own schools find that it requires different skills 
to provide effective challenge to a peer. They worry 
about damaging their relationships with colleagues, or 
that they simply can’t find an appropriate way to voice 
concern about another leader’s school.

‘Peer review legitimises a different set of conversations,’ 
says Liz. ‘The process provides both the content and 
the structure for a discussion. It provides leaders 

with the space and the capabilities for a challenging 
professional exchange. It’s empowering.’ 

Michael Rowland, headteacher of Thornhill School in 
Dewsbury, has been on both sides of the peer review 
discussion – when being reviewed and as a reviewer. 
His school is part of the Focus Multi-academy Trust, 
which straddles the Pennines from Greater Manchester 
to West Yorkshire. When his Trust adopted the SPP 
process, he was the first headteacher to volunteer for a 
school review.  

Michael believes that headteachers on both sides of the 
peer review relationship need to adopt particular skills 
and attitudes to get the most from the process.

‘As the host of a review, you need to move out of 
the “showcasing” mode that heads are often forced 
to adopt,’ says Michael. ‘The peer review process is 
entirely different.’

‘If peer review is going to be helpful, you need to be 
honest and open about your school’s performance in 
order to get some useful feedback.’

Critically, says Michael, headteachers need to model 
that openness with their teams, too.

‘For your school’s staff, the peer review process can 
feel a bit strange,’ he notes. ‘You need to let them know 
that it is not about trying to produce a “show lesson” 
just for the reviewers. That means getting out of the 
Ofsted mindset. You need to help staff embrace the 
process.’

‘It’s about modelling behaviours that demonstrate 
an openness to learn. That means being open about 

‘The strength of the peer review process,’ says Liz Robinson, ‘is that it enables school 
leaders to have different kinds of conversations together.’  

By ‘different’, Liz means ‘difficult’. She means the kinds of conversations that friends and 
colleagues often avoid.
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vulnerabilities and concerns, without fear that it will be 
used against you.’

When he became a reviewer, Michael found he needed 
different skills and attitudes again. 

‘As a reviewer, you need to embrace the coaching 
model,’ he says. ‘The SPP training is really useful to help 
you get into that.’ 

Overall, Michael felt he has learned a lot from being a 
lead reviewer.

‘You need to spend time understanding the context 
of the school you are reviewing. If you already have 
familiarity with the schools and the people, I found that 
helps.’

‘You need to be able to synthesise the findings and 
reflections from the review team, quickly. Being able 
to summarise at the end of the review day in order to 
give feedback is really challenging to do – but really 
rewarding when you do it well.’

Michael stresses the need to set the right tone for the 
review team. ‘We’re not there to judge, but to offer 
feedback on a specific issue. As leader, you have to 
keep the team focused on the brief. You need to take 
on the views of the review team – and remember that 
your conclusions should be based on fact, not opinion.’

Above all, he says, the whole team should be courteous 
at all times. An effective peer review relationship is built 
on mutual respect.

‘Respect is not deference. It is often the quality that 
enables leaders to take on those so-called “difficult” 
conversations.’

The GROW coaching 
model 
The GROW model is one of the most widely-
used goal-setting and problem-solving 
models. It provides a simple and methodical 
framework for four main stages of a coaching 
session.

G  stands for goal. Through questioning, 
the coach helps the coachee to define what 
they want to achieve. It should be a specific 
measurable outcome.

R  stands for reality. The coach invites the 
coachee to define where they are now. What is 
the reality of their current situation?

O  stands for options. The coach helps the 
coachee to identify options for action. What 
could they do to move closer to their goal? In 
some cases, O can also be an opportunity to 
consider obstacles.  What are the barriers to 
progression?

W  stands for will. At this stage, the coachee 
determines a way forward – the actions they 
will undertake. They may prepare a plan and/
or define the support they need. 

Whitmore, 2002
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‘Lean into the conversation with an open attitude and a 

genuine desire to learn,’ suggests Garfinkle. ‘Start from a 

place of curiosity and respect — for both yourself and the 

other person. Genuine respect and vulnerability typically 

produce more of the same: mutual respect and shared 

vulnerability. Even when the subject matter is difficult, 

conversations can remain mutually supportive. Respect 

the other person’s point of view, and expect them to 

respect yours.’

Garfinkle sets out some helpful pointers for reviewers 
facing a potentially uncomfortable conversation with a 
peer headteacher. 

Start by focusing on what you’re hearing, not what 
you’re saying, he suggests. 

‘People who shy away from conflict often spend a huge 

amount of time mentally rewording their thoughts. 

Although it might feel like useful preparation, ruminating 

over what to say can hijack your mind. And tough 

conversations rarely go as planned anyway. So take the 

pressure off yourself. You don’t actually need to talk 

that much during a difficult conversation. Instead, focus 

on listening, reflecting, and observing. Listen. Pause. 

Be interested and proactive. Gather as much detail as 

possible. Ask questions without blame.’

Next, says Garfinkle, be direct. 

‘Address uncomfortable situations head-on by getting 

right to the point. Have a frank, respectful discussion 

where both parties speak frankly about the details of 

an issue. Talking with people honestly and with respect 

creates mutually rewarding relationships, even when 

conversations are difficult.’

There are situations, however, where cultural or 
personality differences should be considered, he 
advises. If the prevailing culture is conflict avoidant 
or doesn’t value directness, you can still engage in 
challenging conversations. In these cases, shift your 
approach from overly direct to a respectful, affirming 
back-and-forth conversation. 

For instance, if the person you are talking with seems to 
not be picking up on what you are saying, encourage 
them to repeat their understanding of what you’ve 
shared. This communication style is open and less 
threatening. 

Finally, expect a positive outcome.  

Don’t let yourself think: this is going to be a disaster. 
Instead, tell yourself: this will result in an improved 
relationship.

Garfinkle says: ‘Focus on the long-term gains that the 

conversation will create for the relationship. When your 

attention is focused on positive outcomes and benefits, 

it will shift your thinking process and inner dialogue to a 

more constructive place.’

Lean in – and expect a positive outcome

Writing in the Harvard Business Review, author Joel Garfinkle offers some straightforward 
advice to leaders preparing for a direct conversation with senior colleagues. The key, he 
says, is respect.
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Just as headteachers have developed new skills by 
being involved in the SPP peer review process, so too 
have Improvement Champions (ICs). They build on the 
review process by enabling staff to turn its findings into 
practical improvements.

Joanna Loomes and Dawn Simpson are two such ICs. 
They are both teachers in schools within the Pathfinder 
Schools Partnership. Joanna puts her finger on the key 
difference between her everyday job in the Trust and 
her role as an Improvement Champion.

Joanna puts her finger on the key difference between 
her everyday job in the Trust and her role as an 
Improvement Champion

‘In my day job, as SEND lead across two schools in the 

Trust, I am often thrown into the role of “fixer”. I am 

very solutions-focused. As an Improvement Champion, 

however, I have to resist that urge to be the one who 

jumps in with an answer. The IC role is about enabling 

other people to come up with solutions to their own 

problems. It means really listening to what staff are saying 

and helping them to make decisions.’

Dawn agrees. ‘When you work with a school, people 

need to see that you are there to support and help – not 

to tell them what to do. That means being able to stand 

back and also to question; not just to offer answers. You 

can use your experience to empathise with teachers – and 

that really helps. But don’t offer solutions.’

Joanna and Dawn are describing the essence of an 
Improvement Workshop. Informed by the school review, 
it is a process of professional learning. It is not an isolated 
exercise in old-style professional development. 

Academic, Helen Timperley, argues that the shift from 
professional development to professional learning 
is essential for lasting school improvement. She was 
among the first to argue for a transformation in teacher 
development to make it more effective – a cause now 

taken up with great vigour by organisations like the 
Teacher Development Trust.

To move from professional development to 
professional learning, Timperley argued that key shifts 
in thinking and behaviour are required. They make a 
useful checklist for Improvement Champions.

The first shift is to think of teacher development in 
terms of professional learning.  Timperley explains: 
‘Over time, the term “professional development” has 

taken on connotations of delivery of some kind of 

information to teachers in order to influence their 

practice, whereas “professional learning” implies an 

internal process in which individuals create professional 

knowledge.’

Improvement Champions: building 
ownership

Improvement champions 
have experience in 
school improvement and 
are able to: 
•  lead aspects of the partnership’s school 

improvement work, including facilitation 
of post-peer review improvement 
workshops 

•  through facilitating this workshop, help 
schools to identify and facilitate evidence-
based approaches that will bring about 
rapid and sustained school improvement 

•  help the partnership to track its peer 
review and impact evidence base to 
enable it to hold itself to account 

•  link with other ICs in the partnership 
and beyond to draw on expertise and 
experience in evidence-informed school 
improvement. 
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What attributes does an Improvement Champion need?
Lucy Shaw is an Improvement Champion in the Focus Multi-academy Trust. She works at Shibden Head 
Primary School, near Halifax. She thinks that Improvement Champions need four key attributes.

1. Commitment. ‘You need to be committed enough to invest time finding out about the school you are 
working with so that you can add value. For example, when we were working with a school focused on 
improving reading, we found out what books they were reading and then we read them all. We wanted 
to understand their context and setting.’

2. Approachability. ‘I try always to remember that I am giving an impression in the first five minutes. I 
never want people to feel afraid or to worry that they might say the wrong thing. My job is to encourage 
staff to open up and ask questions that they might not have asked. It’s about being a friendly face, but 
also about giving constructive criticism in a way that people feel able to take on board.’

3. Patience. ‘On one occasion, as well as doing a workshop, I worked with people in two-hour slots 
throughout the day. Afterwards I felt we’d really succeeded in helping teachers build their skills. It’s about 
being there for people.’

4. Dedication. ‘I think you need to be generous in the way you give your time. Sometimes you need to 
go above and beyond.’ 

‘Challenging assumptions’ and ‘meaning-making’ 
are essential activities for professional learning, says 
Timperley.

The second shift is to put students at the centre of the 
process. Improvements in student learning must be 
the central purpose, says Timperley. ‘Students must be 
the touchstone and the reason for teachers to engage, 
the basis for understanding what needs to change and 
evaluating whether those changes have been effective.’

Third, professional learning focuses on knowledge 
and skills that are both practical (to address immediate 
challenges) and understood in a way that enables them 
to be applied flexibly in response to future challenges.

Fourth, says Timperley, professional learning is a 
process of systematic enquiry.

You don’t have to look too hard to see Timperley’s 

ideas reflected in the SPP peer review process. 

At each stage, participants are encouraged to challenge 
assumptions, with Improvement Champions (in 
particular) working with staff teams to make meaning 
of the results.  

Rooted in a review of current practice, student 
outcomes are always at the centre.  

Working together, teachers are guided through an 
enquiry process to identify the skills and knowledge 
that they need to improve.

Dawn, Joanna and their Improvement Champion 
colleagues also apply the principles of professional 
learning to their practice. ‘As ICs, we need to constantly 

reflect to improve,’ says Joanna. ‘We meet as a team to 

look at what has worked and what hasn’t. We need to 

be reflective and happy to change our approach. Just 
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because something works well with one group, doesn’t 

mean to say that it always will.’  

Both Dawn and Joanna say that the skills they have 
developed as Improvement Champions have made 
them more effective in their everyday jobs, too.

‘The tools we were given as part of the SPP training are 

really helpful,’ Joanna continues. ‘I use them in staff 

meetings – not just in Improvement Workshops.’

Dawn goes further. ‘The skills and tools I have 

developed as an IC have helped me be more confident 

in presentations and working with staff groups,’ she says. 
‘They have really helped me in situations where I have 

wanted to change something by building ownership of 

solutions among staff themselves. It has helped avoid 

staff groups feeling “done to”. Now, staff are leading the 

change themselves.’

Joanna feels that the introduction of peer review has 
helped the Trust as a whole to better utilise the expertise 
that always existed within the group of schools. 

Dawn sums it up: ‘We’ve 
gone from being friends, 
to being critical friends.’
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First, they must understand the nature of the challenge.

David Weston and Bridget Clay have written extensively 
about teacher learning – and the factors that often 
prevent it. Frequently, they suggest, our innate biases as 
human beings get in the way of professional learning.

Confirmation bias leads people to explain everything 
using their existing models. We dismiss, diminish or 
reject information that does not fit with our view  
– and we over-emphasise information which confirms 
our view.

So-called ‘sunk-cost bias’ leads us to develop an 
unshakeable belief in the things we have worked 
hardest on. We don’t want to let go of work we are 
deeply invested in.

Meanwhile the Dunning-Kruger effect is cognitive 
bias where those with just a little bit of knowledge 
feel misplaced confidence in this knowledge and 
superiority, compared to those with more knowledge. 

All of these biases lead people to stick with what  
they know.

Understanding – and overcoming – 
barriers
Through hard work, the team at Pathfinder Schools has established a positive culture 
of professional learning. But what happens when that does not already exist within 
a partnership of schools? What happens when staff perceive an invitation to an 
Improvement Workshop as, at best, an irritation, or at worst a threat? What skills and 
attributes does an Improvement Champion need then?
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To make matters worse for would-be Improvement 
Champions, other biases can lead people to feel 
disposed to reject new ideas. 

For example, people tend to assume that any 
disagreement is likely to be a character flaw in the 
other person. When you make an error, it is an honest 
mistake; when another person makes an error, it is 
because they are careless or misguided. This is called 
‘fundamental attribution error’.

When these biases are combined within a group of 
people, social bonds and peer pressures can multiply 
their effects. People overvalue the views of people they 
like, and undervalue the views of those they dislike. In 
the presence of an outsider, some groups with strong 
social bonds may take refuge in their own group.

How does an Improvement Champion encourage 
professional learning in the face of such potentially 
unfavourable conditions?

Helen Timperley offers advice.

First, she says, it is a myth to think that you are better 
working with a group of willing volunteers if you 
want to encourage professional learning. In fact the 
evidence from studies of professional learning and 
development shows that the outcomes for students 
were no better or worse if teachers volunteered or 
were required to participate. That is because willing 
volunteers can join in with no genuine expectation 
that they will change their practice as a result, while 
those required to participate can unexpectedly become 
motivated to adopt change when presented with 
evidence.

Timperley advises learning facilitators to keep students’ 
needs at the centre of enquiry and discussion. ‘If, as 

commonly happens,’ she says, ‘the introduction to a 

particular professional learning focus begins with new 

approaches to teaching and learning rather than analysing 

students’ needs, resistance is more likely to arise.’

‘When a professional learning facilitator introduces 

theories that are in competition with those of the 

teachers, the issue can become one of whose theory is 

better. The question that needs to be addressed to resolve 

competing theories is, how will students benefit?’

Timperley offers facilitators some useful tactics to 
manage competing theories successfully.

Assemble relevant evidence. Include teachers’ current 
theories of practice. ‘(Ask teachers) what they consider to 

be effective and how they feel about having their theories 

challenged. What do they disagree with? What do they 

agree with?’

Adopt an enquiry habit of mind yourself as well 
as encouraging teachers to do likewise. ‘Framing 

resistance as competing theories is more likely to lead 

to enquiry habits of mind than framing resistance as not 

wanting to change,’ advises Timperley.

Set a tone of respect and challenge – which means 
taking teachers’ existing theories seriously. Facilitators 
should ask what is leading a teacher to hold a particular 
theory? What is the evidence for it? Conclusions 
should be drawn on the basis of the impact on student 
outcomes.

Finally, access expertise. ‘Ideally, which the teachers 

perceive to be relevant,’ says Timperley. Sometimes the 
challenge is to disrupt existing thinking to encourage 
enquiry.

Lucy Shaw puts this into practice. Enquiry is at the heart 
of her approach.

Sometimes the 
challenge is to disrupt 
existing thinking to 
encourage enquiry.
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Avoiding personal bias
Peer reviewers and Improvement Champions 
must guard against their own personal 
bias – as much as challenge the bias of 
others. There is good evidence that people’s 
assessment of new evidence is biased by 
their prior beliefs. That means we all tend 
to seek out confirmatory information to 
support a hypothesis we already held prior 
to an enquiry; and then to overvalue such 
confirmatory information. 

In a peer review context, school leaders can 
unconsciously look for evidence of ‘what 
I know works well in my own school’ as 
opposed to ‘what isn’t working in this school 
and how might it be better?’.

Brief 4 in this series, ‘Gathering and Using 
Evidence’, considers this in more detail and 
explores ways of countering unconscious 
bias.

‘Being an IC has really helped me sharpen my questioning 

skills,’ she says. ‘It’s not about giving answers, it about 

asking the right questions which leads the group to 

its own solutions. It’s hard at first, but once you start, 

it comes quite naturally. It’s about respecting the 

differences in other schools and helping them find 

a solution that works in their context – not trying to 

transplant what you do in your school, to theirs.’

‘As an Improvement Champion, I have learned never to 

assume things and always to be flexible. You are part of 

the process of enabling teachers to develop. You work 

together to help the teachers be the best that they can be.’

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE INSIGHTS

10



Back in Michael Rowland’s school in Dewsbury, Zoe 
Young is also an Improvement Champion within the 
Focus Multi-academy Trust. She is the first to admit that 
the IC role can seem daunting at first.

‘Lots of things are scary about the IC role,’ admits Zoe. 

‘You are going into a completely different school where 

you don’t know anybody. That automatically takes you out 

of your comfort zone.’  

‘I had lots of uncertainties at the beginning, but as I went 

through the IC training, my confidence grew. I realised 

that my role is to help teachers develop their own way 

forward to improve and I didn’t need to be an expert in 

everything.’ 

She stresses the importance of reading the dynamics 
of a workshop and not being afraid to change course if 
needed. 

‘You must be a good listener. You have to listen to the 

way the session is going and be flexible. You might have a 

beautifully planned workshop, but you need to be ready 

to change tack if the group takes a different route.’ 

Zoe has taken Helen Timperley’s core piece of advice 
to heart: to put students at the centre. Her moral 
purpose is palpable.

‘Being an Improvement Champion can be challenging, 

but you’re doing the role because you want to. You’re not 

paying lip service. You want to help secure improvements 

for children – and that is powerful. You feel a real 

responsibility. You want it to be worthwhile for the school.’ 

Zoe feels that her task is made easier by the fact 
that she is able to develop a relationship with the 
school over the long term. In her Trust, Improvement 
Champions are part of the whole SPP process, from 
the initial peer review to the post-workshop progress 
checks.

‘In each school I have worked with, I have been back and 

done the 90 day reviews,’ says Zoe. ‘In each case, I met 

the local IC and we talked through what had happened 

since the workshop. It was nice to see how it had 

developed. We also talked about what was next, so the 

process was ongoing.’

Is such a ‘scary’ role worth it? ‘Yes’, says Zoe. ‘I have 

grown a lot,’ she says.

She has enjoyed working across the Trust to make a 
wider impact; it’s given her a new outlook. ‘It has made 

me think that I’d like to take my career further and do even 

more,’ adds Zoe.

Scary and rewarding
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The Focus Multi-academy Trust, of which Zoe is a 
part, covers 15 diverse primary schools. Its Chief 
Executive is Helen Rowland. Asked about the role of the 
Improvement Champions across the Trust as a whole, 
she buzzes with enthusiasm.

‘It was the Improvement Champions that really interested 

me about the SPP process,’ she says, ‘because they take 

the process of school improvement and extend it beyond 

just our principals as the drivers.’  

Helen continues: ‘We appoint our ICs for just one year, so 

as not to overburden them and also to keep the process 

fresh. There is no payment for the role – no TLRs – but 

as time has passed more staff are putting themselves 

forward to be an Improvement Champion. Now it is 

something that staff highly value as a professional 

development opportunity.’

‘As an Improvement Champion, staff get to see things 

that they normally wouldn’t. They go into two other 

academies, work with headteachers – and in our case, the 

ICs are also involved in the peer review visits themselves. 

There is a lot of trust placed in them when they deliver the 

improvement workshops.’ 

Helen believes that the peer review process is making 
a difference beyond the support it provides to specific 
areas of school improvement; it is building staff 
capacity and capability across the Trust as a whole.

‘Some of our teams – headteachers and ICs – have said 

that being involved in the process has been some of 

the best professional development they have had. What 

they have learned about themselves – personally and 

professionally – is as valuable as what they have learned 

about their schools.’ 

What appeared ‘scary’ at first sight to staff, and 
disruptive to established ways of working, has proved a 
worthwhile investment.

Helen’s experience suggests that when school 
partnerships get it right, they can experience a 
multiplier effect from the individual benefits of the peer 
review process. 

The skills that peer reviewers develop to lead enquiries 
in other schools also makes them more effective 
in their own. The practice that ICs develop to lead 
improvement workshops also benefits their own 
day-to-day practice, as well as supporting their career 
development and their own school’s succession 
planning. Rolled together, these benefits make 
individual schools stronger and their partnership as a 
whole more effective, creating a virtuous circle.

Back in south London, Liz Robinson believes that 
peer review has changed the way that their group of 
schools interact and share knowledge. The process has 
built and strengthened relationships and changed the 
atmosphere. 

‘It is so heartening to see how it has boosted confidence,’ 

she says. 

‘Once people realise that it’s not about putting people 

under the cosh and judging them, you can see them 

open up and recognise that they can all add value. It’s 

generated a new spirit: that we’re all here to learn from 

one another.’

Shaping a system
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WHO ARE EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT TRUST?

At Education Development Trust, we transform lives by 
improving education around the world. Our specialist 
knowledge means we design and deliver effective, 
sustainable education solutions tailored to the local 
context. As a not-for-profit organisation, we invest 
annually in our programme of research because it 
matters to us that teachers benefit from the latest best 
practice.

HOW DO I FIND OUT MORE?

To find out more, get in touch at 
partnerships@educationdevelopmenttrust.com 
www.SchoolsPartnershipProgramme.com  
0118 902 1661.
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About this document
This one of a series of research informed briefs which 
bring together learning from Education Development 
Trust’s School Partnership Programme (SPP).

SPP is a partnership-based approach to school 
improvement that has worked collaboratively with over 
1,300 schools. Through the programme, groups of schools 
build capacity and capability in effective school self-
review, peer review and school-to-school support and 
improvement.

These research informed briefs report what school 
partnerships have discovered about working together 
through peer review and how their experience compares 
with wider research findings. 

This brief examines what one Multi-academy Trust 
has discovered about the process of gathering data 
and evidence to support the peer review process and 
subsequent school improvement to enhance outcomes 
for pupils. 

Footnote:  In this briefing, the term ‘evidence’ is used interchangeably to mean evidence which is internal to a school (i.e. the internal data and 
information used as part of the peer review process); or evidence which is external to a school (i.e. third party published research or best practice which is 
pertinent to the challenges faced by a school). The correct interpretation of the word will be apparent from the context.
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It starts with curiosity. We wonder how things work 
– and why sometimes they don’t. That leads to 
exploration and, often, experimentation. We make 
discoveries. And then it happens: learning.

Put that cycle into a managed process, and teams or 
organisations are able to use their learning to create 
knowledge. Together, they get better at what they do.

That’s what this brief is about. It examines how peer 
review enables organisations to gather information, 
make sense of it, learn and create knowledge. It’s 
about how organisations set about creating a culture of 
enquiry to drive improvement. 

That has been the mission of Stef Edwards and her 
team in Leicestershire. Stef is the Chief Executive of 
the Learn Academies Trust (Learn AT), which currently 
consists of ten primary schools. 

Working together, school leaders across the Trust have 
embraced the concept of enquiry. By gathering the 

right information and asking the right questions, they 
plan to  embed evidence informed practice in more 
classrooms, more often. They’re driven by a simple aim: 
to improve outcomes for children.  

To do this, Trust leaders are using a combination of 
peer review (using the SPP model) and the practice 
of lesson study to identify areas for improvement and 
strategies for addressing them. They work well together 
as complementary processes.

‘We started with lesson study, as a way of thinking more 
systematically about practice,’ says Stef. ‘We didn’t 
know what we didn’t know.’ 

‘Lesson study has helped our teachers and leaders to 
be more critical. It’s given them an enhanced sense of 
their own professionalism.’

At Learn AT, lesson study is now the main vehicle for 
professional learning. Teachers are able to work in 
teams to identify a challenge they want to address, 
linked to their school’s priorities.

‘It has taken time to get the process right,’ says Stef. ‘We 
made lots of mistakes along the way – for example, we 
didn’t allow enough time for research at the beginning, 
so we were just recycling what people already knew. 
Consequently, we weren’t getting the impact we 
wanted.’ The Trust has refined its approach as a result. 
‘We’ve learned that teachers need dedicated time in 
the school day to make the process work. They need 
someone to facilitate. They need access to specialists.’

What is lesson study? 
Lesson study is a Japanese model of teacher-
led research in which a triad of teachers 
work together to target an identified area for 
development in their students’ learning. Using 
existing evidence, participants collaboratively 
research, plan, teach and observe a series of 
lessons, using ongoing discussion, reflection 
and expert input to track and refine their 
interventions.

The Japanese Lesson Study model has been 
advocated in the UK for some time, both by 
the (then) National College for Teaching and 
Leadership and its predecessor organisations.

Teacher Development Trust
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Lesson study and the SPP peer review process have 
many common characteristics. They work well together.   

‘Both lesson study and peer review are about enquiry,’ 
says Stef. ‘Lesson study embeds an enquiry-oriented 
approach at class teacher level – which reflects the 
enquiry cycle of peer review at school level. They feed 
each other.’

‘As a Trust, we had been thinking about peer review for 
a while. Schools wanted an external input to their own 
reviews and, together, we wanted a stronger sense of 
holding ourselves to account as a Trust. We knew we 
needed support to do this well, which is why we turned 
to SPP.’

It is still early days, but Stef Edwards hopes that the 
SPP peer review process will support the Trust’s 
commitment to evidence informed practice. ‘Relatively 
few of us have had experience of going into another 
school and sitting down as a team to think about the 
data and evidence that we want to draw together to 
understand what is happening. If it’s done well, the 
peer review process should do more than tell us what 
we already know; it should be revelatory.’
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‘Peer review has given us a formal approach to unpicking 

what is happening in our schools,’ says Alan, ‘and a result, 

we have been able to identify where schools have similar 

areas of need and get deeper into the issues that we need 

to address together.’

To realise the potential of the SPP peer review process, 
says Alan, schools should be bold in choosing the 
focus of their review. Select an issue that is a genuine 
development issue, he advises, not something where 
you think you already have a solution. Be open to 
possibilities.

Preparation for the review process is key. Evidence 
collection and analysis is critical throughout the peer 
review process. It begins with a school’s own period 
of self-review.  Both Steve and Alan agree that it 
pays to ‘dig deep’ at this stage. Reflecting on his own 
experience of being reviewed, Steve says: ‘I would build 

in more time for the self-review process next time. We 

did it a week before the pre-meeting with the peer review 

team, but if we had planned it a month in advance with 

a sequence of meetings, we would have got more out of 

the day.’  With more time, 
Steve says he would involve 
a wider group of staff in 
the preparation next time, 
engaging more teachers 
directly in peer review as 
a positive developmental 
process.

When it comes to the  
pre-meeting with the 
review team, Steve Roddy 
advises schools and lead 
reviewers to be focused 

in their approach. ‘Sharpen your enquiry questions,’ he 
says, ‘so that you can get to the bottom of an issue. Don’t 

be afraid to have a narrow focus if that’s needed. Decide 

what you can realistically achieve in one day and agree 

goals that will genuinely inform future learning.’

Alan agrees. As a reviewer, he has learned the 
importance of focus and challenge in the pre-review 
meeting. Reflecting on his experience, he feels he could 
have done more to help narrow the focus of the enquiry.

And he goes further. He believes reviewers should be 
prepared to push schools to focus on issues that will 
help them improve most. If schools are suggesting areas 
of enquiry simply to confirm solutions they have already 
identified, reviewers should be prepared to challenge. 
‘Be prepared to say “if you know that, there’s not much 
point focusing on it in the review”,’ advises Alan.

In preparation for undertaking reviews as lead 
reviewers, both Alan and Steve have drawn on external 
sources of research – for example, on the use of 
support staff and also on vocabulary development.

Gathering data for peer review

Data sources to support peer review 
Prior to peer review, schools within the Learn Academies Trust share their 
self-evaluation information (SEF) which includes end-of-key-stage data 
from the previous year and in-school data for maths and English for the 
current year (including a breakdown by gender/group and the results of any 
standardised tests/comparative judgement outcomes for writing, etc.).

Other sources of data and information might include external school 
review visit reports, monitoring records, examples of children’s work, pupil 
interviews, lesson study posters/reports.

Alan Eathorne and Steve Roddy are both headteachers within Learn Academies Trust. Both 
have welcomed peer reviews in their own schools, as well as becoming lead peer reviewers 
of other schools in the Trust. They have seen the process from both sides.
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As heads and reviewers assemble 
data and information to support 
the review process, both Steve 
and Alan urge leaders to ‘think 
beyond the obvious’.

‘This is not just about SATs data,’ 

says Alan, ‘although that might be 

part of it. If you are looking at the 

SATs data, be imaginative and use 

it in different ways. In one review, 

we used it to check for evidence 

of unconscious bias in the way 

targets were set for pupil premium 

children, for example, to guard 

against any pre-disposition to 

give disadvantaged pupils lower 

attainment targets.’

Fellow reviewer, Dave Turner, advocates a similarly 
thoughtful approach to the use of data.  ‘One of the 
big bits of learning for me (as a peer reviewer) was not 
to go for too many evidence sources. Think carefully 
about your selection,’ he says.

Steve Roddy underlines the difference between 
the peer review process and other forms of school 
accountability. ‘This is not “mocksted”,’ he stresses, ‘so 

it need not follow the routes that other processes follow. 

With peer review, we’re looking for a different outcome, 

so it might not be all about numerical data.’

He gives the example of a review which explored 
reading and looked especially at making effective use 
of support staff. ‘The voice of support staff themselves 

was really important,’ he said, ‘and we made good use of 

that evidence in the review. It also made those staff feel 

valued and it engaged them in the process.’

Alan Eathorne concurs: ‘Make use of different voices. 

If you want to understand, say, children’s attitudes to 

reading, ask them!’

Sarah Bodicote was also a member of a review team 
which explored reading.

‘We wanted to understand how reading was taught, so 

it wasn’t just about the outcomes data,’ she explains. 
The team sought out evidence in children’s reading 
journals, their reading diaries (to see which children 
read regularly at home) and teachers’ record-keeping 
folders, as well as watching lessons themselves. ‘We 

even looked at the library and how reading was presented 

around the school to see how accessible books were,’ 

says Sarah.

‘As a review team, we met up throughout the review 

day to talk through what we had seen and to triangulate 

findings. We were also able to test and check our thoughts 

with the headteacher during the day.’ This approach 
helps review teams to ensure that their findings have 
breadth, depth and validity. Sarah continues: ‘The 

value of the peer review process is that it is open and 

supportive. We all want to improve.’

Overall, the message is clear: be open to different 
sources of data, not just the traditional Ofsted numbers. 
Data comes in different types and different sizes.

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE INSIGHTS

   5



Dr Pasi Sahlberg urges teachers to use both big and 
small data to investigate what is happening in the 
classroom.  

Sahlberg has been both a classroom teacher and 
policymaker in Finland, and now studies education 
systems around the world, advising governments and 
international bodies on school reform.

School leaders are familiar with big data. It derives 
from whole-school systems: assessment data; student 
profiling data; progress tracking; and so on. It is deeply 
embedded in England’s highly regulated school system.

Big data provides essential information for assessing 
performance – but it has limitations, says Sahlberg: 

‘Big data normally reveals only correlation between 
events, not causation. Correlation is important in 
understanding these relationships, but it doesn’t mean 
that one thing would cause the other.’ 

‘We need information that helps us to understand better 

those aspects of teaching and learning that are invisible or 

not easily measurable,’ he continues. ‘This is where “small 

data” can add further value.’

‘Standardised tests or opinion surveys may help to identify 

some general trends, but they are not able to reveal 

deeper secrets of pedagogy. Therefore, small data can 

be a good tool to find out what works best, and why, in 

schools.’ 

Big data, small data

Pasi Sahlberg: three practices for collecting and using 
small data
•  Peer coaching for professional learning. Peer coaching provides teachers with an environment in 

which it is safe to test new ideas and try new practices. Absence of fear and anxiety helps teachers 
also to see more clearly those tiny clues – or small data – in teaching that may lead to understanding 
something that can unlock further professional learning. Systematic attention to finding small data 
in interaction between teachers in school may therefore enrich the current cultures of collaborative 
practices in school. 

•  Use of authentic assessment in the classroom. One productive use of small data is through authentic 
student assessments that utilise judgements made by both teachers and students. Student self-
assessment, whether it is a portfolio or reflection, is a great way to allow students to explain and 
speak about their learning. Students’ narratives often include tiny clues — or small data — about 
their learning or your teaching that may uncover important features about improving what you do in 
school. 

•  Discovering students’ beliefs about the topics you are teaching. I taught mathematics in school for 
many years. Back then I systematically collected small data (although I didn’t call it that) to understand 
students’ beliefs about the mathematical world. Research showed me that students’ conceptions of 
mathematics, however erroneous, are often very difficult to change. Data from standardised tests 
cannot inform a teacher about these important hidden cognitive forces. Therefore, it is small data that 
can help teachers understand why some students don’t learn as well as they could in school. 
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‘Small data has always been part of the process for 

experienced teachers, doctors, social workers and 

psychologists. It is not new, except the name. Danish 

management adviser, Martin Lindstrom, calls tiny clues 

that reveal big trends small data.’ 

‘In school, these small clues are often hidden in the 

complex fabric of values, behaviours and cultures that 

determine what teachers and students do in school. 

Understanding this complexity – in other words, being 

sensitive to weak signals and small data – must become a 

priority for improving education.’ 

So it’s not just about data; it’s also about critical 
thinking.

Crucially, Sahlberg emphasises that big and small data 
are not either/or options. ‘Small data is not an alternative 

to big data,’ he says, ‘but a valuable complement to 

evidence-based practice and good data in schools.’ 

The experience of school leaders at Learn Academies 
Trust bears this out. Together, they are using peer 
review to uncover small clues which reveal new 
insights into bigger challenges.

So it’s not just about 
data; it’s also about 
critical thinking.
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How does Will (along with his IC colleagues) set about 
gathering the data needed to facilitate improvement?

‘I start by going to the end-of-review wash up meeting to 

begin the process of gathering the information I need for 

the improvement workshop,’ says Will. ‘I find that really 

valuable.’

Just as with peer reviewers, Alan and Steve, Will’s initial 
goal is focus and clarity.  ‘Sometimes I will contact a 

headteacher again, after the wash up meeting, to get 

more clarity. The aim is to identify the small foci to work 

on that will deliver the greatest improvement.’

It is a process he repeats, in part, at the start of each 
improvement workshop. He replays the headlines 
of the review with staff, inviting them to give their 
perspective. His aim is to continue a process which is 
working ‘with’ school staff, not doing things ‘to’ them.

Will believes that a key role of Improvement Champions 
is to bring intelligence from wider research to the table, 
complementing the review findings and teacher inputs. 
‘That’s what gives us a wider perspective for developing 

actions,’ he says, ‘which is one of the strengths of the 

(SPP) process.’

‘By going to the research to inform the improvement 

workshop, we can bring greater focus and direction. We 

can use information to identify what doesn’t work as well 

as what does.  It’s not always about doing something new; 

it’s also about stopping things that make no difference.’

By gathering the outcomes of the peer review 
alongside the findings from research, Will is bringing 
together two ‘fields of knowledge’.  

The first is the knowledge and experience of the Trust’s 
own practitioners, as revealed through peer review 
and very much rooted in the Trust’s own context. 

The second is the knowledge and intelligence from 
research and published best practice.

When these are brought together in improvement 
workshops, a third field of knowledge can result: that is 
the evidence informed insights that teachers develop 
themselves through collaborative work and enquiry. 
These new insights are informed by the findings of peer 
review from their teachers’ own context, balanced by 
evidence from wider systems.

Will offers a practical example: ‘When we were looking 

at reading, for example, the peer review outcomes gave 

us a snapshot of school performance. The addition of the 

published research helped us to think about how we keep 

a consistent journey for reading throughout the school, 

across all year groups. Digging deeper, we found that we 

had been re-teaching the same skills from one year group 

to the next, instead of thinking about the whole picture. 

The new insight helped inform options for improvement.’

It’s not always straightforward. Will is the first to admit 
that finding pertinent source material from the research 

Evidence informed improvement

The aim is to identify 
the small foci to work 
on that will deliver the 
greatest improvement

Back in Leicestershire, Will Baylis is one of the Improvement Champions (ICs) working 
across the Learn Academies Trust. He picks up the school improvement baton from 
reviewers like Alan, Sarah and Steve, working with teachers to shape the output of peer 
review into tangible action plans.
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is a challenge. It takes time, and research sources 
sometimes contradict each other, although Will says: 
‘That forces us to think critically.’

Will is fortunate in that he has access to a university 
library for research; he also suggests tapping into the 
Chartered College of Teaching and the Education 
Endowment Foundation. Stef Johnson, another IC 
and a lead practitioner for NCETM (National Centre 
for Excellence in the Teaching of Mathematics) also 
recommends Twitter as a gateway to useful material – 
taking care to follow credible sources that have a track 
record for rigour.

Claire Rodi is also an Improvement Champion within 
the Trust and, like Will, has similarly found it challenging 
to find pertinent research data to support improvement 
workshops.  ‘Talk to your senior colleagues, too,’ she 
advises. ‘I got useful recommendations for research to 

explore from other colleagues in the Trust.’ 

Claire is clear that external research adds value to the 
process. ‘It really helped us to widen the discussion,’ 

says Claire, ‘and to avoid just falling back on what we’ve 

always done.’

‘Although the research was not an exact match for our 

enquiry, it still helped to open avenues for discussion as 

we considered options for the future. It also enabled us 

to benchmark what we were doing already and maintain 

effective practice. The workshops are not necessarily 

about throwing everything out and starting again.’

Claire has some straightforward advice for other 
Improvement Champions: ‘Keep the focus of your 

improvement workshop as tight as possible. For example, 

we narrowed one workshop from “use of support staff” 

to a much tighter focus looking at “what effective guided 

practice looks like”. It meant we could also be much more 

focused with the research input.’

A smaller number of pertinent research inputs is 
preferable to a wider range of less relevant sources.

Tips for successful improvement workshops
Sarah Walker is an Improvement Champion at Learn Academies Trust.  She believes that the key to a 
successful improvement workshop is to keep it tightly focused on an issue where participants can make 
a difference.

Leading an improvement workshop on writing, she distilled the review feedback into a key question: 
‘How can we improve subject knowledge and teaching sequences in writing?’ 

One of the sources she used was Strand 4 from the EEF document, ‘Improving Literacy at Key Stage 2’ 
recommendations. 

Sarah put each of the recommendations onto separate A3 sheets. Staff engaged in a carousel activity, 
reviewing each recommendation to assess current strengths and gaps in practice.

The enquiry-based approach aligns well with Learn Academies’ existing commitment to lesson study – 
which is also enquiry-based. There is scope to align these even more closely in the future.
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Claire’s advice finds an echo in the work of academic, 
Helen Timperley. ‘Having large quantities of information 

is not the same as having high quality information,’ Helen 
says, about considering the evidence that teachers 
need to identify ways to improve their practice.

Timperley, a Professor of Education at Auckland 
University, New Zealand, has become well known for 
her work on teacher development. She is passionate 
about the power of effective, evidence informed 
professional learning as a powerful tool to improve 
schools.

Often, the process of considering data and research is 
an iterative process, says Timperley:

‘Quality (of evidence) tends to improve as teachers and 

their leaders engage in iterative cycles of enquiry to build 

their pedagogical content knowledge, identify better 

questions to ask and seek more detailed evidence to 

answer them.’

‘As they become more sophisticated in analysing student 

needs, the evidence sought becomes a search for answers 

to specific questions about specific puzzles evident in 

students’ learning profiles.’

Helen Timperley also sounds a word of caution when 
teachers use data to identify improvements: it’s all 
about interpretation. Data, she points out, do not speak 
for themselves. Rather, people make sense of data 
to create information and insights. It is the meaning-
making process that counts. 

That means being aware of – and avoiding – personal 
bias.

It is a challenge that Improvement Champion, Will 
Baylis, recognises and advises colleagues to guard 

against. ‘We all have our own biases about what we think 

works best,’ says Will.   ‘External research can be a good 

challenge to our own favourite ways of doing things and 

to consider other ways of approaching a problem.’

Will’s insight is a good one. Very often, individuals have 
an innate tendency to seek out evidence that confirms 
a favoured approach. Science writer, Ben Goldacre, 
describes this as our bias towards positive evidence, 
which can contribute to poor decision-making.

Under the provocative title ‘Why clever people believe 
stupid things’, Goldacre has written about the research 
which examines how individuals are prone to make 
questionable judgements, even in the face of contrary 
evidence. Put simply: people’s assessment of new 
evidence is biased by their prior beliefs; they seek out 
confirmatory information for any given hypothesis 
and they overvalue such confirmatory information. 
Rarely do individuals seek out information which would 
disprove their preferred hypothesis (Goldacre, 2009).

Helen Timperley offers teachers a framework for 
avoiding bias in their search for improvement. She 
offers four components which make for open, 
evidence-informed conversations (Earl and Timperley, 
2008).

First, says Timperley, use relevant evidence. By this she 
means locally derived data which has both reliability 
and validity. 

Second, develop an enquiry habit of mind. ‘Engaging 
in the enquiry and knowledge-building cycle both 
develops and becomes dependent on having an 
enquiry habit of mind. Facilitated engagement in the 
process itself creates (the habit),’ she says.

Enabling professional learning

Resource: Data Driven Dialogue Tool

This dialogue tool helps to replace hunches and feelings with data-based facts, examine patterns and trends of performance indicators, and generate  
‘root-cause’ discussions that move from identifying symptoms to possible causes of student performance.  
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Timperley’s third component involves building 
relationships of respect and challenge. ‘Teachers 
cannot readily engage in cycles of enquiry and 
knowledge-building when they feel criticised or put 
down for not being good enough,’ she suggests. In 
other words, data and evidence is not best used as a 
stick to beat people with.

At the same time, challenge must also be part of 
the equation. Discussions which only affirm current 
practice offer no challenge to improve.

Finally, Timperley’s fourth component for evidence-
informed discussions is access to expert knowledge. 
‘Enquiry without reference to what is already known 

raises the very real possibility of reinventing wheels. At 

worst it results in bringing ineffective strategies to urgent 

problems.’ 

These components resonate with the principles which 
underpin SPP. Aspects of all four components are 
visible in the approach at Learn Academies Trust. 

To facilitate access to expert knowledge in particular, the 

Trust has created so-called ‘RIPL Leads’ in every school.

RIPL stands for Research Informed Professional Learning. 

CEO, Stef Edwards, describes these leads as ‘joiners of 

dots’. They are all either peer reviewers or Improvement 

Champions within the SPP process.

‘RIPL Leads look at what CPD people have done, what 

impact it has had, how is being sustained and how it is 

being shared,’ she explains. ‘They are all senior leaders 

with time to commit to the role.’ 

In addition, RIPL Leads support Improvement Champions 

to get access to good quality, pertinent research material 

by signposting to external sources. 

RIPL Leads meet together, convened by a headteacher. 

The Trust aims to upskill each RIPL Lead with ‘Leading 

Learning’ training, provided by the EEF, as well as 

providing membership of the Chartered College for each 

Lead. 

Of course, as a Multi-academy Trust, Learn Academies 

operates within a common financial and accountability 

framework. The creation of shared resources – such as 

RIPL Leads – is a relatively straightforward process. It is 

not an option so easily available to other types of school 

partnerships – be that federations, networks or looser 

collaborations. Such partnerships may need to look to 

alternative structures to develop a common resource, 

such as teaching school alliances, higher education 

partners and research schools.

Creative use of resource
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Stef Edwards recognises that it is still too early to assess 

the lasting impact of the Trust’s engagement with the SPP 

process. She describes the project as a ‘work in progress’, 

underlining the need to let the process bed-in to realise 

its full potential to change practice.

‘People look for quick fixes,’ says Stef, ‘but sometimes 

implementation takes time to get right. We may need 

more than one go around the peer review cycle.’ 

Stef sees the commitment to peer review and professional 

learning as a long-term commitment to drive evidence-

informed practice. She offers a striking metaphor: 

‘Sometimes you need hares and sometimes you need 

tortoises,’ she explains. ‘When you have inadequate 

teaching in Key Stage 2, you need to make changes 

quickly. That’s when you need a hare: it gets the job done 

– but it’s unsustainable.’

‘Peer review, by contrast, is a tortoise. It is about going 

deeper into the organisation’s practice and putting lasting 

changes in place which bear fruit down the line – so 

you won’t need any more quick fixes. It takes longer but 

embeds enduring improvement.’

‘If you are always having to rely on hares, that’s 

unsustainable. You must invest in tortoises too!’

In the end, we all know who won the race.

Investing for the future

Even if they cannot easily pool budgets, all school 

partnerships, whatever their form, are able to pool a more 

significant resource: the knowledge and insights gained 

from multiple peer reviews.

Just as Improvement Champions bring together local 

intelligence and published evidence to create new 

insights within individual schools (the so-called ‘third field 

of knowledge’), so too can groups of schools working at a 

system level.

School partnerships also have access to two fields 

of knowledge, from which they can generate a third. 

By assessing the outcome of reviews across their 

partnership, reviewing relevant published research, 

school partnerships can begin to identify the trends (and 

solutions) which are shaping their own system.

At Learn Academies Trust, Improvement Champion Sarah 

Walker emphasises the benefits that could flow to the 

wider Trust by harnessing this knowledge. She says: ‘The 

more we can share the learning from reviews, the more 

we will benefit by being able to identify common areas for 

improvement.’

‘We have a central system in place to store data and 

findings from reviews. One of the headteachers is tasked 

with bringing themes to leaders’ attention – areas that 

need work as well as areas that are strengths.’

The Trust is using this analysis to inform the work 

programmes of its RIPL Leads, as well as shaping future 

school-to-school support provision for its academies and 

its teaching school.

It will take time, but eventually Learn Academies Trust 

could contribute to the knowledge base of effective 

practice, as well as drawing from it.

Driving change at scale
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WHO ARE EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT TRUST?

At Education Development Trust, we transform lives by 
improving education around the world. Our specialist 
knowledge means we design and deliver effective, 
sustainable education solutions tailored to the local 
context. As a not-for-profit organisation, we invest 
annually in our programme of research because it 
matters to us that teachers benefit from the latest best 
practice.

HOW DO I FIND OUT MORE?

To find out more, get in touch at 
partnerships@educationdevelopmenttrust.com 
www.SchoolsPartnershipProgramme.com  
0118 902 1661.


