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Executive summary 

The project 

In 2016, Suffolk County Council (SCC) and the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) launched a new joint 

Challenge Fund to boost educational attainment in publicly funded schools across the county. The launch 

represents one of a number of SCC’s initiatives in response to the recommendations by the Royal Society of 

Arts (RSA, 2013) in their report No School an Island. The report identified the stubborn underperformance of 

pupils from low-income families and the social and geographic isolation facing many rural schools and colleges 

in Suffolk. A key recommendation to SCC was to connect with the EEF to embed a culture of evidence-based 

practice in Suffolk schools.  

When SCC approached the EEF to partner with their 2016 Challenge Fund, the EEF was also exploring 

effective and efficient models for disseminating and scaling up their intervention programmes that were found 

to have promising evidence of impact on pupil attainment. The agreed new funding model for the 2016 

Challenge Fund required schools to provide 50% of the commercial price of training and materials for their 

selected intervention programmes, with the EEF and SCC providing 25% each for the remaining costs.  

This report presents the results of an EEF-funded, independent evaluation (2016–2018) which was designed 

to investigate and test whether incentivising schools to adopt EEF programmes is a viable way of scaling up 

an evidence-based approach to improving teaching and learning in schools. Using a mixed methods research 

design, this light touch evaluation aimed to provide a largely descriptive account to inform a judgement about 

the promise, feasibility, and further scalability of such incentive-based campaigns. 

Key conclusions 

Evidence of promise 1: There was a clear appetite amongst schools in Suffolk to learn how to use research 

and evidence to inform decisions about teaching and learning. The take-up of the 2016 evidence-based, 

collaborative Challenge Fund equated to the total number of schools involved in all of the previous rounds 

between 2013 and 2015. 

Evidence of promise 2: Few schools reported significant barriers to the implementation of their selected 

programmes in the 2016 Challenge Fund. However, this finding needs to be interpreted with caution because 

a standardised fidelity measurement was used across the delivered programmes making judgement about the 

quality of implementation difficult. 

Feasibility 1: The most commonly-cited ‘enablers’ that had attracted schools to take up evidence-based EEF 

programmes on offer in the 2016 Challenge Fund were meeting schools’ improvement priorities (often related 

to a specific cohort of pupils), the availability of matched funding, and the positive reputation of the EEF. 

Effective take-up and implementation, however, centres upon schools’ leadership capability and staffing 

capacity, and, associated with these, the extent to which their selected programmes were aligned to support 

school improvement priorities. 

Feasibility 2: ‘Good’ and better schools (as judged by Ofsted) and schools that were shown to be already 

evidence-engaged were comparatively over-represented in 2016. Encouraging schools in coastal areas and 

those in need of support to participate in Challenge Fund campaigns had remained a consistent challenge. 

Scalability: The 2016 joint matching funding model was perceived by many schools to be a financially 

attractive and viable way of scaling up interventions that are shown to improve teaching and learning. 
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What are the findings? 

Findings 1: Reach and engagement 

The evaluation was centred upon one primary research question: 

Research Question 1: Is an evidence-based Challenge Fund a viable way of supporting schools to adopt 

interventions that improve teaching and learning for FSM pupils (pupils eligible for free school meals), at scale? 

There is promising evidence that the evidence-based, joint matched-funding model of the 2016 Challenge 

Fund has the potential to be a financially viable and educationally beneficial way of supporting schools to adopt 

interventions that are shown to improve teaching and learning, at scale. However, although our analysis shows 

that the geographic spread of schools in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was much more even across the local 

authority, it had not, as yet, enabled a comparatively higher proportion of disadvantaged, rural, and coastal 

schools to benefit from the funding and school improvement opportunities that the Challenge Fund initiatives 

could bring.  

Findings 2: Evidence of promise—take-up and delivery 

Research Question 2: Does the offer of a collaborative Challenge Fund have an impact on take-up and fidelity 

of delivery of evidence-based programmes? 

There were clear pull factors in this evidence-based collaborative funding model that had attracted a 

considerably greater proportion of schools to be involved. More than a third of schools in Suffolk (n = 116, 36%) 

applied and were granted funding in 2016—equating, almost, to the total number of schools that were involved 

in one of the three previous rounds of the Challenge Fund between 2013 and 2015 (n = 117). 

Overall, there were small variations in the extent to which the intervention programmes were implemented in 

schools. The fidelity records show that 44 of the 60 schools (73%) had ‘fully/mostly’ implemented the 

intervention programme as required by the developer across all the aspects that the pro forma intended to 

measure. However, there were a range of methodological and practical challenges in the design and data-

collection of fidelity. These challenges make any judgement about measurement of the implementation quality 

difficult, and we must therefore interpret the overall positive fidelity measures with caution. 

Research Question 3: Does the approach result in sustained take-up? 

There was limited evidence in this light touch evaluation to suggest that this 2016 collaborative fund would 

result in schools’ sustained take-up of programmes.  

Nonetheless, there is promising evidence that the evidence-based nature of this joint funding approach may 

foster longer-term take-up. First, the evaluation reveals a widespread, positive attitude towards research use 

in participating schools of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund and that schools perceived the benefits of using such 

evidence-based approach in meeting improvement needs. Second, the involvement of the EEF as an active 

partner—and the perceived credibility of its evidence-based interventions—contributed to the attraction of this 

joint fund. Third, the matched funding model requiring schools to co-invest in their selected school 

improvement activity led, it was believed, to more effective engagement and ownership of the outcomes.  

However, the longer-term sustainability of the funding approach depends on a combination of factors including 

the relevance, quality, and trustworthiness of the evidence, the capacity and capability of school leadership, 

and, related to these, the extent to which the implementation of the programmes could make an intended 

difference over time. 

Findings 3: Feasibility—barriers and enablers 

Research Question 4: What schools are applying and how has the profile changed from previous rounds of 

the Challenge Fund? 
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The characteristics and profiles of different rounds of Challenge Fund schools broadly reflected the wider 

school population in Suffolk in terms of pupil disadvantage (using FSM as an indicator), Ofsted performance, 

school phase, urban-rural location, and pupil attainment outcome. However, participation from schools in some 

coastal areas was comparatively low in all Challenge Fund initiatives. In addition, the proportion of ‘good’ 

schools (as judged by Ofsted) in the 2016 round was comparatively higher than for Suffolk as a whole.  

The under-representation of schools from coastal areas and the over-representation of ‘good’ and better 

schools suggest that attracting greater participation from schools that are in need of support for improvement 

and schools in hard-to-reach, disadvantaged, rural, and coastal towns remains a challenge for system-wide 

scaling-up campaigns.  

Moreover, compared to schools in the previous rounds and those that did not participate at all, proportionally 

more schools in the 2016 Challenge Fund were already using information based on EEF evidence and/or 

academic research to inform their decisions about teaching and learning. More than half of the 2016 joint 

Challenge Fund schools (54%), compared to around one in four schools in the other two groups (27% and 26% 

respectively), had used the EEF website/toolkit substantially in their practice. 

Research Question 5: What characteristics of the offer influence decisions about whether to apply and what 

to apply for? What are the barriers and enablers? 

The most commonly cited ‘enablers’ that had attracted schools to take up evidence-based EEF programmes 

on offer in the 2016 Challenge Fund included: 

• Relevance of the intervention programme. This was the most commonly cited motive. Evidence from 

the interviews especially highlighted the importance of ensuring that schools’ selected EEF 

programmes supportive of their improvement priorities and that met their identified educational needs. 

• Matched funding was also a strong incentive for schools to participate although factors other than cost 

were more influential in driving schools’ choice of intervention programmes.  

• Positive reputation of the EEF. The involvement of the EEF as an active partner, and the perceived 

credibility of their evidence-based interventions, contributed to the attraction of this joint fund.  

Lack of financial resources and staffing capacity, especially in small and rural schools, affected not only the 

quality of the programme implementation, but also schools’ sustained interest and/or ability to stay engaged. 

In some cases, however, the issue of capacity was less about resourcing and more about the extent to which 

the leadership of the school had sufficiently ring-fenced time for their staff members to support the intervention. 

Evidence shows that effective take-up of externally incentivised initiatives and implementing them effectively 

to serve schools’ improvement needs are essentially one process of change. The capacity and capability of 

school leadership is key to both. 

Findings 4: Scalability 

Research Question 6: How effective is the collaboration between Suffolk, the EEF, schools, and developers 

in engaging schools? 

The collaboration between SCC, the EEF, and the programme developers was seen as a progressive and 

proactive move to facilitate the mobilisation of knowledge and a dialogue about the benefits to young people 

and teachers of evidence-informed practice at regional, local, and school level in Suffolk. In the application 

process, support was offered from SCC’s Standards and Excellence Officers (SEOs) to advise schools on their 

choice of interventions. The volume and quality of the programme information provided at the pre-application 

‘Evidence Fair’ event, which brought together all partners, was seen by school leaders as necessary and 

important in terms of enabling them to make informed decisions about the suitability of programmes on offer 

to their contexts and needs.  

Research Question 7: How replicable is the model given the changing Local Authority and national context? 
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Evidence suggests that the 2016 joint Challenge Fund can be a viable model to scale up the EEF’s evidence-

based intervention programmes. It attracted participation from the widest geographic reach in Suffolk, but at 

almost half of the cost of the previous less evidence-based scheme and with little requirement for support from 

key partners. However, variation in school profiles and implementation processes identified in this evaluation 

also reminds us that system-wide scaling-up campaigns, like the 2016 Challenge Fund, need to recognise how 

intervention tasks, organisational factors, and diverse contextual conditions combine to create the variability 

in outcomes (Bryk, 2009, 2015; also Engestrὄm, 2011; Gutiėrrez and Penuel, 2014), and thus effectively 

support school leaders and teachers to develop skills and capabilities required to refine intervention 

programmes in ways that interact with, rather than add to (Bryk, 2015; Gu et al., 2018), the complex systems 

in which they work and students learn.  

Given the effect shows promise, there would be merit in attempting to trial similar approaches that incentivise 

the take-up of evidence-based interventions. However, it is important that any such trials are evaluated using 

a more rigorous and extensive design which would ideally identify an outcome measure that would act as a 

proxy for, or an intermediate outcome to, the outcomes that are deemed as importance (such as children’s 

attainment and progress). 

Research Question 8: How cost-effective/affordable is the model for funders and schools? 

The 2016 Challenge Fund was a relatively low-cost programme and represented good value for money for key 

funding partners. Although it had attracted participation from a substantially larger number of schools 

compared to previous rounds, the level of funding (£151,142) was less than half of the total funding size of the 

previous rounds (£381,459). In addition, the administration costs of running the fund were relatively modest at 

9% of the total cost. For schools, the matched funding approach was perceived to be especially relevant in the 

current school funding contexts in England where small schools in rural contexts such as Suffolk tended to 

face real financial and resourcing challenge. 

In sum, there is promising evidence in this evaluation suggesting that providing financial incentives to 

encourage schools to adopt evidence-based interventions can be an attractive approach to encourage take-

up and participation, is feasible for schools to implement, and is financially viable and scalable. However, 

results of this light-touch evaluation also show that future evaluations need to collect more in-depth and robust 

longitudinal data to gain insights into why some schools chose not to take part, what could be done to 

incentivise them to take part, and, as importantly, the extent to which, and how, the take-up and implementation 

of externally ‘proven’ interventions in scaling-up campaigns such as the 2016 Challenge Fund can make a 

sustained difference to educational practices and outcomes across different groups of schools and for different 

groups students. 

How was the pilot conducted? 

The findings from this mixed-method, light touch evaluation design were based on the following methods: 

• secondary analysis of the profiles of all schools in Suffolk to explore the reach and engagement of the 

Challenge Fund grants;  

• a baseline survey to explore the culture of using evidence-based practice to improve teaching and 

learning in all Suffolk schools; 

• analysis of the application forms for all Challenge Fund grants between 2013 and 2016;  

• a simple ‘standardised’ pro forma to assess the fidelity of delivery of the intervention programmes in 

the 2016 joint Challenge Fund, and to explore the associations between programme fidelity and school 

characteristics; and 

• light touch case study visits and telephone interviews of senior leaders responsible for the 

implementation of intervention programmes in a stratified, purposeful subsample of schools that 

participated in the baseline survey.  
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Introduction 

In 2016, Suffolk County Council (SCC) and the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) launched a new joint 

Challenge Fund with a total value of up to £600,000 to boost educational attainment across the county. All 

publicly funded schools in Suffolk were invited to bid for matched funding to take up and implement intervention 

programmes from a given list which, according to the EEF’s independent evaluations, show promising impacts 

on pupils’ academic outcomes.  

This report presents the results of an EEF-funded, independent evaluation (2016-2018) which was designed 

to investigate and test whether incentivising schools to adopt well-evidenced programmes and interventions is 

an effective way of scaling up an evidence-based approach to teaching and learning in schools. Using a mixed 

methods research design, this light touch evaluation aimed to provide a largely descriptive account to inform 

a judgement about the promise, feasibility, and further scalability of such incentive-based campaigns. Through 

triangulating the results of the analysis of different strands of qualitative and quantitative data, the evaluation 

also explored the social validity of this funding model (that is, the extent to which the intervention—in this case, 

the joint funding model—is regarded as socially important and valued by designated target groups; Winett, 

Moore and Anderson, 1991; Foster and Mash, 1999), especially in terms of the extent to which it was 

successful in encouraging the take-up of evidence-based programmes by schools serving socioeconomically 

highly disadvantaged communities and/or schools that were in need of support and improvement. 

The Challenge Fund  

Project rationale 

This joint Challenge Fund is part of the Raising the Bar Programme, which was launched in 2012 in Suffolk 

with the aim of supporting all schools across the county to improve levels of educational attainment, ensuring 

that all children and young people can achieve their full potential (www.suffolk.gov.uk). Prior to the joint 

Challenge Fund, SCC had awarded approximately £381,500 to 117 schools across 17 projects in a pre-

Challenge Fund pilot and three rounds of Challenge Fund Grants between 2013 and 2015. The pilot supported 

one multi-school project based on Hackney’s Primary Maths Advantage programme. The following three 

rounds operated on an open competitive basis under the themes of ‘Literacy and Numeracy in Primary 

Schools’, ‘Ambition and Innovation’, and ‘Closing the Gap’. They required all projects to be delivered in 

partnership between groups of schools in order to establish and embed a culture of school-to-school support 

and collaboration in Suffolk. 

The launch represents one of a number of SCC’s initiatives in response to the recommendations by the Royal 

Society of Arts (RSA, 2013) in their report No School an Island. The report identified the stubborn 

underperformance of pupils from low-income families and the social and geographic isolation facing many rural 

schools and colleges in Suffolk. A key recommendation to the SCC was to connect with the EEF to embed a 

culture of evidence-based practice in Suffolk schools. The RSA wrote: 

As a further step to transform the culture of professional and pupil learning in Suffolk schools, we 

recommend that the SPEL [Suffolk Partnership for Excellence in Learning] should establish and oversee 

a new Challenge Fund, with the aim of providing seed funding for innovative learning partnerships with 

a strong research component. […] The Challenge Fund should connect with the effort and learning from 

the Education Endowment Foundation, which is taking a similarly rigorous approach at a national level.  

(RSA, 2013, p. 50; emphasis in original.) 

SCC approached the EEF to partner with their 2016 Challenge Fund in order to bring in additional investment 

and expertise on educational evidence. At the time the EEF was also exploring effective and efficient scaling-

up models for disseminating their intervention programmes that were found to have promising evidence of 

impact on pupil attainment. Working in partnership with a local authority to incentivise schools to adopt 

evidence-based programmes was one of the models that the EEF intended to explore. Similar attempts in the 

http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/


10 | P a g e  

 

United States showed positive impacts on pupil outcomes (Slaven, et al., 2013). The agreed funding model 

for the 2016 Challenge Fund required schools to provide 50% of the commercial price of training and materials 

for their selected intervention programmes, with the EEF and SCC providing 25% each for the remaining costs.  

Application process 

The application requirements for the 2016 joint Challenge Fund bore three key characteristics:  

• First, this joint Challenge Fund offered schools a ‘menu’ of nine EEF-evaluated programmes, all of 

which had already showed promising evidence of impact on pupil outcomes. This was in contrast to 

previous Challenge Funds that supported innovations identified by schools themselves as having the 

potential to improve the outcomes of teaching and learning.  

• Second, this joint Challenge Fund required schools to apply individually rather than in partnership with 

other schools so that they were able to focus on meeting their own needs when selecting programmes 

from the ‘menu’.  

• Third, like the previous three rounds, schools were required to contribute 50% of the cost of their 

selected programmes, and the EEF and SCC would match-fund the remaining 50% of the cost. Such 

required financial commitment was thought to encourage buy-in from schools. However, unlike the 

previous rounds, schools would not receive financial bonuses for having achieved their performance 

targets outlined in the applications. 

In order to facilitate the application process and help schools to make informed choices, SCC and the EEF 

produced a prospectus1 which included detailed information on the nine programmes, and organised a pre-

application ‘Evidence Fair’ event on 27 April 2016 for schools to meet programme developers and providers 

(see Figure 1 below). The application deadline was set for 20 May 2016 and funding decisions were 

communicated to schools in mid-June 2016. The initial training for most of the intervention programmes took 

place in the autumn term of 2016 and schools were expected to commence their projects shortly after that. 

Grant-awarding process 

According to SCC, the grant-awarding process was also different from the previous rounds. In the past, 

applications had been reviewed by a selection panel comprising senior officers in education and learning at 

SCC and representatives of headteachers from Suffolk. Decisions were made based on the panel’s judgement 

as to whether the proposed project had the potential to achieve its intended impact on teaching and learning 

outcomes.  

However, the review of the applications for the joint Challenge Fund had a different focus. The assessment 

was centred upon whether schools had made the right choice of evidence-based programmes that met their 

improvement needs. SCC’s Standards and Excellence Officers (SEOs) and their teams were invited to review 

the applications from schools for which they are responsible. Because of their first-hand knowledge of these 

schools, it was believed that they would be able to make informed judgement on schools’ choices. With the 

exception of two schools who were already running their selected EEF programmes at the time of application, 

all the remaining schools were notified in July 2016 that they were awarded the grants to implement their first 

choice of programmes. 

                                                      

1 Suffolk County Council in Partnership with the Education Endowment Foundation (2016) Raising the Bar 2015-17 

Challenge Fund: Scaling up Evidence-Based Programmes https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/assets/Children-families-and-
learning/raising-the-Bar/Challenge-Fund-prospectus.pdf  

https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/assets/Children-families-and-learning/raising-the-Bar/Challenge-Fund-prospectus.pdf
https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/assets/Children-families-and-learning/raising-the-Bar/Challenge-Fund-prospectus.pdf
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The new joint Challenge Fund initiative is summarised in the logic model in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Logic model of the Suffolk Challenge Fund  

 

Programme delivery 

The delivery of funded intervention programmes started in September 2016, spanning one academic year. An 

overview of the nine EEF-recommended programmes is included in Appendix 1. All programmes required 

blocked training at the outset which mostly took place in the autumn term. Thus, for most schools the actual 

implementation of their selected programmes commenced in the second half of the autumn term or the 

beginning of 2017. 

The funding was provided to programmes via schools. SCC distributed agreed funding to participating schools 

in the spring term 2017 that were then facilitated by programme developers to deliver required sessions to the 

target pupil group. A series of workshops were organised in which SCC and EEF personnel spoke with school 

leaders, staff, and governors to promote the EEF’s evidence-based work and its contribution to school 

improvement effort, and through this, support the overall delivery of this joint Challenge Fund in the region. 

Background Evidence 

Use of research evidence in schools 

Recent years have seen a strong policy push, nationally and internationally, to use research and evidence to 

strengthen leadership and teaching practices and improve the outcomes of student learning. Evidence from 

education research points to wide support from schools of the idea that ‘policy and practice should be grounded 

in the best available empirical evidence’ (Cooper and Levin, 2013, p. 11). Most recently a poll of teachers and 

school leaders in the U.K. has found that the use of evidence to inform school decision-making has been rising 

in England since 2012 (Sutton Trust, 2018). Advocates argue that research and evaluations on the efficacy of 

educational policy and practice-oriented interventions have found promising evidence of impacts on pupil 

learning and outcomes (for example, Hattie, Biggs and Purdie, 1996; Barab, Gresalfi, and Ingram-Goble, 2010; 

Snilstveit et al., 2015). Such studies focus on ‘what works’ and offer a positive and robust evidence base for 

schools to make decisions about their policy and practice scientifically and efficiently. Cooper and Levin’s 

research (2013) and Cordingley et al.’s (2015) review highlight the importance of professional development 

and capacity-building in promoting and supporting evidence-based approaches to teaching. 
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Critics, however, caution that although clinical efficacy trials may tell us whether some fixed packages of 

intervention strategies can work, because of their narrow, standardised focus, they often fail to address ‘how 

students and teachers change and adapt interventions in interactions with each other in relation to their 

dynamic local contexts’ (Gutiérrez and Penuel, 2014, p. 19). Bryk’s (2015) review of the evidence-based 

practice movement over the last decade reminds us that: 

At base here is the difference between knowledge that something can work and knowledge of how to 

actually make it work reliably over diverse contexts and populations. […] How to make various work 

processes, tools, role relationships, and norms interact more productively under a variety of conditions 

is the improvement community’s core learning goal. The resultant knowledge and associated empirical 

warrants are practice-based evidence’ (2015, pp. 469, 473, italics in original).  

It is perhaps, then, no surprise that although Langer, Tripp and Gough (2016) found more research focused 

on increasing the use of evidence, they found limited evidence on either the effectiveness or impact of any 

increased use. They found some evidence to suggest that interventions that facilitate access to research 

evidence can be effective, provided the intervention also seeks to develop both the opportunity and motivation 

to make use of evidence. In addition, they found that approaches directed at improving decision-makers’ skills 

in accessing and making sense of evidence can be effective, provided the intervention also seeks to address 

both capability and motivation to use research evidence. Passive, low-intensity, and unstructured approaches 

to communicating evidence or building skills were found to have no effect (Langer et al., 2016).  

Similarly, Nelson and O’Beirne’s (2014) systematic review found few examples of knowledge mobilisation in 

education or evaluations of the use of evidence in schools. They suggest that the limited use of evidence may 

be related to issues relating to the quality or replicability of research, to findings that are poorly contextualised, 

and to insufficient support for implementation. More recently, Coldwell et al.’s (2017) umbrella review of the 

effective use of evidence in teaching also concludes that we know little about which interventions and 

approaches to evidence-informed decision-making are effective. They indicate the strongest evidence to be in 

the context of medicine and health-related decision-making rather than directly in education.  

In summary, whilst the evidence relating to the use of research-based approaches to teaching is limited, the 

reviews do suggest that the Suffolk Challenge Fund approach—of providing access to evidence-based and 

well-described interventions along with financial incentives and professional training—may address the issues 

of access, capability, opportunity, and motivation. In this sense, the approach may have promise. However, 

the reviews also suggest that system-wide school improvement campaigns need to recognise how tasks, 

organisational factors, and diverse contextual conditions combine to create the variability in outcomes (Bryk, 

2009, 2015; also Engeström, 2011; Gutiérrez and Penuel, 2014), and learn to effectively support school 

leaders and teachers to develop skills and capabilities required to refine intervention programmes in ways that 

interact with, rather than add to (Bryk, 2015; Gu et al., 2018), the complex systems in which they work and 

students learn. 

Promising programmes 

The EEF recommended a total of nine programmes for the joint Challenge Fund all of which had good evidence 

of promise (they had been tested at least once by the EEF through an RCT) rather than were absolutely 

‘proven’. These nine programmes covered the three subjects of maths, literacy, and science, and 

predominantly focused on improving teaching practices in primary schools (although some covered Key Stage 

3). The programmes fell into two broad types:  

• Whole class programmes which typically focused on developing effective teaching pedagogies and, 

through this, on maximising the impact of teaching and learning of all pupils in the classroom. These 

included Accelerated Reader, IPEELL (Introduction, Point, Explain, Ending, Links, and Language), 

Mathematical Reasoning, Philosophy for Children, and Thinking, Doing and Talking Science. 

• Targeted interventions which provided focused, additional support by teachers or teaching assistants 

for students who were at risk of not reaching their potential. These included Catch Up Literacy, Catch 

Up Numeracy, Fresh Start, and Switch-on.  
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An overview of the nine programmes is included in Appendix 1; this provides information about each 

programme’s key characteristics, practical details on costs and training, and a summary of the existing 

evidence from the EEF. 

Research questions 

The evaluation was centred upon this primary research question: 

1. Is an evidence-based Challenge Fund a viable way of supporting schools to adopt interventions that 

improve teaching and learning for FSM pupils, at scale? 

In addition, the evaluation addressed the following secondary research questions in relation to the three EEF 

pilot success criteria: 

Evidence of promise 

2. Does the offer of a collaborative Challenge Fund have an impact on take-up and fidelity of delivery of 

evidence-based programmes? 

3. Does the approach result in sustained take up? 

Feasibility 

4. What are schools applying for and how has the profile changed from previous rounds of the Challenge 

Fund? 

5. What characteristics of the offer influence decisions about whether to apply and what to apply for? What 

are the barriers and enablers?  

6. How effective is the collaboration between Suffolk, EEF, schools and developers in engaging schools? 

Scalability 

7. How replicable is the model given the changing Local Authority and national context? 

8. How cost-effective/affordable is the model for funders and schools? 

Ethical review 

The potential for harm in this research was low. Ethical issues with regard to consent, privacy, and 

confidentiality of data were considered carefully in each strand of the research. Ethical approval was sought, 

prior to the research commencing, in line with the University of Nottingham Code of Research Conduct and 

Research Ethics as well as the ESRC Framework for Research Ethics. 

Project team 

The Nottingham Evaluation team (the evaluators) who undertook the evaluation comprises:  

Table 1: Project teams 

Evaluation team  Responsibilities 

Professor Qing Gu Joint Principal Investigator, leading the evaluation 

Professor Jeremy Hodgen Joint Principal Investigator, leading the evaluation 

Dr Michael Adkins Conducting the quantitative data collection and analysis 



14 | P a g e  

 

Dr Paul Armstrong Conducting the qualitative data collection and analysis 

Kanchana Minson Project administrator 

The Suffolk team responsible for implementing the Challenge Fund were:  

Challenge Fund team Responsibilities 

Michael Moll ‘Raising the Bar’ Programme Manager, managing and coordinating 

the joint Challenge Fund  

Gavin Talbot External Funding Officer, managing the finances and funding of the 

joint Challenge Fund  

Maria Hough School to School Support Partnership Officer, coordinating and 

supporting the joint Challenge Fund with the Standards and 

Excellence Officers  

The EEF team working with Suffolk were:  

EEF team Responsibilities 

Eleanor Stringer Senior Programme Manager 

Professor Jonathan Sharples Coordinating and supporting the joint Challenge Fund 

Camilla Nevill Head of Evaluation 
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Methods 

The aim of the project was to test and evaluate whether incentivising schools to adopt well-evidenced 

programmes is an effective way of scaling up evidence-based practices. As such, this two-year evaluation 

used a mixed methods approach to explore and assess the three EEF pilot success criteria, evidence of 

promise, feasibility, and scalability, of this incentive-based campaign, and answer the research questions 

outlined in the previous chapter.  

Overview of research design 

The mixed-methods evaluation began with a quantitative focus which explored the reach and engagement of 

the Challenge Fund grants across all schools in Suffolk and the culture of using evidence-based practice to 

improve teaching and learning in these schools. This was conducted through secondary analysis of the profiles 

of schools in Suffolk, a baseline survey, and analysis of the application forms for all Challenge Fund grants 

between 2013 and 2016. In addition, a simple ‘standardised’ pro forma was developed to assess the fidelity of 

delivery of the intervention programmes in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund, and to explore the associations 

between programme fidelity and school characteristics.  

The next phase of the evaluation focused on collecting in-depth qualitative data through light touch case study 

visits and telephone interviews of senior leaders responsible for the implementation of intervention 

programmes in a stratified, purposeful subsample of schools that participated in the baseline survey. This 

qualitative strand of evaluation explored the barriers to, and conditions for, effective take-up, feasibility, and 

potential of this new model for scaling up evidence-based interventions in schools. Data collection on fidelity 

of implementation through the ‘standardised’ pro forma continued in this phase.  

The final phase of the evaluation focused on the triangulation, integration, and synthesis of different strands 

and sources of quantitative data (including cost evaluation) and qualitative data and the production of the final 

report. Figure 2 below summarises the mixed methods design of this evaluation. 

Figure 2: Mixed methods design of the evaluation (RQ = Research Questions) 
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Data collection 

School profile data 

The purpose of collecting school profile data in Suffolk was to assess the reach and engagement of the 

Challenge Fund initiative across the county over time (2013–2016). The investigation centred on exploring 

variation in schools’ participation across different rounds—with a specific focus on programme reach of the 

2016 joint fund.  

SCC provided records of schools that had applied for different rounds of the Challenge Fund grants and 

records of those that were successful in their applications. These records included application forms in which 

schools had to identify their prior engagement with evidence-based programmes and their reason for taking 

up the Challenge Fund grants. The profiles of these schools were then matched to existing secondary 

databases, including ‘Get Information about Schools’ (previously called Edubase), Ofsted judgement data, and 

pupil attainment and progress data. In order to contextualise the characteristics of these schools, the 

evaluation team also extracted profiles of all primary and second schools in Suffolk from the government-

sourced ‘Get Information about Schools’ website.  

In addition, we contacted programme developers to collect data on past take-up of the nine programmes in 

Suffolk. Responses from most developers suggest that schools’ participation in their programmes was minimal 

in Suffolk, whilst others were reluctant to share the information because there was no prior data-sharing 

agreement with the evaluation team.  

Baseline survey 

Purpose: A key purpose of the survey was to assess the extent to which schools in different contexts and with 

different performance profiles were using evidence-based approaches to inform decisions about providing 

support for pupil progress, and also, whether and how their existing practice was associated with their decision 

to participate in the 2016 Challenge Fund.  

Design: The survey design considered the literature on evidence-based practice and culture in schools with 

the aim to explore schools’ existing practice of evidence-based decision-making in teaching and learning at 

the beginning of the joint Challenge Fund. As part of the baseline assessment, the survey also investigated 

schools’ perceived barriers to, and conditions for, effective take-up of the evidence-based interventions on 

offer through the 2016 joint Challenge Fund (see Appendix 3 for the survey questionnaire). In addition, the 

design of the survey also considered: 

• schools’ motivation to be involved (or not involved) in different rounds of the Challenge Fund 

programmes;  

• what they expected to gain from their Challenge Fund projects, their improvement priorities, and 

perceptions of impact;  

• the reach of the EEF’s funding and toolkit; and 

• schools’ engagement with SCC. 

The draft survey questionnaire was revised and piloted after consultation with the EEF and SCC colleagues.  

Delivery: The online survey was sent to all 323 primary and secondary state-funded schools in Suffolk on 5 

October 2016. The response rate had remained low irrespective of two email reminders in October. In order 

to boost the response rate, the evaluation team worked closely with the SCC team to distribute paper 

questionnaires (with self-addressed envelopes included) to schools in person at various school improvement 

events or by post in November and December. A decision was then taken to extend the survey period to 

encourage further participation and achieve a satisfactory response rate. In the spring term 2017, the SCC 

team included a formal endorsement in their ‘Raising the Bar’ newsletters and also sent out individual emails 

to schools strongly encouraging them to support this evaluation activity. The survey was closed on 30 March 

2017. 
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Achieved sample: Overall, 165 schools responded representing an overall response rate of 51%. Of these, 92 

were recipients of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund programme,2 and 43 schools did not receive any Challenge 

Fund grants. Forty-two schools had received funding from both the 2016 joint Challenge Fund and at least one 

of the previous three rounds and/or the pilot, and are, therefore, referred to as ‘repeat schools’ in the remainder 

of the report. Thirty schools were involved in previous rounds only. As the analyses in the following chapter 

will show, this achieved sample was largely representative of schools in Suffolk in terms of key characteristics, 

including Ofsted rating, pupil intake, and school phase. 

The characteristics of the three groups of surveyed schools (92 in 2016 round; 30 in previous rounds only; 43 

not involved at all) were largely similar; this allowed for cross-group comparison. Proportionally, the vast 

majority of schools in each group were ‘good’ and better schools (as rated by Ofsted): 83% of the 2016 joint 

Challenge Fund schools, 73% of the previous rounds, and 74% of non-participant schools. Also, most schools 

in each group had relatively more advantaged pupils in their intake. The proportions of FSM bands 1 and 2 

schools in each group were 85%, 80%, and 77% respectively.  

The questionnaires were completed by headteachers or senior leaders who led the implementation of the 

intervention programmes. Table 2 summarises the response rates for different groups of schools. Thanks to 

the encouragement and persistent support of SCC, the response rate from participating schools in the 2016 

joint Challenge Fund reached 79%. The response rate from participating schools in the pilot and/or previous 

three rounds of the Challenge Fund was 62%—still considerably higher than the 32% of schools that were not 

involved in any of the Challenge Fund initiatives (hereafter called ‘non-participant schools’).  

Table 1: Survey response rates by Challenge Fund participation 

Survey respondents 
Responses 

N 

Population of 

schools 

N 

% Response 

rate by group 

All schools 165 323 51% 

Participants in any round of the Challenge Fund 122 187 65% 

1) Participants in 2016 round  92 116 79% 

2) Participants in pilot and/or previous 3 

rounds  
72 117 62% 

Repeat schools  42 46 91% 

Non-participants 43 136 32% 

                                                      

2 While 92 survey respondents took part in the Raising the Bar Challenge Fund 2016 round, only 83 correctly 

identified themselves as having taken part; 9 schools either indicated ‘don’t know’ or incorrectly stated ‘no’ 
when they were asked whether their school had taken part in the 2016 round. 
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‘Standardised’ pro forma on fidelity of delivery 

A simple ‘standardised’ pro forma was developed, in consultation with programme developers, in order to 

capture information on the fidelity of implementation amongst schools participating in the 2016 joint Challenge 

Fund, and to assess effective take-up of the EEF’s intervention programmes at school level.  

The pro forma was standardised in that the questions were designed to produce a basic, primarily binary 

(yes/no) or three-point (fully/mostly, some, little/none) measures of fidelity (see Appendix 4) which intended to 

examine four key areas in the implementation process: (1) attendance of required staff at training sessions, (2) 

whether necessary staffing and resources were ring-fenced for the programme, (3) whether and, if so, how 

programme impact on pupil progress was monitored, and (4) in-school factors that may have inhibited the 

implementation of the programme. 

The design of this light touch evaluation required developers and the SCC Standards and Excellence team to 

support the data collection. They were asked to use the pro forma to collect quantifiable data on individual 

schools’ fidelity of delivery at two time points over the course of the project: at the outset of the implementation 

(shortly after the completion of training) and towards the end of the summer term 2017. The purpose was to 

capture evidence of change (or no change) in fidelity measures over time.  

Methodologically, there were significant challenges in the design and collection of the fidelity data. The first 

challenge is related to designing a set of measures that were expected to be applicable to different intervention 

programmes. Whilst programme developers would collect some information on fidelity, this information would 

be collected in different ways in different programmes and the quality of the data would be likely to vary. 

Second, some programme developers remained unconvinced about the relevance of certain areas that the 

pro forma was designed to assess (especially those relating to targets and pupil progress), whilst others were 

more consistent in their support. Third, there were variations in the ways in which the data was collected, and 

related to this, in the quality and trustworthiness of the data. For example, for various practical reasons, the 

pro forma was completed by schools themselves in some instances. Because of the limitations of funding, 

some developers had little contact with the schools and, therefore, were unable to collect meaningful fidelity 

data after the training. Taken together, these methodological and practical issues make any overall judgement 

about the effects and effectiveness of the 2016 evidence-based funding initiative difficult.  

The qualitative telephone interview survey 

The telephone interviews investigated how and why schools decided to take up evidence-based programmes 

in the 2016 Challenge Fund, and explored in detail the conditions that had positively or negatively impacted 

on schools’ effective take-up and implementation of their selected intervention programmes.  

A stratified and purposeful sampling strategy was used to select participating schools for this strand of data 

collection so that the samples represented schools in different contexts, of different sizes, in different phases, 

and of different levels of advantage and disadvantage. They were selected from the 165 schools that 

responded to the baseline questionnaire survey. The key sampling criteria included:  

• schools’ contextual characteristics (that is, FSM, school phase, geographical areas, and urban-rural 

locations);  

• Ofsted judgement results;  

• prior engagement in evidence-based interventions (as indicated in the survey); and  

• selected intervention programmes.  

In order to identify the similarities and/or differences in schools’ experiences of different rounds of the 

Challenge Fund grants, we added a fifth sampling criterion and also recruited six ‘repeat schools’ (schools 

that were involved in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund and at least one round of the previous Challenge Fund 

programmes). Moreover, with an intention to explore in more detail why some schools decided not to be 

engaged with the 2016 joint fund, we also recruited: 
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• two schools that participated in the previous rounds but not in the 2016 joint fund;3 and  

• one school that had not been involved in any Challenge Fund programmes.  

Each criterion worked as a sampling filter which enabled us to create subgroups of schools for selection. 

Tables 3 below summarises the key characteristics of the achieved sample of 30 schools, and Table 4 

presents the EEF intervention programmes that the 27 schools involved in the 2016 Challenge Fund had 

selected. 

Table 2: Key characteristics of schools that participated in the telephone interviews survey (N = 30) 

School characteristics Total 

School phase 25 primary 3 secondary 
1 PRU  

(age 8-14) 
1 all through 30 

Ofsted rating 9 Outstanding 19 Good 2 Requires Improvement 30 

FSM (%)4 < 8%: 10 8%–20%: 16 21%–35%: 1 > 36%: 3 30 

Location 3 coastal 14 rural 13 suburban 30 

Table 3: Telephone interview sample by EEF intervention programme 

Challenge Fund programme Provider 
Telephone 

interview schools 

Accelerated Reader Renaissance Learning 5 

Catch Up® Literacy Catch Up® 3 

Catch Up® Numeracy Catch Up® 5 

Fresh Start Ruth Miskin Training 0 

IPEELL – The Writing Project CEP 4 

Mathematical Reasoning Oxford University and NCETM 3 

Philosophy for Children SAPERE 4 

Switch-on 
Nottinghamshire County 

Council 
2 

Thinking, Doing and Talking 
Science 

Science Oxford and Oxford 
Brookes 

1 

Total 27 

                                                      

3 The interviews with these three schools showed that they were involved in EEF intervention trials 
as ‘control schools’. 

4 Two schools had no recorded FSM % figures. 
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The individual interviewed from each school was selected based on their knowledge of the intervention the 

school had chosen to run. As such, the respondents included headteachers, classroom teachers, and teaching 

assistants encompassing (1) individuals responsible for the overarching school-level leadership and 

management of the intervention and (2) those tasked with its delivery in the classroom and/or with individual 

pupils. Each telephone interview lasted no longer than 30 minutes. Interview protocols are included in 

Appendix 5. 

Case studies 

The case study visits were designed to complement the qualitative telephone interview survey by providing an 

understanding of the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of take-up for evidence-based programmes in schools whilst offering 

further insights into the means by which schools had engaged with the broader Suffolk Challenge initiative. 

The visits also intended to generate more in-depth qualitative evidence of the inhibiting and facilitating factors 

for effective take-up of the interventions, and of any changes in practice, conditions, and levels of engagement 

and fidelity over time. In addition, this strand of data collection was designed to provide a means of capturing 

how schools in different contexts had responded to the programme and the social validity of the approach (that 

is, the extent to which the intervention—in this case, the joint funding model—was regarded as socially 

important and valued by designated target schools).  

To achieve these, data collection within each case study school focused on key individuals who had the 

oversight and who were responsible for the delivery of the intervention in their school. They included Chairs of 

governors, headteachers, senior leaders, and classroom teachers. This common list of interviewees was 

discussed and agreed with the headteacher of each school prior to our visits. Each interview lasted between 

30 and 60 minutes. In a couple of cases, school leaders wanted us to hear about the learning experiences of 

the pupils who were chosen to participate in the intervention; these were interviewed in small groups. Although 

the interview data collected from pupil focus groups did not form the central design of the evaluation, they 

offered additional and complementary evidence to support our interpretation of ‘how well’ their schools’ 

selected programmes had been embedded to make a difference. Interview protocols for the case study 

research are included in Appendix 6. 

The same stratified and purposeful sampling strategy was used to select case study schools. Tables 5 and 6 

below summarise the key characteristics of the achieved case study sample.  

Table 4: Case study sample 

School ID School phase Ofsted rating FSM (%) Location 

Case study 1 Secondary Requires Improvement 29.8 Suburban 

Case study 2 Primary Good 13.6 Rural 

Case study 3 Secondary Good 13.6 Coastal 

Case study 4 Primary Good 15.5 Rural 

Case study 5 Primary Good 9.8 Coastal 
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Case study 6 Primary Outstanding 6 Rural 

Case study 7 Primary Requires Improvement 26.1 Coastal 

Case study 8 Primary Good 23.4 Rural 

  

Table 5: Case study sample by EEF intervention programme 

Challenge Fund Programme Provider Case Study 

Accelerated Reader Renaissance Learning 2 

Catch Up® Literacy Catch Up® 1 

Catch Up® Numeracy Catch Up® 2 

Switch-on Nottinghamshire County Council 1 

Thinking, Doing and Talking 
Science 

Science Oxford and Oxford 
Brookes 

2 

Total 8 

Data analysis 

School profile data 

The data analysis was conducted in three steps.  

The first step aimed at establishing a baseline context (in terms of schools’ participation and programme 

reach) for the take-up of the new joint fund in 2016. The analysis focused on exploring the contextual 

characteristics and performance profiles of schools that had applied for the previous Challenge Fund initiatives 

(thus including both successful and unsuccessful schools) and those that had not, and through this, identifying 

and assessing the reach of previous Challenge Fund grants across all schools in Suffolk. Particular attention 

was placed on the participation of disadvantaged and underperforming schools, and rural and coastal schools. 

The second step provided a detailed descriptive analysis of the profiles of schools that were granted awards 

in the joint Challenge Fund in the summer term of 2016,5 and through this, explored the reach and engagement 

of this new funding model. In order to compare and contrast the take-up and reach of the new joint fund model 

with that identified from the previous rounds, the same methodology was used to analyse the characteristics 

of schools, focusing on level of school disadvantage (as measured by percentage of FSM pupils), school phase, 

geographical or urban-rural location, and school performance. 

The analysis effort had to consider some methodological issues relating to the quality of performance data and 

school population data. First, given that the Suffolk Challenge Fund initiative had been active over several 

years, the number and profiles of some schools had changed substantially. This created challenges for the 

research team to estimate accurate school population statistics. The data source for the school population in 

Suffolk was the Department for Education’s EduBase. As of June 2016, there were 323 schools consisting of 

community schools, voluntary controlled schools, voluntary aided schools, foundation schools, academy 

                                                      

5 As explained in the previous chapter, only two schools were unsuccessful in the 2016 round 
because they were already using the same EEF intervention programmes. 
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converters, sponsor-led academies, free schools, special schools, and pupil referral units (excluding 

independent schools). Second, because of changes in school profiles (for example, academiation or school 

closure) and in Key Stage tests, there was a considerable amount of missing performance data in school 

profiles. These methodological issues are outlined in Appendix 2. 

Step 3 involved the analysis of the application forms for the previous Challenge Fund which evaluated the 

extent to which previously awarded projects were informed by a strong evidence base. The evidence base of 

each application was assessed using a single binary scale as having either a potentially promising or a more 

limited evidence base. The evidence was judged to be ‘potentially promising’ where there was at least one 

reasonably well-designed study of the intervention or where a very closely related intervention reported a 

sufficiently large effect size, that is, at least 0.18 (considered by the EEF to be ‘medium impact’).6 A study was 

judged ‘reasonably robust’ if it used a quasi-experimental design (or better) with a matched comparison group 

(or had a minimum of a ‘two padlock’ security classification for EEF-funded trials). These thresholds were 

chosen because they were the minimum impact and evidence security of the nine interventions in the Raising 

the Bar initiative. In practice, few of the projects met this threshold and the majority of applications were locally 

developed initiatives that had not been formally evaluated. Some applications related to externally developed 

projects that had been evaluated elsewhere, but these evaluations did not appear to be robustly designed.  

Baseline survey 

The survey included both closed and open questions to capture the necessary information. The analysis was 

largely descriptive, focusing on exploring the extent to which, and in what ways, the responses were similar or 

different between various groupings of schools. A key focus of analysis was to examine different groupings of 

schools’ perceptions of the conditions and practices that enabled or hindered effective take-up of financially 

incentivised, evidence-based intervention programmes.  

‘Standardised’ pro forma on fidelity of delivery 

Due to the methodological challenges outlined above, only descriptive analysis was conducted to examine 

different aspects of the implementation process at school level. The basic binary measures of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

focused on assessing whether participating schools had met all the training requirements, whether the 

appropriate pupil group was identified for the intervention programmes, and whether their progress was 

monitored. The analysis of the remaining three-point scale questions centred on exploring the extent to which 

(1) resources were in place to enable the delivery of the programmes and (2) pupil progress targets had been 

met.  

However, we found that the results were either highly positively skewed—with the vast majority of the 

respondents reporting ‘yes’ or ‘fully/mostly’ in relation to the implementation of their selected intervention 

programmes—or were shown as ‘not applicable’. The evaluation team was not able to investigate variations 

in fidelity between schools or between programmes as originally planned. The above reflection on methodology 

also suggests that alternative approaches to fidelity that would produce more nuanced data—rather than 

essentially relying on self-perceptions—would be necessary and important for evaluations of scaling up 

campaigns.  

The qualitative telephone interview survey 

Detailed and consistent coding and data analysis frameworks (that is, analytical matrices) were developed in 

consultation with the EEF. All interviews were digitally recorded and were analysed using the analytical 

matrices shortly after they had been conducted to ensure that emerging themes were fed into the research 

process. Analysis focused on exploring the influence of school contexts, leadership capability, and staffing 

                                                      

6 Higgins, S., Kokotsaki, D. and Coe, R. (2012) The Teaching and Learning Toolkit: Technical Appendices, 
London: EEF. 
https://v1.educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/uploads/pdf/Technical_Appendices_(July_2012).pdf  

https://v1.educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/uploads/pdf/Technical_Appendices_(July_2012).pdf
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capacity on decisions and practices of take-up and implementation within and across different groupings of 

schools.  

Case studies 

All interviews were digitally recorded and analysed as above. The analytical matrices for the qualitative 

telephone interview survey were used as a basis to develop the data analysis framework for the case studies. 

This approach helped to secure some consistency in the analysis of different strands of data and enable 

effective triangulation of research evidence. By exploring schools’ longer-term intention to continue with the 

programmes and the extent to which they had followed their plans on implementation, we were able to identify 

feasibility issues that may be specifically related to the characteristics of the region. 

Synthesis of data analyses 

The analyses of the survey data and the school profile data were conducted in parallel with qualitative data 

collection (telephone interviews and case studies) and analysis and informed the development of the latter. 

Findings from the qualitative analysis were used to supplement, contextualise, and explore the quantitative 

findings and, in particular, give greater depth of insight into the extent to which, and how, the joint Challenge 

Fund approach had made a difference to the take-up and implementation of evidence-based practice in 

schools at scale. Taken together, this rich mix of synthesised data enabled the evaluation team to compare 

and contrast practices and actions between different groupings of schools and recognise how variations in 

context, capacity, and capability combine to influence the effectiveness of scaling-up school improvement effort 

like the 2016 joint Challenge Fund. 
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Apr-May Jun-Jul Aug Sep-Oct Nov-Dec Jan-Feb Mar Apr-May Jun-Jul Aug Sep-Oct Nov-Dec Jan-Mar

Suffolk LA: Previous application data (3 rounds) & documentation May-06

Developers: data on take up of programmes in Suffolk schools May-06

Nottingham: analysis of previous application data & documentation

Suffolk LA: application forms for this round May-27

Suffolk LA: data on approved, rejected & reapplied schools Jun-06

Suffolk LA: final data on take-up + decision making process/criteria Jul-01

Developers: final data on take-up & attrition Jul-01 Jul-01

Developers: timeline for training & implementation Jul-01

Nottingham: telephone interviews with Suffolk LA & developers 

Nottingham: analysis of data on take-up 

Nottingham: design & pilot of baseline survey

Nottingham: design & pilot of fidelity pro forma

Nottingham: execution of baseline survey

Nottingham: analysis of baseline survey

Suffolk SEOs: collecting fidelity pro forma from schools

Developers: completing fidelity pro forma on schools

Nottingham: tele/focus group interviews with Suffolk LA & developers 

Nottingham: analysing fidelity pro forma & interview data

Nottingham: designing & piloting telephone survey instrument

Nottingham: selecting telephone survey schools

Nottingham & Suffolk LA: recruiting telephone survey schools

Nottingham: conducting telephone survey 

Nottingham: analysising telephone survey

Nottingham: designing & piloting case study protocols

Nottingham: selecting case study schools

Nottingham & Suffolk LA: recruiting case study schools

Nottingham: conducting case studies

Nottingham: analysising case studies

Suffolk LA/Developers/EEF: costs of the scheme

Nottingham: tele/focus group interviews with Suffolk LA, EEF & developers 

Nottingham: analysing  data on cost effectiveness & scalabilitySc
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Key Findings 1: Programme reach and take-up 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the reach and engagement of different rounds of the Challenge Fund grants in Suffolk. 

It explores whether the 2016 collaborative Challenge Fund attracted schools of similar or different 

characteristics and performance profiles compared to those in the pilot and the first three rounds.  

In terms of levels of take-up, this evidence-based, matched-funding model in 2016 attracted the largest number 

of applications from schools in Suffolk. More than a third of Suffolk schools were granted funding (n = 116, 

36%)7—almost the same as the total number of schools involved in any of the previous rounds of the Challenge 

Fund programmes (n = 117).8 As outlined in the previous chapter, only two schools were not successful in this 

round. 

The RSA report (Bamfield et al., 2013) identified the stubborn underperformance of pupils from low-income 

families and the social and geographic isolation that faces many rural schools and colleges in Suffolk. Although 

our analysis shows that the geographic spread of schools in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was much more 

even across the local authority, it had not, as yet, enabled a comparatively higher proportion of disadvantaged 

and rural schools to benefit from the funding and school improvement opportunities that the Challenge Fund 

initiatives could bring.  

Table 6: Summary of Key Findings 1: Programme reach and take-up 

Key Findings 1: Programme reach and take-up 

The characteristics and profiles of schools that were successful in their applications for different rounds of 
Challenge Fund were broadly in line with those of the school population in Suffolk in terms of level of 
disadvantage of pupil intake (as measured by FSM), Ofsted performance, school phase, urban-rural 
location, and pupil attainment outcomes. 

There were also variations. Compared to the demographics of all schools in Suffolk, participation from 
schools in some coastal areas was comparatively low in all Challenge Fund initiatives. In addition, the 
representation of ‘good’ schools in the 2016 round was comparatively higher compared to the performance 
profiles of all Suffolk schools. 

The EEF website/toolkit was a more commonly-used source of information among the 2016 joint 
Challenge Fund schools than those in the previous rounds and non-participant schools. More than half of 
the 2016 joint Challenge Fund schools (54%), compared to around one in four schools in the other two 
groups, had used the EEF website/toolkit substantially in their practice. 

                                                      
7  Please note, we have based our participation numbers on participating schools and sites clearly identified in the 
application forms submitted by the deadline. We have treated federation schools as separate entities which were clearly 
identified in the application, but have treated a teaching school alliance as a single institution given that participating 
schools were not listed. We are aware of three additional schools which participated after the late acceptance of application 
forms or the expansion of the application to another school site as part of a federation. There have also been a couple of 
withdrawals from the programme, but to the best of our knowledge the total represents an accurate number of participants 
in the Challenge Fund Programme. 
8 This figure, 117 schools, refers to schools open at the time of each round of the Challenge Fund (including the pilot and 
rounds 1–3). Given the flux of the educational system in Suffolk and beyond, some of these schools have since merged, 
closed, or converted to academies. We discuss the methodological challenges in the Appendix 2. Detailed breakdowns of 
applications for each round (including both successful and unsuccessful schools) are as follows: pilot: n = 13, round 1: n = 
102, round 2: n = 62; and round 3: n = 86.  
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Participation by level of disadvantage 

The distribution of pupil disadvantage—using FSM eligibility as a proxy9—is highly skewed, reflecting the 

geographical concentration of poor families in particular communities (such as inner city locations). The 

average FSM of schools that participated in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was 13% (primary: 12%; secondary: 

14%)—almost identical to that of 13.1% in Suffolk as a whole (primary: 13%; secondary: 11%).10 In the county, 

less than 30% of schools are in FSM bands 3 and 4 (indicating higher disadvantage) which is broadly in line 

with the national picture.11 As Table 8 shows, the distribution of schools by level of disadvantage is similar 

between the 2016 joint Challenge Fund programme and the previous rounds (combined). The distribution is 

also similar when compared to the wider population of Suffolk schools.  

Table 7: Challenge Fund school FSM characteristics by round against Suffolk school population12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

It is important to note that school population profiles in Suffolk may experience some change over time (for 

example, as a result of academisation). Thus, where there are differences between the 2016 Challenge Fund 

schools and previous rounds of Challenge Fund schools, this may relate to changes in the overall profile of 

Suffolk schools. However, in the case of the FSM measure, considerable changes in school profiles are 

relatively less likely to occur.  

 

                                                      
9 FSM data presented here is the EduBase FSM variable (extracted June 2016). All FSM analysis excludes nursery, post-
16, alternative provision, and other schools with no valid data.   
10 The pattern is the same for FSMever: 23% for the 2016 Challenge Fund schools (primary: 21%; secondary: 28%) and 
22.8% for Suffolk (primary: 22%; secondary: 24%). This also shows that the EduBase FSM variable is likely to be highly 
correlated with the levels of EverFSM pupil in the schools. 
11 Nationally, a greater proportion of English schools are in FSM bands 1 and 2 (0–8% and 9–20% of FSM-eligible pupils 
respectively) than in FSM bands 3 and 4 (21–35% and more than 36%, the most disadvantaged). The national figures for 
schools are as follows: FSM1: 35%; FSM2: 30%; FSM3: 17%; and FSM4: 8% (10% are missing). Suffolk FSM bands for 
2015/2016 are as follows: FSM1: 36%; FSM2: 38%; FSM3: 12%; and FSM4: 5% (10% are missing FSM data). 
12 Duplicate schools are counted once in this table. 

 

 

2016 Joint 

Challenge Fund 

schools 

N (%) 

Previous round 

Challenge Fund 

schools (2013–2015) 

N (%) 

All schools in 

Suffolk (as of June 

2016) 

N (%) 

FSM1  40 (34%) 42 (36%) 115 (36%) 

FSM2  45 (39%) 49 (42%) 122 (38%) 

FSM3  15 (13%) 12 (10%) 38 (12%) 

FSM4  4 (3%) 3 (3%) 16 (5%) 

Missing 12 (10%) 11 (9%) 32 (10%) 

Total 116 (100%) 117 (100%) 323 (100%) 
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Participation by Ofsted performance 

The latest Ofsted performance of previous rounds of the Challenge Fund schools is broadly in line with the 

performance profiles of all Suffolk schools.13 Table 9 shows that 75% of schools in the previous three rounds, 

and the same proportion of schools in Suffolk, were rated by Ofsted as either ‘outstanding’ or ‘good’ in their 

most recent inspections. Although the 2016 round broadly repeats this pattern, ‘good’ schools in particular are 

overrepresented when compared to the population of Suffolk schools (67% versus 59%), whilst those judged 

by Ofsted as ‘requires improvement’ are somewhat underrepresented (9% versus 15%).  

Table 8: Challenge Fund schools Ofsted rating against Suffolk LA schools 

 

2016 Joint 

Challenge Fund 

schools 

N (%) 

Previous round 

Challenge Fund 

schools (2013-5) N 

(%) 

All schools in 

Suffolk (as of June 

2016) 

N (%) 

Outstanding 18 (16%) 14 (12%) 51 (16%) 

Good 78 (67%) 74 (63%) 192 (59%) 

Requires 

Improvement 
11 (9%) 17 (15%) 50 (15%) 

Inadequate 7 (6%) 9 (8%) 22 (7%) 

Missing 2 (2%) 3 (3%) 8 (2%) 

Total 116 (100%) 117 (100%) 323 (100%) 

Participation across phase of education 

Proportionally, the Challenge Fund appears to have consistently attracted greater participation from primary 

schools compared to the school population in the Suffolk Local Authority (Table 10). This is, however, 

somewhat expected because some funding rounds had a clear primary focus. The overarching theme of 

Round 1 Challenge Fund was on primary literacy and numeracy. In the 2016 joint EEF-funded round, the 

majority of the interventions on offer were also primarily designed to be undertaken with children under the 

age of 11. 

Further examination shows that participating secondaries tended to be ‘good’ and better schools. Two out of 

six ‘outstanding’ secondaries and almost half of ‘good’ secondaries (10 out of 22) are involved in the 2016 

Challenge Fund. Thus, 80% (n = 12) of secondaries in the round were ‘good’ and better schools (as judged by 

Ofsted) compared to only 60% (n = 22) across all secondaries in Suffolk.  

 

 

 

                                                      

13 With academisation, many of the schools have not yet undergone new Ofsted inspections and so our data 
relied on reports from the previous school where appropriate. 
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Table 9: Challenge Fund schools phase of education against Suffolk LA schools 

 

2016 Joint 

Challenge Fund 

schools 

N (%) 

Previous round 

Challenge Fund 

schools (2013-5) N 

(%) 

All schools in Suffolk 

(as of June 2016) 

N (%) 

Nursery 0 (0%) 1 (1%) 1 (0%) 

Primary 99 (85%) 101 (86%) 252 (78%) 

Secondary 15 (13%) 9 (8%) 47 (15%) 

Unclassified 2 (2%) 6 (5%) 23 (7%) 

Total 116 (100%) 117 (100%) 323 (100%) 

Participation by geographical location 

Proportionally, the distribution of Challenge Fund schools in urban and rural areas was broadly in line with the 

pattern found amongst all Suffolk schools. As Table 11 shows, the overall distribution of urban and rural 

schools in the 2016 round was also similar to that in the previous three rounds (combined).  

Table 10: Challenge Fund school location by round against Suffolk LA schools 

 
2016 Joint Challenge 

Fund schools N (%) 

Previous round 

Challenge Fund 

schools (2013-5) N 

(%) 

All schools in Suffolk 

(as of June 2016) N (%) 

Rural 60 (52%) 59 (51%) 115 (48%) 

Urban 56 (48%) 58 (49%) 168 (52%) 

Total 116  117  323  

There appear to be marked shifts in participation across Parliamentary Constituencies between the 2016 joint 

Challenge Fund and the previous three rounds. As Tables 7.1–7.3 and Figures 7.1–7.3 in Appendix 7 show, 

the 2016 joint Challenge Fund had not only attracted non-participant schools in the previous rounds but has 

additionally attracted schools from locations that were underrepresented in previous rounds. Thus, in areas 

where participation was high previously, relatively fewer schools came forward to be involved in the 

programme. In contrast, in areas where participation was low previously, relatively more schools applied for 

the 2016 programme. SCC believed that such shifts reflected the input of its Standards and Excellence Officers 

who had been made aware of areas that were underrepresented in previous rounds and thus made more 

proactive effort to attract schools in those areas. 

Moreover, participation from schools in coastal towns remained relatively low. There were four low reach 

areas in the previous Challenge Fund: the coastal towns of Lowestoft and Felixstowe, and the more rural areas 

of South and Central Suffolk and North Ipswich. Although the proportion of schools in Lowestoft and Felixstowe 
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seemed to have increased in 2016 (from 0% to 13% in Felixstowe and 19% to 31% in Lowestoft), this was the 

result of participation of just four additional schools: one in Felixstowe and three in Lowestoft.  

3.5 Participation by school performance 

It is important to note that this evaluation is not intended to assess the impact of the Challenge Fund 

programmes on participating schools’ pupil outcomes. Because of change in school profiles and in Key Stage 

testing over time, it is not possible to compare the 2016 round to previous rounds of the fund in relation to 

school performance. The analysis of school performance has been used to identify whether, and how, the 

2016 joint Challenge Fund had attracted schools of certain performance profiles. Therefore, the 2015 pupil 

attainment data (that is, one year prior to schools’ engagement in the Challenge Fund) was used to establish 

the baseline.  

As Table 12 shows, the school average attainment at Key Stage 2 was slightly above the local authority 

average and broadly in line with the national average, and slightly more ‘good’ or better Ofsted-rated schools 

applied for the Challenge Fund. Twenty-one Challenge Fund schools have missing attainment data; this may 

skew the average.  

Table 11: 2016 joint Challenge Fund school average percentage of pupils achieving level 4 in KS2 
reading, writing, and mathematics and achieving five A*–C GCSEs in 2015 against the Suffolk and 
national averages. 

Key 

Stage 
Year 

2016 Joint 

Challenge 

Fund 

Suffolk 

average 

National 

average 

2 (N=78) 2015 81% 77% 80% 

4 (N=14) 2015 52% 55% 54% 

Note: 1 secondary school and 21 primary schools have missing attainment data. 

For KS4, Table 11 shows that the average attainment at KS4 was only slightly below the Suffolk average and 

almost in line with the national average. Although the KS4 attainment dataset was more complete than that of 

KS2, caution needs to be exercised when drawing conclusions given the small number of secondary schools 

in the programme.  

3.6 Participation by engagement with evidence 

The provision of evidence-based intervention programmes was a unique feature of the Challenge Fund 

campaign in 2016, and, as outlined above, was also perceived as an important ‘pull’ factor that had attracted 

many schools to be involved in the Challenge Fund. Analysis of the baseline survey thus explored in detail 

how prominent evidence-based practice was in schools in Suffolk. The purpose was to identify the extent to 

which schools that claimed to have used evidence to inform decisions about pupil progress were more (or less) 

likely to be engaged in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund. 

To achieve this, the analysis examined the similarities and differences in the extent to which the three different 

groups of schools say they use evidence-based sources to support pupil progress, that is, (1) schools involved 

in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund (n = 92), (2) schools in the previous rounds only (n = 30), and (3) schools 

that were not involved in the Challenge Fund at all (n = 43). Table 13 below compares the different sources of 

information by the three groups of schools (see Tables 7.1–7.3 in Appendix 7 for complete summary tables). 

The ‘unpopular’ sources relating to social media and private organisations were excluded from the table. Key 

observations are as follows: 
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• Pupil performance data, information gathered through CPD, and colleagues within the school were the 

three most commonly used sources of information by all three groups of schools.  

• Proportionally, more Challenge Fund schools (both in the 2016 joint fund and the previous rounds) had 

used data from the local authority and the Ofsted inspection reports to inform their practice compared to 

non-participant schools.  

• The EEF website/toolkit was a much more commonly used source of information among the 2016 joint 

Challenge Fund schools than those in the previous rounds and non-participant schools. Proportionally, 

more than half of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund schools (54%), compared to around one in four schools 

in the other two groups (27% and 26% respectively), had used the EEF website/toolkit substantially in 

their practice. Given that the survey was conducted after schools had been awarded the 2016 Challenge 

Fund, the differences may be attributed to two plausible explanations: (1) by different types of schools 

being attracted to apply; and/or (2) by applying, these schools were encouraged to become more 

evidence-engaged.  

Nonetheless, considering that the question was phrased to assess schools’ existing ‘general approaches’ to 

developing teaching and learning, and also the timing of the survey (that is, when participating schools were 

receiving initial training on how to implement their selected programmes, which mostly target specific age 

groups of children), the observed differences may indicate, to a larger extent, the differences in schools’ overall 

approaches and cultures relating to evidence use. Telephone interviews provided additional evidence to 

support this observation. As the following quotes show, some schools were already using the EEF Toolkit and 

other resources from the EEF website: 

We’d been looking at the EEF Toolkit and the most cost-effective strategies we could put in place. 

So as a school we already had an awareness of the benefits of interventions with a track record 

instead of just coming up with ideas and hoping they would have some impact. 

 (Deputy Headteacher, Case study 3) 

We use all sorts of resources from the EEF website to set our interventions but also as the focus 

of staff meetings on what to put our time into.  

(Telephone survey 9) 

• Proportionally, far more Challenge Fund schools (albeit a relative minority) had used publications based 

on academic research and teacher experience as a source of information to improve pupil progress, 

compared to schools that were not involved the Challenge Fund programmes. Close to half of Challenge 

Fund schools, compared to slightly more than one in four non-participant schools, reported that they had 

used these evidence-based publications substantially in their practice. 
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Table 12: Sources of information and extent of use by Challenge Fund schools and non-participant 
schools to support pupil progress 

Sources of information  

2016 Joint 

Challenge 

Fund schools 

(n=92): 

‘very 

significantly’ and 

‘a lot’ 

Previous round 

Challenge 

Fund schools 

(n=30): 

‘very 

significantly’ and 

‘a lot’ 

Non-Challenge 

Fund schools 

(n=43):  

‘very 

significantly’ and 

‘a lot’ 

Pupil performance data 98% 97% 98% 

Information gathered through training/CPD 86% 67% 81% 

Colleagues within the school 74% 80% 70% 

Colleagues in other schools 65% 80% 65% 

Other school networks 68% 57% 63% 

Department for Education 59% 73% 56% 

Information/data from local authority 57% 50% 42% 

Ofsted Inspection reports 47% 47% 37% 

Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) 

Teaching and Learning Toolkit/website 
54% 27% 26% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries 

based on academic research 
48% 47% 28% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries 

based on teacher experience 
47% 47% 28% 
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Key Findings 2: Evidence of promise—take-up and delivery of 

evidence-based programmes 

Introduction 

This chapter compares the use of evidence-based intervention programmes between the 2016 joint Challenge 

Fund and the previous three rounds. The purpose is to have an informed understanding of the culture of 

evidence-use in school-led improvement initiatives and the extent to which the 2016 Challenge Fund might 

have contributed to the increased take-up of evidence-based programmes and practice. The chapter also 

explores the extent to which, and how, schools that took up evidence-based intervention programmes had 

delivered them with fidelity, and what they expected to gain from their participation in the joint 2016 Challenge 

Fund. 

The data sources for discussions in this chapter include schools’ application forms for all rounds of the 

Challenge Fund initiative, the baseline survey and fidelity evidence collected by the SCC and developers. 

Table 13: Summary of Key Findings 2: Evidence of promise 

Key Findings 2: Evidence of promise 

The majority of the successful projects in the previous rounds were locally developed and initiated by 
schools themselves. The most generalizable evidence of the efficacy for most projects in the previous 
rounds was at best limited. 

Overall, there were small variations in the extent to which the intervention programmes were implemented 
in schools. The fidelity records show that 73% of the 60 schools, for which the fidelity data was available, 
had ‘fully/mostly’ implemented the intervention programmes as required by developers across all the 
aspects that the pro forma intended to measure. In addition, 62% did not report any barriers to the fidelity 
of their selected programmes.  

There were methodological and practical challenges in the design and data collection of fidelity; this makes 
any judgement about measurement of the implementation quality difficult. We were not able to capture 
evidence of change (or no change) in fidelity measures over time—as we had planned—and also, we must 
interpret the overall positive fidelity measures with caution. 

For the majority of the schools, the motivation to engage in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund had centred upon 
improving attainment and closing the achievement gap, aims largely reflecting the intended outcomes of 
the evidence-based interventions on offer as well as the school improvement priority areas that most 
schools reported in the survey.  

4.2 Take-up of evidence-based programmes via the Challenge Fund 

This section presents an analysis of whether applications to the 2016 Challenge Fund were more evidence-

based, compared to previous rounds of the Challenge Fund. Our analysis of the applications for the previous 

rounds of the Challenge Fund indicates that the projects were predominantly school initiated and largely locally 

developed. In the analysis, the evidence base of each application was assessed using a single binary scale 

as having either a potentially promising or a more limited evidence base (that is, locally or commercially 

developed). 

The more generalizable evidence of the efficacy for most projects that were successfully granted funding in 

the previous rounds was at best limited. In our judgment, only two (or 10%) of the 20 successful projects 

appeared to have been based on research (including EEF research). A slightly higher proportion of the 

unsuccessful projects (five, approximately 20%—applications that failed to attract funding in the previous 

Challenge Fund programmes) appeared to have a research base.  

The results of our analysis are presented in Table 15 which shows, in detail, the numbers of successful and 

unsuccessful projects that were locally developed initiatives, initiatives that were developed by commercial 
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companies, or those that had a research base (including EEF-funded research). The majority of successful 

projects in the previous rounds were locally developed and initiated by the schools themselves. Because 

schools had to apply in partnerships in previous rounds, each project in Table 15 represents a group of schools. 

This was in contrast to the funding approach used in Challenge Fund 2016 where each project represented 

one school. 

Table 14: Evidence base of interventions funded in all rounds of the Suffolk Challenge Fund 

Sources 

Challenge Fund 2016 Previous rounds 

Successful Unsuccessful Successful Unsuccessful 

Locally developed 0 0 16 18 

Commercially developed 0 0 2 1 

Evidence based 116 2 2 5 

Total N 116 2 20 24 

4.3 Fidelity of evidence-based programme delivery 

This section presents the evidence regarding the fidelity of promising programmes delivered by 2016 

Challenge Fund schools. With support of SCC and programme developers, the fidelity data was mainly 

collected through the standardised pro forma (see Appendix 4) between the spring and summer term of 2017. 

The pro forma examined schools’ attendance at training sessions and key aspects of the implementation 

process including, for example, identification of target pupil groups, ring-fencing resources and staffing, and 

tracking and monitoring pupil progress. In addition, the pro forma was also intended to collect data on factors 

that were perceived to have inhibited the implementation process.  

Responses 

In total, we received 102 records which were completed for 60 (out of 116) 2016 joint Challenge Fund schools 

(Table 16). Schools completed more than half of the pro formas (n = 52) administered by programme 

developers (n = 41) and SCC (n = 9). Table 16 highlights the number of records and number of schools per 

intervention programme.  
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Table 15: Summary of the number of records and schools by intervention programme 

The original design intended to collect two records for each school: one in the spring term and one in the 

summer term of 2017. The purpose was to identify the extent of change in fidelity over time. However, slightly 

more than half of the 60 schools (n = 32) had only one record. Eighteen schools had two records, followed by 

ten with three records and one schools with four records.  

Findings 

Overall, there were small variations in the extent to which the intervention programmes were 

implemented in schools. The fidelity records show that 44 of the 60 schools (73%) had ‘fully/mostly’ 

implemented the intervention programme as required by the developer across all the aspects that the pro 

forma intended to measure. There were some disagreements where the developer judged fidelity to be medium 

or low, although these involved only four schools.  

The majority of the schools (62%) did not identify any barriers to the fidelity of their selected intervention 

programmes (Table 17). Proportionally, a relatively small number of schools highlighted that pupil and staff 

absences had impacted full implementation: 14 schools (23%) reported pupil absence as a barrier to 

successful implementation and 19 schools (36%) highlighted that staff absence was problematic. Of those 

schools, five identified both pupil and staff absence as factors inhibiting full implementation. However, most of 

these schools still rated fidelity to be high. Other inhibiting factors included the ring-fencing of staff or pupil 

time, although these factors were an issue in relatively few schools.  

Intervention programmes Number of records 

Number of schools 

completing the 

survey 

Number of schools 

per intervention 

Accelerated Reader 40 16 17 

Catch Up Literacy 10 7 20 

Catch Up Numeracy 9 6 18 

Fresh Start 0 0 3 

IPEELL 12 10 22 

Mathematical Reasoning 9 6 7 

Philosophy for Children 8 5 10 

Switch-on 4 4 5 

Thinking, Doing and Talking 

Science 

10 7 14 

Total 102 60 116 
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Table 16: Summary of factors inhibiting implementation of the programme  

Factors inhibiting implementing the programme as required N of schools 

None of the above apply to the school 36 (62%) 

Staff absence 19 (36%) 

Pupil absence 14 (23%) 

Staff time not ring-fenced by school 6 (10%) 

Pupil/class time not ring-fenced by school 4 (7%) 

Lack of support from school leadership 2 (5%) 

Taken together, the perceived lack of variation and implementation barriers relating to fidelity may reflect most 

participating schools’ commitment to the programme. As interviews with SCC and the 2016 joint Challenge 

Fund schools showed, because the matched funding model required schools to co-invest in their selected 

school improvement activity, it was believed to have helped to secure schools’ effective engagement and 

ownership of the outcomes. Most developers’ feedback suggested that they perceived the fidelity of delivery 

by Challenge Fund schools to be comparable to schools who had independently bought the programme. 

However, as we have outlined in the evaluation design, there were methodological and practical challenges in 

the design and data-collection of fidelity. Our experience was that collecting robust evidence of fidelity was 

difficult as it was influenced, at least in part, by the nature of the intervention and the developers’ relationships 

with schools. Moreover, the data collected through SCC was completed by schools themselves at different 

time-points in the implementation process, and their responses to many questions were heavily skewed 

towards highly positive self-perceptions. These challenges make any judgement about measurement of the 

implementation quality difficult. We were not able to capture evidence of change (or no change) in fidelity 

measures over time – as we had planned; also, we must interpret the overall positive fidelity measures with 

caution.  

Perceptions of other outcomes as a result of participating in the 2016 Challenge Fund 

It is outside the remit of this evaluation to capture the impact of the 2016 Challenge Fund on practice and pupil-

level outcomes. However, the baseline survey asked schools what they perceived the wider outcomes of their 

involvement in the 2016 Challenge Fund might be. The results are presented here. As Table 18 shows, for the 

majority of the schools the most important outcomes that they expected to gain from taking up the 2016 joint 

Challenge Fund had centred upon improving attainment and closing the achievement gap—largely reflecting 

the intended outcomes of the evidence-based interventions on offer in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund. They 

were also closely in line with the school improvement priority areas that the vast majority of schools reported 

in the survey: 77% (n = 127) indicated that raising pupil attainment and progress was a key priority for them 

over the following five years. 

From a school improvement perspective, the outcomes that schools wanted to achieve appeared to have a 

clear focus on end outcomes. In contrast, process-oriented outcomes relating to improving the capacity of 

teachers and teaching assistants was cited by a third of the schools. Moreover, proportionally relatively fewer 

schools (n = 26, 28%) cited an expectation to enhance evidence-based practice in their schools through 

participating in the evidence-based 2016 joint Challenge Fund programme. Given that this round had a specific 
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focus on meeting individual schools’ needs, it is no surprise that school-to-school collaboration and support 

were cited by few schools to be their expected gains.  

Table 17: Expected benefits of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund programme (number of schools = 92) 

Expected benefits of the 2016 Joint Challenge Fund programme N 

Improving attainment and addressing disadvantage 

Improving the learning outcomes of all pupils 70 (76%) 

Closing the attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers 60 (65%) 

Improving staff effectiveness and practice 

Improving collective capacity for improvement in our school 32 (35%) 

Improving teacher effectiveness in our school 31 (34%) 

Improving the effectiveness of teaching assistants in our school 28 (30%) 

Enhancing evidenced-based practice in our school 26 (28%) 

School leadership 

Improving leadership of teaching and learning 11 (12%) 

Working with other schools 

Improving collaboration between schools 9 (10%) 

Supporting other schools to improve 4 (4%) 
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Key Findings 3: Feasibility—barriers and enablers 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the barriers to, and conditions for, effective take-up of the 2016 Challenge Fund. 

Schools’ motivations for involvement were explored in the baseline survey, case study visits, and the telephone 

interviews with staff members who were responsible for the implementation of the chosen intervention 

programmes. The three most commonly cited motives largely reflect the ‘unique’ characteristics of this new 

joint funding model outlined in the project background:  

1) the evidence-based nature of the interventions and the associated appeal of the reputation of the EEF; 

2) meeting an educational need or priority in the school (often amongst a specific cohort of students); 

and  

3) the availability of matched-funding. 

In addition, the results of the baseline survey also suggested that a simple and straightforward application 

process was an important enabling factor for schools. The interviews also showed that it was particular aspects 

of the intervention programmes that schools valued, including, for example, the training opportunities and the 

resources provided by developers.  

Table 18: Summary of Key Findings 3: Feasibility—barriers and enablers 

Key Findings 3: Feasibility—barriers and enablers 

In the baseline survey, almost all schools (n = 82, 89%) reported that the robust research evidence of the 
intervention programmes was an important reason that they applied to the 2016 joint Challenge Fund. The 
involvement of the EEF as an active partner was seen by most interviewed school leaders as a strong 
endorsement of the initiative. 

Although matched funding was a strong incentive, the suitability of the intervention programmes in relation 
to schools’ improvement needs and the likelihood of impact on pupil outcomes and teaching practice 
remained a priority in schools’ decision-making process. 

Perceived enablers for effective take-up and implementation of the intervention programmes tended to be 
associated with the two new features of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund: (1) the programme-specific training 
and ongoing support provided by the developers and (2) the contribution of funding to support school 
improvement in the current education climate.  

The lack of promotion and coordination of school-to-school collaborations was widely perceived as a missed 
opportunity by interviewed school leaders who felt that it would have been been especially beneficial for 
many small and isolated schools in the Suffolk region. 

Inhibiting factors relating to how individual schools were able to implement their chosen intervention 
programmes effectively tended to reflect the capability of school leadership and the capacity of staffing and 
resources. 

Enablers and barriers to applying for the 2016 Joint Challenge Fund 

Enablers: credibility of evidence-based interventions and the EEF 

In the baseline survey, almost all schools, with the exception of one (n = 82, 89%), reported that the robust 

research evidence of the intervention programmes was an important reason that they applied to the 2016 

joint Challenge Fund (see Table 9.1 for survey summary in Appendix 9). For many of the schools interviewed 

by telephone, the involvement of the EEF as an active partner in the Suffolk Challenge Fund was a strong 

endorsement of the initiative. The reputation of the EEF and the prospect of utilising a research-informed and 

validated intervention within their schools provided participants with confidence in the interventions available 

as part of the Challenge Fund initiative.  
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You look at the evidence and what has a high impact and that helps me to sell it to governors and 

to teachers as well—‘We should do this because it’s been proven to be effective.’ 

(Telephone interview 3) 

The government can’t really do anything other than throw money at problems then leave it to 

schools to sort it out for themselves and that's particularly true of Pupil Premium and catch-up 

funding and so we’re getting a reasonable volume of funding in and it’s up to us to decide how it 

should be spent. So, we wanted to avoid a scattergun approach where we’re picking ideas out of 

thin air then throwing substantial sums of money at them […] we wanted a sense of confidence 

that we were investing in things that would have an impact so using the EEF was a bit of a ‘no-

brainer’ really.  

(Deputy headteacher, Case study 3) 

For some schools, this was their first foray into this kind of evidence-based activity. They had utilised 

commercial interventions in the past or simply relied on their own ‘in-house’ knowledge and expertise to 

address school improvement priorities. 

I don't think this school has had any proper interventions in the past—in the past it’s been the 

responsibility of individual teachers to spot issues then deal with them as they arise.  

(Telephone interview 21) 

More broadly, the findings suggest that, despite the engagement of some schools with the EEF, there had 

not been a strong culture of this kind of activity across the Suffolk school system in the past. Indeed, 

most school leaders reported that, although they were aware of the EEF and the toolkit, they had little or no 

prior experience with research-informed interventions. However, it is also the case that the majority of the 

schools within the sample were keen to adopt a more research- or evidence-informed approach to their 

practice going forward and could see the benefits of so doing. For these schools, the Challenge Fund was 

seen as a good opportunity to facilitate this.  

Enablers: meeting schools’ priorities 

Almost all the survey respondents, with the exception of one (n = 82, 89%), reported that they applied for the 

2016 joint Challenge Fund because the interventions were appropriate to their schools’ needs. The 

interviews provided additional evidence, suggesting that when using the Challenge Fund programme to 

address the identified educational needs, most schools had considered the appropriateness of teaching 

approaches, characteristics of pupil intake, and use of data. In a number of cases, this related to a specifically 

identified group of young people from a particular cohort:  

We wanted to support those resistant writers, boys mainly, to give them that confidence to carry 

out literacy tasks and be motivated to do so. 

(Telephone interview 14) 

Whereas for others it was targeted at a whole class, a department, or year group: 

There were emerging problems with numeracy and some children were not secure in their basic 

understanding of maths so we knew we were going to be having a class that might need additional 

support with numeracy […] because the intervention was ‘whole class’ it was a relevant 

intervention. 

(Telephone interview 12) 

More specifically, discussions of motivating factors also throw light on the importance of leadership capabilities 

to select external intervention programmes that were responsive to their school improvement needs and 
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priorities. For instance, some schools had utilised interventions to refine their practice despite high 

performance in relation to student outcomes and progress: 

We’ve got some really successful programmes running already that had been flagged by SCC 

and Ofsted as best practice; when I say ‘there was a gap in reading’ it was relative because we’re 

actually very successful. It wasn’t a real horror to sort out but rather an area we thought we could 

make a difference to.  

(Telephone interview 11) 

There were also examples of schools taking data-informed decisions to implement their chosen intervention 

as a means of addressing particular trends, patterns, and areas of concern. For example, in one school, whilst 

the overall picture of student attainment was not seen as a cause for concern, it had found a dip in progress 

at Key Stage 1 that required attention: 

We looked at the data for reading, writing and maths, and it was not that there was a problem for 

our end-of-school Key Stage 2 results but that there seemed to be this ‘dip’ after Key Stage 1 

SATs in achievement judging by reading tests that we do. So coupled with the fact that we wanted 

to change our reading strategy anyway and reorganise how children chose their books this meant 

Accelerated Reading was the favoured option. 

(Headteacher, Case Study 2) 

In a similar way, despite having run a number of successful interventions in the past, this school had been 

unable to find a suitable programme for literacy development amongst a cohort of Year 2 children who were 

struggling with their reading. The Challenge Fund helped it to address this issue:  

Some of these children have dyslexic profiles and specific learning difficulties and we were asking 

ourselves how we would make that transition when they are below age-related into Key Stage 2 

[…] we wanted something that would address this in a bespoke way and that is what this 

intervention does.  

(Headteacher, Case study 6). 

Taken together, evidence presented here reflects positively on the leadership capability of these schools in 

that the decision to apply for the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was based on an informed assessment of their 

schools’ needs and how the external intervention programmes on offer might be used to serve these needs. It 

is important to note that the vast majority of the schools in the interviews and case studies were ‘good’ and 

better schools (32 out of 36). Given what we already know about how school leaders make a difference to 

school improvement processes and student outcomes (Day, Sammons and Gu, 2016; Gu et al., 2018), this 

observation is by no means surprising. 

Enablers: matched funding 

The matched-funding offered, as noted, was a major incentive: 86% of the survey participants (n = 79) felt it 

was a strong incentive. Evidence from the case study and telephone interviews indicated that that the 

provision of matched funding was especially relevant in the current school funding climate in England where 

small schools in rural contexts such as Suffolk tended to face real financial and resourcing challenge: 

Given the financial difficulties schools are in, we want to do the best for our children and this was 

a valuable opportunity because I could get three members of staff trained and out of class and I 

could afford to do that because of the support being offered.  

(Telephone interview 7) 

However, although for many schools the financial support that accompanied this programme was very 

welcome and in some cases necessary, it was not the only factor in their decision to participate. Rather, the 



40 | P a g e  

 

suitability of the intervention and the likelihood of impact on student outcomes and teaching practice 

remained the priority: 

We couldn't justify an intervention that wasn't going to show an impact on the children’s learning. 

We invested £2,000 even with the matched funding, plus, we are employing two teaching 

assistants for five afternoons a week just to do Switch On, so I had to be sure that the case I put 

forward showed impact from a data point of view.  

(Deputy headteacher, Case study 4) 

Most participants agreed that the funding was an important factor in their decision to participate in the 

Challenge Fund though very few cited it as the only factor. Rather, most schools had made careful and 

considered diagnoses regarding their financial and organisational capacity to participate in the programme. 

Such decision-making reflects favourably on the capability of the leadership in these settings, often a key 

feature of higher performing schools.  

Barriers  

The baseline survey also asked schools that were not involved in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund (n = 73) to 

select all factors that were important in their decision not to take part (see Table 10.1 in Appendix 10). The 

most frequently-cited reasons were related to:  

• insufficient funding (n = 24, 33%); 

• lack of relevance of the interventions to school needs (n = 19, 26%); and 

• lack of time and capacity to be engaged in any new interventions (n = 17, 23%). 

Two of three uninvolved schools that agreed to be interviewed reported limited experience of research use 

and had tended to develop their own resources ‘in house.’ Although both expressed interest in exploring the 

possibility of learning to be engaged in evidence-based projects in future, they highlighted concerns 

surrounding their capacity to incorporate and implement external interventions in terms of staff numbers and 

capability. The third school, based in a rural location, was already working closely with a hub of partner schools 

on a commercial company-developed innovation programme and did not have the capacity, or see the need, 

to be involved in the 2016 joint fund.  

Conditions for effective take-up and implementation: enabling and inhibiting factors 

In many ways, the conditions for the effective take-up of the intervention programmes, and indeed the barriers 

to this, bore similarities to the conditions for the effective implementation of the interventions. Drawing upon 

the data from telephone interviews and case studies, this section discusses the enablers and barriers to the 

effective delivery of the evidence-based programmes taken up by schools in the 2016 Challenge Fund. Focus 

was placed upon exploring factors that were perceived by school leaders as specific to the 2016 Challenge 

Fund model that influenced, positively or negatively, the effective take-up and implementation of these 

programmes. Evidence suggests that perceived enablers tended to be associated with two new features of 

the 2016 joint Challenge Fund: (1) the programme-specific training and ongoing support provided by the 

developers and (2) the contribution of funding to support school improvement in the current education climate. 

The lack of promotion and coordination of school-to-school collaborations was widely perceived as a missed 

opportunity by interviewed school leaders; this, it was felt, would have been especially beneficial for many 

small and isolated schools in the Suffolk region.  

Factors relating to how individual schools were able to implement their chosen intervention programmes 

effectively tended to reflect the capability of school leadership and the capacity of staffing and resources. 

Although these school-level factors (as opposed to programme level factors) might be relevant to the 

effective take-up and implementation of evidence-based programmes more generally, they were, nevertheless, 

perceived to be important facilitating or inhibiting factors that had influenced not only how the chosen 

interventions from the 2016 joint Challenge Fund were implemented in schools in different contexts and with 
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different capacity, but also the extent to which the interventions were more or less likely to achieve their 

desirable outcomes. In this sense, they were also factors that were highly relevant and important to the 

effective delivery of this particular scale-up model. 

Enablers: programme-specific support  

The volume and quality of information provided at the pre-application ‘Evidence Fair’ event, which brought 

together all partners, was seen by school leaders as helping them make informed decisions as to whether to 

participate in the initiative and which intervention would be best suited to their context and needs. The level 

and clarity of information provided by developers in advance of the intervention was also seen as helpful.  

Having that information in advance was important because we had time to think and discuss and 

find the right one for us—we did consider other programmes—but felt maths was our greatest 

need and that was the better one for us. 

(Telephone interview 7)  

The standard of training and support that accompanied the interventions was generally very well received. 

The vast majority of both case-study and telephone-interview schools found this helpful in not only enabling 

them to have access to ‘resources that would be constantly updated’ (Telephone interview 7), but also opening 

up opportunities to share experiences with other schools in the region:  

The [EEF intervention programme] people have been really good at building a community of 

schools that can work together. We all meet up from different schools and talk about different 

issues and share experiences of the intervention. They’re really good at sending resources and 

signposting updates on the Catch-Up website. 

(SENCO, Case study 6).  

The ongoing nature of the training and support found favour amongst participants who appreciated the 

innovative suggestions put forward for practitioners operating within tight budgets.  

[The intervention programmes] have been very well organised with their training and follow-up 

meetings. For example, all the deliverers have been on a refresher course. I’ve had three 

coordinator meetings where we ask questions, clear things up, and discuss how we are getting 

on in our schools. That element has been great and there is no charge for that element either. 

(Telephone interview 21) 

In addition, many voiced their appreciation at being able to pick up the phone or send an email if they 

encountered any problems that required guidance. Such ongoing support was of real value, especially for 

those participants operating in the more isolated contexts. 

Enablers: capacity to align with school improvement 

Analysis of in-school conditions for effective take-up and successful implementation of the interventions tended 

to point to the importance of the capability of school leaders and the capacity of staff who were able to align 

the external interventions with existing school improvement priorities. This was important in terms their 

justification for buying into the programme in the first place. 

We wanted to widen our bucket of tools, really, and wanting to improve our data. We just couldn’t 

understand why the children were doing so well in KS1 and then when we implemented our 

commercially-bought interventions in KS2 they were struggling. So we really wanted to deepen 

our diagnosis to find out where this gap was coming from. These interventions gave us that 

opportunity to do so. 

(Executive Headteacher, Case study 8) 
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Schools that reported being able to select interventions in line with their own specific school improvement 

priorities were, it seems, able to achieve better buy-in leading to more effective programme delivery. The data 

from case study and telephone interview samples suggests that this was the case for higher-performing 

implementations. For example, one such school had recently undertaken an internal review of its maths 

provision that had highlighted a number of issues relating to student progress. Taking up Catch-up Numeracy 

was an informed and strategic response to the outcomes of the school review:  

We looked at the data regarding where students were at the start of Year 7 and where they were 

at the end of that year and it was as if they’d made no progress whatsoever, so we needed an 

alternative. Coincidently our school review happened at the same time as Suffolk launched their 

partnership with the EEF, which is where we were told about Catch-up Numeracy. 

(Deputy headteacher, Case Study 3) 

Another case-study school, rated as ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted, highlighted staff capability as a central facilitator 

to the successful implementation of their chosen intervention. Here, the executive headteacher cited the 

knowledge and experience of the individual responsible for delivering the intervention as a key enabler to its 

effective take-up:  

Teaching assistants don't always understand the specifics of delivering interventions such as 

these, and it can take quite a lot of training and support, but the individual we had here did 

understand so she was thoroughly engaged and on the ball with regard to manipulative and 

pictorial representation. Having a high quality teaching assistant in place was really important.  

(Executive headteacher, Case study 8) 

The senior leadership within one case-study secondary academy adopted an approach to new initiatives 

whereby all staff members in any particular department were involved in the implementation, management, 

and delivery of interventions. This was part of a wider programme of improvement adopted by the new 

leadership of this school in response to a poor Ofsted rating that followed a period of underperformance. 

Though the school had officially been deemed as ‘requiring improvement’, one of the ways it was working to 

address this was through alignment of initiatives with existing school capacity and priorities. Therefore, if a 

programme could not be integrated into collective staff capacity it was not deemed feasible. This approach 

has also served to mitigate against the challenges of staff turnover: 

We don't just have one person responsible for an initiative so if staff members leave then things 

can continue without much disruption. 

(Headteacher, Case study 1) 

Barriers: resourcing and capacity 

Participants of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund highlighted a number of barriers to initial take-up. These included 

concerns surrounding their capacity to incorporate and implement the intervention in terms of staff numbers 

and capability. This issue seems particularly relevant to the Suffolk context in that many schools are small and 

isolated with limited resources and restrictive budgets. This observation also throws up a question as to 

whether schools applied for the funding because it was available to deliver the programme, rather than 

because they knew they had the capacity to deliver it well.  

With regard to programme implementation, financial barriers, increased workload, and additional resourcing 

requirements were commonly-cited inhibiting factors. While such barriers were not necessarily common to any 

specific type of school, the high numbers of small and rural schools reporting these issues in the telephone 

interview and case-study samples suggest that this paucity of resources—both financial and human—may be 

a particular issue for schools in these contexts. For example, this headteacher drew attention to what he 

described as ‘hidden costs’ of their chosen intervention: 
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If I was to get involved again with another project of this kind I would want to look more closely at 

what was and wasn't funded and what further financing would be required. The extra resources 

from stickers and labels to iPads, the extra training, the extra staff hours, the subscriptions from 

Years 1–4.  

(Telephone interview 1) 

One headteacher pointed to similar issues and the challenges she encountered in allocating sufficient time to 

staff members to allow them to fully engage with the intervention: 

I’ve got staff members who are keen to be trained and work on this intervention but at the moment 

I just don't have the money. 

(Telephone interview 7) 

The issue of capacity was also raised by a teaching assistant who highlighted the one-to-one nature of the 

intervention chosen and the subsequent requirement for staff members to take individuals students out of the 

classroom: 

We have slots in the morning and the students have two free slots per week, but in the grander 

scheme of things that's not targeting a whole lot of students that need to be targeted […] the big 

question was ‘when can we get them to do this?’ It’s a brilliant programme but finding the time is 

tough.  

(Higher Level Teaching Assistant, Case study 3) 

Within the context of this school (a medium sized secondary in a coastal region), it might be argued that the 

issue of capacity is less about resourcing and more about the extent to which the leadership of the 

school had sufficiently ring-fenced time for their staff members to support the intervention. In other 

schools, however, capacity was a genuine issue. One rural primary school indicated that the extent to which it 

was able to implement its intervention effectively was clearly related to limited staffing capacity: 

The only barrier we’ve really got is having enough adults to implement this and enough time too. 

There are other strains on TA time and we’re such a small school. We would have had more 

children on the programme if we’d had more staff.  

(Telephone interview 24) 

Interestingly, the commonly-cited lack of capacity and resources amongst many of the smaller and isolated 

schools within the sample was alleviated to some extent amongst the (small) number of schools that chose to 

participate in the programme in partnership with another school:  

Normally, I would say finding the additional resource to release staff members to go to meet their 

peers from other schools to share ideas and knowledge would be challenging but because both 

schools are part of the same MAT we could talk to each other about things that were working (or 

not) and also send our teachers and teaching assistants to the other school to observe practice 

and talk to the practitioners there.  

(Executive Headteacher, Case study 8) 

Barriers: lack of collaboration 

Another recurring issue was the lack of opportunities for collaboration with other schools, particularly 

given that such activity was touted as being central to the initiative at the outset: 

The only thing I can think of that would have helped would have been a cluster meeting of different 

schools that had decided to take part in the different interventions so we could get some friends 
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and support across the county and share concerns and examples of best practice. That would 

have been helpful. It seemed there was lots of build-up from SCC about school-to-school 

collaboration but after we won the bid there was no follow-up. 

(Deputy headteacher, Case study 3) 

This headteacher held similar views in relation to schools sharing knowledge and expertise as a means of 

support for other participating schools, something to which educators attach considerable value: 

Something they could really do to improve this would be to produce a list of all the schools involved 

in a local region, which programmes they are participating in, the training they are doing, and 

whether they are willing to host visitors from other schools. And if a school is interested in 

submitting a Challenge Fund bid they can go to visit a school doing the same thing first if they 

want to. 

(Headteacher, Case study 2) 

A small number of schools were engaged in formal collaboration, such as those that were members of MATs, 

and had therefore participated in the Challenge Fund in partnership with another school. However, such 

schools were very much in the minority within the sample. Many participants said they knew of other schools 

in their locality that were running the same intervention but that they just did not have the time or capacity to 

collaborate. This might be indicative of a wider cultural barrier in that there was very little tradition of school-

to-school partnership in the Suffolk region. Perhaps more could have been done to facilitate and encourage 

schools to work with one another, particularly so that those running the same interventions could have 

benefitted from peer support and reassurance to compliment that provided by the developers. For many 

schools, the lack of promotion and coordination of school-to-school collaborations was seen as a missed 

opportunity for shared professional learning and support that could have strengthened not only the 

attractiveness but also the sustainability of this scale-up approach. 

Perceived feasibility of the 2016 Joint Challenge Fund model 

This section discusses the feasibility of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund model focusing more specifically on the 

extent to which the collaboration between the EEF, SCC, and developers had been effective in attracting 

schools to apply for this evidence-based Challenge Fund. The data was therefore drawn from interviews with 

schools leaders in the telephone qualitative survey and case studies with an aim to explore the feasibility of 

this scale-up approach from the perspective of ‘end-users’. The analysis also considered discussions with SCC 

and EEF personnel as well as some of the developers. 

In discussing the feasibility of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund model, school leaders reflected on where they 

felt the programme was effective and also where improvements could be made. The overall impression 

seemed to be that the programme was inherently a positive step forward for SCC in supporting the schools in 

its region, particularly given the contextual barriers that many participants repeated in respect of the rural and 

isolated nature of many schools in this part of the country and the associated budgetary constraints that small 

schools (tend to) operate within: 

This model is perfect for small schools where funding is tight and findings money for training and 

teaching cover is extremely difficult. Anything that part or fully funds these things is brilliant! 

(Telephone interview 2) 

I think anything like this that is based on reputable data and gives schools an element of choice 

and matched funding can only be a good thing. 

(Telephone survey 13) 
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For the EEF, this new joint funding model with a local authority represented its effort to explore and identify 

effective scale-up approaches to promote knowledge mobilisation in schools. Such effort to disseminate and 

embed its evidence on ‘what works’ in schools had coincided with SCC’s endeavour to make changes to the 

offer of its Challenge Fund initiative: 

To start with, when we set it [first round of Challenge Fund] up, [the aim was to do this] in a way 

that would work for schools but with it being something that not many people had really done, […] 

you can only just try and do your best, really. And as we’ve gone along, we’ve started to being in 

touch with the Education Endowment Foundation and starting to learn from them, and that’s how 

the current round has come to pass because, really, you’re starting to see that that organisation… 

their sole purpose is to try to see what works, so if they’ve got loads of evidence about what works, 

then we’d want to obviously try to enable schools to pick that stuff up. 

   (SCC Personnel) 

The evidence-based nature of this 2016 Challenge Fund was seen as particularly relevant to Suffolk since 

schools in this region have limited and/or slower access to the latest intelligence surrounding teaching and 

learning and there is less of a culture of drawing on this knowledge for school improvement: 

We have a lot of inward-facing schools in this area that are led by people who believe if they keep 

doing what they are doing then they will be fine  

(Headteacher, Case study 6). 

The standard of support and training we have had with this programme has, generally speaking, 

been of a much higher standard than what we might get at Suffolk County Council. It’s given us 

access to renowned researchers and we’ve been able to access the EEF and all their resources, 

much of which is based on cutting-edge research, so it’s stopped us feeling quite so isolated down 

here in Suffolk.  

(Headteacher, Case study 2) 

The collaboration between SCC, the EEF, and the developers—who largely provided materials and 

training—was welcomed by many participants who saw such collaboration as a progressive and proactive 

move to facilitate school improvement in the region: 

It was a really good idea for each of the parties [SCC, the EEF, and developers] to pool their 

resources for schools and setting that alongside a set of interventions that have been tried and 

tested and they were happy to fund is a really good way of working. 

(Telephone interview 1) 

SCC, in its role as broker and administrator of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund, was pleased that its effort to ‘get 

people to take on board evidence-based programmes’ (SCC Personnel) had attracted significant attention 

from a larger number of schools that had resulted in increased take-up of the Challenge Fund initiative. The 

logistics were perceived by SCC to be manageable: following the pre-application activities organised to support 

schools to make informed decisions about their choice of EEF programmes, SCC played a central role in 

administrating the funds. The training was organised directly between schools and developers who had clear 

vested interests and a passion to promote what they believed would help schools to improve the learning 

outcomes of their pupils.  

Although SCC’s Standards and Excellence Officers (SEOs) were involved because of their knowledge of the 

schools’ needs, their involvement was not substantial: ‘What we’ve tried to do is make sure it doesn’t impinge 

on their time too much because they have a lot of other stuff to do’ (SCC Personnel). A number of schools in 

the interviews were critical of SCC with many unsure of its role in the programme and what they perceived as 

a lack of interaction and contact with schools: 
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I think from Suffolk County Council’s perspective it’s been a huge financial investment on their 

part. They did a huge launch with ‘bells and whistles’ and then we’ve not heard a peep from them 

since the programme started. It’s worked for us because we’ve been proactive in cooperating with 

the developer but we’ve done this without the council. 

(Deputy headteacher, Case study 4) 
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Key Findings 4: Scalability 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses issues regarding the scalability of the 2016 Challenge Fund approach. Specific focus 

is placed upon programme costs and the affordability, replicability, and sustainability of the model. The cost of 

each of the EEF intervention programmes was collected from the Challenge Fund prospectus, and the cost of 

each round of the Challenge Fund initiative was provided to the evaluation team by the EEF and SCC. 

Discussions about the replicability and sustainability of the joint Challenge Fund model are based on interviews 

with school leaders and SCC personnel.  

Table 19: Summary of Key Findings 4: Scalability 

Key Findings 4: Scalability 

The funding size of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was less than half of the total funding size of the previous 
rounds. It represents greater value for money in comparison to previous programmes, particularly given 
that, in comparison to previous rounds, the funding was directed towards evidence-based interventions. 

The 2016 joint Challenge Fund helped schools serving small and often isolated communities to gain access 
to resources and evidence-informed practice that they might otherwise not have had. Schools reported 
positively on the replicability of the model in other regions with similar rural contexts such as Cumbria or 
Cornwall. 

The 2016 Challenge Fund model was less likely to continue without the partnership between SCC and the 
EEF. The local authority in this model was perceived as a knowledge-broker who mediated school-to-school 
partnerships so that they were best placed to support individual leaders and teachers on a day-to-day basis. 
The credibility of the EEF in relation to the quality of its evidence base was a key factor in sustaining schools’ 
interest in getting involved. 

Programme costs and affordability 

As discussed earlier, the matched funding model in 2016 attracted the largest number of applications from 

schools in Suffolk. More than a third of Suffolk schools were granted funding (n = 116, 36%)—almost the same 

as the total number of schools involved in any of the previous rounds of the Challenge Fund programmes (n = 

117).14 However, despite the number of schools involved, the total 2016 funding (£151,142) was less than half 

of the total combined funding provided in the previous rounds (£381,459).15 

For the cost evaluation, in addition to the funding awarded to schools, we have also collected data on the costs 

to SCC of setting up and running the 2016 joint Challenge Fund Programme, which we estimate as just under 

£15,000.16 This represents around 9% of the total costs of the scheme. 

A breakdown of these costs are shown in Table 21. This breakdown excludes costs associated with the 

external evaluation of the project as a whole, but includes costs associated with SCC’s internal evaluation 

(which it would expect to do on an ongoing basis for all Challenge Funds). It also does not include the costs 

of programme developers attending the innovation event (which were funded by the developers themselves) 

nor any costs incurred by schools attending the events or setting up programmes. In addition, EEF staff 

contributed time to the fund. Much of this time was spent establishing the general framework of the fund and 

                                                      

14 Detailed breakdowns of applications for each round (including both successful and unsuccessful schools) 
are as follows: pilot: n = 13; Round 1: n = 102; Round 2: n = 62; Round 3: n = 86.  

15 Pilot funding: £78,000; Round 1 total funding: £106,111; Round 2 total funding: £173,362.50; Round 3 total 
funding: £23,985. 

16 We are grateful to Gavin Talbot of SCC for his help in collecting this data. 
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on the evaluation. However, noting the perceived benefits of EEF involvement, some involvement from EEF 

staff would be necessary if a similar fund was to be established elsewhere, particularly in the first year of 

funding. 

Table 20: Suffolk County Council’s costs in setting up and running the 2016 joint Challenge Fund 

Item  Cost 

Staff time (approximately 500 hours in total, various staff members) £11,900 

Travel costs to meetings with the EEF £384 

Publicity events 

Launch event £567 

Innovation event £2,055 

Project schools event £75 

TOTAL £14,981 

In Table 22, we provide a comparison with Challenge Fund rounds in previous years. The cost per school for 

the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was £1,432, which was lower than the cost of all previous rounds except Round 

3. In addition, the 2016 joint Challenge Fund leveraged an additional £1,303 from schools’ own funds. 

Table 21: Funding per school in 2016 compared to previous rounds17 

Round 
Total funding 

to schools 

Total cost  

(funding and 

administration) 

Number of 

schools 

funded 

Cost per 

school 

Funding 

provided to 

each school 

2016 £151,142 £166,090 116 £1,432 £1,303 

Previous 

challenge 

funds 

£127,153 

(mean of 3 

rounds) 

£139,728 117 total £127,153 £139,728 

Total (all 

rounds) 
£381,459 £419,185    

A breakdown of the funding over the nine programmes is shown in Table 23. It is clear that the cheaper 

programmes were more attractive to schools, although it is equally clear that the cost of the programme does 

                                                      

17 We have assumed a similar cost of administration for each year: 9% of the total money spent. Pilot fund 
included in 2013 round. Some schools received funding in more than one round. 
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not appear to be the only factor in schools’ choices (with one relatively cheap programme, Mathematical 

Reasoning, being apparently less attractive to schools). Moreover, 24 schools, around a fifth of the schools, 

chose two of the more expensive programmes, Philosophy for Children, and Thinking, Doing and Talking 

Science, which involved approximately £2,000 of matched funding from schools’ own budgets. 

Table 22: Breakdown of 2016 expenditure by programme 

Programme 
Number of 

schools 

Proportion 

of schools 

Cost 

per 

school 

Total funding 

to 

programme 

Schools 

Proportion 

of total 

IPEELL 22 19% £1,197 £26,325 17% 

Catch Up Literacy 20 17% £730 £14,595 10% 

Catch Up Numeracy 18 16% £743 £13,371 9% 

Accelerated Reader 17 15% £1,409 £23,948 16% 

Thinking, Doing and 

Talking Science 
14 12% £2,180 £30,520 20% 

Philosophy for 

Children 
10 9% £1,946 £19,463 13% 

Mathematical 

Reasoning 
7 6% £990 £6,930 5% 

Switch-on 5 4% £1,344 £6,720 4% 

Fresh Start 3 3% £3,090 £9,270 6% 

In summary, we consider the 2016 joint Challenge Fund to represent greater value for money in comparison 

to previous programmes, particularly given that, in comparison to previous rounds, the funding was directed 

towards evidence-based interventions. SCC’s comment endorsed our observation: ‘I don’t think we can say 

it’s not cost-effective because we’re certainly not spending that much money on it in terms of management’ 

(SCC Personnel). The administration costs of running the fund were relatively modest at 9% of the total cost.  

Moreover, the funding size of 2016 (£153,726.55)18 was less than half of the total funding size of the previous 

rounds (£381,458.50).19 

                                                      

18 This figure includes all schools (with the additional schools that submitted late applications). The figure for 
all the schools that we received applications for at the start of the evaluation project was £151,141.65. 

19 Pilot funding: £78,000; Round 1 total funding: £106,111; Round 2 total funding: £173,362.50; Round 3 total 
funding: £23,985. 
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It is no surprise that most interview and case-study participants felt unable to provide an authoritative or 

informed response with regard to the cost effectiveness of the Challenge Fund programme, mainly because 

many are practitioners whose involvement with the intervention did not extend beyond the classroom. However, 

those that did were generally very positive and the matched funding was evidently a significant facilitating 

factor in this respect: 

You don't want to pay into something like this if it isn’t going to work. For us, if we didn't have the 

50% funding, we wouldn't have been able to do it. So cost is important. 

  (Telephone interview 20) 

I probably wouldn’t have been involved without that matched funding, particularly given the current 

state of affairs with school funding.  

(Telephone interview 13) 

Sustainability and replicability 

The assessment of scalability needs to be considered in relation to issues of implementation and 

sustainability—if that is at all possible from the data given that the 2016 joint Challenge Fund programme has 

only been running for one academic year. 

In discussions surrounding the cost-effectiveness of the programme, SCC’s viewpoint remained positive. From 

its perspective, the management cost of this Challenge Fund was comparable to that of the previous rounds. 

It believed that this Challenge Fund provided an important mechanism by which schools, rather than being 

told what to do all the time, were supported to identify their needs and how those could be addressed through 

the Challenge Fund. The local authority in this model was perceived to be a knowledge broker that mediated 

school-to-school partnerships so that it was best placed to support individual leaders and teachers on a day-

to-day basis.  

SCC was less likely to continue with the 2016 evidence-based approach on its own. As discussed earlier, the 

role of the EEF in the 2016 model was more than providing matched funding to the SCC. The credibility of the 

EEF in relation to its Teaching and Learning Toolkit and the perceived quality of its evidence-base by schools 

was a key factor in the partnership; this successfully attracted greater participation from schools in SCC’s 

Challenge Fund initiative. Moreover, SCC’s future funding rounds would place greater emphasis on schools 

working together to consolidate evidence because: ‘The collaboration is still very important to us. We just had 

to rethink the way we did for this [2016] round’ (SCC Personnel). 

Participants also suggested the programme has the potential to be scaled up as a means of facilitating 

improvement across local and regional school systems: 

I think it is a powerful thing to replicate elsewhere. Moreover, if this was continuing in Suffolk, 

though I only have a limited ‘pot’, I would be interested in working with them again. 

(Telephone interview 4) 

In primary settings, for science, we don't have the kind of resources you have in secondary 

schools to help with the delivery of the curriculum. This programme has made the curriculum more 

accessible. I definitely think it’s something that could be rolled out further. 

(Teacher, Case Study 5) 

Overall, schools reported favourably on the financial incentive provided by the programme but also on the 

means by which it had facilitated the mobilisation of knowledge around the regional school system in Suffolk 

and started conversations at regional, local, and school-level about the benefits to young people and teachers 

of evidence-informed practice. The contextual characteristics of the Suffolk region are also important in this 
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respect. As discussed, a high number of the schools in this area serve small and often isolated communities, 

which has implications for the extent to which knowledge and good practice is shared. An initiative such as 

this has helped to address this issue by providing these schools with access to resources and evidence-

informed practice that they might otherwise not have had. This would suggest that the Challenge Fund might 

be replicable in other regions with similar rural contexts such as Cumbria or Cornwall.  

Taken together, given that the effect shows promise, there would be merit in attempting to trial similar 

approaches that incentivise the take-up of evidence-based interventions. However, it is important that any 

such trials are evaluated using a more rigorous and extensive design which would ideally identify an outcome 

measure that would act as a proxy for, or an intermediate outcome, to the outcomes that are deemed as 

importance (such as children’s attainment and progress). 
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Conclusions 

Findings 

Overall, there is promising evidence from this evaluation which suggests that the evidence-based, joint 

matched-funding model of the 2016 Challenge Fund has the potential to be a financially viable and 

educationally beneficial way of supporting schools to adopt interventions that are shown to improve teaching 

and learning, at scale. This was a relatively low cost programme requiring relatively little support from key 

partners that appears to be attractive to, and feasible, for schools to implement. Compared to the previous 

Challenge Fund programmes, the 2016 joint fund had attracted schools to be engaged in evidence-based 

interventions from the widest geographic reach in Suffolk, but at almost half of the costs. This suggests that it 

could be a viable and scalable model elsewhere.  

Findings 1: Reach and engagement 

The evaluation was centred upon one primary research question: Is an evidence-based Challenge Fund a 

viable way of supporting schools to adopt interventions that improve teaching and learning for FSM pupils, at 

scale? 

There is promising evidence that the evidence-based, joint matched-funding model of the 2016 Challenge 

Fund has the potential to be a financially viable and educationally beneficial way of supporting schools to adopt 

interventions that are shown to improve teaching and learning, at scale. However, although our analysis shows 

that the geographic spread of schools in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund was much more even across the local 

authority, it had not, as yet, enabled a comparatively higher proportion of disadvantaged, rural, and coastal 

schools to benefit from the funding and school improvement opportunities that the Challenge Fund initiatives 

could bring.  

Findings 2: Evidence of promise—take-up and delivery 

Research Question 2: Does the offer of a collaborative Challenge Fund have an impact on take-up and 

fidelity of delivery of evidence-based programmes? 

There were clear pull factors in this evidence-based collaborative funding model that had attracted a 

considerably greater proportion of schools to be involved. More than a third of schools in Suffolk (n = 116, 36%) 

applied and were granted funding in 2016—almost equating to the total number of schools that were involved 

in one of the three previous rounds of the Challenge Fund between 2013 and 2015 (n = 117). 

Overall, there were small variations in the extent to which the intervention programmes were implemented in 

schools. The fidelity records show that 44 of the 60 schools (73%) had ‘fully/mostly’ implemented the 

intervention programme as required by the developer across all the aspects that the pro forma intended to 

measure. However, there were a range of methodological and practical challenges in the design and data 

collection of fidelity. These challenges make any judgement about measurement of the implementation quality 

difficult, and we must therefore interpret the overall positive fidelity measures with caution. 

Research Question 3: Does the approach result in sustained take up? 

As yet, there was limited evidence in this light touch evaluation to suggest that this 2016 collaborative fund 

would result in schools’ sustained take-up. Nonetheless, there is promising evidence that the evidence-based 

nature of this joint funding approach may have the potential to result in schools’ sustained interest in taking 

part. First, the evaluation reveals a widespread, positive attitude towards research use in participating schools 

of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund and their perceived benefits of using such evidence-based approach to 

meeting schools’ improvement needs. Second, the involvement of the EEF as an active partner and the 

perceived credibility of its evidence-based interventions contributed to the attraction of this joint fund. Third, 

because the matched funding model required schools to co-invest in their selected school improvement activity, 

it was believed to have helped to secure schools’ effective engagement and ownership of the outcomes.  
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However, the longer-term sustainability of the funding approach depends on a combination of factors including 

the relevance, quality, or trustworthiness of the evidence, the capacity and capability of school leadership, and, 

related to these, the extent to which the implementation of the programmes could make an intended difference 

over time. 

Findings 3: Feasibility—barriers and enablers 

Research Question 4: What schools are applying and how has the profile changed from previous rounds of 

the Challenge Fund? 

The characteristics and profiles of different rounds of Challenge Fund schools were broadly in line with those 

of the school population in Suffolk in terms of level of pupil disadvantage (as measured by FSM), Ofsted 

performance, school phase, urban-rural location, and pupil attainment outcomes. However, participation from 

schools in some coastal areas was comparatively low in all Challenge Fund initiatives. In addition, the 

representation of ‘good’ schools (as judged by Ofsted) in the 2016 round was comparatively higher compared 

to the performance profiles of all Suffolk schools.  

The under-representation of schools from coastal areas and the over-representation of ‘good’ and better 

schools suggest that attracting greater participation from schools that are in need of support for improvement, 

and schools in hard-to-reach disadvantaged, rural and coastal towns, remains a challenge for system-wide 

scaling-up campaigns.  

Moreover, compared to schools in the previous rounds and those that did not participate at all, proportionally 

more schools in the 2016 Challenge Fund were already using information that is based on EEF evidence 

and/or academic research to inform their decisions about teaching and learning. More than half of the 2016 

joint Challenge Fund schools (54%), compared to around one in four schools in the other two groups (27% 

and 26% respectively), had used the EEF website/toolkit substantially in their practice. 

Research Question 5: What characteristics of the offer influence decisions about whether to apply and what 

to apply for? What are the barriers and enablers? 

The most commonly cited ‘enablers’ that had attracted schools to take up evidence-based EEF programmes 

on offer in the 2016 Challenge Fund included: 

• Relevance of the intervention programme. This was the most commonly cited motive. Evidence from 

the interviews especially highlighted the importance of ensuring that schools selected EEF 

programmes that supported their improvement priorities and met their identified educational needs. 

• Matched funding. Matched funding was also a strong incentive for schools to participate although 

factors other than cost were more influential in driving schools’ choice of intervention programmes.  

• Positive reputation of the EEF. The involvement of the EEF as an active partner and the perceived 

credibility of its evidence-based interventions contributed to the attraction of this joint fund.  

The lack of financial resources and staffing capacity, especially in small and rural schools, affected not only 

the quality of the programme implementation, but also schools’ sustained interest and/or ability to stay engaged. 

In some cases, however, the issue of capacity is less about resourcing and more about the extent to which the 

leadership of the school had sufficiently ring-fenced time for its staff members to support the intervention. 

Evidence shows that effective take-up of externally-incentivised initiatives and implementing them effectively 

to serve schools’ improvement needs are essentially one process of change. The capacity and capability of 

school leadership is key to both. 

Research Question 6: How effective is the collaboration between Suffolk, the EEF, schools, and developers 

in engaging schools? 

The collaboration between SCC, the EEF, and the programme developers was seen as a progressive and 

proactive move to facilitate the mobilisation of knowledge and a dialogue about the benefits to young people 
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and teachers of evidence-informed practice at regional, local, and school-level in Suffolk. In the application 

process, support was offered from SCC’s Standards and Excellence Officers (SEOs) to advise schools on their 

choice of interventions. The volume and quality of the programme information provided at the pre-application 

‘Evidence Fair’ event, which brought together all partners, was seen by school leaders as necessary and 

important in terms of enabling them to make informed decisions about the suitability of programmes on offer 

to their contexts and needs.  

Research Question 7: How replicable is the model given the changing Local Authority and national context? 

Evidence suggests that the 2016 joint Challenge Fund can be a viable model to scale up the EEF’s evidence-

based intervention programmes. It attracted participation from the widest geographic reach in Suffolk, but at 

almost half of the cost of the previous, less evidence-based scheme and with little requirement for support 

from key partners. However, variation in school profiles and implementation processes identified in this 

evaluation also reminds us that system-wide scaling-up campaigns like the 2016 Challenge Fund need to 

recognise how intervention tasks, organisational factors, and diverse contextual conditions combine to create 

the variability in outcomes (Bryk, 2009 and 2015; also Engestrὄm, 2011; Gutiėrrez and Penuel, 2014) and thus 

effectively support school leaders and teachers to develop skills and capabilities required to refine intervention 

programmes in ways that interact with, rather than add to (Bryk, 2015; Gu et al., 2018), the complex systems 

in which they work and students learn.  

Given the effect shows promise, there would be merit in attempting to trial similar approaches that incentivise 

the take-up of evidence-based interventions. However, it is important that any such trials are evaluated using 

a more rigorous and extensive design which would ideally identify an outcome measure that would act as a 

proxy for, or an intermediate outcome to, the outcomes that are deemed as importance (such as children’s 

attainment and progress). 

Research Question 8: How cost-effective/affordable is the model for funders and schools? 

The 2016 Challenge Fund was a relatively low cost programme and represented greater value for money for 

key funding partners. Although it had attracted participation from a substantially larger number of schools 

compared to previous rounds, the funding size (£151,142) was less than half of the total funding size of the 

previous rounds (£381,459). In addition, the administration costs of running the fund were relatively modest at 

9% of the total cost. For schools, the matched funding approach was perceived to be especially relevant in the 

current school funding contexts in England where small schools in rural contexts such as Suffolk tended to 

face real financial and resourcing challenge. 

Interpretation 

Taken together, the key findings from this evaluation lead to five evidence-informed observations.  

Observation 1:  Attracting and incentivising participation from disadvantaged schools and hard-to-reach 

schools in more rural parts of the county and some major coastal towns appears to be a persistent challenge 

for the Challenge Fund initiatives. This observation also raises a broader question: whether and how, in the 

current school-led education system, school improvement campaigns and funding opportunities like the 

Challenge Fund are able to engage and support hard-to-reach schools effectively.  

The overall contextual and performance profiles of schools that participated in this scale-up project were 

broadly in line with those of the regional or national school population. However, given the long-standing 

challenge of rural deprivation and isolation in many Suffolk schools and colleges as identified in the RSA (2013) 

report, the equitable spread of the Challenge Fund across urban and rural schools may still pose the question 

as to what the school improvement infrastructures and systems could have done differently to enable more 

rural schools to take up and benefit from funding opportunities that aim at improving collaboration and the 

quality of teaching and learning within and between schools.  
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Nationally, evidence consistently indicates that FSM remains statistically related to KS2 and KS4 outcomes 

(for example, DfE, 2015a and b) and that the performance of children from low-income backgrounds tends to 

be worse than that of their peers from socioeconomically advantaged backgrounds (Ofsted, 2015). Evidence 

from the 2013 No School an Island conducted by the RSA also revealed that a wide attainment gap had been 

a stubborn and persistent challenge facing Suffolk schools:  

The picture for the last few years has been one of the stubborn underperformance and poor pupil 

progression across key phases of learning. […] poor average attainment is combined with a wide 

gap in outcomes between children from lower-income families as indicated by eligibility for Free 

School Meals (FSM) and their peers.  

(Bamfield et al., 2013, p. 8) 

As previously explained, the Challenge Fund was established as one of SCC’s positive and proactive 

responses to the RSA recommendation to fund projects ‘focussed on achieving significant improvements in 

overall outcomes, or those which are specifically designed to boost the learning and development of children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds’ (Bamfield et al., 2013, p. 50). In the 2016 Challenge Fund, four of the nine 

programmes (Catch Up Literacy, Catch Up Numeracy, Fresh Start, and Switch On) were targeted at lower-

attainers. It is likely that they have been disproportionally used with disadvantaged pupils in some participating 

schools.  

Nonetheless, evidence in this evaluation shows that ‘good’ and better schools, and schools that were shown 

to be already evidence-engaged, appear to be comparatively over-represented. It is necessary to acknowledge 

that many individual, relational, situational, and organisational factors can, individually and in combination, 

influence a school’s decision to take up (or decline) offers of new opportunities for improvement. Considering 

the complexity and multifaceted nature of such challenge, it may become even more relevant to raise the 

question whether and how funding initiatives which invite open applications from across the school system 

should be more purposefully directed and monitored in ways that reach and engage vulnerable and 

disadvantaged schools.  

Observation 2: Leadership matters. The conditions for effective take-up of the interventions at school level 

tend to centre on the capacity and capability of staff and alignment with existing school improvement priorities.  

We know from research that a key characteristic of successful schools is that they are led by strong leaders 

who have the vision and confidence to take up new initiatives and opportunities and enact them in ways that 

are aligned with the improvement needs of the school and fit for purpose (Bryk et al., 2010; Day et al., 2011; 

Gu et al., 2018). Godfrey’s (2016) ecological model of a research-engaged school and Bryk’s analysis of the 

use of evidence to accelerate how we learn also point to the importance of the leadership of headteachers in 

developing individual expertise, building organisational capacity, and, through this, enabling their teachers and 

leaders to execute credible research evidence in the ways that are contextually and educationally meaningful.  

Observation 3:  Focus on relationships and partnerships: Tapping into existing school improvement 

relationships and infrastructures was seen as a particularly relevant and necessary strategy for sustainability 

in the current school system which is increasingly populated with school improvement offers.  

It is perhaps no surprise that in a fragmented education system which is expected to be led by schools 

themselves, many good schools led by inspirational and strong leadership are found to be able to keep getting 

better. Evidence from the Teaching School evaluation provides ample examples to support this observation 

(Gu et al., 2016). This evaluation points to the need for an effective mediating layer in the system which 

coordinates and supports the hard-to-reach and vulnerable schools to take up, and also, as importantly, 

effectively implement what external campaigns offer.  

Observation 4: This evaluation provides further evidence of the difficulties inherent in providing robust 

evidence on the implementation of research use. However, what we have learned from this is that until we 

know ‘what works where, when, why, and for whom’ (Gutiérrez and Penuel, 2014, p. 20)—and how—both the 

research community and the school community may continue to experience disappointment ‘when promised 
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positive results do not readily emerge’ (Bryk, 2015, p. 466) in the complex systems in which schools strive to 

make a difference.  

It is beyond this evaluation’s remit to explore systematically the effectiveness and effects of the use of evidence 

in school. Cooper and Levin (2013), Coldwell et al. (2017) and other scholars (for example, Gutiérrez and 

Penuel, 2014) have argued that, as yet, there is limited evidence on the processes as well as the 

outcomes/effects of research-use in schools in different contexts, of different phase, and with different social 

and organisational challenges. At best, we know that school leaders’ and teachers’ awareness, engagement, 

and use of evidence are developing rapidly (Coldwell et al., 2017; Sutton Trust, 2018).  

To broaden and deepen the reach and engagement of such campaigns, there need to be strategies and 

incentives that target and attract schools who are yet to be convinced of the benefits of a different approach 

to teaching and learning—because, at least in part, to implement this new approach effectively requires a deep 

mindset and culture change across different schools. Related to this point is that it is equally important that 

schools—and their leaders especially—are well supported in the implementation process so that the benefits 

of the evidence-based approach can be aligned with, and embedded in, their practices and teaching and 

learning cultures. This observation supports conclusions from earlier research on the effective use of evidence 

in schools that we have outlined in the report (for example, Bryk, 2015; Coldwell et al., 2017; Gutiérrez and 

Penuel, 2014). As evidence from the research literature suggests, we need to know more about how schools 

make the interventions relevant to their contexts and work to improve the practice of teaching and the outcomes 

of learning. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this evaluation, mostly related to its light touch nature, are summarised as follows: 

• We would have liked to collect more interview data from schools who chose not to apply for the 2016 

joint Challenge Fund to identify reasons for ‘non-engagement’ and their implications for the take-up of 

this scale-up model. 

• It would have helped to collect a second round of survey and interview data to assess the potential 

sustainability of this scale-up approach in terms of take-up and implementation. 

• More nuanced fidelity measurements would have enabled the evaluation team to collect more robust 

data and thus make informed judgements about the effectiveness of the implementation of schools’ 

chosen intervention programmes. 

• It would also be useful to have a longitudinal research design which allowed the evaluation to identify 

the impact of this evidence-based scale-up model on sustained change in practice and ultimately, in 

pupil attainment and progress outcomes.  

Future research and publications 

It is important that future research on scaling up school improvement campaigns considers a more nuanced 

research design which is able to capture the variation and complexity of contexts and, importantly, the ways 

in which they impact on the quality of the implementation processes and variability in outcomes. Drawing on 

Bryk’s (2015) critique of the ‘what works’ approach, perhaps a more productive question to pursue is what 

scale-up model is more likely to work where, for which schools and pupil population, and under what conditions. 

The findings of this report suggest that using incentives to encourage schools to take up evidence-based 

interventions has promise. There would be merit in trialling and evaluating similar approaches in the future to 

investigate the impact on attainment, on school engagement with research, and how the level of incentives 

affects take-up. The evaluation team intends to publish academic papers based on this work in journals such 

as the Oxford Review of Education.  
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APPENDIX 1: Programme overview 
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APPENDIX 2: Methodological issues in secondary analysis of school 

profiles 

 

School Population 

Given that the Suffolk Challenge Fund programme has been active over several years, the 

number and profiles of some schools have changed substantially. This has created 

challenges for the research team to estimate accurate school population statistics. The 

Suffolk schools system, like in other areas of England has undergone significant change 

over the last decade. There are several sources of change – academisation, the switch from 

three-tier to two-tier schooling, free schools and Ofsted action. Academisation – through 

conversion and sponsor led programmes – has seen a substantial number of new schools 

emerge within the county, some occupying the sites of former schools, some resulting in the 

merger of two or more existing schools, and some new schools opening on entirely new 

sites. In addition, the ending of the three tier system within Suffolk has seen a substantial 

number of Middle schools close, with their additional year groups divided between local 

primaries and secondary schools. Six free schools have opened within the county – one 

special school and five secondary schools. Moreover, Ofsted has taken action on 

consistently inadequate schools in special measures with some closing completely and 

others converting to academies with new management structures and funding in place. 

The data source for the school population in Suffolk was the DfE’s EduBase. As of June 

2016 there were 323 schools consisting of community schools, voluntary controlled schools, 

voluntary aided schools, foundation schools academy converters, sponsor-led academies, 

free schools, special schools and pupil referral units (excluding independent schools).  

Data quality 

Our data relies on public datasets made available by the Department for Education (DfE) 

from Edubase and School Performance. During the period, the DfE has made significant 

methodological changes to how some statistics are calculated (such as assessment without 

levels, the proportion of pupils who gain 5 GCSEs including English and Mathematics). In 

addition, despite being official Department for Education publications, the performance data 

in particular suffers from substantial missingness, especially for Key Stage 2. Historical 

records from prior to 2014 are particularly problematic which may result from school closures 

and reopenings, data yet to be released and factors unknown. There were a total of 21 

schools in the dataset in 2013 for which data were not available, for example. Hence, 

longitudinal comparisons of performance data should be treated with caution. We would 

welcome further discussion on how to address and enhance the validity of the comparison 

over time, as well as the analysis with the EEF and Suffolk County Council. 
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APPENDIX 3: Baseline survey questionnaire 
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APPENDIX 4: Standardised pro forma on fidelity  
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APPENDIX 5: Interview protocols for the telephone interview survey  

 

A: Challenge Fund Schools 

1. Confirm name and role(s) interview participant in their school and their roles and responsibilities in relation 

to the Challenge Fund programme. 

 

• MOTIVATION & FEASIBILITY 

2. In your view, how important is evidence-based practice to school improvement? To what extent is there 

an evidence-based culture in your school? Why/why not?? Ask for examples of evidence. 

 

Prompt: use of research evidence to improve teaching and learning; leadership support; capacity and 

skills of research use and application in school. 

 

3. What motivated your school to apply for the collaborative Challenge Fund programme in 2016?  

a. What influenced your decisions about whether to apply and what to apply for? What are the 
barriers and enablers?  

b. Did the characteristics of the collaborative Challenge Fund make any difference in your 

decision making? Did the school find the matched funding a strong incentive? Why/Why not? 

c. Were you involved in a funded project in any of the previous Challenge Fund programme 

(2013-2015)? Why/why not?  

d. What about any EEF funded project? What was the motivation to be involved? Have you 

consulted the EEF toolkit? If so how useful has it been in helping to improve teaching and learning? 

Has the outcome of the project met your original expectations? 

Prompt: location and contexts of school; history of collaboration with other schools; school performance; 

research use culture; access to EEF material 

• IMPLEMENTATION & FIDELITY 

4. Were you able to implement the intervention programme as required by the developer? Why/why not? 

Ask for main enables and barriers to effective implementation. 

 

Prompt: quality/relevance of the programme to school improvement; pupil absence; pupil/class time (not) 

ringfenced by school; staff absence; staff time (not) ringfenced by school; (lack of) support from school 

leadership; availability of resources required to deliver the intervention 

 

5. What does your school expect to gain from participating in the Challenge Fund 2016? To what extent has 

the quality of the intervention met your prior expectations? To what extent has the programme made a 

difference to the learning and/or progress of the pupils involved? Why and why not? Ask for examples of 

evidence. 

a. Has the programme made any other differences to improvement or change in your 

school/class? Ask for examples of evidence. 

Prompt: Culture change (engagement with research and evidence results in teachers and schools being 

more likely to use it in the future); Conceptual use: where research changes ways of thinking, alerting 

teachers/schools to an issue or playing a more general awareness-raising role; Capacity-building: 

building practitioners’ capacity and skills to effectively engage with evidence. This can refer to education, 

training or development of collaborative abilities and roles; Attitudinal change: positive changes in 

institutional cultures and individual attitudes toward knowledge exchange; Enduring 

connectivity/networks: connections between researcher, intermediaries and users that remain after 

projects end 
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6. On reflection, what have been the key factors that have enabled or prevented your school from benefiting 

from participating in the current Challenge Fund programme? 

FEASIBILITY & SCALBILITY 

7. How effective is the collaboration between Suffolk County Council, EEF, and developers in engaging 

schools in the Challenge Fund 2016 programme?  

a. What could have the Suffolk County Council, the developer and/or EEF done better to facilitate 

your participation? 

b. What could have the Suffolk County Council, the developer, and/or EEF done better to 

facilitate the implementation of the intervention programme in your school? 

 

8. In your view, is the Challenge Fund 2016 programme a cost-effective model to promote evidence-based 

practice in schools? To what extent can this model be replicated in other local authorities? Why? 

 

B: NON Challenge Fund Schools 

1. Confirm name and role(s) interview participant in their school. 

 

2. How important is evidence-based practice to school improvement? To what extent is there an evidence-

based culture in your school? Why/why not? Ask for examples of evidence. 

 

Prompt: use of research evidence to improve teaching and learning; leadership support; capacity and 

skills of research use and application in school. 

 

3. Why is your school not involved in the collaborative Challenge Fund programme in 2016?  

a. What influenced your decisions about whether to apply?  

b. Did the characteristics of the collaborative Challenge Fund make any difference in your 

decision making? 

c. Were you involved in a funded project in any of the previous Challenge Fund programme 

(2013-2015)? Why/why not? 

i. If involved, has your participation made a difference to improvement in your school? 

 

4. On reflection, what could have the Suffolk County Council, the developer and/or EEF done better to 

facilitate your participation? 

 

5. Has your school been involved in any EEF funded project? What was the motivation to be (or not to be) 
involved? Has the outcome of the project met your original expectations? 
 

a. Have you consulted the EEF toolkit? If so how useful has it been in helping to improve teaching and 
learning?  
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APPENDIX 6: Interview protocols for the case study research 

 

Interview Questions: Senior Leaders 

1. Confirm name and role(s) interview participant in their school and their roles and responsibilities in relation 

to the Challenge Fund programme. 

 

• MOTIVATION & FEASIBILITY 

2. In your view, how important is evidence-based practice to school improvement? To what extent would 

you say there is an evidence-based culture in your school? Why/why not? Ask for examples of evidence. 

 

Prompt: use of research evidence to improve teaching and learning; leadership support; capacity and 

skills of research use and application in school. 

 

3. What motivated your school to apply for the collaborative Challenge Fund programme in 2016?  

a. What influenced your decisions about whether to apply and what to apply for? What were the 
barriers and enablers?  

b. Did the characteristics of the collaborative Challenge Fund make any difference in your 
decision making? Did the school find the matched funding a strong incentive? Why/Why not? 

c. Was your school involved in a funded project in any of the previous Challenge Fund 

programme (2013-2015)? Why/why not? Has the outcome of the project met your original 

expectations? 

d. What about any EEF funded project? What was the motivation to be involved? Have you 

consulted the EEF toolkit? If so how useful has it been in helping to improve teaching and learning? 

Has the outcome of the project met your original expectations? 

Prompt: location and contexts of school; history of collaboration with other schools; school performance; 

research use culture; access to EEF material 

• IMPLEMENTATION & FIDELITY 

4. Were you able to implement the intervention programme as required by the developer? Why/why not? 

Ask for main enables and barriers to effective implementation. 

 

Prompt: quality/relevance of the programme to school improvement; pupil absence; pupil/class time (not) 

ringfenced by school; staff absence; staff time (not) ringfenced by school; (lack of) support from school 

leadership; availability of resources required to deliver the intervention 

 

5. What does your school expect to gain from participating in the Challenge Fund 2016? To what extent has 

the quality of the intervention met your prior expectations? To what extent has the programme made a 

difference to the learning and/or progress of the pupils involved? Why and why not? Ask for examples of 

evidence. 

a. Has the programme made any other differences to improvement or change in your 

school/class? Ask for examples of evidence. 

Prompt: Culture change (engagement with research and evidence results in teachers and schools being 

more likely to use it in the future); Conceptual use: where research changes ways of thinking, alerting 

teachers/schools to an issue or playing a more general awareness-raising role; Capacity-building: 

building practitioners’ capacity and skills to effectively engage with evidence. This can refer to education, 

training or development of collaborative abilities and roles; Attitudinal change: positive changes in 

institutional cultures and individual attitudes toward knowledge exchange; Enduring 
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connectivity/networks: connections between researcher, intermediaries and users that remain after 

projects end 

6. On reflection, what have been the key factors that have enabled or prevented your school from benefiting 

from participating in the current Challenge Fund programme? 

FESIBILITY & SCALBILITY 

7. How effective is the collaboration between Suffolk County Council, EEF, and developers in engaging 

schools in the Challenge Fund 2016 programme?  

a. What could have the Suffolk County Council, the developer and/or EEF done better to facilitate 

your participation? 

b. What could have the Suffolk County Council, the developer, and/or EEF done better to 

facilitate the implementation of the intervention programme in your school? 

 

8. In your view, is the Challenge Fund 2016 programme a cost-effective model to promote evidence-based 

practice in schools? To what extent can this model be replicated in other local authorities? Why? 

 

Interview Questions: Teachers/Teacher Assistants 

6. Confirm name and role(s) interview participant in their school. 

 

7. How important is evidence-based practice to school improvement? To what extent is there an evidence-

based culture in your school? Why/why not? Ask for examples of evidence. 

 

Prompt: use of research evidence to improve teaching and learning; leadership support; capacity and 

skills of research use and application in school. 

 

8. What motivated your school to apply for the collaborative Challenge Fund programme in 2016?  

a. What influenced your school’s decisions about whether to apply and what to apply for? What 
were the barriers and enablers?  

 

9. Were you able to implement the intervention programme as required by the developer? Why/why not? 

Ask for main enables and barriers to effective implementation. 

 

Prompt: quality/relevance of the programme to school improvement; pupil absence; pupil/class time (not) 

ringfenced by school; staff absence; staff time (not) ringfenced by school; (lack of) support from school 

leadership; availability of resources required to deliver the intervention 

 

10. What does your school expect to gain from participating in the Challenge Fund 2016? To what extent has 

the programme made a difference to the learning and/or progress of the pupils involved? Why and why 

not? Ask for examples of evidence. 

a. Has the programme made any other differences to improvement or change in your 

school/class? Ask for examples of evidence. 

Prompt: Culture change (engagement with research and evidence results in teachers and schools being 

more likely to use it in the future); Conceptual use: where research changes ways of thinking, alerting 

teachers/schools to an issue or playing a more general awareness-raising role; Capacity-building: 

building practitioners’ capacity and skills to effectively engage with evidence. This can refer to education, 

training or development of collaborative abilities and roles; Attitudinal change: positive changes in 

institutional cultures and individual attitudes toward knowledge exchange; Enduring 

connectivity/networks: connections between researcher, intermediaries and users that remain after 

projects end 
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11. On reflection, has the intervention programme made a difference to your beliefs and/or practice about 

teaching and learning? How and why? 

 

12. On reflection, what have been the key factors that have enabled or prevented your school from benefiting 

from participating in the current Challenge Fund programme? 

 

13. In your view, is the Challenge Fund 2016 programme a cost-effective model to promote evidence-based 

practice in schools? To what extent can this model be replicated in other local authorities? Why? 

 

Interview Questions: Pupils 

1. Confirm Year Group and backgrounds of participating pupils. 

 

2. Do you like your school? What do you like about your school? Is there anything that you would like your 

school to change so that you would enjoy it more? 

 

3. What about your teachers? Do you like your teachers? What do you like about your teachers? Ask for 

examples. 

 

4. Do you find most of your lessons interesting? Do you like the way your teachers teach you? Why/why not? 

Ask for examples. 

 

5. Have you been involved in any intervention programme(s) this year that helps you to improve your 

learning? Do you know why you have been involved in the programme? 

 

6. Could you describe what you need to do on the programme?  

 

7. Do you like the programme? Is it helpful for you? Why/why not? Ask for examples. 

Prompt: 

• I have become more interested in learning. 

• I am pleased with the progress I am making in most lessons. 

• I am clearer about the learning targets I am working towards. 

• I am able to understand most of the work we do in class. 

• I feel more confident that I will be successful in school. 

 

8. Would you like to continue to be involved in the programme? Is there anything that you would like the 

programme to change so that it would be more useful to you? 
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APPENDIX 7: Index of multiple deprivation by neighbourhood and local 

authority districts and maps of the distribution of Challenge Fund 

schools against the deprivation index 

 

(1) Deprivation Index by Neighbourhood 

Area  

(Neighbourhoods –SNTs) 

Parliamentary 

Constituency 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation Rank 

(1=most deprived) 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation 

Quintile  

(1= most 

deprived) 

Newmarket West Suffolk 8 2 

Bury St. Edmunds 

East/West 
Bury St Edmunds 25 5 

St. Edmundsbury Rural 

North 
West Suffolk 23 4 

Ipswich South East Ipswich 3 1 

Ipswich North East 
Central Suffolk and 

North Ipswich 
22 4 

Ipswich North West 
Central Suffolk and 

North Ipswich 
6 2 

Ipswich Central Ipswich 4 1 

Ipswich South West Ipswich 1 1 

Leiston & Aldeburgh Suffolk Coastal 17 3 

Framlingham & 

Saxmundham 

Central Suffolk and 

North Ipswich, & 

Suffolk Coastal 

14 3 

Kesgrave & district 
Central Suffolk and 

North Ipswich 
29 5 

Brandon & Lakenheath West Suffolk 12 3 

Woodbridge & district Suffolk Coastal 26 5 

Stowmarket Bury St Edmunds 20 4 

Mid Suffolk South Bury St Edmunds 28 5 
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Area  

(Neighbourhoods –SNTs) 

Parliamentary 

Constituency 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation Rank 

(1=most deprived) 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation 

Quintile  

(1= most 

deprived) 

Mid Suffolk Central 
Central Suffolk and 

North Ipswich 
24 5 

Mid Suffolk North 
Central Suffolk and 

North Ipswich 
19 4 

Felixstowe & district Suffolk Coastal 16 3 

Beccles & Bungay Waveney 10 2 

Halesworth & Southwold Suffolk Coastal 13 3 

Lowestoft North Waveney 2 1 

Lowestoft South Waveney 5 1 

Haverhill West Suffolk 9 2 

Mildenhall & Iceni West Suffolk 15 3 

Babergh East South Suffolk 27 5 

Sudbury & Great Cornard South Suffolk 7 2 

Babergh West South Suffolk 18 4 

St. Edmundsbury Rural 

South 
West Suffolk 21 4 

Bury St. Edmunds Central Bury St Edmunds 11 2 

    Table 7.1: Suffolk Index of Multiple Deprivation by Safe Neighbourhood Team Areas 

 

(2) Deprivation Index by Local Authority Districts 

Area (local authority 

districts) 

Parliamentary 

Constituency 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation Rank 

(1=most 

deprived) 

Index of Multiple 

Deprivation 

Quintile  

(1= most 

deprived) 

Babergh South Suffolk 5 3 
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Forest Heath West Suffolk 3 2 

Ispwich 
Ipswich & Central Suffolk 

and North Ipswich 
1 1 

Mid Suffolk 
Central Suffolk and North 

Ipswich & Bury St Edmunds 
7 5 

St Edmundsbury 
West Suffolk, Bury St 

Edmunds, & South Suffolk 
4 3 

Suffolk Coastal 
Suffolk Coastal & Central 

Suffolk and North Ipswich 
6 4 

Waveney Waveney & Suffolk Coastal 2 1 

Table 7.2: Suffolk Index of Multiple Deprivation by local authority districts 

 

Area 

Schools in 

2016 joint 

Challenge 

Fund (%) 

Schools in 

2016 joint 

Challenge 

Fund (N) 

Schools in 

Previous 

Round 

Challenge Fund 

(%) 

Schools in 

Previous Round 

Challenge Fund 

(N) 

School 

Population 

in Suffolk 

(N) 

Parliamentary Constituencies (excluding major towns) 

Bury St Edmunds 

(excluding Bury) 
29% 9 45% 14 31 

Central and North Ipswich 

(excluding Castle Hill, 

Whitehouse and Whitton) 

26% 11 24% 10 42 

South Suffolk 50% 25 16% 8 50 

Suffolk Coastal (excluding 

Felixstowe) 
38% 14 38% 14 37 

Waveney (excluding 

Lowestoft) 
44% 8 17% 3 18 

West Suffolk (excluding 

Newmarket and Haverhill) 
43% 12 86% 24 28 

Major Towns 
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Area 

Schools in 

2016 joint 

Challenge 

Fund (%) 

Schools in 

2016 joint 

Challenge 

Fund (N) 

Schools in 

Previous 

Round 

Challenge Fund 

(%) 

Schools in 

Previous Round 

Challenge Fund 

(N) 

School 

Population 

in Suffolk 

(N) 

Bury St Edmunds 21% 4 58% 11 19 

Felixstowe 13% 1 0% 0 8 

Haverhill 40% 4 70% 7 10 

Ipswich 33% 16 31% 15 48 

Lowestoft 31% 8 19% 5 26 

Newmarket 67% 4 100% 6 6 

Total 36% 116 36% 117 323 

Table 7.3: The proportion of schools involved in the 2016 joint Challenge Fund by 
geographical area 
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Figure 7.1: The geographical distribution of Suffolk schools Figure 7.2: The geographical distribution of previous rounds of 

Challenge Fund schools against the Index of Multiple Deprivation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.3: The geographical distribution of the 2016 joint Challenge Fund schools against the Index of Multiple Deprivation



76 | P a g e  

 

APPENDIX 8: Responses to the baseline survey: use of evidence-base to 

support pupil progress 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.1: Sources of information and extent of use by all surveyed schools to support pupil 

progress (N=165) 

 

 

Sources of information 
Some & 

Not at all 

Very significantly 

& A lot 
Missing 

Pupil performance data 1% 98% 1% 

Information gathered through training/CPD 13% 86% 1% 

Colleagues within the school 24% 74% 2% 

Colleagues in other schools 34% 65% 1% 

Other school networks 30% 68% 1% 
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Sources of information 
Some & 

Not at all 

Very significantly 

& A lot 
Missing 

Department for Education 40% 59% 1% 

Information/data from local authority 42% 57% 1% 

Ofsted Inspection reports 51% 47% 2% 

Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) Teaching 

and Learning Toolkit/website 
45% 54% 1% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries based on 

academic research 
51% 48% 1% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries based on 

teacher experience 
52% 47% 1% 

Online evidence platforms or databases (e.g. NFER, 

CUREE) 
75% 21% 4% 

Media (e.g. TES, Schools Weekly) 79% 18% 2% 

Social Media (e.g. Twitter, blogs) 82% 15% 3% 

Private sector organisations 82% 11% 8% 

Table 8.1: Sources of information and extent of use by 2016 joint Challenge Fund schools 

to support pupil progress (Number of schools=92) 

 

 

Sources of information 
Some & Not 

at all 

Very 

significantly & A 

lot 

Missing 

Pupil performance data 3% 97% 0% 

Information gathered through training/CPD 33% 67% 0% 

Colleagues within the school 20% 80% 0% 

Colleagues in other schools 17% 80% 3% 
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Other school networks 43% 57% 0% 

Department for Education 27% 73% 0% 

Information/data from local authority 47% 50% 3% 

Ofsted Inspection reports 53% 47% 0% 

Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) Teaching 

and Learning Toolkit/website 
67% 27% 7% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries based on 

academic research 
53% 47% 0% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries based on 

teacher experience 
53% 47% 0% 

Online evidence platforms or databases (e.g. NFER, 

CUREE) 
80% 17% 3% 

Media (e.g. TES, Schools Weekly) 80% 20% 0% 

Social Media (e.g. Twitter, blogs) 73% 20% 7% 

Private sector organisations 80% 10% 10% 

Table 8.2: Sources of information and extent of use by schools in previous Challenge Fund 

grants to support pupil progress (Number of schools=30) 

 

 

Sources of information 
Some & 

Not at all 

Very 

significantly & A 

lot 

N/A 

Pupil performance data 2% 98% 0% 

Colleagues within the school 12% 81% 7% 

Information gathered through training/CPD 26% 70% 4% 

Department for Education 35% 65% 0% 
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Colleagues in other schools 33% 63% 4% 

Ofsted Inspection reports 42% 56% 2% 

Other school networks 51% 42% 7% 

Information/data from local authority 58% 37% 5% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries based on teacher 

experience 
67% 26% 7% 

Articles, reports, books or summaries based on 

academic research 
65% 28% 7% 

Media (e.g. TES, Schools Weekly) 63% 28% 9% 

Social Media (e.g. Twitter, blogs) 65% 19% 16% 

Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) Teaching and 

Learning Toolkit/website 
70% 16% 14% 

Online evidence platforms or databases (e.g. NFER, 

CUREE) 
70% 12% 19% 

Private sector organisations 65% 14% 21% 

Table 8.3: Sources of information and extent of use by non-participant schools to support 

pupil progress (Number of schools=43) 
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APPENDIX 9: Responses to the baseline survey: motivations for taking 

up the 2016 joint Challenge Fund 

Reasons for Applying to Raising the Bar 

2016 
Agree Disagree N/A Missing 

The interventions that our school applied for 

are supported by robust research evidence 

82  

(89%) 

1 

(1%) 
0 (0%) 9 (10%) 

The interventions that our school applied for 

are appropriate to my school's needs 

82 

(89%) 

1 

(1%) 
0 (0%) 9 (10%) 

The interventions that our school applied for 

are clearly described 

80 

(87%) 

3 

(3%) 
0 (0%) 9 (10%) 

The matched funding was a strong incentive 
79 

(86%) 

2 

(2%) 

2 

(2%) 
9 (10%) 

The application process was simple and 

straightforward 

77  

(84%) 

3 

(3%) 

3 

(3%) 

9 (10%) 

The funding has allowed our school to 

implement interventions we were previously 

interested in 

65 

(71%) 

13 

(14%) 

4 

(4%) 

10 

(11%) 

Other schools we work with share the same 

interest in the interventions that I applied for 

50 

(54%) 

23 

(25%) 

9 

(10%) 

10(11%) 

Table 9.1: Reasons behind schools applying to the Raising the Bar Challenge 2016 

(Number of schools=92). 
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APPENDIX 10: Reasons for not applying for the 2016 joint Challenge Fund 

Reasons behind not applying for Raising the Bar N 

Insufficient funding: 

• The funding was not sufficient (n=12) 

• The school’s contribution was too high (n=12) 

24 (33%) 

None of the interventions were appropriate to the school’s needs 19 (26%) 

Lack of time and capacity to be engaged in new interventions  

• Lack of time and capacity to apply (n=13) 

• The school did not have capacity to deliver the interventions (n=4) 

17 (23%) 

Unaware of the funding opportunities 8 (11%) 

Application process was too complicated 4 (5%) 

Insufficient interest 1 (1%) 

Table 10.1: Reasons for schools lack of participation in the Raising the Bar Challenge Fund (Number of 

schools=73) 

Sixteen schools selected the ‘Other’ category. We qualitatively coded the responses (which are presented in 

Table 14 below). The core themes emerging from this exercise were summarised in Table 10.2 below.  

Other Reasons behind not applying for Raising the Bar N 

Change of Leadership 8 

Communication for the funding poor 3 

Implemented a research-based intervention independently 2 

Previous negative experience of fund 2 

Other 1 

Table 10.2: Other reasons for schools lack of participation in the Raising the Bar Challenge Fund (Number of 

schools=16) 
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