Science of Learning Zone
Evaluation Report
January–June 2018

Following a pilot project in February 2015, in 2017 Wellcome funded Mangorolla
CIC to run the Science of Learning Zone for six months in 2018.
The Science of Learning Zone (learning.imascientist.org.uk/) was a place for teachers
to send questions and have conversations with neuroscientists, psychologists and
education researchers on topics around the science of learning.
This report summarises the project, and the impact on teachers, participants and
researchers. The intended audience is Wellcome and potential partners looking to
develop education engagement programmes.
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Executive summary
In 2017 Wellcome Education commissioned Mangorolla CIC to run the Science of
Learning Zone over the first six months of 2018. The aim was to build upon the success
of the six week pilot ran in 2015.
We aimed to provide a space where curious teachers and researchers could enter into
conversation to help each other understand more about research in education
neuroscience and psychology.
Within this report we show that the zone attracted teachers; 87% of registered users
were school teachers — two-thirds of whom had more than 10 years experience of
teaching — or were involved professionally in education. 54% of the 2,220 visitors who
completed a pop-up question without registering declared themselves to be teachers.
Registered teachers told us they knew about education research but not about
neuroscience and psychology. They were hoping to improve their confidence as a
professional (86%) and make more informed decisions about teaching (89%). Those
teachers who responded to the post-activity survey told us they benefited as expected.
We recruited 63 researchers to ensure that there were at least 5 in each topic (except
for topics 9 and 10 by which time recruitment became more difficult). By and large the
researchers were enthusiastic to participate but sometimes slow to answer questions
and sometimes reluctant to stray from their focus of research. We also found it very
difficult to recruit researchers who were not white females.
We had the right people on the site. However we did not have enough of them.
Site page views were double the 2015 levels, but spread over a six month period, and
site engagement was at a similar level to 2015. This was disappointing to the project
team. We expected much higher levels.
We asked teachers in February and July about their reasons for engaging or not.
Those who had registered, but did not ask a question or participate in a live chat
seemed to be happy as passive consumer of information. Topic summaries were viewed
4,064 times. Teachers told us they enjoyed the live chat transcripts and the ability to dip
in and out as it suited their time availability.
Those teachers who had shown an interest but did not register or engage with the site
mostly stated that they didn’t have the time to participate. We also got the impression
that when compared to 2015 there were many more opportunities for teachers to
satisfy their curiosity about research.
In short, we had the right people involved, but with fewer than expected engaging.
Promotion in the Chartered College of Teaching Journal did help create spikes in activity,
but not especially in terms of visits.
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The project team is disappointed by the level of engagement. It is not commensurate
with the investment from Wellcome, and nor with the effort made by all members of the
team. However it is clear that the concept does attract the right people for the right
reasons and gives them the right benefits.
It is possible that the engagement levels we saw reflect the interest from teachers at the
moment and we need to find the correct, lower level of resource required to meet that
demand.

Shane McCracken
Director, Mangorolla CIC
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Background
The Science of Learning Zone is the extension of a pilot project run in February 2015. It
is an online engagement and enrichment project based o the long running I’m a
Scientist, Get me out of here (IAS, i mascientist.org.uk) project. This was the second
time we had run an I’m a Scientist zone specifically aimed at teachers; the 2015 pilot
being the first.
This second phase of the Science of Learning Zone extended the zone from the initial six
week period, to run for six months. Additionally, specific topics were added, with each
fortnight carrying a different theme around the science of learning.
Over the six month period, teachers were able to join a discussion around the science of
learning, ask questions, and join live chats with neuroscientists, psychologists, and
education researchers.

2015 Pilot evaluation report
learning.imascientist.org.uk/2015/07/23/here-is-the-learning-zone-evaluation-rep
ort/

Partners
Mangorolla CIC
Mangorolla is a Community Interest Company set up to deliver excellent public
engagement projects. We help organisations connect with the communities with whom
they need to be in conversation. We have a strong, but not exclusive focus on education
and reaching school students.
Our work tends to be online. It’s our speciality and allows us to scale up our excellent
work both nationally and internationally.

Wellcome
Wellcome is a global charitable foundation, both politically and
financially independent. They support scientists and researchers, take
on big problems, fuel imaginations, and spark debate.
Wellcome funded Mangorolla CIC to run the Science of Learning Zone.
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What happened
Timeline
●
●
●
●

●

June–August 2017 — Project set up
September 2017 – January 2018 — Researcher recruitment
November 2017 – May 2018 — Teacher recruitment
January–June 2018 — The Science of Learning Zone ran, featuring a different
topic every fortnight:
○ 8–21 January — Topic 1: Learning and remembering
○ 22 January – 4 February — Topic 2: Attention, reward and motivation
○ 5–18 February — Topic 3: Early development (Primary)
○ 19 February – 4 March — Topic 4: Adolescence
○ 5–18 March — Topic 5: Evidence in the classroom
○ 19 March – 1 April — Topic 6: Individual differences
○ 16–27 April — Topic 7: Factors affecting learning; exercise, sleep, diet
○ 30 April – 11 May — Topic 8: Mindsets and metacognition
○ 14–27 May — Topic 9: Mental health
○ 4–17 June — Topic 10: Making learning difficult
○ 18 June – 1 July — Open choice for teachers, no specific topics of discussion.
July 2018 — Evaluation

Teachers and the public
Recruitment
Promotion of the project to teachers and interested parties was carried out
through a number of channels:
●

●
●
●
●
●
●

Promotional emails were sent termly to teachers signed up on the existing I’m a
Scientist mailing lists (teachers registered for information about the projects in
the UK and Ireland, as well as teachers registered for information about Science
Debate Kits, ~5,000 teachers).
Promotional emails were sent by Wellcome.
Promotion in the Journal for the Chartered College of Teaching.
Emails, letters, and flyers sent to named members of staff at 29 university
education departments.
Email promotions were sent to Nursery Associations (NDNA, PACEY, Voice the
Union, Nursery World, and Early Years).
Emails were sent to third party school lists (schools.co.uk) to secondary deputy
heads, secondary SENCOs, and primary heads.
Speaking at the Association of Science Educators (ASE) Conference in January
2018, and running marketing stall talking to educators and handing out flyers.
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●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Digital and hard-copy flyers distributed via STEM Hubs.
Letters and flyers sent to 22 Research Schools (researchschool.org.uk).
Promotion at TeachMeets and other conferences through teacher contacts.
Promotion through Inclusive Learning North (inclusivelearningnorth.co.uk)
newsletter with 250 flyers distributed to SENCOs and senior teaching staff.
Posted on TES teachers’ forum.
Contact to various education linked groups.
Added as a training event for teachers on Send Gateway (sendgateway.org.uk)
Additional promotion was carried out on Twitter.

Teachers were provided with a username and password to access the site and allow
them to post questions and join live chats. Additionally, users — including teachers and
other interested members of the public — were able to register on the site using social
media logins.
Weekly chat notifications, and fortnightly topic introductions were emailed to all
members of the site.
Registered users were asked where they heard about the Science of Learning
Zone (n=96):

Participants
87 teachers and members of the public were active on the site.1
In a pre-event survey embedded on teacher profiles (see also: Impact; Data collection
methodology), users were asked their roles, interests, and motivations.

Active users are those who asked a question, took part in a live chat, or posted a comment
during the 2018 event. More users registered than actively took part. Additionally, some users
from the 2015 event returned to take part in 2018. 96 users filled in the 2018 pre-event survey.
1
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Demographics
Are you…? (n=96)

How long have you been in the
teaching profession? (n=63)

69% of respondents said they were a school teacher (or a school teacher with another
role). The majority of participating teachers (67%) were experienced in the profession,
having more than 10 years experience. 18% of users listed an “other” option, most of
these were involved in professional education, including student support, and
technicians.
Which phase of education do you
work in? (n=70)
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Which country are you based in?
(n=98)

9

The majority of teachers taking part (69%) taught secondary school students.
Just over a third of registered users came from outside of the UK.
Subject(s) taught (n=66)

Most teachers taking part were science teachers, this likely reflects the makeup of
routes through which the project was promoted; including teachers registered for
information about the standard I’m a… STEM engagement projects, and Wellcome lists.
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Motivations and existing knowledge
Understanding more about the brain and learning will…
…increase my confidence as a
professional ( n=63)

…allow me to make more informed
decisions about teaching ( n=65)

◼ Strongly agree
◼ Slightly agree
◼ Neither agree nor disagree
◼ Slightly disagree ◼ Strongly disagree ◼ Don’t know
86% of teachers agreed that understanding more about the brain and learning would
increase their confidence as a professional; 89% thought it would allow them to make
more informed decisions about teaching.
How much, if anything, would you say that you know about…
…educational
research? (n=70)

…neuroscience
research? (n=70)

◼ A great deal
◼ A fair amount
◼ Heard of but know nothing about

Science of Learning Zone 2018 Evaluation Report

…psychology research?
(n=70)

◼ Just a little
◼ Don’t know
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Before taking part in the Science of Learning Zone, teachers appeared confident in their
knowledge of educational research; with 68% claiming to know “a great deal”, or “a fair
amount”. Teachers were less sure in their knowledge of neuroscience and psychology
research with the majority of respondents saying they knew “just a little” about each
field.
Particular interests (n=94)

Additional visitors to the site
In addition to surveying registered
users, anonymous visitors to the site
were asked their role using a form on
their landing page.

Are you here in the capacity of a…?
(n=2,220)

2,220 users responded to the question
between 1 January and 30 June 2018.
Just over half were teachers, with the
majority of those being secondary
school teachers.
Of the 15,178 site visitors between
January and July, 40% were from the UK
and 27% from the US.
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Researchers
Participants
63 researchers were recruited to take. Each week scientists researching areas relevant
to the different topics were online answering questions from teachers and the public.
On top of this, there were roaming scientists online across the entire event.
Topic 1: Learning and
remembering

Gaia Scerif —
 Professor,
University of Oxford

Kinga Morsanyi — Lecturer,
Queen’s University, Belfast

Jessie Ricketts — Senior
Lecturer, Royal Holloway,
University of London

Matt Dunn — PhD Student &
Hub Leader, Keele University

Iroise Dumontheil —
Lecturer, Birkbeck, University
of London

Topic 3: Early development
(Primary)

Rebecca Gotlieb — PhD
Candidate, University of
Southern California

Jo Taylor — Lecturer, Aston
University
Elizabeth Toomarian — PhD
Candidate, University of
Wisconsin-Madison
Lucy Cragg — Lecturer,
University of Nottingham
Paul Matusz — Junior Group
Leader / Lecturer, University
of Applied Sciences
Yana Weinstein —
 Assistant
Professor, University of
Massachusetts
Topic 2: Attention, reward
and motivation
Geneviève Allaire-Duquette
— PhD student and lecturer,
Université du Québec à
Montréal
Emma Blakey — Lecturer,
University of Sheffield
Mike Hobbiss— Affiliates
Demonstrator and PhD
Student, University College
London

Katie Gilligan — PhD
Student, UCL Institute of
Education
Mark Mon-Williams —

Professor of Cognitive
Psychology, University of
Leeds

Topic 5: Evidence in the
classroom
Richard Churches — Lead
Advisor, Education
Development Trust

Emily Farran — Professor,
UCL Institute of Education

Brian Butterworth —
Emeritus Professor, UCL

Rebecca Merkley —
Postdoctoral Researcher,
Western University

Sara Baker — Lecturer,
Cambridge

Sarah McGeown — Senior
Lecturer, University of
Edinburgh
Topic 4: Adolescence
Kelly Trezise —
 Postdoctoral
Fellow, Melbourne CSHE
Lucía Magis Weinberg —

Postdoc, USA
Nicola Botting — Professor,
City University of London

Science of Learning Zone 2018 Evaluation Report

Carolina Kuepper-Tetzel —
Lecturer in Psychology,
University of Dundee
Paula Clarke — Associate
Professor, Leeds
Alex Hodgkiss — PhD
student, Institute of
Education
Courtney Pollack —
Postdoctoral Researcher,
Vanderbilt, USA
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Topic 6: Individual
differences
Lorna Hamilton — Lecturer,
York St John
Camilla Gilmore — Reader,
Loughborough
Courtenay Norbury —
Professor, UCL
Emma Meaburn — Senior
Lecturer, Birkbeck, University
of London
Jacob Paul — Senior
Postdoc, Utrecht University
Kathryn Asbury — Lecturer
in Psychology in Education,
University of York
Topic 7: Factors affecting
learning
Teensleep Team (Gaby and
Rachel) — Sleep and
Circadian Neuroscience
Institute (SCNi), Nuffield
Department of Clinical
Neurosciences, University of
Oxford
Jessica Horst — Senior
Lecturer, University of Sussex
Catherine Wheatley —
Researcher, Functional MRI of
the Brain Centre, University
of Oxford
Victoria Knowland —
Research Fellow, York
University

Catherine Gammon —
Postdoc Researcher,
University of Cambridge
Louise Dye — Professor,
University of Leeds
Anne de Bruijn — PhD
student, University of
Groningen
Topic 8: Mindset and
metacognition
Anna Kauer — PhD Student,
Surrey University
David Whitebread —
Principal Research Associate,
University of Cambridge
Linda Baker — Professor of
Psychology, University of
Maryland
Yvonne Skipper — Lecturer,
Keele University
Shirley Larkin — Senior
Lecturer, University of Exeter
Topic 9: Mental health
Cat Sebastian — Reader,
Royal Holloway University
Sveta Mayer — Lecturer,
Institute of Education, UCL
Alice Jones Bartoli — Senior
Lecturer in Psychology,
Goldsmiths, University of
London
Christina Carlisi — Postdoc,
UCL

Topic 10: Making learning
difficult
Helena Paterson —
Lecturer, Glasgow University
Michelle Ellefson — Senior
Lecturer, Cambridge
Efrat Furst — Post-Doctoral
Research Fellow, Harvard
Roaming scientists
Janet Dubinsky — Professor,
Dept. of Neuroscience,
University of Minnesota
Emily Hird — Postdoc
Researcher, University of
Manchester
Naomi Winstone — Senior
Lecturer, University of Surrey
Matt Slocombe — PhD
student, Birkbeck, University
of London
Delia Fuhrmann —
Postdoctoral Researcher,
MRC Cognition and brain
Sciences Unit, University of
Cambridge
Sara Caviola — Fellow,
Cambridge
Dylan Wiliam — Emeritus
Professor, Institute of
Education, UCL
Carole Yue — Assistant
Professor, Covenant College,
USA

Participants and profiles
learning.imascientist.org.uk/meet-the-scis/
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Demographics and motivations for taking part
In the past 12 months how many
times have you participated in Public
Engagement activities based on your
research? ( n=36)

How many public engagement
interactions have you had with
teachers in the past 12 months?
(n=36)

(i.e. not general science outreach)

Researchers were asked to exclude
personal interactions, and interactions
with teachers who have been, or their
classes have been, subjects in a study of
theirs.

The majority of respondents were involved with public engagement activities before
taking part, with 83% having been involved in some sort of public engagement around
their research in the previous 12 months, and 25% having been highly active with 5 or
more activities. Specific interactions with teachers were lower however, with 33% having
not engaged with teachers, and 17% having done so only once in the previous 12
months.
From 1 to 5 how would you rate your
understanding of the issues teachers
face in implementing research in the
classroom? ( n=36)
The majority of respondents (78%) of
respondents rated their understanding
as 3 or higher.
The average score was 3.3.
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What are your expectations of participating in the Learning Zone? (n=36)
Researchers were asked to choose the 3 most important expectations.

The most commonly selected expectation among respondents was that taking part
would improve understanding of teachers’ issues. Improving researchers’
communication skills, and helping teachers become more confident about using
evidence based research in the classroom were also popular motivations for taking part.
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Activity
Key zone activity figures are shown in the table below, with comparison to figures
from the 2015 pilot zone.
Between 1 January and 30 June 2018, the Science of Learning Zone pages were viewed
nearly 60,000 times.

January–June 2018
Science of Learning Zone

April–May
2015
Pilot Zone

Total zone page views

59,754

33,885

Home page views

13,936

8,871

Profile page views

4,333

4,882

ASK page views

1,282

618

Topic summary page views

4,064

-

491

-

Teachers and public users active2

87

96

Questions approved

79

101

Answers given

169

207

Comments

148

154

2,762

1,049

19

8

145

131

Live chat transcript page views

Lines of live chat
Live chats
Average lines of live chat
2

Active users are those who participated in a live chat, asked a question, or posted a comment.
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Questions in ASK and comments
Over the course of the event teachers and the public were able to use the ASK feature
to post questions for the researchers. Fewer questions were asked than were expected,
in total, 79 questions were approved from 49 teachers or members of the public, these
received 169 answers from 41 researchers. This, compared with 101 questions from 78
teachers during the 2015 pilot event.
The graph shows activity in questions approved, answers given, and comments
posted by week of the event:

There is a spike of activity in Week 9 of the event towards the end of February. This
would correspond with Topic 4: Adolescence, however as can be seen in the following
section (See also: What happened; Activity; Topics), there were relatively few questions
asked relating to this topic. This spike is likely to correspond to promotion of the site in
the Chartered College of Teaching Journal.

Questions and answers
learning.imascientist.org.uk/questions/
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Live chats
Live chats took place on weekday
evenings — commonly Tuesday or
Thursday — with transcripts of the chats
being posted on the site.
Live chats were not well attended, with
researchers contributing more than 50%
of the lines of chat. Teachers and the
public contributed 29% of the chat
activity.
The first few live chats were well
attended, with attendance from
teachers and the public dropping over
the course of the event.
Right: Lines of live chat by user type
Below: Number of users by role in
each live chat

Live chat transcripts were posted after each chat, providing a resource for teachers,
researchers and other visitors to the site of the topics discussed.

Live chat transcripts
learning.imascientist.org.uk/category/live-chat-transcript/
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Topics
The six month event was split into fortnightly periods, each featuring a different topic
relating to the science of learning. Each fortnight, different researchers relating to the
topics were featured on the site. Summary pages were created for each topic.
Looking at the page views for topic summary pages, profile pages of researchers whose
work related to each topic, and the number of questions asked relating to each topic, it
is possible to assess the popularity of the different topics.
For each topic, the graph below compares the number of questions asked relating
to the topic3, to the number of page views on profile pages of scientists whose
work relates to the topic, and the number of page views of the topic summary
page.

The most popular topics in terms of number of questions asked were Learning and
remembering (Topic 1), and Evidence in the classroom (Topic 5). This popularity is
reflected in terms of visits to the profile pages of scientists whose work related to these
topics. While the topic summary for Topic 1 was the most often visited however, the
summary for Topic 5 was read fewer times.

Questions were allocated keywords by moderators. The graph shows questions with keywords
relating to each topic. Some questions had keywords relating to more than one topic.
3
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Impact and feedback
Data collection methodology
Web metrics
Data were collected through web analytics including numbers of page views, and when
and from where the site was accessed.
The I’m a Scientist site also collects data on numbers of questions asked and answered,
lines of live chat, comments, and votes. We are able to identify which users are posting
questions, and use this to determine activity levels for each user.
Key activity data are included in previous sections (see also: What happened;
Activity).

Online surveys
Participants were asked to complete online feedback surveys about the project. These
included pre- and post-event surveys for researchers which were emailed to
participants; pre-event surveys for teachers embedded on their profile pages, as well as
follow up surveys sent by email following the end of the project.
Additionally, questions were embedded into site pages for visiting members of the
public.

Teachers and the public
For evaluation, teachers and participating public users were grouped into three
categories:
1. Those who actively took part (asked a question, posted a comment, or took part
in a live chat).
2. Those who registered on the site but did not actively take part.
3. Those who showed some interest (clicked a link in a promotional email), but did
not register to take part.
With activity levels being much lower than anticipated, feedback from these second and
third groups of users (those who did not actively engage) were of particular interest;
these users may be able to provide some feedback as to why.
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Registered users
Site visits and answers
Users were asked about the number of times they visited the site, and the number of
questions they read the answers to. These questions were asked both of users who
actively engaged, as well as those who registered but did not actively take part.
About how many times did you visit the Science of Learning Zone site?

As may be expected, users who actively engaged reported visiting the site more often
than those who did not. Over 40% of the users who did not actively engage however,
reported visiting the site more than 5 times; implying that while they were not asking
their own questions, they were reading answers or observing live chats.
About how many questions did you read the answer to?

Both groups of users — those who actively engaged and those who did not — largely
reported reading answers to more than 5 questions.
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Active users
Users who actively engaged were asked about the impact of taking part.
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements:
(n=7)

The majority of respondents agreed that the project had a positive impact in all aspects.
It may be worth noting that the “disagree” responses did not all come from the same
user; the project was thought to have some positive impacts by all respondents.
Additionally, users were asked whether at any time they found their question had
already been asked; two respondents said “yes”, three said this had not happened. One
respondent answered:
“Not really. Often the questions were very focussed and detailed on teachers direct
experiences in school so we're all quite different in a way even if the overriding theme
was similar. Having scientists trained in the area of neuroscience allowed the
distinctive queries to be given the appropriate level of consideration and response.” —
School teacher, Primary
Users were asked their thoughts on the topics, and the impact these had; i.e. whether
they were confusing, helpful, or limiting. The majority of respondents reported finding
the topics to be positive.
“I found it helpful because if I missed one then it gave me time to catch up and read
the transcripts.” — School teacher, Secondary
“Very helpful and particularly cataloguing these helped refer back easily.”  — School
teacher, Primary
A couple of respondents commented on the topics’ timings:
“I would prefer to have topics laid out in different zones that you can dip in and out of
instead of a calendar of topics.”  — School teacher, Secondary
“I felt there was some overlap among topics. I didn't always have the time in a
particular two-week period to give the topic the attention it deserved. I thought it
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ended up being a good comprehensive coverage of neuroscience and education,
though.” — School teacher, Secondary
When asked to think about the best parts of the project, respondents mentioned links
with researchers, and evidence based research.
“Being able to expand my knowledge of this area and learn in the online discussions.
Feeling I have a voice worth hearing. Networking in that context.” — School
teacher, Primary
“Personal contact with professionals who clearly wanted to be there.” — School
teacher, Secondary
“I speak to a lot of SENCO teachers and they have been to courses and use their
experience, but to have scientific evidence is fantastic.” — School teacher and
workshop leader, Primary and secondary
When asked for any final comments on the project, respondents were highly positive,
and clearly valued the resource. One teacher commented:
“Chance for us in remote parts of the UK to avail of current high quality resources.” —
School teacher, Primary
All eight respondents said they would participate again. All eight said they would
recommend the project to a colleague.

Users who registered but did not engage
When asked to think about the impact of the topics — whether they were limiting,
confusing, helpful — the majority of respondents reported finding the topics helpful or
interesting. Responses also indicated that respondents were reading the topic
summaries posted with each topic.
“I found the topics interesting and relevant. It’s good to be able to dip into them when
you have a few minutes to read them.” — School teacher
Only one teacher reported finding the topics to be limiting.
When asked which topics they found to be the most interesting, Learning and
remembering (Topic 1), Attention, reward and motivation (Topic 2), Factors affecting
learning (Topic 7), and Mindsets and metacognition (Topic 8) all featured highly. Early
development (Topic 3), and Individual differences (Topic 6) were less popular.
Users were also asked whether they came to the site with any specific questions in
mind, and — if so — whether they were able to get answers to those questions. While
most reported not having a specific question in mind, commented on having particular
areas of interest, or reasons for visiting the site.
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“I was just interested in increasing my overall knowledge on learning, which you did
brilliantly.” — School teacher
“No specific questions. I liked the links and followed some of them to find more info
about some of the research answers were based on.” — School teacher
One teacher reported having specific questions which had already been asked and
answered:
“Yes but someone else had already asked the same questions I wanted to ask.” —
School teacher
Finally, users were asked whether they had taken part in any other activities relating to
neuroscience and education. Around half of the respondents reported that they had
not; those who had mentioned activities including Twitter chats, reading blog posts,
specific training, and local networking.

Teachers who showed interest but did not register
Promotional emails about the Science of Learning Zone were sent periodically to
teachers signed up on the I’m a Scientist mailing lists. To teachers who clicked a link in
one of these promotional emails, but did not subsequently register to take part, we sent
an email survey comprising a single question:
Why did you not take part in the Science of Learning Zone? (n=41)
No teachers selected the options “I’m not
particularly interested in educational
neuroscience or the science of learning”,
or “I’m interested generally, but the
specific topics discussed weren’t of
interest”.
Feedback showed that the majority
reason for not taking part was down to
time available, with 54% of respondents
citing a lack of time to take part.
Further feedback suggested that there
was some confusion in what was being
offered; with comments from teachers
suggesting that they understood the Science of Learning Zone to be a standard IAS zone
aimed at their students. This charge was not mentioned or imposed for the Science of
Learning Zone.
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Anonymous visitors to the questions and answers
A survey was added to question pages
to gauge how useful visitors to that page
found the answer. This survey was
asked of everyone visiting a question
page — registered and non-registered
users — and included all questions from
2015 and 2018.
89% of respondents said they found the
answer to be helpful.
Did you find this answer helpful?
(n=62)
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Researchers
Researchers were asked about the effect taking part has had on their communication
skills, awareness of other research topics, and their understanding of teacher needs.
What effect has taking part had on…? (n=16)

Largely, researchers reported that taking part had had a positive impact; 44% reported
an increase in communication skills, 69% reported an increase in awareness of other
research topics, and 50% reported an improved understanding of teacher needs. No
respondents reported feeling less skilled, aware, or understanding following the project.
To what extend to you agree with the following outcomes of taking part? ( n=16)

Researchers reported positive outcomes of taking part in the project. 75% agreed that
taking part had highlighted the importance of two-way engagement between teachers
and researchers. 75% reported that they enjoyed taking part, 81% would take part
again.
There were some mixed feelings on how effective the project was at engaging with
teachers; 38% felt that the project was effective, while 31% felt it was not.
Researchers were asked to provide examples of ways in which the project had helped
them better understand teacher needs. Researchers commented how the questions
asked had highlighted which issues were important to teachers, as well as issues which
require more clarity.
“This event provided a space (posting questions, online chat) to interact with teachers
directly, which I'm currently not able to do as much as I'd like. It was helpful to see the
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ways that they were trying to apply research based on the questions they would ask
and the topics they would raise.” —
 Researcher
“I think this experience for me has highlighted there is a big gap between what
teachers need and what we can offer as neuroscientists. There were a couple of
questions that I answered, which revealed that the teachers were hoping to get clarity
on, and even after we provided some answers, I think the link with education is still
missing.” — Researcher
Additionally, researchers commented on the effect of the low level of activity from
teachers:
“I was happy to take part, because of the reasons you mention above, but I didn't feel
much was gained because the chats I took part in included only 1 or 2 teachers, and it
was more of a private chat, with little information about the other side.” —
Researcher
“I only received a couple of questions, so my responses might not be representative.
As a whole, this is a very good idea.” —
 Researcher
“One thing to improve might be the variable engagement of teachers with the
platform. In the two chats I participated with there were not that many teachers, so it
was hard to get the dialogue going.” — Researcher
Some researchers also commented on the format of the live chats:
“I did not like having to write explanations quickly and without knowing what prior
knowledge the questioner had. Out of context, the random questions and their short
answers were not providing an intellectually satisfying explanation. Other responders
did not appear to provide any background knowledge in their responses. It all felt
really shallow. The overlap of new questions coming before old ones were answered
made reading the scrolled conversation difficult. Especially if several people were
addressing the same question.” — Researcher
“I felt that the organization of the live chats was very chaotic. It felt like there were ‘too
many cooks in the kitchen’ when trying to answer question, and sometimes multiple
people would respond. It discouraged me a bit from participating.” — Researcher
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Moderator team interviews
At the end of the project, the moderator team were asked to reflect on the project. Key
areas of feedback were split generally into questions in ASK, live CHATs, and
information about topics.

General feedback
In general, moderators commented on the low levels of engagement experienced
throughout the project. One moderator wondered whether the format was less useful
now, given the wealth of information and resources available. Perhaps teachers don’t
have questions for researchers, or perhaps if they do, those questions are easily
answered through a quick web search.
“The main thing that didn't seem to go well is that fewer teachers engaged than we
anticipated. My feeling is that this is not because the scientists and topics weren't
interesting enough. Rather I think that there are more and more resources available
for teachers who want to get involved in research/science already, and it is possibly
less likely that a teacher will have a burning question now than they did three years
ago.” — Moderator
It was felt that scientists and moderators did a good job of promoting the project on
Twitter.
Additionally, moderators commented on some difficulty recruiting scientists:
“At times I struggled with scientist recruitment… Many scientists didn't reply, and
those who did were usually too busy to take part or had other public engagement
activities they were occupied with. In the end I think we did have enough scientists, but
I would have really liked greater diversity — we had predominantly white women.” —
Moderator

Questions in ASK
Moderators commented that they thought the questions worked well when the
questions were clear and fell within the researchers’ fields; as well as when multiple
researchers responded or the questioner came back with additional comments. The low
levels of activity were noted however, and it was felt that the length of time taken for
questions to be answered led to reduced impact.
“Sometimes the questions were not answered quickly, which is likely to have reduced
the impact and usefulness of the question zone. This usually happened where the
question was outside the researchers’ areas of knowledge, and so perhaps they didn’t
feel ‘expert’ enough to respond.” — Moderator
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Live chats
“On the whole, the scientists I spoke to were very enthusiastic about taking part and
told me they thought it was a great idea. Even when no teachers turned up, the live
chats (that I attended) went well. Scientists were keen to chat about their own
research and to ask other scientists about their research.” — Moderator
The team noted that even with few participants, the live chats had a positive feel. While
— again — the low levels of activity were noted, moderators commented on how
appreciative those taking part were of the time given by the researchers.
“The live chats that were most effective in my opinion were ones where the
researchers were equally as interested in asking the teachers questions (e.g. Thurs 7th
June). This really made the conversation flow and also gave teachers more confidence
in raising questions – in some of the other chats I sometimes got the impression that
teachers felt they didn’t want to ask a silly question for example.” — Moderator
It was noted that Twitter chats sometimes clashed with scheduled Science of Learning
Zone chats, one moderator commented that these were possibly more accessible, as no
additional logins or sites were required.
The transcripts were thought to be valuable, especially for those users who were unable
to attend live chats. It was also noted that the format of the transcripts made the
conversations easy to follow, as the questions and answers were placed together.

Topic information
The moderator team felt that the information about the topics was pitched at the
correct level, and the addition of the glossary function was useful. It was also noted that
the topic summaries would help maintain the utility of the site as a resource after the
project has finished.
“I think the information was pitched at the right level – informative without being
unnecessarily detailed. It was also good to have the question and answer format, so
that people could scan down more easily and find what was most relevant to them. I
thought the glossary function was also a useful feature and meant that terms could
be explained without breaking up the flow of the text.” — Moderator
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Challenges
Teacher recruitment and low levels of activity
Throughout the project, the activity levels — number of users engaging, number of
questions asked — were much lower than anticipated. Possible explanations for this
include market saturation, lack of curiosity from teachers, site format and branding,
researcher engagement, and simply time available to teachers.

Low demand and competing projects
As was commented on in feedback from moderators, the low demand was possibly
down to low demand from teachers for additional resources on the Science of Learning.
With the wealth of information and resources available, perhaps teachers don’t have
questions for researchers, and where they do, those questions are likely easily
answered through a quick web search.

Lack of curiosity from teachers
In the mid-project evaluation, 18% of respondents who had taken part in the pilot
answered that they “found lots of information on the site without asking a question or
joining a chat”, many used the bank of questions asked or transcripts later.
In the post event feedback, a number of teachers gave the impression that they might
prefer pre-packaged information, and actionable interventions.
“I think it might have caught my eye if you had said what the researchers’
interventions were, and if I was interested in doing that with my students. … If you
said it was a discussion about research evidence for the most effective memory
promoting revision activities, I may have looked closer, especially around revision
time.” — School teacher, post-event feedback
“Didn't have the time to read [the topic summaries] and would by far have preferred
single content rich articles covering one ar a few issues that have good research
backing.” — School teacher & Researcher, post-event feedback

Time available to teachers
In the mid-project evaluation, the majority (67%) of respondents felt they had been “too
busy” to be very active on the Science of Learning Zone. Many expressed that they
“hoped to join a chat one day soon” and made it known that this lack of engagement
was not due to a lack of interest. Very few (4%) indicated a preference for a different
time of year or time of day. Those that did, highlighted the right time would be different
for every teacher.
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53% of respondents who had taken part in the pilot project in 2015 had heard of the
2018 zone, but some comments centred a lack of need to engage in the zone again:
“I would say it takes quite a long time to participate and I am quite research savvy
anyway, so would be aware of quite a lot of the research that is being talked about. I
fully support it as a project, but maybe it needs to extend to some other people now
who maybe aren’t at the same stage.” — Teacher, mid-project evaluation
In surveys carried out at the end of the project, teachers who had shown interest in the
project, but ultimately had not engaged were asked the reason for their lack of
engagement; the majority of respondents reporting lack of time as their reason.

Timing of chats
Chats were scheduled following feedback from the 2015 pilot, and around when
researchers were available to do chats. It is possible the the timing of the live chats was
not the ideal time for teacher engagement. Comments have been made about these
clashing with Twitter chats for example. While this may be a contributing factor
however, it is unlikely the root cause for the low activity levels, given the equally low
activity levels in ASK.

Limitations of scheduled topics
In the post-event surveys, only one respondent reported that they found the themes
“limiting”. However, while some teachers commented that they knew they could ask any
question at any time, some teachers thought they were limited by the fortnight’s theme.
During the mid-project evaluation it was found that the themed topics often drew
teachers in to the Learning Zone, however it was felt that participants could not ask
questions that were unrelated to the fortnight’s theme. Following this evaluation, an
action point to make it obvious that questions do not have to follow the week’s theme
as established; weekly emails included prompts, and in live chats moderators tried to
encourage teachers to ask any question they had about the science of learning.

Branding and design
A certain level of apparent confusion was clear in some responses to the post-event
surveys, where teachers had clearly mistaken the Science of Learning Zone for a
standard — student focussed — IAS zone. A discussion around the site branding took
place before the beginning of the project; the decision was made however, to keep the
branding the same as other IAS zones save for the removal of the bubbles on the page
background. This was perhaps too subtle a change.
Invitations to take part, and promotional emails were sent using the same mailing list,
with the same email branding, from the same senders as the usual IAS promotional
emails.
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Without reading the content, teachers familiar with the IAS brand can be forgiven for
confusing the Science of Learning Zone for another IAS zone.

Researcher engagement
Some concern was raised that it took researchers too long to answer questions posted
in ASK. In a mid-project evaluation, we spoke with teachers to gain their feedback. In
one telephone interview, a teacher discussed how he actively disengaged after waiting
up to a month for answers to questions posted. A dialogue was expected with the
researchers, but it was felt the reality was more of a simple question and answer.

Researcher recruitment
At times researcher engagement was found challenging. Researchers often did not reply
to invitations to take part, or were not able to take part due to busy work schedules or
commitments to other public engagement activities.
While we were able to recruit enough scientists, a greater diversity of participants would
have been preferred.
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