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The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is commissioning a systematic review of the best available 

evidence on Continuing Professional Development (CPD). We are seeking proposals from research teams with 

expertise in undertaking systematic reviews, a very strong understanding of the evidence base surrounding 

CPD, and experience conducting surveys of current practice. The review will be used to inform a guidance 

report produced by the EEF on CPD, due to be published in October 2021. The deadline for proposals is 5pm, 

Thursday 27th August 2020.  

Background 
EEF guidance reports summarise the best available research evidence on a particular aspect of teaching and learning, 

and present actionable recommendations for practice. Based on rigorous reviews of research evidence, and informed 

by a panel of academic and practitioner experts, guidance reports published so far include: 

• Making Best Use of Teaching Assistants

• Improving Secondary Science

• Metacognition and self-regulated learning

In 2021, the EEF intend to publish a guidance report on Continuing Professional Development. We are first 

commissioning a systematic review of the area and a guidance report of actionable recommendations for school 

leaders, CPD providers and teachers will then be produced by the EEF based on the review’s findings.  

As Rauch and Coe explain, ‘The quality of teaching is arguably the single most important thing that teachers and school 

leaders can focus on to make a difference in children’s learning. The difference between really good teaching and less 

effective teaching makes more difference to learning than any other factor within school. High-quality teaching narrows 

the advantage gap. Crucially, it is also something that can be changed: all teachers can learn to be better (Wiliam, 

2016)’1. It is widely accepted that CPD can play a crucial role in this teacher development and that can lead to 

improvements in teacher practice (Kennedy, 2016). Recent reviews have also suggested that CPD can have a 

significant effect on pupils’ learning outcomes, and may well be a particularly cost-effective route in comparison to other 

interventions (Fletcher-Wood and Zuccollo, 2020). Aside from pupil outcomes, high-quality CPD may also positively 

impact teacher-level outcomes, such as retention, confidence and knowledge.  

However, despite its importance, it could be argued that we do not yet have a clear understanding of what constitutes 

high-quality CPD and how to deliver it. While numerous reviews have considered this question (see Cordingley et al 

2015 & 2020; Kennedy, 2016 & 2019; Darling-Hammond et al 2017; Kraft et al 2018; Basma and Savage, 2018; Sims 

and Fletcher-Wood, 2020, among others, for recent reviews), results are often contradictory, from a non-English context, 

lacking in methodological rigour, or specifically focused on particular subject domains. It has therefore proven difficult 

to reach clear conclusions on what high-quality CPD looks like (Fletcher-Wood and Zuccollo, 2020). Consequently, 

while the field of education research may have strong theories of pupil learning, we do not yet have well-developed 

ideas regarding teacher learning (Kennedy, 2016).  This may be due to the approach that some reviews have taken 

(see for instance the critique described in Sims and Fletcher-Wood, 2020). Reviews have aimed to identify a list of 

programme design features that lead to better outcomes, features which have been associated with different outcomes 

in different studies, leading to contradiction. In addition, there may also have been a lack of high-quality studies, 

particularly in an English context.  

This review will aim to make use of the increased prevalence of  high-quality evaluations, including those published by 

the EEF, in order to further our understanding of how to design and deliver high-quality CPD. The vast majority of these 

studies have not yet been considered in reviews of professional development. In an attempt to advance the current 

evidence base, and given the limitations discussed, the review will also have a strong theoretical underpinning. 

Systematic review structure 
The overarching question that we are looking to answer is: 

How should school leaders, CPD providers and teachers design and deliver CPD in order to have the best 

chance of improving pupils’ academic outcomes?2  

1 Rauch and Coe, Evaluating and measuring teaching quality, Teacher CPD: International trends, opportunities and challenges, Chartered College 
of Teaching, 2019.  
2 This is only a draft research question, and we welcome teams to suggest refinement 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/making-best-use-of-teaching-assistants/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/improving-secondary-science/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/metacognition-and-self-regulated-learning/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/reports/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/reports/
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In order to answer this question, we suggest a review consisting of four parts:  

 

1. A review of theory. Making use of a wide range of evidence3, this stage will aim to answer the following questions:  

a. How should CPD be defined, conceptualised and categorised? This could include designing a typology of CPD.  

b. What would a theory of change for effective CPD look like? Note that there could be an overarching theory for 

all CPD, and more specific theories for certain contexts, and we invite teams to explore these. Specifically, 

what mechanisms may we expect these theories to include? (this could include an exploration of behaviour 

change literature- see footnote 3). 

c. What type of studies (in terms of designs, outcomes4, interventions and contexts) should be included in the 

evidence mapping stage?  

d. What type of approach and analysis will need to be undertaken in stage 3 of the review in order to answer the 

overarching question? We would also ask teams to consider how to conduct analysis that may give an 

indication of how to design and deliver effective CPD for different year groups, subjects, and for specifically 

disadvantaged pupils (given the EEF’s mission).  

As part of this review of theoretical evidence, we also expect a team to devise a coding frame for the third stage of 

the review. This coding frame may also be used to make recommendations to evaluators and CPD programme 

designers on what should be included in future evaluations of CPD programmes. When devising the coding frame, 

the team may draw from examples of recent work done by the EEF Education Database Project, and internal 

reviews of EEF projects.  

 

2. An evidence map. This will identify and map intervention studies that have included CPD and investigated the 

impact of the intervention on pupil attainment and other outcomes of interest identified in the review of theory.  The 

descriptive map will provide information about the specific interventions, the contexts, the types of outcomes and 

study designs used, and will be a very useful resource in its own right. In addition, an evidence map is likely to be 

useful in this review given the large number of studies that the review may identify, and the limited time and resource 

that may be available. It will allow us, in partnership with the review team, to decide which areas of the evidence to 

focus on in greater depth in the 3rd stage of the review. For instance, depending on what we find in the evidence 

map, we could choose to focus on only UK studies, on only certain phases of education, or on studies with certain 

study designs. 

 

3. A systematic review of the intervention evidence. This part of the review will systematically review an area of 

the intervention evidence identified in the evidence map and will aim to answer the overarching question. In 

partnership with the review team, we will think carefully about what specific area to focus on, given the resource 

available (both in terms of staffing and time). We would expect the review to use the findings to make 

recommendations. If the review team are unable to find sufficient detail in studies, they may wish to conduct further 

targeted searches (for instance, for online resources regarding the design of a particular CPD programme).  

 

4. A review of current CPD practice. To add context and detail to an eventual guidance report, the EEF is also 

commissioning a review of current CPD practice in English schools. We would expect that this review of practice: 

a. Summarises what has been found in previous reviews of practice (such as TALIS and TeacherTapp) 

b. Conducts primary research (such as  surveys, focus groups and case studies) to answer questions of interest 

such as: what barriers do schools face when delivering CPD; what barriers do CPD providers face; what are 

the characteristics of CPD that is currently delivered; how does currently delivered CPD compare to ideal 

CPD? A full set of research questions will be devised in partnership with the EEF.  

In terms of the timing of each stage, we are open to suggestion. While we would expect that stages 1 to 3 are 

completed sequentially, the review of practice could be conducted concurrently, while the other 3 stages are ongoing. 

Alternatively, the review of practice could be conducted at the outset to inform the theory stage, at the end to see 

whether there are barriers to suggested recommendations, or a mix of both.  

Please note, that this is only the EEF’s proposed approach. Should a team believe an alternative approach 

and review structure to be preferable, we welcome them to justify why in their proposal.  

 
3 This could include research about CPD programmes, but also more basic research from the behaviour change field, within and beyond education, 
on how people learn and acquire skills. Recently developed taxonomies of mechanisms may be useful to explore (Michie et al., 2013; see Sims 
and Fletcher-Wood 2020 for a full discussion).  
4 These could be pupil level outcomes (such as attainment, behaviour, motivation and cognitive outcomes (such as reasoning or memory) and 
teacher level outcomes (such as knowledge, confidence and retention). While our central outcome of interest is pupils’ academic achievement, it 
may still be useful to map these outcomes and ascertain where they fit into the theory underpinning effective CPD.  

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/about-the-toolkits/eef-education-database/
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Scope of the review 
Ideally, the scope for all stages would include CPD across early years, primary, secondary and post-16 education (age 

3-18). It would include all interventions that include an element of CPD (even those that combine CPD with additional 

curricular resources) and would be international. Ideally, it would focus on in-service training that aims to improve 

practice in the classroom. This scope would not include pre-service training, induction training or leadership CPD, 

attending awareness raising conferences or performance management (although these elements may be mentioned 

when defining CPD in the first stage). Although the review shouldn’t include leadership CPD, we are open to considering 

whether it should include leadership of CPD. Ideally, each stage would include a variety of outcomes (see footnote 4). 

However, given the large number of studies that may be found using our ideal scope, we are aware that a key challenge 

in this review is effectively defining the size of the scope. We are, therefore, open to suggestions from review teams on 

how to define the scope, in order to best answer our overarching question: How should school leaders, CPD providers 

and teachers design and deliver CPD in order to have the best chance of positively impacting pupils’ academic 

outcomes? A solution that may best suit our needs is to include our ideal scope at the theory and evidence mapping 

stage, before focusing in on a particular area for stage 3, the in-depth review of an area of the evidence. However, if 

teams still believe our ideal scope to be too large, even for the evidence mapping stage, we welcome suggestions on 

defining the scope. 

  

Review process     
The successful review team will be expected to attend an initial 3 hour set up meeting at the EEF in late September. In 

this meeting we will discuss the proposed approach and associated timelines. This will be followed by a 3 hour meeting 

with the guidance report panel in late September/early October, an expert advisory group appointed and chaired by the 

EEF, made up of practitioners and academics with expertise in the area of CPD. This panel meeting will be used to 

confirm that the panel is happy with the approach, and to use their expertise to inform the design.  

 

Following these meetings, the successful team will be expected to produce a publishable protocol, which should outline 

the approach including research questions, clear inclusion and exclusion criteria as well as other criteria including date 

and language, and the approach to study identification, screening, data extraction, study appraisal and synthesis. The 

template for EEF protocols can be found here.  The protocol will be reviewed by the EEF, two independent academic 

peer reviewers, and the guidance report panel, before being published on the EEF website. Given the staged nature of 

the review, we recognise that the protocol may need to be updated as we progress, while we may also use other 

opportunities to consult the expert panel as the review progresses. For instance, we may choose to consult them when 

deciding which area of an evidence map to focus on. When reporting, we will also expect teams to use the EEF’s 

systematic review reporting template, which may also be found here. The final report will also undergo peer review, and 

will be reviewed by the guidance report panel. Once a draft is produced, the review team will be invited to attend a 

guidance report panel meeting where they present their findings. The Panel will use these findings to confirm a set of 

recommendations, which the EEF will then use to write a guidance report. Throughout the project, the successful review 

team will be able to liaise with Professor Steve Higgins and the EEF Toolkit Team based at Durham University- they 

will be able to make use of any studies that the team has already coded as part of the database project, and the coding 

done by previous reviews of EEF projects. 

 

Given the complexity of the area, and the request for a systematic review, we are open to discussing the time required 

to complete the project. Ideally, presuming a late September start, we would hope to have a draft review by June 31st 

2021. The EEF would then use this to produce a guidance report for publication in October 2021. However, there is 

room for flexibility, and we welcome proposals that can justify a longer or shorter timeframe.  

 

Appointment process 
If you would like to be considered to undertake the review, please send a brief outline describing your proposed 

approach. Please also include an overview of your relevant skills and experience, and an estimated budget. We are 

looking for proposals that can demonstrate an understanding of the existing literature and evidence base in CPD 

(particularly some of the challenges discussed here and how the review would overcome these challenges), experience 

and expertise in conducting systematic reviews, experience in conducting primary research on current practice, and a 

suitable research design. If you do not have all these areas of expertise, we encourage and welcome bids where 

organisations have partnered with other teams and individuals. Bids will also be judged on their value for money. 

We recognise the size of the project, and propose a budget range of between £100,000 and £150,000 based on our 

previous experience of commissioning systematic reviews for guidance reports. However, we do have some flexibility, 

and welcome proposals to justify higher or lower budgets if necessary. Please do not hesitate to get in touch if you think 

the budget range suggested here requires revising.  

Proposals should be no more than 4,000 words, excluding references and budget. If you have any questions, please 

contact Joe Collin (see email), and please send your proposal to: joe.collin@eefoundation.org.uk by  5pm on Thursday 

27th August.  

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/review-resources/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/review-resources/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/about-the-toolkits/eef-education-database/
mailto:joe.collin@eefoundation.org.uk

