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The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is an independent grant-making charity dedicated to breaking the link 

between family income and educational achievement, ensuring that children from all backgrounds can fulfil their 

potential and make the most of their talents. 

 

 

 

The EEF aims to raise the attainment of children facing disadvantage by: 

 

• identifying promising educational innovations that address the needs of disadvantaged children in primary and 

secondary schools in England; 

• evaluating these innovations to extend and secure the evidence on what works and can be made to work at 

scale; and  

• encouraging schools, government, charities, and others to apply evidence and adopt innovations found to be 

effective. 

 

The EEF was established in 2011 by the Sutton Trust as lead charity in partnership with Impetus Trust (now part of 

Impetus - Private Equity Foundation) and received a founding £125m grant from the Department for Education.  

Together, the EEF and Sutton Trust are the government-designated What Works Centre for improving education 

outcomes for school-aged children. 
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Executive summary  

Overview of the project 

The project to assess the impact of the Teach First Primary Programme on pupil attainment was first commissioned in 

2016. Originally, the project was to be a randomised controlled trial (RCT) of Teach First training for primary school 

teachers compared with other routes of initial teacher training (ITT), however, there were concerns about the feasibility 

of randomly allocating teachers to schools and classes (thereby taking the decision away from the headteacher). A 

qualitative scoping study to inform the evaluation design was therefore conducted. The scoping study indicated that 

schools would not comply with an RCT so a quasi-experimental design (QED) was proposed.  

Ultimately, the project was cut short by the Covid-19 pandemic. At the time of the first lockdown in March 2020, the 

project was part-way through the second attempt at recruitment of schools to the QED. Due to a number of issues the 

project was cancelled and this report serves as a record of the lessons learned during the process. 

The scoping study 

During the scoping study, the evaluation team interviewed 15 primary headteachers or senior leaders to explore schools’ 

views on the feasibility and acceptability of six methodological options for an RCT, including options for school and class 

randomisation. In particular, the aim was to understand whether schools would sign up and adhere to the requirements 

of a trial. 

The scoping study identified no clear preference for how a trial might be run. Four schools were against all trial options. 

Five more were against school randomisation specifically. Other schools stated that they could not accommodate key 

elements, such as teacher-class allocations. Some schools were more open to being involved despite some of the 

restrictions, however, nearly all of these interviewees added caveats that would result in them not necessarily complying 

with all of the trial requirements. Schools recognised the importance of the research but felt that the needs of their school 

were more important. 

The quasi-experimental design 

The scoping study indicated that an RCT would not be acceptable to schools so a quasi-experimental design (QED) 

involving matched comparison schools was proposed instead. As the QED was developed, discussions with Teach First 

indicated that their programme was in the process of being updated and, in consultation with the EEF and Teach First, 

the decision was taken to delay the project until the 2018/2019 academic year when the updated teacher training 

programme would be rolled out. 

Although the project started out as a ‘Teach First’ project, it became apparent through discussions with the EEF 

(particularly in the Grants Committee) that there was considerable interest in broadening the scope of the project to 

include the other routes of ITT. Consequently, when the QED project was first launched in 2019 it was as a three-arm 

QED with the aim of comparing the impact of Teach First, school-based ITT, and university-based ITT on pupil 

attainment and teacher retention. The sample of schools was to be those serving disadvantaged areas, as defined by 

the school eligibility criteria for the Teach First programme. 

The primary research question of impact on pupil attainment required baseline and end-point testing using pupil 

assessments with a good pre/post-test correlation in order to maintain a smaller sample size. Based on feedback from 

the scoping study about allocation of newly qualified teachers (NQTs) in schools, the project focused on Key Stage 2 

(KS2) classes without statutory testing, that is, Years 3, 4, and 5.  

The project intended to look at the second year of a Teach First trainee (equivalent to their NQT year). Teach First 

trainees are already in their main placement at the start of their first year (their initial teacher training year) so the plan 

was to recruit the Teach First schools (and trainees) first, during the autumn term of their first year of placement. Once 

recruitment of the Teach First schools was complete, we would then select a matched comparison group of non-Teach 

First schools to approach to be part of the comparison sample. The comparison group recruitment would have taken 

place during the spring term and first half of the summer term, in parallel with schools recruiting applicants to NQT posts. 

Therefore, the aim was to have the Teach First and comparison schools recruited in advance of the NQT year starting. 

This was to allow time for the baseline tests to be administered at the start of the autumn term of the NQT year. 
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Recruitment activity and cancellation of the project 

There were two attempts at recruitment to the QED design. The first took place in spring 2019, during which 76 of the 

108 schools for the Teach First arm were recruited. As there was insufficient time in the school year to recruit both the 

remaining Teach First schools and the comparison schools, the project was delayed for a year. The second attempt at 

recruitment in 2019/2020 resulted in 98 trainees from 88 schools recruited to the Teach First arm.  

The main challenges to recruitment were: 

• a high rate of sign-up required from a relatively small pool; 

• specific eligibility restrictions—some of which could only be confirmed by checking with the school during the 

recruitment process (for example, the year group taught by the trainee); 

• the early timing of the recruitment relative to the intervention; and 

• the relatively high burden required of schools. 

The main factor in the cancellation of the project was the disruption to the training received by the cohort in question— 

those who did ITT in 2019/2020 and would be an NQT in 2020/2021—due to the Covid-19 lockdown, which made the 

training fundamentally different to the planned provision. The lockdown also had a detrimental impact on our ability to 

contact and recruit schools to the project. In light of this, it was decided that the project would not be evaluating teacher 

training under usual circumstances and, therefore, the findings would be of extremely limited application. None of the 

alternative designs considered were judged to be feasible, based on the project experience and the circumstances at 

the time, and the decision was made to cancel the project.  

Conclusions and recommendations 

The research question itself explores an interesting question—Do teachers trained through different routes have 

different impacts on pupil attainment in schools in disadvantaged circumstances?—however, we must also consider the 

policy implications should one route be found to be more or less effective than others. Such a finding would have 

implications for the teacher training programmes and parent, school, and system confidence in the training received. 

The practicalities of evaluating the impact of teacher training routes on pupil attainment, especially with a relatively small 

programme and therefore small sample size, preclude practical and effective evaluation of the impact on attainment. In 

discussing the challenges around recruitment we have suggested some adjustments to the design that could facilitate 

a more successful attempt at evaluation of pupil attainment but perhaps, in light of the policy implications above, a shift 

to the impact on teachers may be appropriate. 

Future research into the impact of different routes of teacher training should consider: 

• further desk research and interviews to inform a simplified research design; 

• amendments to the design would need to be investigated to consider whether it was sufficiently powered to 

detect an effect. The lack of previous research in this area meant that our assumptions for the power calculations 

were conservative (see Study Plan, Appendix B), and future research should consider whether the assumptions 

could be adjusted; 

• designing the study to reduce the barriers to recruitment—for example, so that schools (and teachers/trainees) 

are recruited once the NQTs have been appointed, that is, within the same academic year; 

• exploring the possibility of using statutory test data available from the National Pupil Database (NPD); and  

• appointing an advisory group to the research project to provide support and challenge at all stages of the project.  
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Introduction 

Overview of the report and its context 

The project to assess the impact of the Teach First Primary Programme on pupil attainment was first commissioned in 

2016. Originally, a randomised controlled trial was proposed to compare the Teach First training to other routes of initial 

teacher training (ITT), however, there were concerns about the feasibility of randomly allocating teachers to schools and 

classes (thereby taking the decision away from the headteacher). Therefore, a qualitative scoping study to inform the 

evaluation design was conducted. 

The scoping study indicated that an RCT would not be acceptable to schools and a quasi-experimental design involving 

matched schools was proposed instead. As the QED was developed, discussions with Teach First indicated that its 

programme was in the process of being updated and, in consultation with the EEF and Teach First, the decision was 

taken to delay the project until the 2018/2019 academic year when the updated teacher training programme would be 

rolled out. 

Although the project started out as a ‘Teach First’ project, it became apparent through discussions with the EEF 

(particularly in the Grants Committee) that there was considerable interest in broadening the scope of the project to 

include the other routes of ITT. Consequently, when the QED project was first launched in 2019, it was as a three-arm 

QED with the aim of comparing the impact of Teach First, school-based ITT, and university-based ITT on pupil 

attainment and teacher retention. The sample of schools was to be those serving disadvantaged areas, as defined by 

the school eligibility criteria for the Teach First programme. 

Ultimately, the project was cut short by the Covid-19 pandemic. At the time of the first lockdown in March 2020, the 

project was part-way through the second attempt at school recruitment. Due to a number of issues, outlined below, the 

project was cancelled and this report serves as a record of the lessons learned during the process. 

Scoping phase and final study design 

Scoping study  

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) originally sought to assess the impact of the Teach First Primary 

Programme using a randomised controlled trial. NFER proposed a pilot study to ascertain whether a trial to assess its 

impact on pupil attainment was feasible. Of particular interest was the teacher to class manipulation that was possible 

in a U.S. trial of Teach for America (Decker et al., 2004), a similar programme to Teach First. The research team devised 

several RCT designs, each with different options for randomisation: either at the school level, class level for Year 3 only, 

or for classes across Years 3, 4, and 5. Due to the high level of manipulation required to run a trial of this nature, NFER 

wanted to explore with schools which of our suggested designs might work in practice.  

The research team interviewed 15 headteachers or senior leaders to understand their approach to the recruitment of 

teacher trainees and to explore our six possible design options (see Appendix A for more detail).:  

Schools with one full-time vacancy: 

1. schools randomised to receive the intervention (a Teach First trainee) or control (recruit non-Teach First NQT); 

2. schools randomised to receive the intervention (a Teach First trainee) or control (recruit a teacher—does not 

have to be an NQT);  

3. all schools receive a Teach First teacher: at the end of the first year of the training, all Year 3, 4, and 5 teachers 

(including the Teach First trainee) are randomly allocated their class. 

Schools with at least two full-time vacancies: 

4. all schools receive a Teach First teacher and recruit an NQT via another route (a year later): at the start of the 

NQT year, both trainees are randomly allocated to their class in Year 3, 4, or 5. 

Schools with at least two-form entry and one full-time vacancy: 

5. all schools receive a Teach First teacher: at the end of the first year of the training, all Year 3 teachers 
(including the Teach First trainee) are randomly allocated their class. 
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Schools with at least two-form entry and two full-time vacancies: 

6. all schools receive a Teach First teacher and recruit an NQT via another route (a year later): at the start of 
the NQT year, both trainees are randomly allocated to their class in Year 3. 

We sent schools information sheets about the design options in advance of the interviews and talked through the 

different options to explore which, if any, could work in their setting. Telephone interviews took place in primary schools 

across England during January and March 2017. Participating schools were located in the South East, London, the 

Midlands, the East of England, and the North of England. 

All of our proposed options were designed to assess the impact of the Teach First teacher in their second year of 

teaching. This decision was informed by previous studies of similar programmes in the U.S. and U.K.. Teach First 

trainees, like other routes of teacher training, achieve Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) after their first year of training, 

the second year of training being their Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) year. While the amount of time in a classroom 

varies by training route in the initial teacher training year, NQTs all teach a 90% timetable.  

The key findings of the scoping study are outlined below. 

Summary of findings from the scoping study 

School context and reasons for getting involved in Teach First  

At the time of the interviews in 2017, most of the participating schools had had fairly recent involvement with the Teach 

First Primary Programme.  

The main reasons schools were involved in the Teach First programme stemmed from difficulties in recruiting and 

retaining high quality teachers. This was often due to the challenging context within which the schools found themselves. 

Some schools also noted that the Teach First ethos aligned well with that of their school.  

When do schools tend to allocate teachers to classes? 

Schools tend to prepare for class/teacher allocations early in the calendar year but make their final decision as late as 

June or July due to the potential for end of year changes (such as maternity leave). Interviewees said that, if necessary, 

they could make decisions about teacher allocations in June or July but this was not ideal.  

When asked about the time it takes to recruit teachers, just under half of schools stated that they allow the same time 

to recruit an NQT as they do another teacher. Just over half of interviewees reported allowing more time to recruit an 

NQT as they need to recruit early in the calendar year to get the best applicants. Some interviewees commented that 

recruitment is particularly difficult for schools in challenging circumstances. 

What considerations are made when placing a Teach First teacher with a class or year group? 

Decisions about where to place Teach First teachers happen at the same time as the class/year group allocations for 

all teachers. When deciding where to place a Teach First teacher, headteachers’ key considerations included matching 

them with experienced staff in the same year group and the nature of the year group or class characteristics. Several 

schools also noted that they prefer to keep their Teach First teacher working in the same year group for their first two 

years. This enables teachers to become familiar with the curriculum and assessments thus gaining confidence quickly. 

Schools tended to avoid placing Teach First teachers in ‘difficult’ classes (although one school did not shy away from 

this) or in classes that had experienced previous disruption or poorer quality teachers. Schools also tended to avoid 

placing Teach First teachers in Year 6 and (to a lesser extent) Year 2. When matching teachers to classes, interviewees 

said decisions were informed by Teach First teachers’ CVs, skills, personality, and personal preferences. Schools 

avoided having all NQTs and Teach First teachers in the same year group wherever possible. The considerations they 

make when placing an NQT does not, on the whole, differ from the considerations made when placing a Teach First 

teacher.  

We wanted to find out if schools would allocate Teach First teachers to Key Stage 1 (KS1). Most schools would do this 

but, as discussed above, would only be happy to do so if it aligned with the teachers’ interests, qualifications, and 

skills/experience—and the needs of the school. Most of the schools (around half of the sample) felt it would be fine to 

allocate an NQT to KS1 for their first or second year. However, the majority of schools would not be happy to put two 

new recruits, who are new to teaching, in the same year group. A small number of schools would be happy to put them 

in the same key stage. This was often because new recruits need to be paired with more experienced teachers. Senior 
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leaders wanted to ensure new teachers have access to the right support and those offering support were not 

overburdened. 

Views on different trial design options 

The design options are shown in Appendix A. 

School randomisation—design options one and two 

Almost all schools responded negatively to having a fifty-fifty chance of being allocated a Teach First teacher. In some 

cases this was because schools did not like the uncertainty; in others, schools only wanted a Teach First teacher and 

were not willing to consider recruiting through other means. Some schools approached Teach First so they did not have 

to recruit teachers themselves. Where schools were open to the option of school randomisation, they said they would 

need to know ‘as soon as possible’ if they had been allocated a Teach First teacher, and at the latest by the end of the 

spring term.  

Schools were divided on whether they would be willing to recruit an NQT or anyone else to a position if they were not 

allocated a Teach First teacher. Half of the schools responded negatively, stating the reasons given above. However, 

four schools were willing to recruit another teacher themselves; of these, who they recruited would depend on the 

schools’ needs at that time (for example, whether they need a more experienced teacher to fill a vacancy or whether 

they only have the budget to recruit an NQT). The timing of the school randomisation results would also impact on some 

schools’ willingness to recruit an NQT or another teacher as the best teachers may have filled a vacancy in another 

school earlier in the year.  

School would need two vacancies and to recruit an NQT—options four and six 

Over half of the schools that we spoke to responded negatively to the trial options that specified the need for two 

vacancies—that while all schools would get a Teach First teacher, they would also need to recruit an NQT. Any negativity 

was due to schools wanting to employ the best teacher who presented for the job, and this might not be an NQT. Other 

interviewees were open to the idea of recruiting an NQT in principle but stressed that their ability to do this would depend 

on the school circumstances at the time (for example, whether they had two vacancies and whether it was in their plan 

to recruit an NQT that year). The majority of the schools we asked said they would need to start their recruitment 

activities for an NQT early in the new calendar year (January to March). Schools reported that if the recruitment process 

happened any later they risked not being able to secure the best candidates. Most schools would be happy for an NQT 

to stay in the school for two years, but could not guarantee that this would happen.  

For most schools, it is variable as to whether they would have two vacancies in the same key stage within the same 

academic year. A small number of schools felt that this happened rarely.  

Class randomisation across Years 3, 4, or 5—options three and four 

Almost every school we spoke to responded negatively to the design option where a school receives a Teach First 

teacher and recruits an NQT both of whom would be randomly allocated across Year 3, 4, or 5 classes in advance of 

the NQT year. Schools were against this option because they prefer to keep Teach First trainees teaching the same 

year group for their first two years of teaching: this randomisation could result in the Teach First trainee working with a 

different year group in their second year. Furthermore, schools carefully match teachers to the needs and characteristics 

of individual classes and ensure Teach First teachers are provided with the right level of support from more experienced 

teachers.  

Class randomisation, Year 3 only—options five and six 

The majority of schools were not happy with randomly allocating a Teach First teacher in their second year of teaching—

or an NQT—to a specific Year 3 class. This was largely because they were against teacher-to-class random allocation 

in general. In addition, if schools were made aware that the Teach First teacher or NQT was going to be allocated to a 

Year 3 class in the second year of the evaluation, the schools we discussed this with said they would introduce bias to 

the trial by allocating Teach First teachers to a Year 3 class for their first year too.  

Almost every school felt negatively about option five (where schools chose the class and year group allocations of the 

Teach First teacher in the first year and all teachers earmarked to teach Year 3 in the second year are randomly allocated 

to the classes). The main reason was general negativity towards random class-teacher allocations. It was clear schools 
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did not want the choice of who taught their (Year 3) classes taken away from them. Furthermore, of the very small 

number of schools willing to consider this design option, they could not guarantee they would adhere to this as it would 

very much depend on the circumstances of the school at the time. 

Willingness to stay involved as a control school 

All of the schools asked stated they would be willing to stay involved in the research and to carry out associated tasks 

if they were a control school. This would involve, for example, passing letters to parents and carers about the research, 

completing one or two short surveys, and submitting pupil Unique Pupil Numbers (UPNs) in order for NFER to access 

attainment data from the National Pupil Database.  

Overall preferences 

The scoping study identified no clear preference for how a trial might be run. Four schools were against all trial options. 

Five more were against school randomisation (option one) specifically. Other schools stated that they could not 

accommodate key elements such as teacher-class allocations, a stipulation to recruit NQTs, or not being able to keep 

the Teach First teacher in the same year group for two years. Some schools were more open to being involved despite 

some of the restrictions, for example, school randomisation or the need for two vacancies (filling one with an NQT and 

other with a Teach First teacher). However, nearly all of these interviewees added caveats which would mean they 

would not necessarily comply with all of the trial requirements. Schools recognised the importance of the research but 

felt that the needs of their school were more important. 

The biggest concerns for a trial would be: 

• headteachers’ general reluctance to countenance randomised teacher-to-class allocation; 

• headteachers’ tendency to allocate less-experienced teachers to less-difficult classes and their reluctance to 

have this possibility removed; 

• not wanting a Teach First teacher and an NQT to teach the same year group; and 

• being forced to recruit an NQT above another teacher who was potentially better suited to the school’s needs. 

Given the overwhelming reservations of our sample of headteachers to a trial design, the decision was made to reject 

randomisation in favour of a quasi-experimental design.   
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Overview of the quasi-experimental design 

The scoping study recommended that the project adopt a quasi-experimental design that would allow Teach First and 

comparison schools to proceed in the normal way without any manipulation of teacher class allocations. As the quasi-

experimental design (QED) was developed, discussions with Teach First indicated that its programme was in the 

process of being updated and, in consultation with the EEF and Teach First, the decision was taken to delay the project 

until the 2018/2019 academic year when the updated teacher training programme would be rolled out.  

Although the project started out as a ‘Teach First’ project—in which Teach First training would be compared with a 

comparison group of trainees from any other teacher training route—it became apparent through discussions with the 

EEF (particularly in the Grants Committee) that there was considerable interest in broadening the scope of the project 

to include the other routes of ITT. Although the Teach First training programme differs from the other ITT routes in a 

number of key ways,1 there are considerable overlaps in all three of these routes of teacher training, for example, all 

three routes involve varying proportions of school and university input (Table 1). In one respect of the teacher training 

experience—being hosted by a school—other school-based training routes offer a more similar experience to Teach 

First than the university-based routes, so splitting the comparison group in this way offered a clearer comparison. 

Consequently, when the project was launched it was as a three-arm QED with the aim of comparing the impact of Teach 

First, school-based ITT, and university-based ITT on pupil attainment and teacher retention. The primary objective of 

the impact evaluation was to determine what difference, if any, there is in maths outcomes of pupils in Years 3 to 5 in 

disadvantaged primary schools who are taught by NQTs trained through these three different routes. The design would 

not allow for the assessment of English and maths due to sample sizes so it was decided to focus on maths given its 

higher correlation with KS2 outcomes. A secondary outcome of teacher retention was also planned. More information 

about the research questions is outlined in the draft study plan for this project (Appendix B). 

Table 1: Summary of the three teacher training routes 

 
1 For example, a focus on leadership skills, two-year programme integrating ITT and NQT years, and awarding a Postgraduate Diploma in 

Education (PGDE). Also see: https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/training-programme Note that at the time of the evaluation, the Teach First training 

programme was also referred to as the Leadership Development Programme (LDP). 

 
Teach First School based training routes 

Uni based training routes 

(can include PGCE or BEd) 

Selection 

to ITT 

year 

Selected by Teach First (uni runs some 

checks, e.g. of academic qualifications) 

Minimum requirements for primary 

trainees: 

• a 2:1 degree in a primary national 

curriculum subject (2:2 will also be 

considered) 

• GCSE grade C / 4 in English, maths 

and a science 

Selected by school-based provider 

(uni runs some checks, e.g. of 

academic qualifications) 

Minimum requirements for primary 

trainees: 

• a degree 

• GCSE grade C / 4 in English, 

maths and a science  

Selected by University  

Minimum requirements for 

primary trainees: 

• a degree 

• GCSE grade C / 4 in 

English, maths and a 

science 

2019/2020 

(ITT year) 

Trainee is hosted by/based in a school 

with input from Teach First (including 

training at the Summer Institute before the 

ITT year starts) and some university 

lectures 

Teaching in school 60% for first half term, 

then 80% 

School pays teacher and TF; school gets 

funding for support.  

Can include school-centred initial 

teacher training (SCITT) and 

Schools Direct 

Trainee is hosted by/based in a 

school with some university lectures 

Minimum 24 weeks in schools 

(across at least 2 schools) 

Some routes are salaried, some 

routes the teacher must pay fees 

PGCE/BEd  

Trainee is based at the 

university with school 

placements 

Minimum 24 weeks in 

schools (across at least 2 

schools) 

Students fund themselves 

2020/2021 

(NQT 

year) 

90% timetable.  

This is also Year 2 of the TF programme – 

trainee will be teaching in same school as 

Year 1.  

School pays teacher and TF; school gets 

funding for support. 

90% timetable 

Could be in the same school as their 

ITT year (subject to vacancies within 

the school)  

School pays salary 

90% timetable 

In new school (could be in 

one of their placement 

schools, if there was a 

vacancy) 

School pays salary  

https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/training-programme
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A top-level logic model was hypothesised based on discussions with organisations from each of the three routes (Figure 

1, also see the study plan). The causal mechanisms for each route were to be explored through the process evaluation 

for the project. 

Figure 1: Teacher training logic model 

 

Quasi-Experimental Design Method 

The primary outcome of the study was pupil attainment. Our chosen design required baseline and end-point testing 

using pupil assessments with a good pre/post test correlation because it allowed us to maintain a smaller sample size. 

The resulting design had an MDES of 0.1 for a sample size of 108 schools in each of our three groups. This was based 

on a number of assumptions and a correction due to multiple comparisons. The study also had two secondary outcomes 

relating to (i) teacher retention to the profession and (ii) teacher retention to their school (turnover), each using data 

from the School Workforce Census (SWC). More information can be found in the Study Plan in Appendix B.  

We learned in the scoping study that schools were unlikely to place NQTs (including Teach First) in Year 2 or Year 6, 

the year groups with statutory end of key stage tests. Therefore in order to be able to assess the impact on attainment 

we needed to administer tests at the beginning and end of the academic year with the class taught by the NQT/Teach 

First trainee. We decided to focus on Key Stage 2 classes without statutory testing—Years 3, 4, and 5. The baseline 

and outcome measures of attainment were to be collected via pupil testing, which is relatively burdensome for schools, 

but this was countered by the offer of a financial incentive and the results were to be made available to each participating 

school for their use. We aimed to minimise the burden on schools by providing staff to administer the end-point test and 

by marking the tests for participating schools. A process and cost evaluation was designed to complement the impact 

evaluation by collecting feedback from schools and trainees about the support and training provided.  

As outlined above, the project intended to look at the second year of a Teach First trainee (equivalent to their NQT 

year). Teach First trainees are already in their main placement at the start of their first year (their initial teacher training 

year) so the plan was to recruit the Teach First schools (and trainees) first, during the autumn term of their first year of 

placement (see Table 2). Once recruitment of the Teach First schools was complete we would then select a matched 

comparison group of non-Teach First schools to approach to be part of the comparison sample (see below). The 

comparison group recruitment would have taken place during the spring term and first half of the summer term in parallel 

with schools recruiting applicants to NQT posts—the aim was to have the Teach First and comparison schools recruited 

in advance of the NQT year starting. This was to allow time for the baseline tests to be administered at the start of the 

autumn term of the NQT year.  
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Table 2: Overview of timetable 

  Teach First schools Comparison schools 

ITT year (TF year 1) 

Autumn term 

Teach First trainees start ITT year 
and placement in school 

School recruitment to project 

Trainees start ITT via University or 
school-based route 

Spring term 
Propensity Score Matching to select 
comparison school sample 

School recruitment to project 

In parallel, schools identify [likely] 
vacancies and commence 
recruitment process 

Summer term 
Pupil data collection (in advance of 
Sept testing) 

Recruitment ends, data collection 
(in advance of Sept testing) 

Teachers obtain Qualified Teacher Status 

NQT year (TF year 2) 

Autumn term 

TF NQTs start year 2 (NQT year) in 
the same school 

NQTs start NQT year—could be their 
first year in the school 

Baseline testing at the start of September 

Spring term   

Summer term Endpoint testing 

Sample of schools 

For the purposes of this research, to identify disadvantaged schools in England we used the eligibility criteria of the 

Teach First programme, which targets schools and pupils in areas of socioeconomic and educational deprivation. To be 

eligible for the Teach First teacher training programme, a school has to have:  

• Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI) of 40% or greater; 

• IDACI between 35% and 39% and Achieving Excellence Area (AEA) score = 4, 5, or 6; 

• IDACI between 30% and 34% and AEA score = 5 or 6;  

• IDACI between 25% and 29% and AEA score = 62. 

There is a level of flexibility to the criteria that Teach First can apply to school recruitment to the programme. The initial 

sample for recruitment was selected from Teach First schools in England who met Teach First’s stated eligibility criteria 

with regard to the pupil deprivation levels stated above. Therefore not all of the schools with a primary trainee were 

eligible to participate in the evaluation.3  

Recruitment activity 

There were two attempts at recruitment to the QED design. The first took place in spring 2019 during which Teach First 

recruited 76 schools. It was not possible to extend the period for recruitment any further due to the period required for 

recruitment of the comparison schools. As this was below the 108 schools required for the analysis, a number of 

alternatives were considered by the evaluation team, the EEF, and Teach First: postponing the project by an academic 

year, matching in two batches (to allow some comparison group recruitment while continuing recruitment of the 

remaining Teach First schools), or spreading the project over two consecutive cohorts. The options of two batches and 

two cohorts would have required methodological compromises so it was agreed that the project would be delayed by 

one academic year to 2019/2020, and that NFER would take over the recruitment with support from Teach First.  

 
2 https://schools.teachfirst.org.uk/Eligibility-criteria  
3 This was around 10% of schools supplied by Teach First in the 2019/2020 (second) round of recruitment. 

https://schools.teachfirst.org.uk/Eligibility-criteria
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A second attempt at recruitment of the Teach First schools—this time by NFER—took place in autumn 2019. During 

this attempt, 98 trainees across 88 schools from the Teach First route agreed to take part in the research. Initially, we 

had asked for only one Teach First trainee per school, however as the recruitment progressed, we found that several of 

the recruited schools had multiple Teach First trainees. Whilst this was not the original design, it was decided to allow 

multiple teachers from one primary school in order to increase the sample size. Even so, the 98 Teach First trainees 

recruited was short of our original target of 108 from the sample calculations. It became apparent that further 

communication attempts with sampled schools were becoming less and less effective. The decision was taken to stop 

recruitment of the Teach First schools in January 2020 in discussion with the EEF and Teach First, even though the 

achieved sample was only slightly below target. 

The power calculations were revisited at this point to ensure the design was still valid. We used this process to review 

whether a three-arm design was still achievable and whether this design would be powered to detect the likely effect 

size. We considered different scenarios, including different achieved sample sizes and levels of attrition, and the effect 

of returning to the original design by reducing the number of arms to two (Teach First compared to a mixed-route arm). 

We concluded that we would aim for an unbalanced three-arm design, with the 98 Teach First trainees already recruited, 

and aim for 108 NQTs in each of the comparison arms.4 However, based on the recruitment of the Teach First schools, 

we recognised the significant challenge and risk to the remaining recruitment and agreed with the EEF and Teach First 

to hold a second design option in reserve: an unbalanced two-arm design (Teach First compared with other routes). 

The group of recruited Teach First primary schools fed in to the creation of the comparison group sample through the 

use of propensity score matching (see Study Plan in Appendix B). The comparison group was unknown in terms of 

vacancies, and in terms of their likelihood of recruiting an NQT for the following academic year—not least because such 

a scenario is usually dependent on teachers leaving. Therefore the potential comparison group selected was significantly 

larger than the sample required for the project in order to allow for schools that did not have vacancies. The comparison 

sample was selected from the full list of primary schools in England eligible for Teach First (using the criteria outlined 

above) after removing those that were currently a Teach First school. Sixteen comparison schools were matched to 

every Teach First school that had signed up to the evaluation; these schools were matched based on equivalent 

deprivation data.  

The first approach to the comparison sample was made in early March 2020, but contact was suspended and ultimately 

cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic. In the short time that the comparison group recruitment was open, 22 schools 

expressed their interest in taking part. Of these, five had already recruited an NQT, nine had advertised a position for 

an NQT, and eight did not know whether they would have an NQT. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 As noted in the study plan, the recruitment target was 120 per arm to allow for attrition. 
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Reasons for cancellation of the project and lessons learned 

The main factor in the cancellation of the project was the disruption to the training received by the cohort in question— 

those who did ITT in 2019/2020 and would be an NQT in 2020/2021—due to the Covid-19 lockdown and school closures 

to most pupils, making the training fundamentally different to the planned provision. The lockdown also had a detrimental 

impact on our ability to contact and recruit schools to the non-Teach First arms of the project—this process was just 

starting as lockdown was enforced in March 2020. In light of this, it was decided that since the project would not be 

evaluating teacher training under usual circumstances the findings would be of extremely limited application. Alternative 

designs were considered prior to cancellation and this and the associated challenges for recruitment are discussed 

below. 

For example, we considered whether it might be possible to delay the project by another year to evaluate the next 

cohort, however by this stage the evaluation had already been postponed twice, by a year each time. We also recognised 

that even with a delay, the fundamental challenges around school recruitment would remain, and there would be the 

additional issue of the teacher training being evaluated being different to that initially intended—and certainly different 

to usual practice due to the school closures. Furthermore, the lingering impact of the pandemic was uncertain. 

Consequently, in agreement with the EEF, we decided that not only would the challenges of recruiting to the evaluation 

still be applicable, but, more importantly, that the relatively high burden on schools of participating in this project would 

not be appropriate in the circumstances. 

We also considered evaluating an earlier cohort, however Teach First had recently made significant changes to its 

training programme, which caused one of the earlier postponements of this project. Therefore, findings based on earlier 

cohorts that included the Teach First route would not be useful for future application. 

Challenges to recruitment 

There were a number of challenges during the recruitment to the project; these are outlined below. Even before the 

cancellation, recruitment was already proving difficult and it is not clear that the recruitment of the comparison schools 

would have succeeded in the absence of the Covid-19 lockdown. 

The recruitment rate was lower than expected for the Teach First schools, even in the first round of recruitment when 

it was led by Teach First using the benefit of its pre-existing direct contact and relationship with the schools. The offer 

of a financial incentive, support to administer tests, and access to the assessment results did not appear to be enough 

encouragement to participate. 

The absence of direct contact details (name, email, telephone) results in a longer and usually less effective recruitment 

process, and this was the case for the 2019/2020 attempt at recruitment to this project. When contacting school offices 

to ask to speak to the person responsible for Teach First in the school, often the person did not know who to pass our 

request onto, and it took several attempts to identify the correct person—or in some cases it was not possible at all.  

Due to the design, there were a number of specific eligibility restrictions placed on the recruitment in terms of the 

schools that could participate. The required recruitment rate was relatively high because the available pool of Teach 

First schools was finite and small (2019/2020 recruitment: n = 263) in relation to our required sample size (n = 108; to 

account for attrition the recruitment target was set at 120 schools). The population consisted of schools with trainees 

that met the Teach First eligibility criteria in terms of pupil deprivation. However, 28 schools did not meet this criteria, 

which reduced our eligible population from 263 to 235, requiring a 51% sign-up rate.  

The timing of the recruitment meant that we were asking schools to commit to the evaluation before they would have 

made some of the key decisions (specifically relating to the recruitment of their NQT). There were too many unknown 

variables for most schools to be able to effectively confirm their eligibility, and this in turn resulted in a burdensome 

multi-stage recruitment. The complicated eligibility requirements resulted in long and detailed recruitment materials for 

schools.  

There was limited information available to the evaluation team about placements prior to contacting schools—such 

as information about which year group or, at a minimum, the key stage the trainee is teaching or whether a trainee had 

dropped out of the programme5—which meant that we did not know if a school/trainee met the eligibility criteria until we 

 
5 The key stage the trainee is teaching is not collected by Teach First centrally, nor is it available on the school workforce census for 
primary school teachers. 
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contacted the school. A summary of reasons given for not wanting to participate is shown in Table 3: over half of the 

schools declining to participate did not meet the eligibility criteria. Expressed another way, almost a quarter of schools 

in the original population had no eligible trainees; this included having no trainees, schools with no trainees in the 

necessary year groups (Years 3, 4 ,or 5), schools with trainees who work in multiple year groups, and schools that did 

not know which year group their trainee would be teaching. 

Table 3: Reasons given by schools for not participating in the research 

Reason for not participating N 

Unable to help/no reason given 27 

No time/resources/pressure of work commitments 11 

School special problems/reorganisation/closing/closed 1 

Too many requests for help/involved in other projects 4 

Not appropriate/irrelevant - 

No eligible trainees* 55 

Too much testing 1 

Total 99 

*Includes schools with no trainees, schools with no trainees in the necessary year groups (y3, 4 or 5), schools without the necessary year groups, 

schools with trainees who work in multiple year groups, schools who did not know which year group their trainee would be teaching 

Our design required a pre-test at the start of the intervention year (NQT year) so that achievable sample sizes would 
yield acceptable power calculations. This meant that the schools needed to be recruited in the previous academic year 
in order to take the test as close as possible to the start of the term in September. However recruiting in the previous 
academic year is challenging both for the project and for the schools because the comparison schools do not know if 
they would have an NQT, nor where the NQT would be placed in the school until later in the academic year. In effect 
this meant that the comparison school recruitment was asking schools about something that had not happened yet.  

Linked to this, the project was a relatively high burden for schools, asking them to administer baseline and end-

point tests6, and participate in surveys, provide some financial information in a proforma and for some schools to take 

part in case studies. Schools were to be given a financial incentive for their cooperation with the evaluation, which 

they could spend as they chose.    

Considerations for future research 

In light of the above discussion, the following should be considered for future research. 

• Broaden and simplify the eligibility criteria to include more year groups, including years that take statutory 
tests . The design could be adapted to use the statutory tests and end of key stage tests in the analysis. 
Amendments to the design would need to be investigated to consider whether it was sufficiently powered to 
detect an effect. The lack of previous research in this area meant that our assumptions for the power 
calculations were conservative (see Study Plan), and future research should consider whether the 
assumptions could be adjusted. 

• Improve the information about the trainee allocation prior to commencing recruitment.  

• Future research should consider ways to recruit schools to the evaluation within the year of the intervention, 
and to therefore avoid the need for an in-year pre-test if possible. Options could include using pupil 
assessment data available on NPD. This would remove much of the burden by using secondary data rather 
than pupil testing, but the results would not be available until the pupils reached Year 6 and the data 
published on NPD. The sample size would also need to be bigger because of the lower pre-post test 
correlation of Key Stage 1 to Key Stage 2 data. Increasing the sample size, assuming a similar Teach First 
cohort size would be a significant challenge for recruitment, even with the lower burden. In any scenario, the 

 
6 We aimed to minimise the burden where possible, for example the end-point tests would have been run by test administrators for 
the project, however the schools would still have needed to make space in the school and the curriculum/timetable to conduct the 
tests. 



  Research Into Teacher Training

  Lessons Learned Report 

16 
 

key would be to reduce the eligibility criteria which, as discussed above, are already quite stringent and 
restrictive with a negative impact on recruitment. 

• Another option may be to consider only selecting comparison schools from matched schools already 
administering standardised tests7. This could enable recruitment of Teach First schools late in the ITT year in 
advance of baseline tests in the September of the NQT year, with recruitment of comparison schools during 
the NQT year. This would get around the challenge of trying to recruit comparison schools before their NQTs 
are in post (and unknown in terms of characteristics pertinent to the evaluation). 

Other lessons learnt 

During the project—from inception of the scoping to cancellation: three years—all of the organisations experienced staff 

changes, which meant that none of the original cross-organisation team were still involved at the end. There were 

handover processes in place, which mitigated operational and methodological risks, however the original sponsors of 

the research were no longer involved in the research.  

For future projects of this scale and type it may be helpful to include formal review points relating to next steps, but also 

relating to the continuation of the project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 For an example, see the study plan for the Evaluation of the National Tutoring Programme (NTP) 
https://d3vgwsfdkj1ams.cloudfront.net/documents/TP_Overarching-Eval_Study-Plan_V1.pdf?mtime=20210212154952&focal=none 
[Accessed 24 March 2021]. 

https://d3vgwsfdkj1ams.cloudfront.net/documents/TP_Overarching-Eval_Study-Plan_V1.pdf?mtime=20210212154952&focal=none
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Conclusions and recommendations 

This report summarised the activity that took place aiming to evaluate different teacher training routes for primary 
school teachers. Although the project design was unsuccessful in its attempts at recruitment, there are also wider 
issues that must be considered in terms of any future research in this area.  

The research question itself is an interesting one: do teachers trained through different routes have different impacts 
on pupil attainment, in schools in disadvantaged areas? However we must also consider the policy implications should 
one route have been found to be more or less effective than the others. Such a finding would have implications for the 
teacher training programmes and parent, school and system confidence in the training received. The start-up of this 
project pre-dated the wider use of Advisory Groups for EEF projects. We can see that an Advisory Group of peers 
from the research and evaluation community would have been extremely valuable at all points of this project, and 
would recommend appointing one if research in this complex area is conducted in future.   

The practicalities of evaluating the impact of teacher training routes on pupil attainment, especially with a relatively small 

programme and therefore small sample size, preclude practical and effective evaluation of the impact on attainment. In 

discussing the challenges around recruitment we have suggested some adjustments to the design that could facilitate 

a more successful attempt at evaluation of pupil attainment, but perhaps, in light of the policy implications above, a shift 

to the impact on teachers may be appropriate. For example, a more practical primary outcome measure of teacher 

retention and progression (intended as the secondary outcome in our project) with a secondary outcome of (longer term) 

pupil attainment (measured at the end of primary school)8 could be more achievable. Alternatively, researchers could 

consider other ways of measuring teacher effectiveness—using teacher observations, for example, with trained 

observers blind to the teacher training route. 

At present, conducting this quasi-experimental research design retrospectively using purely secondary data is not 

possible. In particular, it is not possible to identify which teacher teaches which class (and therefore which pupils)—or 

even which year group—without primary data collection from schools. As such, any attempt to attribute effects to a 

particular training group is not possible. However, should databases be changed to include the relevant data this option 

might become available. In particular, should the class or year group that individual primary school teachers are working 

with be added to the school workforce census/NPD, this would open up more options for the analysis. 

Future research into the impact of different routes of teacher training should consider: 

• further desk research and interviews to inform a more detailed logic model to represent the similarities and 

differences between the teacher training routes and, subsequently, inform a simplified research design; 

• amendments to the design in consideration of whether it was sufficiently powered to detect an effect: the lack 

of previous research in this area meant that our assumptions for the power calculations were conservative (see 

Study Plan) and future research should consider whether the assumptions could be adjusted; 

• designing the study to reduce the identified barriers to recruitment—for example, recruiting schools (and 

teachers/trainees) after the NQTs have been appointed, that is, within the same academic year; 

• exploring the possibility of using statutory test data available from NPD—this could include desk research or 

primary research to better understand how NQTs are allocated to classes in schools, including the decision 

around year group allocation (we understood that NQTs were unlikely to be allocated to Year 6, but in practice 

we had to exclude some willing schools from the recruitment because their Teach First trainee was teaching 

Year 6); and 

• appointing an advisory group to the research project to provide support and challenge at all stages. 

 

 

 

 

 
8 We note that Teach First has commissioned its own impact evaluation of its training programme using end of KS2 data. This is 
expected to be published in 2022.  
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