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The mission of Learnus

• Learnus is dedicated to bringing educators and 
researchers who specialise in the study of the brain, the 
mind and behaviour together in order to use the 
insights gained from high quality research to improve 
and enrich learning for all 



A vision?
• Continuous dialogue between educators and researchers
• Science of learning as R&D support to teachers
• Research literacy and how learning works embedded in teacher training, 

updated by CPD
• Classroom challenges and policy priorities update research agendas
• Accumulation of evidence base through evaluation and gatekeepers to 

inform practice
• Basic research contributes to innovation through co-creation of new 

learning activities with teachers
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Challenges

• Current priorities for teachers*:
1. Workload
2. Funding cuts
3. Student behaviour

* YouGov poll commissioned by Learnus 2022



Challenges
Before 2011, if you did or 

advocated RCTs in education you 
were part of a marginalised tiny 

minority within the research 
community, struggling to get 

funding or even get work published 
in mainstream journals. 

When I spoke to groups of teachers 
it was always a hard sell to make 
the case that education research 
had anything to offer a classroom 

practitioner.

If you tried to persuade them that 
something intuitively obvious but in 

conflict with solid evidence 
(eg, learning styles or class size) 
might be wrong, you pretty much 
lost the argument consistently.



Challenges
But EEF’s RCTs have typically 

evaluated manualised 
programmes, which require 

schools to purchase particular 
resources or training … rather 
than relating to the everyday 
choices that teachers have to 

make when planning their lessons 
and supporting their students.

Rel
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Challenges

• Are RCTs the best way to evaluate?
• Lack of theory (of cognitive development, of how 

learning works, of what is good evidence) in teacher 
training

• Research not used to innovate effectively or in form 
teachers can/want to use (lack of dialogue and co-
creation)

• Translation haphazard and piecemeal



Reasons for op+mism?
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Cognitive science content 
now specified in teacher 
training goals

1 

ITT Core Content Framework 



Promising!

…although content is based 
on a 1980s instructional 
design theory promoted by 
education researchers 
(“cognitive load theory”). It 
did not come from cognitive 
scientists…

No cognitive scientists or 
educational neuroscientists 
served as expert advisors for 
the Early Career Framework



New 
knowledge

Old 
Knowledge

Long-term memory
Working 
memory

Maybe I should 
break it into 

smaller chunks

Executive function skills 
change with age 

(attention, inhibiting, 
maintaining, shifting)

Children’s 
knowledge 

structures change 
with age

Children are 
active seekers of 
knowledge, not 

passive recipients

EmoGons are 
important for 

learning 
(curiosity✔
anxiety✖)

Social context is 
important (peer 
learning vs peer 

distraction)

Adolescence 
happens (peer 
approval, risk 

taking, 
vulnerability, 

metacognition)

All these differ 
between childrenYou may want to add…

“Cognitive load theory”



Reasons for op+mism?
Towards inclusive schools: 
enabling all students to flourish

Find out more at www.xxxc

Key 
messages
Inclusion is mandated practice, but its 
application in schools is patchy and 
children with SEND are 
disproportionately likely to be 
excluded and bullied. 

Achieving inclusion in schools 
requires a shift in attitudes and 
teaching practices away from 
individual efforts to correct “deficits” 
or provide accommodations for 
specific students, towards universal 
approaches that facilitate access to 
learning for all students . 

The process for developing inclusive 
practices requires schools to co-
produce inclusive policies with 
parents, staff and students, 
including those with lived experience 
of neurodivergence. 

Growing evidence shows a 
neurodiversity approach can 
support all learners to feel they 
belong to their school community in a 
way that meets their needs and 
enables them to flourish.

System shortcomings 

Inclusion for children with SEND is mandated 
practice in the United Kingdom. The system for 
achieving it is partially informed by diagnostic 
labelling and aimed at securing additional support. 
Some children will have needs that cannot be 
accommodated in a mainstream setting and will 
require specialist provision. For those who don’t, 
the Special Educational Needs and Disability Code 
of Practice dictates that every school must have 
a system to identify children in need of support 
and to assess, monitor and secure appropriate 
support for any SEND they may have.1 Schools 
receive a delegated budget for this.2

But the system suffers from several major 
failings:

January 2023

1. Unsustainable funding model. 
Fuelled by a growing awareness of learning 
differences and a focus on early identification, 
the number of students with SEND is huge and 
rising. In 2022, there were an estimated 1.4 
million state students with SEND; 1 in 25 
schoolchildren had a Education, Health, and Care 
Plan.3

Local authorities across the country had huge 
shortfalls in SEND funding as they struggled to 
keep up with demand. By 2021, the national deficit 
in dedicated schools’ budgets was more than £1 
billion.4 With these numbers, even significant 
increases in SEND funding are unlikely to reach all 
those in need. 

All children have a right to an inclusive education: to feel that they belong to their 
school community in a way that enables them to flourish. Yet too many children—
especially those who don’t fit the typical learner profile—are excluded from classrooms, 
treated as failures or ignored. Students with special educational needs and disabilities 
(SEND) are six times more likely to be excluded than their peers and more than twice as 
likely to be bullied. For any child, negative school experiences can undermine well-being, 
achievement and life prospects. Schools can and should do more to be inclusive and ensure 
all learners get the education they need and deserve. In December 2022, as part of the 
Global Scientific Conference on Human Flourishing, the University of Cambridge convened a 
multistakeholder meeting to consider where the system for inclusion falls short and what 
school leaders can do to reshape learning environments for all students to thrive.

1

Policy brief



Reasons for optimism?

• YouGov poll commissioned by Learnus 2022

• Majority of teachers open to educa<onal neuroscience

• if its concrete applica<on in the classroom can be explained

• and it is fi?ed into training / CPD without increasing workload

business.yougov.com

Teachers’ attitudes 
towards educational 
neuroscience

Learning Skills Research

“the majority (76%) of those who are aware

of educational neuroscience have found its

insights useful in their teaching. The

majority also agree that it is relevant to their

professional development and over half

believe it would be possible to implement in

their classroom, a smaller proportion (39%)

feel that it underpins the future of teaching.”



Reasons for optimism?



Systemic gaps still exist



Systemic gaps still exist

Funding

Basic research Evalua2onINNOVATION



https://ukinnovationhub.ukri.org/



a stepping stone to the future of education
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The Building impact Groups (BiG) projectThe Building impact Groups (BiG) project



The Building Impact Groups (BiG) project
Supporting translation between the learning sciences and education practice

The process:
An innovation hub for education

Scoping workshop

Select
Steering  
Group

Establish  
topics

Recruit topic-speci!c 
expert panels (50% 
EN researchers, 50% 
research-informed 
teachers)

Guided 
meetings 
to generate 
conduits for 
translation

• Roadmap 
of research 
directions

• List of transfer 
ideas to test in 
classroom (link 
to EEF)

• Established 
translational 
network

Preparation 
of reports and 
consolidation

Conference 
for all panel 
members

The product:

Structure for Guided Meetings
(70-minute model) 

• • Guidance from ChairpersonGuidance from Chairperson (5 minutes) for ground rules 
of meeting

• Initial thoughtsInitial thoughts (10 mins) overview of topic and teacher 
discussion of the topic to start thinking about what it 
means in the classroom

• PresentationPresentation (20 mins) by academics of latest research on 
the topic and current open questions

• DiscussionDiscussion (25 mins) of whether the research resonates 
with what happens in the classroom, what new things 
could be tried/evaluated in the classroom, what new 
questions could be investigated by researchers

• SummarySummary (10 mins) key outcomes to take forward

Indicative list of topics 

• Reading / spelling
• Handwriting
• Numeracy (arithmetic)
• Science
• Social Emotional Development
• Classroom behaviour
• Adolescent behavior (risk taking, peer relations, mental health)
• Concept development (analogy, reasoning)
• Writing skills
• Creativity
• Citizenship and metacognition
• Physical education skills, motor skills
• Brain health (diet, pollution, stress, sleep, !tness)
• Technology use (ICT, screen time, online learning)
• Disorders (SEN Pedagogy)
• Giftedness

EN = educational neuroscience
EEF = Education Endowment Foundation

• In this country, we have some of the best educational neuroscience research in 
the world and some of the best teachers. What we don’t have, indeed anywhere 
in the world, is a reliable and effective way of getting them together – to work 
out how best to turn research about mechanisms of learning into improved 
teaching and learning practice, and to allow teachers to guide new research work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• We are seeking funding for a time limited, carefully crafted programme to 
build a robust pathway between practitioners and researchers.

• The outcome would be an established method for optimal targeting of research 
on real problems identi!ed by classroom teachers.

• Up until now, research has been driven by funding applications to well 
intentioned but loosely focused national bodies, for piecemeal individual 
research projects. This has resulted in a scatter gun approach with little focus 
on real classroom practice.  

• We have an excellent national evaluation body in the Educational Endowment 
Foundation to assess what works, but we are struggling to develop meaningful 
projects for them to evaluate.

• On the one hand we have researchers who have great ideas, but limited knowledge 
of everyday challenges within the classroom; on the other we have teachers 
who can’t make head nor tail of what the research means for their practice. 

• • The Building Impact Groups (BiG) projectThe Building Impact Groups (BiG) project puts teachers and researchers in the 
same room to focus on a single topic and hammer out a direction for research 
and practice.  

• We are proposing a three-year timescale with groups of ten individuals 
for twelve topics, with varied membership depending on the topic, but a 
consistent chair and administrative support, and structured product-oriented 
mechanisms to deliver concrete outcomes.  The parallel groups will culminate 
in a summary conference and a new roadmap for evidence-based progress.

• This approach, and the mechanisms for running the groups, came about from 
piloting work to establish feasibility and effectiveness.

• The outcomes outcomes will be (1) a new roadmap of research directions, (2) a new list 
of transfer ideas to test in the classroom, (3) a tried and tested methodology 
for translating research into better classroom practice, and (4) an established 
translation network.

• In essence this approach is exactly the same as the Catapult innovation hubsinnovation hubs 
being employed by businesses.  Get your best brains together to work on 
identifying creative ideas for improving teaching and learning based on very 
focused research.  

• What we are proposing here is the creation an engine room for educational an engine room for educational 
improvementimprovement, a facility that does not yet exist anywhere in the world.  What 
we are asking for is the funding to get this vital translational infrastructure 
up and running.

• The Building Impact Groups project will last three years. It will bring together 
over a 100 researchers and educators, in a managed process of innovation. It 
will produce a roadmap of new research and development priorities; a set 
of ideas for techniques for evaluation in the classroom, and it will establish 
network for interaction and innovation between researchers and educators 
that so far does not exist anywhere in the world.

• • The pressing need for new solutions is evident from a recent report that The pressing need for new solutions is evident from a recent report that 
there has been little improvement in narrowing school attainment gap in there has been little improvement in narrowing school attainment gap in 
England for 20 years, despite decades of policy focus (IFS Deaton Review England for 20 years, despite decades of policy focus (IFS Deaton Review 
of Inequalities, Aug 22).of Inequalities, Aug 22).
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