
 

 

     

 

Introduction and background 

In the 2016 workload Challenge Survey conducted by the Department for Education (DfE) survey, 56 per 
cent of respondents indicated that data management caused unnecessary workload. Thirty-eight per cent 
identified detailed planning and 53 per cent cited the excessive nature, depth and frequency of marking. In 
the light of these findings, the National College for Teaching and Leadership (NCTL) commissioned 11 
school-based research projects to investigate sustainable solutions for tackling teacher workload and 
provide evidence of impact of successful workload reduction strategies.  
This summary report analyses the reports from the 11 commissioned research projects, and a further 
independent research report. The independent report is from a consortium of schools that did not receive 
NCTL funding. In spite of this, they proceeded with their research which is published alongside the others 
due to the quality of the work and the importance of the findings. 
Eleven of the 12 projects were conducted in existing networks of between 3 and 25 schools covering all 
school phases. The remaining project was conducted in one school with Key Stage 5 teachers and pupils. 
Four of the research projects focused on reducing teacher workload around data management; five around 
marking; and three around planning. Each of the project reports looked at: methods trialled to reduce 
unnecessary workload; their impact on teacher workload and pupil outcomes; factors which facilitated and 
challenged practices associated with reducing workload; and recommendations for policy and practice. 
Along with this report, the DfE have also recently published the following:  

• a policy paper, and action plan detailing work undertaken to date and future commitments to 
reduce teacher workload: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/reducing-teachers-workload 

• a report based on research which followed up a sample of respondents to the 2016 workload 
challenge survey: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-teacher-workload-
qualitative-research 

• a research report from CooperGibson which explores the impact of support and continuing 
professional development (CPD) in reducing teacher workload: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mapping-professional-development-for-reducing-
teacher-workload 

 
Key findings 
 
Reducing teacher workload round data management:  
findings 

 

• In the Lighthouse School Partnership, teachers worked 
together across schools in year group teams to identify key 
learning objectives and key performance indicators (KPIs) 
for different subject areas. A tracking system was then 
developed for entering and extracting data in the 
assessment process; this meant that data could be entered 
once and then used multiple times at class, school and 
MAT levels. Teachers reported a reduction in time taken to 
assess pupils’ learning as a result of this approach.  

• In another project reported by the Jurassic Coast Teaching 
School Alliance, an interdisciplinary event attended by 
teachers, GPs and a consultant surgeon was held so that 
teachers could learn about medics’ policies and practices 
around data management. Building on the event and on 
responses from a teacher questionnaire and interviews, 
teachers created plans detailing the actions they planned 
to ‘stop, start, and continue doing’ in relation to data 
management within their own school context. This project 

did not, however, report on findings relating to the 
implementation of the developed action plans.  

• A third project described in the Ashford Teaching Alliance 
report focused on developing a set of recommendations to 
reduce workload around data management. Drawing on 
insights from teacher questionnaires and interviews, 
recommendations aimed at reducing workload around data 
management were developed. This project did not report 
on findings relating to the implementation of the 
recommendations. 

• A project based at Hatcham College explored the use of 
Turnitin, an on-line essay hand-in platform, which enables 
pupils to view essay grades and feedback on-line. The use 
of Turnitin for handing in essays with Key Stage 5 pupils is 
currently being trialled in one school. Teachers have been 
asked to track the amount of time spent on different data 
management tasks. A teacher survey and interviews will be 
conducted at the end of this academic year to explore the 
impact of the initiative. 
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Reducing teacher workload round data management: 
recommendations 
 

• Ensure staff: are aware of the purpose and significance of 
data demands and the inherent limitations of the data; 
have opportunities to contribute to the creation and use of 
KPIs and tracking systems; and have the statistical literacy 
required to confidently interpret and use assessment data.  

• Ensure assessment reporting cycles allow adequate time 
to identify and support specific pupils before a new cycle 
begins, and build in collective staff moderation time prior 
to, or concurrent with, data entry deadlines. 

• If teachers deem data-based tasks a hindrance, consider 
whether they could be removed. If not, consider whether 
their purpose and importance could be communicated 
more clearly. 

• Reduce data demands placed on individuals where 
processes could be completed centrally and shared with 
relevant staff. Use tracking systems that reflect the 
curriculum being taught, and that allow teachers to enter 
KPIs and/or objectives once and then used multiple times 
within and across schools. 

 
Reducing teacher workload round planning: findings 
 

• In the Transform Trust Teaching School Alliance, teachers 
worked in year group networks with peers from other 
schools collaborating on planning and resource 
development. This led to improved teacher subject 
knowledge, the production of high quality planning, and a 
reduction in teacher workload around planning. 

• The Meads Teaching School report describes how subject 
leaders in 3 schools worked collaboratively to develop 
specialist subject plans within a framework. Findings 
suggest that where work plans included appropriate and 
stimulating curriculum content, challenging questions, key 
vocabulary, engaging activities and resource ideas, this led 
to an overall reduction in teacher workload around planning 
and resource development. 

• The Whitley Bay High School report describes a project in 
which staff within subject areas decided on a focus for their 
work such as planning a scheme of work or creating a 
homework booklet based on a specific topic in a particular 
year group.  Work that needed to be covered was then 
broken down into chunks and allocated to different 
teachers. Findings suggest that, while shared planning 
improved the quality of planning, saved time and 
encouraged collaboration and departmental teamwork, 
some staff over-planned. Time still needed to be spent on 
personalising material to suit individual teaching styles and 
pupil profiles. 
 

Reducing teacher workload around planning: 
recommendations 

 

• Ensure all staff agree from the outset on the fundamentals 
of the approach to be taken, and divide shared and 
collaborative planning activities to exploit teachers’ 
specialisms. 

• Set aside time for shared and/or collaborative planning 
activities, especially in the early stages and ensure that  
technology can support any demands that will be made as 
a result of shared and collaborative planning activities. 

• Encourage and support shared and collaborative planning 
activities so that teachers do not have to plan every lesson 
from scratch. 

 
 
 
 

Reducing teacher workload around marking: findings 
 

• Five research projects focused on reducing teacher 
workload around marking. Within these projects three 
broad approaches were adopted. 

• The first of these approaches involved using high quality 
verbal feedback to reduce marking. This was done in a 
range of ways including: ‘marking in the moment’, in which 
teachers engage in dialogue with pupils about their 
learning during lessons; ‘front end feedback’, in which 
teachers identify anticipated pupil misconceptions with 
learning in advance of teaching and address these 
explicitly in class; and ‘strategic sampling’, whereby a 
teacher selects pupils’ work at random and ‘live marks’ this 
in front of the class, and/or gives a five-minute flick review 
of 3-5 books and uses the information gained to inform the 
next sequence in teaching and learning.  

• The second approach involved self and peer marking.  
Reported strategies used to support this include: marking 
symbols which were used by pupils to assess their work 
and set their ‘next steps’; and self-assessment grids with a 
traffic light system for pupils to indicate how well they have 
met success criteria.  Although teachers reported reduced 
marking workloads without impacting negatively on pupil 
outcomes, there was a sense of frustration at not being 
able to provide a written model and correct all spelling. 

• The third approach, detailed in 2 reports, involved the use 
of marking symbols, often in the form of coloured stamps 
or pens. Teachers reported that this led to their marking 
being more focused and personalised, and a reduced 
marking workload. Marking symbols also enabled pupils to 
engage with feedback as they had to think about the 
meanings attributed to the symbols. Some pupils found 
symbols motivating, but others found some symbols held 
negative connotations, engendering feelings of failure. 
 

Reducing teacher workload around marking: 
Recommendations 

 

• There must be a direct correlation between 
marking/feedback and a positive impact on teaching and 
learning; marking and assessments should identify pupil 
needs rather than be used solely for accountability 
measures. The concept of ‘meaningful, manageable and 
motivational’ provides a useful guide to practice. 

• Help staff to understand that marking quantity is not a 
proxy for marking quality. 

• Replace some written marking and feedback with verbal 
approaches and pupil self- and peer- assessment. 

 
Workload reduction: facilitators and barriers 
 

• School leaders must provide enough time for the 
implementation of new practices. There must also be time 
to discuss the impact of the practices adopted.  

• There must be clear examples of how workload strategies 
can be adapted for different subjects and age groups. 

• There must be effective technology and resources for 
storing and sharing resources.  

• Barriers to successful implementation of workload 
reduction strategies include: resistance on the part of 
senior leaders to allowing staff sufficient time for training 
and implementation; guilt which some teachers associate 
with time-saving methods and a feeling on their part that 
long hours equate to professionalism; and feeling pressure 
(from parents, pupils, governors and Ofsted) to 
demonstrate and conform to a perceived ‘good practice’ 
model of data management, planning and marking which 
entail time-consuming working practices. 
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