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Education at Scale:  
The Research Picture
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Hannie Kirkham and Sam Derby look at 
recent research into education at scale to 
identify emerging trends. 

Three key themes of education at scale

Over the last six months, we have read numerous reports 
examining aspects of education at scale. A few of those 
reports are highlighted in this edition of Education 
Insights (see pages 7, 9 and 17), but how do those sit 
alongside wider research?

Stepping back from the details of the interviews and 
articles featured in this edition allows us to identify 
three key themes around education at scale: providing 
frameworks for implementation, growth by geographical 
hubs, and teacher retention. Each theme adds to a wider 
picture of evidence about education at scale.

Providing frameworks for implementation

Rather than an organisation mandating a particular 
approach or resource, the ‘framework’ approach provides 
detailed support for implementing education at scale but 
still devolves responsibility to the school level. 

NFER’s report on MAT provision for SEND1 makes the point 
that ‘MATs are investing heavily in staff training, drawing 
on both in-house resources and external providers’, giving 
an evidence-led framework in which a professional can 
make autonomous judgements (read more on page 17).  
The Chief Executive of the River Learning Trust, Paul 
James, gives an insight into what this framework looks 
like in practice (p. 11): the RLT’s centralised approach to 
sharing expertise enables their schools to implement a 
‘distributed leadership of SEND’ in their setting. Similarly, 
Ark is increasingly taking a ‘codification’ approach: 
showing schools what good practice looks like, and 
providing the support to get there (see p. 15).

Growth by geographical hubs

The idea of growth by geographical hubs continues 
to be the approach most trusts take. This approach is 
preferred in terms of effectiveness – trusts with schools 

in the same geographic area find staff collaboration 
comes more easily and has more impact – and in terms 
of economic efficiency, where central staff can focus on 
the needs of a specific locality. 

Teacher retention

The third theme is less positive. National reports that focus 
on staffing consistently report that high teacher turnover 
is a problem. The Edurio and Education Policy Institute 
(EPI) reports referenced on pages 7 and 9 come to different 
conclusions about the link between the size of a trust and 
increased teacher turnover or stress, but both agree that 
there is some evidence of correlation. Last year’s Pearson 
school report2 found that, although there was no clear 
link between trust size and teacher retention, larger trusts 
were significantly more concerned about the issue.

Measures of effectiveness in  
school groups

The EPI’s interactive web tool3 allows users to compare 
the relative strengths and weaknesses of individual 
school groups using a set of metrics that go beyond 
academic achievement. Although the data is currently 
pre-Covid, the tool provides an interesting view of 
performance within a trust, diocese or local authority. 
The example below compares two school groups in the 
same geographical area. Using this4 data to inform school 
governance, improvement and collaborations could lead 
to new insights based on the differences unearthed, for 
example, looking at key stage 2 attainment alongside 
disadvantage, or SEN admissions.
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