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1.0 Introduction 
 

This paper provides an overview of teachers’ experiences and perceptions of what 
drives improvement in teaching practice, based on a synthesis of the findings of two 
research studies. 

 
Within its remit to improve standards of teaching and the quality of learning, the 
General Teaching Council for England (GTC) commissioned research in 2010 to 
explore teachers’ experiences of various drivers of quality in teaching and of 
support to maintain and improve teaching standards.   

 
Research was undertaken via a representative survey of registered teachers and 
accompanied by a series of qualitative, in-depth interviews. While the focus of the 
survey was what teachers do to inform and improve their practice, the interviews 
probed what motivates and facilitates their actions to improve. 

 
The survey explored teachers’ experiences of different forms of support they 
receive to help them maintain and develop their practice. This included support 
received through the performance management process; observation and sources 
of feedback; use of the professional standards framework; use of and engagement 
in research; and participation in continuing professional development (CPD) 
activities.  

 
The accompanying qualitative study explored how teachers identify areas for 
improvement in their practice in the first instance; the factors that influence their 
choices or use of different activities to address any weaknesses; and their 
experiences of what facilitates and impedes continuous improvement. Both studies 
were conducted by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER).  

 
These studies provide evidence of the reality of practice improvement, as it is 
experienced and perceived by teachers. This evidence of teachers’ views and 
experiences is an essential source of information for the development of policy to 
provide effective approaches to further improvements in practice. However, 
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teachers’ views are not the whole story and to provide a more comprehensive 
evidence base, these studies should be used in conjunction with other research. 
The GTC draws on other studies in its published advice, including the policy papers 
that form the Teaching Quality series.        

 
2.0 Research methods 
 

For the survey, NFER drew a sample of teachers from the GTC Register of 
Teachers1. The survey achieved 4,392 responses with a 33 per cent response rate. 
The profile of respondents was compared against the Register to ensure its 
representativeness of the teaching population. Teachers took part by means of a 
self-completed questionnaire via post or online between March and May 2010. A 
booster sample of teachers from Black and Minority Ethnic backgrounds was also 
drawn from the Register in order to facilitate analysis of the views of different ethnic 
groups.  

Qualitative interviews were carried out in June and July 2010 with 39 individual 
teachers reflecting a cross-section of schools, phases, roles, length of service, 
locality, gender and age. Teachers were recruited using a sample selected from the 
GTC Register of Teachers, the NFER Register of Schools, and from a panel of 
teachers available to the NFER.  

The detailed reports on both studies are available on the GTC website: 
http://www.gtce.org.uk/research/teacher_survey/.  

3.0 What motivates teachers to improve their practice? 
 

The research found that teachers overwhelmingly had a positive attitude towards 
practice improvement and almost all felt that they had a professional responsibility 
to maintain and improve their practice (95 per cent of survey respondents). Pupil 
needs and school improvement were strong motivators to seek opportunities for 
professional development for the teachers who were interviewed. These were 
related to external pressure for schools to improve, but more commonly, to 
teachers’ professional desire to improve and develop as a teacher. This was cited 
most often by teachers from all phases who were interviewed, and was true for both 
teachers who were new to the profession and for those with much longer 
experience as a teacher. 

 

                                                      
1 It is compulsory for qualified teachers working in maintained schools, pupil referral units and non-
maintained special schools in England to be registered with the GTC. On 31 March 2010 there were 567,817 
teachers registered with the GTC (Annual Digest of Statistics 2009-10). 



 3

Interviewees said their desire to improve was driven by a need to avoid 
complacency and to ensure that children were able to succeed by providing 
appropriate learning activities. Another motivator to which teachers referred was a 
desire to keep in touch with developments within their particular subject area to give 
children the best chances, especially if pupils were to pursue further studies or a 
career related to that subject later on. The use of ICT and keeping abreast with its 
application and potential to contribute to work in the classroom was another 
important focus for seeking professional development opportunities. 

 
The interviews revealed that teachers also wanted to strengthen their ability to meet 
the needs of learners with Special Educational Needs (SEN), and to develop their 
skills in working with learners from specific backgrounds, such as those with English 
as an Additional Language (EAL). This was particularly the case for teachers 
working in schools which had large numbers of learners from EAL backgrounds, 
where teachers were keen to engage these pupils as much as possible. 

 
Specific school improvement needs were cited by teachers as a motivating factor 
although this was more prominent among secondary school teachers interviewed 
than their primary school colleagues. Teachers also referred to the need to meet 
departmental or whole-school performance targets and believed that the 
professional development opportunities they had pursued would equip them to 
ensure that those targets were met. Staff teaching core subjects (in particular 
mathematics and English) were particularly aware of the impact their work had on 
pupil success across the whole school and on the school’s overall performance. 

 
Career progression was also a factor mentioned by mainly secondary but also a 
small number of primary teacher interviewees. Motivators referred to include a 
desire to advance their careers and become a school leader. 

 
4.0 How do teachers identify areas for improvement? 
 

Self-reflection and discussion with colleagues tended to be the approaches used 
most often by the teachers interviewed to identify where they needed to make 
changes to their teaching practice. In some cases, interviewees said that they 
reviewed every lesson more or less immediately, at least on an informal level. 
Informal discussions with colleagues were also common because they could take 
place daily and in between lessons and did not require extensive organisation or 
resources.  

 
In contrast, teachers’ views about the most effective way of identifying areas for 
improvement were much more diverse, with individuals having different views about 
what worked best for them personally. However, a common combination was self-



 4

reflection, some form of observation by colleagues and discussion with peers about 
teaching practice. A minority of teachers interviewed found external observation, by 
people from outside the school, and performance management the most effective 
approaches for identifying areas to improve; most teachers appeared to favour 
more informal techniques.  

 
Those that favoured the more structured and formal processes, such as the 
performance management process, appreciated the targets and direction 
associated with them, and felt that these approaches could highlight things they had 
not identified themselves.  

 
5.0 The role of performance management in practice improvement 
 

Performance management is the process by which teacher and head teacher 
performance is reviewed and assessed, and an individual’s development planned 
for. The School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document and an individual’s job 
description provide the context for assessing performance in this way. The 
professional standards provide the backdrop and further context for this, and refer 
to the professional attributes, knowledge, understanding and skills required of a 
teacher at different stages in their career. The current performance management 
regulations came into force from September 2007. Performance management is 
therefore still relatively new and perhaps not yet fully embedded across all schools. 
Supply teachers, who constitute approximately 10 percent of teachers, generally do 
not have access to performance management. 

 
 The research explored how the performance management process supports 

teachers to improve their teaching, both in terms of helping them to identify ways to 
improve, but also in terms of the support and opportunity it provided. 

 
 Survey respondents were divided on the impact of performance management 

processes on improving practice. In relation to the statement ‘Performance 
management is a key factor in helping me to improve my teaching’, just 28 per cent 
agreed and 37 per cent disagreed. A quarter of teachers chose to ‘neither agree nor 
disagree’, suggesting a degree of uncertainty regarding its impact.  

 
 Respondents were also divided on the impact of performance management 

processes on improving pupil outcomes. There was an almost even split in opinions 
in relation to the statement: ‘Performance management supports me to help pupils 
achieve their potential’, with 35 per cent agreeing and 33 per cent disagreeing. 
Again, nearly a quarter of teachers neither agreed nor disagreed. 
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 Positive comments about the role of performance management were related to the 
objective-setting process, which identifies specific areas to focus on. Teachers 
participating in the interviews saw the review meetings as a useful prompt to reflect 
on their practice, and found that having targets could provide direction. About half of 
the teachers surveyed agreed that performance management helped them to 
identify their strengths and weaknesses (about a quarter disagreed), and once 
performance objectives had been identified, almost two thirds of teachers found 
working towards their objectives a ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ useful way of improving their 
teaching.  

 
 Having mutually recognised areas for improvement that had been recorded was 

particularly helpful for the teachers interviewed, in terms of improving their access 
to support in improving their teaching. But the survey findings suggest that, for the 
majority of teachers, this is not supported by opportunities for professional 
development, as less than half of those surveyed said they had access to CPD 
activities to help them to meet their performance management objectives. 

 
 At present, the performance management process is important for some teachers in 

terms of encouraging dialogue about teaching practice, identifying areas of strength 
and identifying areas where support is needed, but, for around two thirds of 
teachers, it is not perceived as a key factor in improving their practice.  

 
 Those teachers in the survey who had a positive view about the performance 

management process and its supportive role in helping them to improve as a 
teacher tended to be those who had engaged in more professional development 
and learning activities over the last 12 months. It is not known whether their 
opportunities to participate in development activities were provided as a result of 
performance management; other factors such as other school policies or culture 
and personal motivation to improve could play a part.   

 
6.0 Use and impact of the professional standards 
 
 The professional standards framework for teachers was introduced by the Training 

and Development Agency for schools (TDA) in 2007. The standards set out what is 
expected of teachers at different stages in their careers and are intended to provide 
the backdrop to discussions about performance and improvement within the 
performance management process. 

 
 The research explored teachers’ views on the professional standards framework, 

and how and if these standards influenced their approaches to improving their 
teaching practice. Although most teachers in the survey reported that they had a 
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good understanding of the framework, overall, teachers had mixed views about how 
it helped them to improve their practice. 

 
 Nearly eight in ten survey respondents reported a ‘good understanding’ of the 

professional standards. Furthermore, nearly two thirds of respondents felt that the 
professional standards provided ‘a good definition of teacher competence’, 
suggesting that these standards had provided useful benchmarks for many 
teachers; though nearly one in four teachers were ambivalent in their response, 
suggesting a degree of uncertainty. 

 
 Responses to a series of statements probing teachers’ use of the professional 

standards revealed mixed opinions. About a third of teachers surveyed said they 
use the professional standards to help them identify areas where they want to 
improve their teaching. A similar proportion, less than a third of teachers, felt that 
the professional standards had already helped them to improve or had supported 
them to achieve better outcomes for pupils. 

 
 Perhaps one of the most telling responses was related to the direct statement: ‘In 

practice, the professional standards do not make any difference to the way that I 
teach’. In this case, although more teachers agreed (41 per cent) than disagreed 
(24 per cent) with this statement, almost one in three neither agreed nor disagreed 
(29 per cent): a sizeable proportion of teachers, therefore, were ambivalent about 
the influence of the professional standards on their teaching.  

 
 The evidence suggests that although the professional standards were useful initially 

when joining the teaching profession, or while pursuing progression through the 
thresholds, teachers found them less helpful in their day-to-day work.  

 
7.0 How do professional development activities support improvement?  
 
 Both the survey and interviews sought to explore what teachers find most beneficial 

to improving their practice, in terms of the different kinds of professional 
development activities they have experienced and how useful these have been to 
improving their practice.  

 
Teachers were surveyed about their level of participation in a range of professional 
development and learning activities. Participation was high amongst teachers in 
general, with 92 per cent having engaged in some form of CPD activity in the past 
twelve months. Frequency of activity varied within the profession, however, with 
eight in ten teachers having engaged in at least one CPD activity in the past year; 
and thirteen per cent, who were classified as ‘very active’, having engaged 
‘frequently’ in at least four activities within the last 12 months.  
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Only a minority (eight per cent) had not experienced any form of professional 
development activity within the past year. Level of inactivity also varied by role, in 
particular among supply teachers of which 45 per cent reported no CPD activity 
compared with only 4 per cent of all other teacher types. 

 
Regarding the types of activities experienced, it seems that collaborative learning 
and peer-to-peer support activities predominate; three quarters of teachers 
surveyed reported they had engaged in ‘collaborative learning with colleagues’ 
frequently or occasionally in the past year. 

 
Time and the availability of approaches seemed to influence which approaches 
were used the most often and which were perceived to be most effective. The 
informal nature of approaches such as self-reflection and discussions with 
colleagues means they will always be more accessible to teachers. In contrast, 
other approaches not only require more resources, but are not available as 
frequently (observations and performance management reviews). 

 
7.1  Reflection 

 
Self-reflection was not only perceived as useful in identifying areas for improvement 
(see 4.0), it was also viewed as particularly useful for achieving improvement in 
practice (97 per cent of teachers surveyed reported that reflecting on their own 
practice was ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ useful in improving their teaching). All the teachers 
interviewed said that they carried out at least some self-reflection on their teaching 
and their lessons on a regular basis. In most cases this was an informal, personal 
exercise carried out quite soon after a lesson was completed, and this tended to be 
in relation to how that particular lesson went, rather than about their teaching 
practice as a whole. 
 
Teachers found it useful to discuss their reflections with peers (formally and 
informally) as part of team teaching, mentoring and coaching, although just under a 
quarter of teachers surveyed said they had experienced this in the past 12 months, 
and only a few of the teachers interviewed mentioned that they had received this 
type of support in terms of improving their practice. The teachers who had a coach 
or mentor, however, felt it was valuable not only in terms of providing directed 
support but also in encouraging self-reflection (about a quarter of teachers surveyed 
reported they had been assigned a mentor or coach over the past year).   
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7.2  Observation and feedback 
 

Observation and feedback were among the more highly valued approaches for 
teachers to improve their teaching practice. Around three quarters of teachers 
surveyed said they found observing other teachers or being observed themselves 
useful in maintaining and improving the quality of their teaching. In particular, 
interviewees found internal observation (i.e. by someone from within their school) a 
useful approach that highlighted areas for improvement which they may not have 
been aware of, but also areas in which they were doing well.  
 
Most of the teachers interviewed said that they had experienced internal 
observation from a peer, line manager or senior leader in their school fairly recently. 
Often this had formed part of the performance review process. A minority of 
teachers had observed their colleagues teaching – again sometimes this was an 
informal arrangement between peers and in other cases it was part of the review 
process. Arrangements for observations did not appear to be any more or less 
common in different school phases; whether it was a favoured approach or not 
depended upon the management of the school.  
 
A common criticism of being observed was that it could become an artificial 
exercise because the observed teacher felt the need to ‘perform’. In such cases 
teachers felt that flaws were masked and that it was not always an accurate 
reflection of their teaching, which in turn affected how useful the exercise was. This 
could be a particular issue when teachers were observed as part of the 
performance review process.  
 
Teachers’ experience of external observation was predominantly limited to being 
observed as part of an Ofsted inspection, although there were a handful of 
instances where the Local Authority had carried out some observations. 
 
Views were mixed amongst interviewees about the usefulness of external 
observations to improve teaching. Due to the nature of Ofsted inspections, although 
the school as a whole is visited, not all teachers are observed. Teachers who had 
experienced being observed by an external person felt that the feedback they 
received was limited, and thus not very helpful.  A few teachers remarked that a 
forthcoming Ofsted inspection could trigger a bigger self-review of their teaching 
and thus stimulate practice improvement, even if these did not directly result from 
being observed.  
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7.3  Involvement in Research 
 

Undertaking research or enquiry and using research conducted by others were less 
prevalent professional development activities. Only a third of survey respondents 
(33 per cent) said they had undertaken their own research and enquiry to improve 
their practice in the last 12 months.  
 
Of those people who had undertaken or used research recently, most had found it a 
useful way to help them to improve their teaching practice (64 per cent said that 
undertaking their own research had been useful, and 58 per cent said that using the 
findings of others had been useful).  
 
Motivation to improve professionally by conducting research does not appear to be 
an issue, since six out of ten survey respondents said they would like more 
opportunities to do their own research to improve their practice. The main barriers 
to teachers doing their own research appear to be a combination of lack of 
confidence in their own research skills (52% said they felt confident), a lack of time 
(58%) and, to some extent, a lack of encouragement from schools (39%). Fewer 
than one in four survey respondents said their school encouraged them to use 
research findings or undertake their own enquiry to improve their practice.  

 
7.4  Attending courses 
 

More than half of the teachers surveyed said they had participated in an external 
course in the past year. The qualitative interviews revealed that in most cases 
teachers had attended a course because their school wanted to address a need 
identified at the whole-school level, rather than being instigated by the individual 
teacher. Funding and the availability of other staff to take lessons while they 
attended such activities were often determined by the school’s development or 
strategic plan. Teachers reported that they had seen positive changes in their own 
practice as a result of participating in courses that were addressing whole-school 
needs. 

 
7.5  Evaluating the impact of CPD 
 

About two thirds of teachers surveyed were positive about the impact of 
professional development and learning activities on their teaching and on the 
learning of their pupils. This suggests that most CPD activities are relevant and do 
indeed have an impact upon teachers’ practice (this is based on teacher 
perceptions, however, and not on evidence of impact on learning or pupils). 
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Those surveyed were also asked for their views on whether their school (or 
employer) evaluated the impact of professional learning and development activities 
on teaching practice. A greater proportion of respondents agreed that professional 
development was evaluated, than disagreed; 47 per cent and 20 per respectively. 
However, over a quarter of teachers were unsure about whether or not such 
evaluation takes place (22 per cent neither agreed nor disagreed and five per cent 
responded ‘don’t know), suggesting that professional development activities 
intended to support teachers in meeting their performance needs and objectives are 
not necessarily being reviewed in terms of their impact. 

 
8.0 Conclusions on supports and barriers to practice improvement 
 

In considering the findings from these two reports, it is important to note that they 
reflect teacher perceptions of practice improvement. They do not constitute 
evidence of the effectiveness of different factors in supporting improvement or their 
actual impact on teacher practice or pupil learning. However, they do present a 
powerful analysis of teacher attitudes to and experiences of factors which support 
or hinder improvement.  
 
On the whole, teachers who were interviewed felt well supported by their school 
and their colleagues; indeed, their peers were one of the main sources of support 
and inspiration for practice improvement. School management, staff attitudes and 
relationships were viewed as having a big impact on the effectiveness and success 
of teacher improvement. This was seen in teacher comments about the role of 
observation, performance management and the barriers experienced and support 
provided in their efforts to become a better teacher. 
 
Self-reflection and discussion with colleagues were the approaches used most 
frequently to identify areas for their own improvement. Teachers also valued 
support provided by observation, coaching and mentoring, and objective-setting 
within the performance management process. 
 
Teachers felt strongly that they should have an entitlement to time and support in 
order to meet their responsibility to maintain and improve their practice (96% 
agreed or strongly agreed that they should have an entitlement to time and support 
for their professional development). The survey findings suggest that there may be 
a ‘gap’, however, in terms of desired professional development and access to 
relevant CPD activities and experiences to fulfil this.  
 
There is evidence of what might be called a weak ‘culture of research’ at some 
schools: it was clear that some teachers felt that schools could do more to support 
and encourage their use of research and other self-improvement activities 
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The performance management process was helpful to some teachers in improving 
their practice, particularly the objective setting process. Teachers said they would 
value more opportunities to work towards personal objectives as well as objectives 
related to the school development plan. At the time of the research, teachers did not 
view the professional standards as a major influence on or support in practice 
improvement.  


