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“Be curious. Read widely. Try new 
things. What people call intelligence 
just boils down to curiosity.” 
— Aaron Swartz
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Introduction

It is indisputable that the way we learn is changing. During their formative years 
in education, and in addition to learning at school, children and young people 
today have the incredible opportunity to access learning anywhere, at anytime, 
be that at home, while on the move, socially or while visiting places and spaces of 
interest. 

But schools and teachers continue to play a critical role in facilitating and  
supporting how children and young people learn. While some schools are seen as 
quite closed environments in relation to new technologies, communities of  
teachers are using technology as an enabler to connect and form new networks 
that are breaking down traditional structures of professional training and  
development, allowing teachers to develop and share practice outside the school 
walls. 

This practice based research project explored one of these networks in more detail 
which, since its inception in Scotland in 2008, has spread across the UK and more 
broadly across the world. This paper forms one part of the output of the project 
that culminated in an event hosted at Nesta, the UK’s innovation organisation, in 
spring 2014 when a series of inspirational speakers, with backgrounds in teaching 
and learning, were invited to share short engaging talks with an invited audience 
on the theme of Flight: Teacher Networks in the Sharing Economy. 
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Education, technology, pedagogy

The debate about the impact of technology, computing and what we refer to today 
as ‘digital technologies’ on education has been on going for over 30 years. Ever 
since 1982, when 80% of schools across the UK adopted the BBC micro computer 
as an ‘education computer’ to teach digital literacy and information technology 
skills to children and young people, the promise of digital to enhance education 
has been great. 

Today, however, we are still seeking the proof. While advances in technology con-
tinue to develop at a remarkable pace, underpinned by its exponential growth as 
demonstrated by Moore’s Law, their impact on learning in schools remains  
promising but there is little evidence of substantial success. Nesta’s 2012 Decode 
Learning report  highlighted the huge spend on digital technology in schools, 
over £1 billion in the last five years. Yet despite the lack of proof, the spending 
trend looks set to continue as funding for ICT investment in state schools reaches 
an all time high in 2014. 

In 2014, the BBC Micro projects seems as relevant as it did 30 years ago as basic 
coding and digital making skills are firmly back on the education agenda. The  
unprecedented impact of the raspberry pi, a credit card sized £30 computer that 
was invented to inspire children to engage in computing, has led to a renewed 
focus on digital programming and literacy skills. Industry, government and edu-
cationalists acknowledge that as technology transforms the way we live our lives, 
so to does the need to move beyond our role as mere consumers of technology.

While society has been seduced by shiny new digital products that adorn shop 
shelves and trade fairs, one sees less evidence of, and focus on, how technology is 
enabling change. In the context of education it would appear that ‘the tail has been 
wagging the dog’: technology has been seen as a teaching and learning solution 
without fully understanding the impact on teaching and learning. Top down IT 
initiatives have often failed to demonstrate genuine change leading to frustration 
and a sense that many schools, as institutions, are struggling to grasp the potential 
of technology to enable and enhance pedagogical change. 
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But technology is not just about the products or equipment, it is also about con-
nectivity and sharing. It is therefore technology as an enabler of change on which 
this research project focuses. 

Teachers have a vital role to play in helping children and young people shape their 
learning and yet current demands on teachers do not always allow for them to be 
life long learners. Traditional forms of CDP could be perceived as out dated and 
irrelevant. But new networks of teachers are challenging traditional models. These 
technology enabled networks are opening up new online and offline ecosystems 
that foster opportunities for reflection, ideas generation and new association. 

The rise of the connected teacher
While teachers have traditionally had the opportunity to expand and extend their 
professional development by joining external associations, usually related to their 
teaching faculty, today’s connected world is presenting opportunities for teachers 
to break down the classroom walls and join global communities. The rise of TSL 
Education, now the largest network of teachers in the world, today sees 4 million 
downloads of resources and shared materials a week by 2.6 million registered  
online users representing 274 countries . It is a truly technology enabled network. 

At a grassroots level, teachers themselves are exploring ways in which they can 
use technological tools like Twitter to connect their learning and develop  
progressive thinking. #ukedchat facilitates a frantic exchange of ideas between 
teachers every Thursday evening at 8pm around a pre-selected topical educational 
issue proposed and voted on by teachers for teachers. Twitter is empowering 
teachers not only to share but also to self-organise in the form of the  
‘unconference’ where the notion of selling an idea is replaced by genuine teacher 
enthusiasm and collaboration under the banner of teacher ed-camps.  The rise of 
teacher blogs is also enabling teachers to document and reflect on their learning 
and invite peer assessment from both inside and outside the school. 

Today’s ‘networked teacher’ is moving beyond drawing on just the advice of im-
mediate colleagues, internal training, expensive conferences and curriculum re-
sources. They are developing personal learning networks, connecting and sharing 
using a wide range of channels including: wikis, video conferencing, social net-
works, instant chat, digital content exchange and development communities.  
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TeachMeet – 
teachers sharing ideas with teachers 

This research project looked at one teacher network in particular: TeachMeet. 
Originally conceived in the summer of 2006 in Edinburgh, Scotland, under the 
name “ScotEduBlogs Meetup”, TeachMeet, agreed upon as a name by attendees of 
the first event, was created by the educationalist Ewan McIntosh. A TeachMeet is 
an open and free informal meeting or ‘unconference’ for teachers to share good 
practice and personal insights in teaching, with a focus on technology. These 
technology enabled gatherings are today organised by teachers all over the world 
through a TeachMeet wiki which allows the organiser to invite other teachers and 
educationalists to join a local meet up. The events follow a simple format with a 
number of set protocols: everyone who signs up is invited to share a seven minute 
micro presentation or a two minute nano presentation or, if they prefer, to listen 
in. Speakers are selected randomly and the events are positive and fast paced.

TeachMeets were chosen as the focus of this study because they marry digital  
networks with physical meet ups; their protocols enable the fast pace  
dissemination of ideas and they foster communities of sharing. 

The methodology
The research used a blend of qualitative and quantitative research methods in the 
form of TeachMeet visits, questionnaires, interviews and desk research. 

Between May and July 2013, ten TeachMeets across England were observed. 160 
teachers completed a short questionnaire and ten teachers participated in a follow 
up interview several weeks after they attended the meet. While each TeachMeet 
differed in locality, they all abided by the same protocols which engendered a 
positive open sharing environment. Some, like Hull and East Riding, were the first 
ever TeachMeets to be held in the region, others, like Bolton NasenLive (special 
educational needs) linked to events. One was held within a teacher training  
college. The research set out to observe the characteristics of TeachMeets, to  
document what was being shared and to capture teachers’ digital literacy and use 
of digital technologies in schools.
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Map of where I visted TeachMeets



8 9

Sending year five into space 
On a muggy July evening in the hall of St. Mary’s Catholic High School in Astley 
near Manchester, David May, a primary school teacher from Stockport, is about to 
take to the stage of the well attended Teach Meet East Lancs. 

His seven minute micro presentation is titled ‘Sending Year 5 into Space’. He tells 
us how ‘space’ is his favourite topic to teach year 5 and of his eagerness to find 
ways in which he could use technology to bring the topic to life. When he came 
across a news item online about a University student, Adam Cudworth, who was 
sending experiments via a specially designed balloon into space he knew he had 
to get in touch. 

He had hoped that Adam might write back, perhaps even send images from one 
of his balloons. What ensued was, in David’s words, a technology enabled  
snowball effect. The student wrote back a four-page letter and invited his Year 5 
class to send up an experiment into space. 

The excited class got to work exploring options of what to send up. The ideas were 
diverse and included a tube of toothpaste to see if its pressure changed but they 
settled on wanting to find out what happens to a magnet in space. Adam had  
created an app that allowed the Year 5 pupils to track the balloon, they were also 
able to receive images from the balloon’s camera which picked up their magnet. 

The class tweeted about their project and were amazed when UK astronaut Tim 
Peake and Luca Parmitano, an astronaut currently living on the International 
Space Station, got in touch. The project led to greater collaborative exercises  
within and outside the school to connect and bring learning alive. 
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Highlights of what the research revealed 

A generation seeking renewal and keen to apply their skills

The research found that the majority of teachers attending the TeachMeets were 
in the 30 to 50 age bracket (68%) and many were likely to have been teaching for 
a number of years. Informal discussions with attendees indicated that many were 
attending to reconnect and find the spark that led them to becoming a teacher in 
the first place. 

The questionnaire asked for teachers to plot themselves along a line to  
demonstrate their digital literacy skills from very low, not having any skills, 
through to very high, which represented the ability to be able to code or  
programme. In a society where there is an expectation that younger age groups 
are considered ‘digital natives’ and therefore more adept at using or integrating 
technology into pedagogy or have a higher-end understanding of computing, 
this research found that an older generation of teachers are very literate. 24% of 
teachers under the age of 40 said they had low digital literacy skills or were non-
users of technology. Only 16% had a high understanding with the majority, 60%, 
believing they were medium level users, engaging with day to day technology like 
tablets and their applications. However, of the teachers in the over 40 age bracket, 
none said they had little or no understanding of technology and 28% said they 
had a high understanding with 72% believing they were middle users. With the 
introduction of the new computing curriculum perhaps there is a role for an older 
generation of teachers who could support and steer the younger generation? Have 
the digital native generation grown up to become good consumers of technology 
but poor digital makers?
 
Early adoption or a growing community?

While the TeachMeet movement has grown internationally, with networks  
emerging in countries including Australia, Canada and Denmark, and with the 
rise of strong global online communities, the growth of teacher networks has been 
extensive. While the data was unavailable via the TeachMeet wiki (it is there to be 
crunched) new meet ups around the country are regularly appearing. The project 
visited many first time TeachMeets including one that was organised by a teacher 
who was inspired and encouraged by a previous TeachMeet he had attended.
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74% of attendees were first time attendees with 13% having been once before and 
13% having been to more than one TeachMeet. The average number of teachers 
attending a TeachMeet was 32. With 438,000 teachers in state schools in  
England, the attendance suggest that even with the growth of TeachMeets,  
attendance numbers are small. In the follow up interviews, some teachers  
indicated that they had taken the TeachMeet protocols and applied them  
internally with staff at their school and were keen to explore very localised meets 
with neighbouring schools. The evidence suggests that eight years since inception, 
TeachMeets are still quite niche events attended by enthusiastic teachers. Further 
research and data analysis should be drawn from the TeachMeet wiki to establish 
the growth trajectory of the events.

The smartphone dilemma

With smart phone ownership in the UK amongst adults now at over 51%  in 
2013, up from 27% two years ago, the project looked at the number of teachers 
attending who owned their own smartphone. 88% teachers reported they owned 
a smartphone with 27% saying they used them in the classroom. 55% of teachers 
surveyed said they used them in school as a tool for productivity. With smart-
phone ownership continuing to rise at exponential rates the dilemma of how to 
utilise these enormously powerful pocket super computers in the classroom is an 
ongoing debate in schools. With the growth of the tablet device, many schools are 
turning to the tablet as a device to enhance learning and banning smartphones. 
For some teachers this presents a challenge of whether they can then use their 
own smartphones in the classroom, as a tool, alongside using it professionally. 

Extending the professional community

When asked why teachers were attending TeachMeets, the majority indicated that 
they were keen to network outside their school environment and to connect with 
a wider community of teachers. The qualitative research indicated that the events 
were helping teachers to breakdown the sometimes isolating barriers of the  
classroom walls. Teachers reported feeling isolated in their immediate school e 
nvironments. While teachers have traditionally drawn on associations to  
expand their professional community, today’s teacher can now join a broad range 
of online and offline networks enabled by technology. Teachers also spoke of the 
opportunities to bring the TeachMeet model into their own schools to introduce 
sharing protocols. 
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Wider observations 

All ten TeachMeets were extremely positive events with teachers reporting that 
they found the structure and protocols refreshing and motivating. In follow up 
interviews teachers said they found attending a TeachMeet a valuable reflective 
process as they provided the opportunity for teachers to enter a space away from 
their everyday school environment and be amongst professionals who were  
sharing their ideas freely and openly. 

Many teachers talked about the need for being more ‘open’ enabling greater  
opportunities for teachers to pass on great ideas. They found that TeachMeets 
complemented the broader open sharing principles epitomised by the creative 
commons. 

Teachers felt that it was likely they would only implement one or two ideas or 
tools they took away from the event indicating that change was difficult to  
implement when back in the classroom but that small incremental changes could 
be significant. 

Some teachers expressed their concern about a two tier system emerging in the 
teaching profession with one group connected and developing professionally at a 
much faster pace than those teachers who were not engaged in teacher networks. 



12 13

What next?

This research touched on one example of a growing number of opportunities for 
teachers to join free and open networks where technology enables today’s teacher 
to connect and share knowledge and practice and to offer opportunities for  
practice to be built and improved on freely. 

It was clear from attending TeachMeets across the country that self-organised,  
informal gatherings of teachers, underpinned by a set of clear protocols and 
brought together through technology, can create positive and powerful learning 
and sharing environments not always found in schools.

Schools should be centres of professional practice, supporting and incubating the 
latest practice in the classroom alongside new pedagogical thinking. They should 
be able to open up their learning, making it freely available for peers to review 
and improve on.

A small but significant community of teachers is making this vision a reality, but 
these self organised groups are working at the fringes of the education system. The 
TeachMeet model alone won’t radically change teaching and learning in schools 
but it does form one part of a wider movement of change that asks for a more 
open system fostering online and offline interactions. With greater participation 
from teachers, this powerful ecosystem of networked teachers has the potential 
to grow and be a force of change. If schools, as institutions, are to grasp the enor-
mity of technology and connectivity they must facilitate the rise of the networked 
teacher.
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End Notes

Moore’s Law

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moore’s_law

Nesta Decode Learning

  http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/decoding-learning

Investment in hardware replacement, peripherals, software and technical support will reach 

£14,220 per primary school and £65,570 in each secondary school. The increase in secondary 

school ICT budgets in particular, is expected to continue into 2014 by a significant 11 per cent.

http://www.besa.org.uk/news/besa-press-release-besa-releases-ict-uk-state-schools-research

TSL Education

  http://www.tsleducation.com/who-we-are/history/

Ofcom Communications Market Report 2013 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-

research/market-data/communications-market-reports/cmr13/uk/
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