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Introduction
Alison Lawson, Editor of practical research for education

For me, there can be nothing quite as satisfying as drawing conclusions from my
own research. The ‘aha!’ moment of realisation or the ‘I thought  as much’
reinforcement of an idea or the ‘I don’t believe it!’ of a hypothesis proved wrong –
all these are the meat and drink of the researcher’s life.

Seeing the results of research have an impact on your thinking or your work, or
on the thinking and work of colleagues, is a strange and wonderful thing –
knowing that you and others have made an identifiable change to their outlook
or practice is empowering and makes the time spent on the research seem
fabulously worthwhile.

But you have to do the actual research first. And that’s where this book comes in.
This collection of stories of action research is an inspiring call to action for all
teachers, tutors, lecturers, trainers and education students. Quite apart from the
changes to practice and thought that action research can lead to, the actual doing
of it is part of continuing professional development. The skills and knowledge
needed to conduct the research are only half the story – the other half is the
improved understanding of your own abilities, improved self-esteem and
confidence, a feeling of really having made an impact.

For those unfamiliar with the idea of action research, Anna Riggall explains in
chapter 1, while Graham Handscomb and John MacBeath discuss the benefits of
teacher enquiry for professional development in chapter 2. Articles by teacher
researchers and, in one case, by a student researcher, follow, showing that small-
scale projects are do-able and worthwhile. From the benefits of a forest school
experience for very young children to how to motivate A-level students to read
more, and from an experiment in assessment for learning to understanding ways
to improve staff development for those working with deaf children, there is much
for us all to learn. The collection is completed with David Godfrey’s story of how
developing a culture of research helped to change thinking and practice at his
sixth-form college.

I hope this collection puts you in mind of doing your own action research. And
when you’ve done it, don’t forget to write it up as an article for practical research
for education, so you can share what you’ve learned with others.
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Action research: what is
it, who does it and why?
Anna Riggall, Education Consultant

What is action research? 

Action research is a way of investigating a social situation, relationship, problem
or context. It has two key, intertwined elements at its heart: gaining a better
understanding and seeking to create improvements. 

Why and how is action research different from other types of research? 

Action research is the same as other types of research in that:

• it is about development of new knowledge and understanding

• it should be set in the context of other research and knowledge 

• it should be guided by a code of ethics

• it should be shared

• it can use research methods that are used in other forms of research – such as
interviews, observations, focus groups, questionnaires and diaries.

Action research is different from other types of research because:

• it does not stand back from its subject matter as other forms of research do 

• it links action and research in a cycle that drives and reflects upon change –
other forms of research produce information that might later inform change
but the two are disconnected

• collaboration with and the participation of those being researched, is
fundamental – generally speaking, in other types of research the relationship
between the researcher and those being researched is more distant

• the process of carrying out the research and being involved in the research is as
important as the results

• it starts from a vision of social transformation and aspiration for improvement.



Action research: what is it, who does it and why?

Where did action research come from and what does it do?

The term ‘action research’ was first coined by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s in relation
to his research on social issues in America. It then gained in popularity over a few
decades and moved from the realm of social science into other disciplines such as
education. After the 1960s it began to fall out of fashion but emerged again in the
1970s and has remained one of many different ways of investigating educational
issues ever since.

Depending on who you are and what your agenda is, action research can have
different purposes. It can be:

• a means of liberating the oppressed 

• an approach for improving any social practice/context

• a tool for personal reflection.

It can be used to diagnose problems and plan solutions in a democratic way,
involving whole communities, with a particular focus on giving a voice to those
sometimes excluded from decision making processes, for example women and
elderly people. It can have a strong political element and possess the power to
liberate the oppressed within a community resulting in changes that lead to
meaningful social, educational or economic development. 

In an educational context, action research can be
about anything from whole school improvement
to gaining a deeper understanding of a particular
element of classroom behaviour. This version of
action research also requires the collaboration
and participation of the researched community
in order to gain a better understanding of the
issue and create and implement
improvements. Again, it can be used in a
diagnostic way and can give voice to
different groups within a school, such as
teaching assistants, pupils and parents.
Perhaps it does not set out to be quite so

political or liberating but can still lead to
meaningful social change and educational development

within a school or classroom.

Action research can also be used as a means of personal reflection. An example of
this might be a teacher wanting to understand an element of their practice better

My first encounter with action

research was in the guise of

Participatory Rural Appraisal and

Participatory Action Research. In 

these forms it acted as a tool for social,

educational or economic development

having a collaborative, participatory

and emancipatory nature.

www.pre-online.co.uk  vii



Figure 1 Kemmis and McTaggart’s action
research spiral (adapted from Koshy,
2005, p.4

Figure 2 O’Leary’s cycles of research
(adapted from Koshy, 2005, p.7)
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so as to improve performance. This teacher may be doing action research on a
small scale, and the level of participation and collaboration of the researched
community (the class) and the robustness of the study would be key to defining
this activity as action research rather than simply as personal reflection. Again, in
this small-scale context, action research can be used in a diagnostic way – it can
give voice to different groups within a school/class and lead to meaningful social
change and educational development.

What does action research involve?

Shapes, stages and topics

Action research has a distinctive ‘shape’ often referred to as the spiral or cycle.
There are different parts of the cycle and any point within the cycle can be the
start of a research project. The basic idea is that the researcher plans a change,
then implements it and then reflects on it. This completes an action research cycle
but the process does not end there. More change is then planned based on the

Action research: making a difference in education
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Observing current practice
They set out by asking all staff 
to audit their current practice 
in marking and providing 
feedback to pupils

Observing change
The changes were 
evaluated by staff and 
pupils via a questionnaire

Reflecting on change
The results of the questionnaire 
gave staff an idea of what staff 
and students thoughts about 
the new methods of marking 
and feedback

…then the cycle began again 
with more adaptation and 
evaluation of marking and 
feedback techniques…

Implementing 
change
The new ideas for 
marking and feedback 
were tried out across 
the school

Planning change
They held a series of meetings 
with the whole staff to 
generate new ways of 
approaching marking and 
feedback

Reflect on current 
practice
They analysed the results 
of the audit to see what 
staff were already doing

Figure 3 Action research cycle in action at a school

learning from the earlier cycle, which is then implemented, observed and then
reflected on… and so it goes on for as long as is necessary or practical. Figures 1
and 2 show how the action research cycle or spiral works. 

Many topics can be investigated through action research. The following example
is taken from an action research project led by two teachers in a primary school. 

A small group of teachers, working in a school recently amalgamated from two
separate primary schools, wanted to investigate how different ways of marking
and feedback could impact on pupils’ writing. Their main aim was to improve
writing but they also wanted to unite the school in a shared activity and create a
new way of developing the school’s policies following the merger. Figure 3 shows
how the action research cycle worked in this school.

My involvement with this school ended before they had reached the stage of
assessing whether improvements had been made in pupils’ writing skills but after
only one cycle they agreed that dialogue between staff was much improved.

Action research: what is it, who does it and why?
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Research methods used in action research

Action research lends itself to qualitative research methods such as interviews,
focus groups, observations, diaries, journals, video, photographs, etc. Evaluation
often plays a key role too, for example it can be important to evaluate the
effectiveness of the strategy for change, either during or after the change has been
implemented. This type of research rarely uses quantitative methods but can do so
in conjunction with qualitative methods. 

Ethics

Ethics are an important part of all research and it is not possible to cover this area
thoroughly here. To mention just a few elements, the following are important in
all forms of research:

• confidentiality

• anonymity

• relevant storage of information and data protection

• ensuring informed consent of research participants

• managing power relations

• ensuring research is robust – asking good questions and analysing data
properly.

In order to be conducted ethically, action research places some of the usual ethical
considerations in a new context. Power relations are a good example of this. In order
to ensure that the true democratic, collaborative and participatory nature of action
research is allowed, those leading or guiding the research process must ensure that
the research participants’ input and opinions are properly included. Failure to do so
could result in negative outcomes or alienation of some participants. 

By its very nature, action research promises positive change and requires the input
of the participants. The researchers therefore have an obligation to ensure that the
research leads somewhere and that the input of others is not ignored. 

Action research in an educational setting can interfere with the usual day-to-day
running of a school, classroom or learning activity, so the research must be
compatible with the overall aim of the school, classroom or activity.

Action research: making a difference in education
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The appeal and challenge for practitioners

As a practitioner, being involved in research is important for many reasons, not
least because the more informed a person is the better they are able to do their
job. Action research has particular appeal for schools and practitioners because:

• it can be conducted by anyone (school leaders, teachers, teaching assistants,
school support staff, pupils, parents, carers)

• it is morally aligned with the remit of the teaching profession – as the teacher
does not have to become an objective researcher they can continue to be a
teacher and a researcher too

• it can help practitioners improve their own practice

• it can help practitioners understand their classroom and pupils’ needs better

• it can help practitioners understand their school’s development plans, theory
and policy better as well as make links between these and their own practice.

There are also challenges associated with action research which, although present
in all forms of research, are particularly problematic here. These include:

• ensuring objectivity, reliability and validity in the research – for example
problems can be caused by the close, collaborative relationship between the
researcher and researched, the sometimes unique and/or small-scale nature of
the research topic make studies impossible to replicate, and there can be a
perceived ‘unqualified’ status of practitioner researchers – any or all of these
can negatively impact on how the outside world regard the research project

• generalising from classroom or school-based action research projects is difficult
because of the uniqueness and small-scale nature of the studies.

These challenges are not insurmountable. As long as these issues are given due
consideration and steps are taken to manage them, it is possible to conduct and
report on good quality action research projects.

Sharing the outcomes

Sharing the outcomes from practitioner-based action research projects is a vitally
important part of the process.

Action research: what is it, who does it and why?
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The process of reflecting on the research project whilst
writing or preparing a presentation can improve the quality
of it by enabling the researcher to think about it, and
analyse it in a way that they might not have done already.

Inevitably the time and effort of
others will have been required and
the course of events in the school or classroom will have
been diverted by the action research project, however large
or small. The researcher is thereby ethically obliged to, at
the very least, share the results and learning with those
who contributed.

Sharing research experiences and outcomes can provide
valuable lessons to others in similar circumstances or facing
similar problems. Because action research starts from the
premise of changing something for the better, if it is
successful, even in a small way, it must be a good idea to
share this learning with others. It is also important to
share work even if results are inconclusive or negative –
again others can learn from this, avoiding the same mistakes.

Action research can be a powerful tool for linking and
bonding together the often separate camps of
teachers/practitioners in schools (the chalk face) and

academic study of education (the ivory tower). Simplistic
criticisms of both would have them operating in
different worlds and regarding each other with
caution and distance. 

Sharing research outcomes and
experiences could aid and extend

practitioners’ professional
accountability, self-confidence

and professional development.

Others can
learn from whathas been done

It is good for
practitioners’
professional
development

It is ethically

right

It helps to create a
greater link between
practitioners, schools

and the academic

study of education,

improving them all

xii www.pre-online.co.uk
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It will improve
the quality of
the research



Conclusion

Action research combines investigation and action with the overall aim of
improvement. It is ideally suited to school or practitioner based research because:

• it allows the researcher to continue with their main role, being an educational
professional

• it allows detailed investigations into social situations, relationships, problems
and contexts

• anyone can do it.

Used within a school or classroom setting, it can be an accessible and effective
way of investigating educational issues, gaining a greater understanding of
classroom behaviour and a means of professional development for practitioners.
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Why should teachers use and engage
in research activity? With all the
workforce pressures on teachers, is
such involvement an indulgence they
can ill-afford? In fact there is an
increasing body of literature and
school practice that indicates quite the
contrary. Rather than being an effete
activity that diverts energies from the
school’s core business, school-based
enquiry and research are now being
seen to make an important
contribution to self-evaluation,
improvement and the professional
learning of staff. Engagement with
research encourages practitioners to
question, explore and develop their
practice, making a significant
contribution to improved teaching and
learning. In fostering a school culture

where teachers examine and critique
their own practice, research activity
can be an important and integral
element of continuing professional
development (see Box 1). 

This chapter explores the powerful
contribution teacher enquiry can make
to professional learning. We illustrate
how this is particularly pertinent in the
context of the modern CPD agenda
and in relation to the latest DfES CPD
objectives. Then we look at the
relationship between the teacher
researcher and what good teachers do
anyway, arguing that developing
teachers as enquirers echoes the
aspirations we have for pupils’
learning. An account is given of the
work of Essex LEA’s Forum for Learning
and Research Enquiry (FLARE). We

1 Professional
development through
teacher enquiry

Graham Handscomb and John MacBeath argue the case for teachers to
engage in and make use of research. Drawing on their experiences as
consultants working in schools they show how the ‘research-engaged’ school
can make an important contribution to self-evaluation, improvement and the
professional learning of staff. Their chapter explores the powerful contribution
teacher enquiry can make to professional learning.

www.pre-online.co.uk  1



describe FLARE’s thinking on the
characteristics of ‘the research-engaged
school’, which has now been
developed into a national
investigation. Finally, we set out some
challenges and recommendations to be
addressed if teacher enquiry is to fulfil
its potential at the heart of CPD
practice within schools.

Box 1  Why engage in research?

Teachers researching their own
schools and classrooms have
found it:
• encourages practitioners to

question, explore and develop
their practice

• to be a highly satisfying and
energising professional activity

• has become an integral part of
continuing professional devel-
opment.

School-based research: its
time has come

Ever since the publication of the DfES’s
CPD Strategy for Professional
Development (DfES, 2001), with the
shift of focus to school-based CPD, the
emphasis has been on learning
together, learning from the best and
learning from what works
(Handscomb, 2002/3). This has been
given further endorsement in the
recent statement about the DfES’s
commitment to building schools’

capacity for effective professional
development (Earley, 2003). The
modern professional development
agenda therefore has the following
features (Handscomb, 2002/3):

• tapping school expertise, not
importing it

• developing, seeking out and sharing
practice

• developing communities of practice
and enquiry within and beyond the
school

• LEAs and others to be part of this
partnership working.

There has been a similar shift
towards school-owned evaluation. The
spotlight is now on how the school
maintains and evaluates itself, and
how it develops a culture of ‘self-
inspection’ (Ferguson et al., 2000). This
has a number of implications. It has
led to concentrating on processes
within the school, with researchers’
attention being drawn much more to
‘internal characteristics of schools, to
departments and classrooms as the
focal point for what differentiates
success and failure’ (MacBeath and
McGlynn, 2002). While there is
evidence that schools are becoming
more confident, self-critical and skilled
in evaluation (MacBeath and Mortimer,
2000), this tends still to remain rooted
in an ‘inspection’ model, that is as an
event rather than as an ongoing
process, more audit than research and
more observance of protocol than
open-ended enquiry. 

Action research: making a difference in education
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The teacher as enquirer

This climate of school-focused
professional development and school
self-evaluation provides the conditions
in which teacher enquiry and research
can flourish and make a significant
contribution. Nevertheless, teacher
involvement in research is at best
patchy, with many, perhaps even a
majority, remaining to be persuaded of
its value. Many teachers who regularly
reflect on their practice are not
conscious of formally engaging in
activity that is labelled research. Some
teachers do undertake specific research
projects, such as through the DfES’s
Best Practice Research Scholarships
(soon to come to an end), or via
accredited programmes. 

For the majority of teachers,
however, the notion of being a teacher
researcher is unhelpful and may be
offputting. A more useful term, which
indicates the skills that are part of
good teaching, is the teacher as
enquirer – that is, keen to reflect upon
and critique his or her own practice.
Such teachers make good use of
research and evidence to stimulate new
ways of thinking, trying out new ideas
and then systematically evaluating the
impact of any subsequent change in
practice (Essex County Council, 2002).

Systematic enquiry made
public

In the debate within the British
educational research community there

has been much questioning about
whether school-based enquiry counts
as ‘research’, and whether it has value.
Teachers have long been involved in
examining their practice in order to
make further improvements, but when
may such activity be described as
‘research’? What is the relationship
between large-scale research conducted
by a university department and a piece
of evidence-informed practice carried
out by a teacher within her classroom?
And how is such evidence-informed
practice different from what good
teachers do anyway in refining and
honing their craft in day-to-day lesson
preparation and evaluation?

One view is that evidence-informed
practice typically involves the
individual teacher reflecting on her
own classroom practice, and sharing
this with colleagues in a climate that

Professional development through teacher enquiry
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promotes challenging discourse. In
contrast, ‘research’ tends to be seen as
involving larger-scale, more systematic
enquiry. Another view is that these two
characterisations are not different in
kind, but rather two ends of a
continuum of practice in which
‘evidenced-informed practice’ merges
into ‘research’.

We find this a rather unproductive
debate, and we are uncomfortable with
too sharp a distinction between teacher
enquiry/reflection and research.
Accepting Stenhouse’s (1981)
definition of research as ‘systematic
enquiry, made public’ allows us to
encompass both the individual teacher
focusing on one feature of her craft, as
well as large-scale projects involving
many schools. The important common
element to both is an investigative
process undertaken with rigour and
concern for evidence, the results of
which are communicated to others.

Schools, teachers, pupils –
what’s in it for me?

So why should schools be interested in
conducting research? In a climate in
which teachers are working harder and
longer hours and in which schools find
themselves thinly stretched, what time
and motivation is left for carrying out
research? What’s in it for schools?

The answer is to be found in schools
and classrooms where teachers, singly
or collaboratively, have engaged in
some form of research and found it to
be a highly satisfying and energising

professional learning activity. For
teachers who have engaged in
researching their own school and
classrooms it has not only brought
new insights, new levels of
understanding and new challenges, but
has enhanced the quality of teaching
and learning at the same time
(Handscomb and MacBeath, 2003).

The term ‘research’ can have
unfortunate connotations – of white-
coated boffins in laboratories, and
unread impenetrable articles in esoteric
journals. The experience of teachers
working in schools that are committed
to research is in sharp contrast to this
stereotype. In these schools research
covers the widest gamut of activities,
rooted in the day-to-day life of the
classroom and the ongoing business of
the school and its relationships with its
community. Just as teachers encourage
their pupils to engage in enquiry,
systematically and with a developing
understanding of what constitutes
‘evidence’, so teachers observe the
same principles. It is about turning
intuitive and spontaneous judgements
into more systematic investigations, its
starting-point with the everyday
questions that teachers ask themselves.

• Why do children behave the way
they do?

• Why do some children seem unable
to learn?

• Why is my teaching sometimes
effective and at other times not?

• What would make for a happier,
more productive classroom?
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Research: critical to schools’
success!

A number of people are now strongly
advocating the holistic view that the
critical enquiring approach to learning
that we foster in children, needs also
to be reflected in the professional
growth of teachers. Wilkins (2001) sees
this as an imperative:

If a love of learning is to be
encouraged, then the school staff at
all levels will wish to demonstrate
and live out their own love of
learning, seeing themselves first
and foremost as learners,
suggesting a strong culture of
professional development. This
approach is consistent with the
concept of teaching as a research-
based profession.

Seeking answers to the kinds of
practitioner questions listed earlier has
always concerned teachers but never
before has it become so critical to a
school’s survival, growth and success.
The third millennium school is
required to be self-evaluating, open to
scrutiny, evidenced-based and data
rich. But as many commentators have
suggested, schools are at the same
time, often ‘information poor’ (Elliot
and Sammons, 2003). This is, in part,
because teachers feel little ownership
of data they are expected to use,
questioning both its value and validity.
It is none the less, high stakes,
requiring ‘delivery’ rather than
creation, ‘implementation’ rather than

enquiry. Being kept busy undermines
teachers’ confidence to convert what
they know or believe into a form that
provides robust counter-evidence. It
weakens their ability to speak with
conviction that is grounded in their
own professional context and
experience. The value of CPD that
fosters research engagement is that it
contains the potential for an ‘enquiry’
outlook, which empowers and re-
professionalises teachers. 

LEA promotion of enquiry
and research

It is important that schools’ capacity
and motivation for research
engagement is supported through
partnerships with key organisations.
The Government’s Best Practice
Research Scholarship initiative has
been discontinued just at the time
when evidence was indicating its
impact (Furlong, Salisbury and
Coombs, 2003). Many higher
education institutions have forged
productive relationships with schools,
and some have established research
networks of schools such as
CANTARNET, organised by Canterbury
Christchurch University (Durrant,
2003).

Some LEAs are also encouraging
schools to use research for school
improvement (Wilson et al., 2003).
Essex LEA established its Forum for
Learning and Research Enquiry
(FLARE) in January 2002. This mainly



comprises serving teachers and
headteachers and its remit includes:

• developing an Essex Research and
Development Strategy

• promoting the involvement of
teachers and other school colleagues
in using and conducting research

• promoting research activity that has
an impact on raising standards

• providing advice and guidance on
the use and dissemination of re-
search, and the commissioning of re-
search. 

FLARE has mapped research being
undertaken in Essex, providing
guidance on the nature of practitioner
research, and has run local and
regional conferences.

The research-engaged
school

One of FLARE’s most recent
developments is its work on the concept
of the ‘research-engaged school’. If a
school were engaged with research,
what would be its basic philosophy and
would its commitment be reflected in
the dimensions of school life? In its
publication, FLARE concludes:

The research-engaged school is one
in which teachers believe it is in
their interest, and in the interest of
their pupils, to be critical of received
wisdom, to be sceptical of easy
answers, to have a desire for
evidence and to foster ‘aggressive
curiosity’. It recognises that at every
level there is research of some kind

already ongoing, and finds ways of
supporting this endeavour and
making it more rigorous, transparent
and of value not only to the school
itself but to a wider constituency.
(Handscomb and MacBeath, 2003)

Building on what we know about
teachers as researchers and professional
enquirers, the Forum has explored the
features that might typically be found
in a school that is ‘research engaged’.
FLARE’s thinking is that in such a
school, research and enquiry is integral
to its approach to teaching and
learning. It is built into the school
culture, fostering research and enquiry
in collaborative groups within and
beyond the school. Above all, what
distinguishes a research-engaged school
is that such activity is at the very heart
of the school, pervading its outlook,
informing its systems and stimulating
learning at every level. 

FLARE took evidence from teachers
currently engaged in research, from
higher education institutions and
national organisations. Drawing on
these accounts a range of features were
identified and grouped under the
following broad headings.

• The research-engaged school has a
‘research-rich’ pedagogy

• The research-engaged school has a
research orientation 

• The research-engaged school
promotes research communities

• The research-engaged school puts re-
search at the heart of school policy
and practice.

Action research: making a difference in education
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In its publication on this work, FLARE
aimed to describe these dimensions in
concise assessable language, each
followed by a section headed
‘Implications for my school’
(Handscomb and MacBeath, 2003).
On the last dimension, the
‘implications’ took the form of a quick
‘health check’ set of questions by
which schools could make an initial
judgement about the relationship of
research to the key business of the
school (see Figure 1).

Partnership and collaborative
working are often key features of
schools seeking to be research engaged.
The support and expertise of higher
education can help to galvanise
development, and schools working in
partnership together can provide a
research community that produces
peer critique and helps to sustain a
momentum of research activity over
time. An example of such practice
within a primary school consortium is
given in Box 2.

Figure 1  Some ‘health check’ questions (see Handscomb and MacBeath, 2003)

Professional development through teacher enquiry
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Box 2  Example of research
engagement within schools
working in a Primary School
Consortium

Four small rural schools within a
Primary Schools Consortium
worked in partnership with the
University of Cambridge
Department for Education on a
school improvement research
initiative. The group of schools
had established themselves into a
consortium some time previously.
The success of the consortium was
reflected in the investment each
school made in terms of:
• consortium management – reg-

ular management meetings at-
tended by all headteachers;
robust consortium manage-
ment procedures

• development planning – all
schools committed to specific
actions to implement in the
consortium development plan

• finance – each school investing
£1 per pupil into the consor-
tium finances

• professional development –
common non-pupil days and
common weekly staff meetings
agreed across the consortium to
enable joint professional devel-
opment linked to the consor-
tium development plan.

This research project arose out of
several years’ experience of
working together for professional
development purposes, including

work with Cambridge University.
At consortium management
meetings the schools’
headteachers consider the
individual needs of schools and
identify areas for shared INSET
provision and school
improvement projects.

The project focused on school-
based enquiry. It was decided that
three non-pupil days involving all
40 teaching staff at the above
schools would be devoted to this
project, and two twilight sessions
per term for staff. An accreditation
outcome was the award of the
Cambridge Certificate of Further
Professional Study. Teachers would
pursue some school-based enquiry
using research methods to study
aspects of teaching and learning
linked to monitoring and
evaluation. Theoretical aspects of
teaching and learning and
monitoring and evaluation linked
to management (subject leader
roles) and school based enquiry
were introduced on the two non-
pupil days. Following practice in
research techniques – carrying out
interviews, questionnaires,
observations – each school chose
to focus on enquiries that were
relevant to their own school’s
development. These were:
• investigating how effective the

ICT suite is in supporting chil-
dren’s learning

• improving writing (linking writ-
ing to motor skills at key stage 1

Action research: making a difference in education
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and strategies to improve
spelling at key stage 2

• investigating ways to improve
children’s ability to read and
write for information

• investigating the development
of listening skills

• developing thinking skills. 
While each school pursued its
own lines of enquiry, it used
schools in the consortium to help
with planning and test out ideas
and development. Assistance from
the university staff with theory
and research methodology
enabled some rigour to be applied
to the investigations.

The project involved staff from
all schools engaging in research-
based improvement. Originally, a
range of staff from each school
participated; however, as the
popularity of the project grew,
many more took part and, in some
schools, all the staff, including
support staff, conducted a research
project. This meant that there was
a critical mass of research
development in each school. 

Children and staff in each
school have benefited from the
research and progress has been
made in the development of our
schools as learning communities.
It is hoped that further
developments will occur between
schools so that the learning
community is extended within the
consortium. The LEA has worked
actively with the consortium to

facilitate opportunities to
disseminate outcomes within
Essex and at national conferences.
It is currently supporting the
schools in further research activity,
including a national project on
integrated service provision for
children linked to the Children
Act 2004.

This initial work of FLARE has now
been taken up by the launch of a
national project, ‘Investigating the
Research-engaged School’. The project
sponsors are the National Foundation
for Educational Research (NFER), the
Local Government Association (LGA),
the National College for School
Leadership (NCSL), the General
Teaching Council (GTC) and
participating LEAs. The five LEAs
involved are Birmingham, Essex,
Hertfordshire, Oldham and West
Sussex. The project began in July 2003
and will run until June 2005 and has
four main aims, to:

1. contribute to and document the
development of the research-
engaged school

2. investigate the stages, features,
benefits and limitations of the
concept of the research-engaged
school

3. provide practical guidance to other
LEAs and schools wishing to work
in this way

4. consider whether and how the model
adopted for this project could be used
by other schools in the future.

Professional development through teacher enquiry
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Future challenges

Despite the tremendous potential of
research to empower teachers’ thinking
and practice, and enable meaningful
integration of self-evaluation into the
day-to-day work of school and
classroom, the research-engaged school
remains relatively rare. The cause
clearly needs championing. The
support of big national players such as
the NFER, LGA, NCSL and the GTC of
the ‘Investigating the Research-engaged
School’ initiative, is very much
welcomed. However, for research
engagement to become widespread and
the norm in our schools, there will also
need to be significantly increased
political sponsorship at national and
local level, together with less grudging
advocacy from the world of
educational research itself.

In his inaugural presidential address
to the British Educational Research
Association (BERA), John Furlong took
issue with the unhelpful polarisation of
academic research and practitioner
research, arguing for a recognition of
both (Furlong, Salisbury and Coombs,
2003). Further progress along these
lines will require a fundamental re-
appraisal of how we develop
institutional and individual research
capacity, followed by systemic action.
The National Educational Research
Forum did some important work on
this through its Building Research
Capacity subgroup (NERF, 2001). Its
recommendations included:

• hard-and-fast distinctions between
researchers and research users
should be replaced by greater
fluidity with regard to career and
role boundaries

• more research should be undertaken
in partnership between policy
makers and/or practitioners and
professional researchers, and it
should be funded on this basis

• collaboration between schools, col-
leges, higher education institutions
and other stakeholders at local and
regional level should be facilitated.

NERF thus called for an overhaul of
how research is prioritised,
commissioned and funded, and for any
national overview of research to be
paralleled by, and linked to, similar
strategic work at regional and local
level. Clearly there are implications
here not only for central government,
but also, for example, NCSL regional
centres and LEAs.

If research engagement is to involve
more than the isolated activity of the
occasional school enthusiast, then
educational policy makers and school
leaders need to be bolder about its
benefits and more forthright about
expectations. Again, the NERF
recommendations signal one possible
way (NERF, 2001):

• all teachers should have an
entitlement to research training in
order to develop their role as critical
users of research
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• other stakeholders (e.g. parents)
should be able to access the research
skills they feel they need (e.g. skills
in using a research evidence
database)

• all schools and colleges should have
an entitlement and, perhaps, a re-
sponsibility to participate in a rele-
vant research partnership for
appropriate periods. 

There are some significant challenges
here for CPD and for teacher skill
development. Evidence suggests that
teachers can be reluctant to start
‘unlearning’ previous approaches or to
experiment with new ideas and
practices. Updating routine knowledge
and skills can seem to make things
worse before they get better
(Cordingley et al., 2003). So for teacher
enquiry and research to flourish, there
is a real need for CPD managers to
foster a climate that encourages risk-
taking and gives assurance that
teachers and pupils will gain more
than they lose from the process.

The case for teacher enquiry and the
benefits of research engagement for
professional learning is
overwhelmingly strong. It now remains
for there to be the will at national and
local level, in the higher education
research community and among school
leaders and staff to make these gains
both embedded and widespread.
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2 Benefits of a forest
school experience for
very young children

What are the benefits of working outside the traditional classroom? 
Sam Massey reports on the forest school initiative, which originated in
Scandinavia and has been rapidly developing in England and Wales in recent
years. She argues that outside learning stimulates the imagination and brings
subjects to life in a real context so that children’s senses are stimulated and
firm foundations for further learning are built.

In recent years, early years settings
have been bombarded with new
initiatives designed to raise standards.
With the emergence of the ‘foundation
stage’, the most current document sent
out to early years settings is the
Foundation Guidance (DfEE, 2000) (see
also DfEE, 1997 and DfEE, 1999). Since
the 1960s there has been a call for
better quality in the foundation stage,
with a number of major reports such as
the Rumbold Report (Rumbold Report,
1990), the ‘Start Right’ Report (Ball,
1994), and that of the House of
Commons Select Committee (HoC,
1994). All have influenced the way we
perceive early years education today
and the positive attention it is now
receiving. Alongside this is a growing
amount of research that suggests the
importance of a high-quality early

years education. Andersson (1994)
highlights its significance and its long-
term effects on children’s learning,
leading to gains in educational
achievement, better social behaviour
and a more productive citizenship.

The ‘forest school’ initiative
originated in Scandinavia and has been
rapidly developing in England and
Wales over the past four years. One of
the reasons for this enthusiasm is that
forest schools have the same basic
underlying principles adopted from the
Scandinavian model. A qualified forest
school leader devises a programme of
learning that is based on the children’s
interests and allows the children to
build on skills from week to week, at
their own pace. A safe, woodland
environment is provided for the
children to explore, embedded in
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routine that is established early within
the programme. 

What makes the forest school
unique is its emphasis on learning
outside of the traditional classroom,
and having the freedom to explore the
ever-changing environment, to take
risks and ‘assess risk for themselves’
(Lindon, 1999, p. 11). Weaver (1998)
suggests: ‘The children learn informally
about nature through being out in the
woods’ (p. 14). For some, like parents
in Denmark (cited by Weaver) being
outside seems more natural than the
classroom and ‘touches something
deep’ within the children. Gooding
argues that all aspects of the
curriculum can be taught outside,
stimulating the imagination and
bringing subjects to life in a real
context – indeed, in such a way as to
stimulate all their senses and building
firm foundations for further learning. 

It would seem that a fundamental
difference between a forest school
approach and many traditional
outdoor education approaches would
be their starting-point. Outdoor
education often starts with an issue,
agenda or problem for the children to
investigate. Forest school is led by the
child’s interests, within a loose skills
framework with supportive
intervention by qualified leaders. This
view is expressed further by Grenier
(1999, p. 12): ‘we follow what the
children point out first, and set
challenges.’

The forest school initiative in
Worcestershire has been established for

four years and, as part of its
continuous evaluation and
development, this small-scale
longitudinal research project was
devised to discover any possible
benefits of a forest school programme.
The study spans an academic year and
follows a small group of eight children,
aged three to four, who attend an
independent day nursery. The aims of
the study were:

• to ascertain the views of the
children, parents and practitioners
regarding what they feel about the
forest school experience and what
they are gaining from their
participation

• to ascertain if forest school provides
skills and confidence for a child’s
lifelong learning

• to provide an insight into the types
of learning experiences being
offered and whether these underpin
the early years principles laid out in
the foundation stage guidance

• generate ideas regarding dilemmas
and tensions that may arise from the
research that will inform the forest
school coordinator and the LEA for
its future development.

The methodology

The focus of the research was to gather
views from those people directly
concerned with the forest school
experience. It was therefore necessary
to identify a sample from that
population. When devising a sample,



Cohen et al. (2000) suggested
researchers consider four key factors,
including the sample size, the
representativeness and parameters of
the sample, access to the sample and
the strategy to be used. The size of the
sample, though small, was chosen
because it was easily accessible, had no
previous forest school experience and
represented the immediate population
affected in the study. It was an
important consideration for the study
that the children were experiencing
visiting forest school for the first time
in order to capture some of the
elements of a forest school experience
through their eyes. It was felt that this
sample gave a true representation of
views and reflected the qualitative data
collected. In such a ‘qualitative
naturalistic’ (Cohen et al., 2000, p. 23)
approach, the views of the participants
need to be taken into account. The
data for this longitudinal study was
collected regularly by the researcher
and in collaboration with the forest
school leader and nursery staff over
nine months in order to represent a
true picture of possible benefits. The
study took the form of a participatory
case study, with the methodology
reflecting the ethnographic nature of
the research. 

It was felt that a questionnaire for
parents would ascertain their views
regarding the possible benefits for their
children, as well as an opportunity to
establish the previous outdoor
experience of the children, ‘testing the
waters’ to see if there were any

tensions and dilemmas before the
study began. The questionnaire was
structured with open and closed
questions in an attempt to encourage
the parents to express themselves on a
range of issues. 

The interviews were used in
conjunction with other research
methods, and as the study is
essentially ‘real life research’ (Robson,
1996, p. 2), the interviews were
informal during the children’s weekly
visits to forest school, often without a
script, and intended to put
participants at their ease. This study
utilised unstructured interviews that
allowed more flexible, open-ended
questions to ‘go further’ by
introducing a theme and allowing the
respondents to develop their own
ideas. Scott and Usher (1999) remind
us of the complex relationship
between researcher and interviewee,

Child S enjoyed making shelters and
would often enlist the aid of one of the
other children

Benefits of a forest school experience for very young children
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emphasising that the points of self-
presentation and personal
involvement need to be addressed
before the interview for it to be
successful. This was a big
consideration throughout the study to
ensure the views of everyone
concerned were reflected appropriately.

As well as video and photographic
data, observations were also collected
in an anecdotal log during and after
the researchers’ visit; these included
comments from the children and staff
and general observations made of the
children regarding their overall
development. Such observations are
referred to by Bryman (2001) as ‘non-
participant, unstructured observations’
(p. 163) and by Denscomb (1998) as
‘participation by observation’ (p. 150),
as it was essential to maintain the
naturalness for the children and to
record in as much detail as possible the
value of their experiences. Through
recording field notes in an anecdotal
log the research attempts to validate
the qualitative data collected and cross
check information from other
strategies presented in the analysis.
Observations were also made using the
‘involvement’ model presented in the
‘Effective Early Learning Project’
(Pascal and Bertrum, 1997) to highlight
possible areas of strength and those to
be developed. 

The anecdotal log with the
interviews attempts to see and record
the phenomena with those involved.
Denscombe (1998) and Gilbert (1993,
p. 156) have argued that reliability is

‘open to doubt’ (p. 156 and p. 164), as
the researcher is dependent on field
notes for data, collected after
observations and based on
recollections. However, Denscombe
(1998) has argued that much research
undertaken this way is not meant to be
representative and it is therefore
inappropriate to apply any criteria for
reliability. Though it is important to
reflect on the limitations of this
method, it was felt that the advantages
outweigh the disadvantages. Insights
had been gained into the possible
benefits for children’s development
and the views of everyone were equally
represented. 

I had a unique opportunity to
observe the children’s developing love
of the woodland and to watch as their
confidence grows, though many ethical
concerns can be anticipated when
collecting data though photos, video
footage and observations. Burgess
(1989) highlights potential problems,
such as the difficulty of anonymity, in
this kind of study. Participants may
feel uneasy, as in such a small study
key individuals may be identified to
the wider audience outside of the
study, and since the majority of
participants in this study were
children, we need to consider their
rights. Indeed Hornsby-Smith, cited in
Gilbert (1993), highlights the problems
of ‘differential power’ (p. 62), where
the most vulnerable and weak groups
in society without the means to defend
themselves are open to exploitation by
researchers. He argues that individual



Method Participants Sample size

Questionnaires at the
beginning and end of the
research time

Parents 8 (6 to completion)

Informal interviews and
anecdotal log 

Practitioners
Parents
Forest school leader 
Children

2
8 (6 to completion)
1
8 (6 to completion)

Camcorder recorded
observations

Children 8 (6 to completion)

Involvement in timed
observations

Children 8 (6 to completion)

Photographs Taken by children
Taken by staff
Taken by forest school

coordinator 

8 (6 to completion)
2
1

Table 1 Methodologies used during the research

Benefits of a forest school experience for very young children

researchers must take responsibility for
the strategies used and ensure ethical
guidelines of anonymity and
confidentiality are followed, quoting
the Statement of Ethical Practice (1991)
(Gilbert, 1993): ‘as far as possible
sociological research should be based
on the freely given informed consent
of those studied’ (p. 63). For this
research, the children’s and their
parents’ consent was given at the
outset and anonymity has been
respected. I felt that the children’s
views were essential for the study,
though not to the detriment of their
fundamental rights.

Table 1 summarises the different
methodologies used.

Exploring the benefits of a
forest school experience

Personal and social development 

All the children were observed as
having confidence and independence
with the activities in the woodland and
in the care of the natural environment,
providing them with a sense of success
and raised self-esteem. The children
were seen to develop relationships with
others and to form new friendships
with peers and adults. This has ensured
that towards the end of their
programme the children had begun to
work as a group, considering the needs
of others, as well as individually.
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Practitioners reflected that the children,
while in the woodland, had gained in
confidence in adapting to new
situations and in trying new
experiences. This also impacted on
their ability to choose activities
independently, and their confidence in
self-initiating tasks was seen to develop
dramatically.

Child S enjoyed making shelters and
would often enlist the aid of one of the
other children by saying ‘Oh! This one
is heavy, can you help me?’ The other
children keen to help would all hold
on to the large log and help to move it
into position. They had acquired more
skill in making and keeping friends,
the art of consideration and
compromise, e.g. saying ‘Can I help
you?’ instead of ‘that’s mine’. Though
these changes may be maturational,
their experiences gave them ‘real’
opportunities for practising these
elementary life-skills. ‘Low self-
confidence or self-esteem is one of the
most critical controlling elements of a
child’s ability to learn and behave
appropriately and thus to achieve
his/her potential’ (Margerison, 1996, p.
176).

It would seem that by taking the
time to allow children to develop good
self-esteem and develop a good self-
image, in a climate of small achievable
steps, forest school can contribute to
and enrich the quality of the children’s
overall educational experiences. 

Communication and language
development 

By starting with and incorporating
children’s interests, forest school
provides different starting-points and
appropriate content for individual
children. Through interacting with
peers regarding special interests the
children became motivated to use real
language in real contexts, ensuring
that language was meaningful.

The children’s questions changed
over time, becoming more specific. In
term 1, child A would repeat ‘look at
this!’ In term 2, his questions were
more specific: ‘Where do they live?
What do they eat?’ In term 3, he was
beginning to transfer information and
relate it to new experiences: ‘Are they
like badgers?’, correctly inferring that
foxes hunt at night. Dowling (2000)
suggests that ‘in order for children to
make true progress in learning they
need to make sense of new
information by using what they know
already and modifying, updating and
rethinking their ideas in the light of
new knowledge’ (p. 80).

Opportunities were observed where
the children spontaneously worked
alone, in pairs and as part of a larger
group in collaborative projects. These
opportunities enabled them to use
familiar language regularly, to revisit
new concepts and to extend
vocabulary beyond the classroom in a
real context. This context did not
include the traditional teaching of
reading and writing, though some of

Action research: making a difference in education
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the children often used large sticks to
make marks in the mud and soil.
Rather it provided ‘relevance’ for the
children, a reason for language and
one that they took back with them to
inspire them in their own setting. 

Lifelong learning

Through a balance of supported and
self-initiated activities the children
were encouraged to stretch beyond the
usual boundaries set by the classroom
and eventually to take risks safely by
learning to assess the risks of activities
independently. This was seen to aid
their decision processes and their
problem-solving abilities. This freedom
without a fixed agenda ensured that
the six key thinking and learning skills
of enquiry, hypothesis, information
processing, decision making,
communication and vocabulary, and
review and evaluation (Worcestershire
LEA, 2002) were experienced regularly. 

The children were observed
splashing in the mud on a rainy day.
Such a seemingly simple and enjoyable
experience led to conversations about
where the puddle had come from and
where it goes. The puddle became a
firm favourite with children, building
on their knowledge each week as it
changed. Their confidence in
attempting splashes grew alongside
this, particularly for Child B who did
not enjoy the muddiness of the puddle
initially. In time she began to enjoy it,
being seen to sit and roll in it
enthusiastically, and experiencing for
the first time the freedom of getting

dirty. This opened up further
opportunities for her as she became
more confident to touch and
experience more and more of the
woodland. 

Risk-taking at forest school 

Risk-taking in a forest school
environment can be defined as
pushing the boundaries of your
learning, trying something new and
moving out of your comfort zone. In
fact it would seem to be an
environment that encourages the
confidence to make a mistake or to fail,
in the knowledge that you have the
time to try again, as well as the time to
reflect and make changes or improve
your original attempt.

During term 2, the children were
introduced to ropes, which they
delighted in tying to stumps they had
driven into the ground. They found
tying knots very difficult, but they
persevered often for long periods in an
attempt to get the effect they wished. 

Providing a safe risk-taking
environment

Forest school leaders tackle the issue of
safety by carefully explaining how to
avoid accidents,  teaching the children
and adults how to use tools correctly
and by giving the children lots of
opportunities to practise activities
safely, to have the confidence to ‘have
a go’ and ask for help when it’s
needed. 

Benefits of a forest school experience for very young children
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The forest school programme is
individual to each child and each
setting, as it offers a relevant
curriculum that begins with and builds
on children’s own interests and
previous experience. It could be argued
that quality teaching and learning in
the classroom also address these
fundamental considerations. However,
Lindon (1999, p. 10) takes the view
that: ‘a well-intentioned focus on
keeping children as safe as possible has
shifted towards looking for anything
and everything that can go wrong.’ 

I feel that a forest school experience
can go further than the experiences
offered in a classroom, as it fills the
gap made in our society by an ever-
increasing ‘safety first’ culture. Many
children today do not play outside and
are no longer encouraged to do this or
take risks, as in previous generations,
because of the fear of abduction, blame
and legal action. Could this result in a
generation of children never having
had the experience of playing outside
independently, exploring safely and
problem-solving without an adult’s
supervision or intervention? Lindon
(1999, p. 10) warns that by becoming
too preoccupied with safety we could
also ‘risk losing sight of what children
need to learn through their early
years’.

While watching their children
explore the woodland, the parents
expressed their wonder at the level of
independence and confidence their
children were showing. All of them felt
it would change the nature of their

trips out with them in the future: they
would encourage more freedom,
perhaps out of sight in a secure
environment, leave the busy paths and
let their children lead the way,
allowing them to follow their interests.

A forest school experience manages
the positive elements needed for risk-
taking:

• supportive adults who don’t
intervene too early

• encouraging children to make
choices

• practitioners making risks apparent
to children 

• opportunities to keep themselves
and others safe within acceptable
boundaries

• encouraging children to assess their
own risks 

• encouraging parents to participate
in activities

• providing small achievable tasks

• understanding and matching the ap-
propriate skills to the child’s ability.

Transferring skills and
knowledge

When considering the benefits to
children’s learning, for these
experiences to be seen as valuable to
educators, we must also consider the
extent to which forest school
experiences have been integrated into
children’s school-based learning and
development. Through the



photographs, children’s comments and
those made by parents and
practitioners these experiences provide
the children with a broad range of
transferable experiences, with high
involvement that successfully underpin
the principles for early years education
stated in the curriculum guidance for
the foundation stage. Through these
positive comments it would seem that
they have valued the experience for
the insights into the children’s
strengths, learning styles and overall
development that would usually be
impossible for them to obtain in the
classroom. 

Child T was seen to have far more
confidence at forest school than in the
classroom setting. The staff observed
his developing relationships with the
children and his developing confidence
to speak. They also observed that with
time and by providing opportunities
within the classroom setting this
confidence was transferred. 

It would seem that their experiences
have prompted conversations at
another level, helping to give staff
confidence, to see different approaches
to teaching and supporting activities
that can be transferred to the
classroom, as well as the staff’s
determination to continue forest
school, benefiting more children in the
future.

It could be argued that a forest
school approach allows learning to
become creative, active and personal to
the child, and by ensuring the
activities interest and involve them,
the children will be disposed to learn.

Indeed, Fisher (1996) argues that
children have a ‘readiness’ to learn
from birth if the environment and
learning is adapted to meet their
intellectual needs: ‘A child is ready to
learn when his or her cognitive
disposition and what is being taught
are matched’ (p. 5).

Smart (2001) explains that these
regular weekly visits by the children
enhance their innate motivation and
positive attitude to learning. Forest
school values the development of
children’s independence, self-
confidence, and the growth of self-
esteem. These values are encouraged
throughout the activities. Smart
describes it as ‘mastery of small
achievable tasks’. Smart (2001, p. 11)
concludes that: ‘The concept of forest
school is an extension of what every
good early years setting tries to do
through outdoor play.’ 

Transition to a forest
school environment

It became apparent while editing video
footage collected over the year in order
to reflect forest school through the
children’s eyes that a process was
emerging similar to that explained by
Van Gennep’s (1996) conceptual model
as a rite-of-passage. At the beginning of
the process, there is the ‘preparation or
separation’ of the child from their
familiar settings and environment and
introducing them to the new staff, to
waterproof clothing, the minibus and
simple games they will play in the
woodland. This stage could take a few
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weeks, until the staff feel the children
are confident to go into the woodland. 

Once they attended forest school, a
‘transition’ stage emerged. The
children lacked confidence at the
beginning to move away from the
adults, but once they had done so,
they began to ask lots of questions and
explored ‘feverishly’, moving quickly
from one new find to another, and
excitedly telling adults of their finds:
‘Look what I have found! It’s a hole for
a mole!’ (Child L, autumn term). It is
at this time that simple rules and
routines are followed for the children’s
safety, e.g. dragging a stick behind you
and ‘listening time’ around the camp-
fire each week. It is important that the
adults get to know the children and
find out as much as they can about
their learning styles and children’s
interests as this will form the basis for
future work with the children. This
stage was seen to vary with the child: it
may take weeks or months for the
children to feel comfortable with their
new environment.

Child A became very interested in
mini-beasts, and the adults built upon
his interests and included them in the
programme, giving him limitless time
each week to explore and find new
ones. He naturally extended this to
include classification, so that as he
found more he could compare. This
lasted for several weeks and the staff
followed him when his interest
changed to badgers! 

Once the children were confident to
move through the woodland and it

became more familiar to them, their
questions, the rate of questioning and
observations changed. They became
calmer and more careful, though still
excited and motivated. They began to
notice changes and ask specific rather
than general questions about their
environment. This could be seen as the
‘incorporation or consolidation’ stage
as the children began to use their new
skills independently:

We followed a trail down to forest
school today. We had to go a
different way because the badgers
are having babies. Sue made some
arrows out of sticks for us to follow.
There are some new swings and a
rope ladder. On the way back we
made some arrows for Sue to follow. 
(children’s weekly log, 28
February 2003) 

The role of the practitioner
and other adults

Bruce (1987) has argued that play is one
of the most important settings for the
encouragement of potential learning.
Play involves children directing and
initiating situations themselves, with a
varying degree of intervention or
support from adults as ‘sensitive
coordinators’ (p. 48). Depending on the
context, the adults’ role can increase
child involvement levels and positively
affect potential development. Through
their comments practitioners saw their
role as very varied, including ensuring a
safe environment, allowing the children
choice of equipment such as ropes,



trowels and buckets, and observing and
valuing their self-initiated learning.
They felt that by questioning, suggesting
and providing props they could extend
children’s self-initiated play. 

Dowling describes self-initiated play
as spontaneous, where the practitioner
can choose to be involved by playing
alongside and offering a reassuring
presence. Such an important aspect
needs to be adopted by all adults who
work with the children at the forest
school site if it is to be a successful
element for children’s potential
learning. With an appropriate
induction programme for parents and
carers, a consistent approach can be
adopted where play is accepted as
sometimes purely imaginative and
where attempts to ‘teach concepts’
may be seen by the children as
intrusive and counter-productive: ‘The
adult needs to be aware of the
potential for learning in children’s
play, but this is a different matter from
predetermining the play’ (Dowling,
1992, p. 63).

A summary of potential
benefits of forest school 

• The forest school programme
evolves from the needs of the child
and includes the child’s interests.

• Children develop good self-esteem
in a climate of small achievable
steps.

• The programme provides a real
context for language.

• The programme provides the
practitioner with an alternative view
of the child and further insights
into a child’s particular
development.

• The programme is beneficial to a
child’s all-round development,
particularly in the areas of personal,
social and emotional development,
and language and communication.

• The programme underpins the
principles laid down in the
foundation stage guidelines.

• The experience has been very well
received by all those involved in it.

• The programme provides
opportunities for the children to
take risks, solve problems and
employ thinking skills.

• The forest school experience com-
plements learning in the classroom
and can be transferred.

Implications for settings
establishing a forest school

• The children adapt to their new
environment in distinct stages.

• The adult’s role changes as the
children become more confident.

• Parents would like support in
maintaining the ethos at home.

• Perhaps there is a need to look
further at the induction process,
making it longer to ensure all staff
and parents are involved and the
needs of the children are met.
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Conclusion

The study has generated a range of
information for the children,
practitioners, governors and the LEA
regarding children’s overall
development and learning through a
forest school experience. This may
contribute towards the long-term aim
in Worcestershire that by 2013 all
children in primary education will
have access to a forest school provision
(Dowling, 2000; Forest School, 2003;
Bridgwater College, 2001). 
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Weblinks

www.foresteducation.org/forest
_schools.php
The Forest Education Initiative
provides learning resources about trees,
forests and forest products. The section
on forest schools explains what they
are, and what happens at them. A
history of forest schools is given.
Guidance is given on how to set up a
school and how to become a school
leader.
www.bridgwater.ac.uk/forestschool
Bridgwater College has been running a
forest school since 1994, the first of its
kind in the UK. There is information
on using the school with pupils in the
early years, with special needs pupils,
and with community groups. Details
are given on training as a forest school
leader.
www.bishopswoodcentre.org.uk
Bishops Wood Centre have recently
come to the end of a pilot year where
320 foundation stage children have
experienced a forest school. They are
continuing to offer forest school
sessions to foundation stage children at
Bishops Wood as well as offering ‘taster
days’ to all ages.
www.northmoortrust.co.uk/home/
learning/education/forest_schools
The Northmoor Trust in South
Oxfordshire manages an estate, a
conservation farm and new woodland



dedicated to forestry research. The
website explains the work that the
Trust in partnership with the
Oxfordshire Education Service is
carrying out in three school-based pilot
projects.

Acknowledgements

Sam Massey would like to thank the
reviewers for their helpful comments
and to thank the staff at the Bishops
Wood Centre for their help.

For more information about forest
schools in Worcestershire, please
contact jdoyle@worcestershire.gov.uk

About the author

Sam Massey is Early Years Mentor at
Worcester LEA.

Contact details

Sam Massey
sammassey.mal@virgin.net

26 www.pre-online.co.uk

Action research: making a difference in education



3 Becoming a research-
engaged school
Using whiteboards and ICT

In 2003, a group of 15 schools began a journey towards becoming research
engaged, accompanied by local authority staff and researchers from the NFER.
In this chapter, Caroline Sharp shares some insights from the journey as well
as some of the findings of schools’ research.

From the beginning we knew that we
wanted schools to get some research
underway, but we also wanted to
discover what features of the school
were significant in supporting teachers
to conduct the research activity. So
there was a twofold approach which
involved reflecting on the research
being undertaken on the one hand,
whilst also looking at how this sat
within the school, and what helped or
hindered. It’s been a fascinating
journey which has brought some clear
illumination in some areas and has
raised tantalising questions and scope
for further investigation in others. 

The 15 schools chose a diverse range
of projects on different themes. These
included:

• evaluating the impact of new
initiatives (e.g. whiteboards)

• raising standards (especially
addressing underachievement)

• teaching and learning (e.g.
questioning, assessment, speaking
and listening)

• serving families (e.g. parental in-
volvement, newly arrived children).
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driven by a powerful vehicle



28 www.pre-online.co.uk

Action research: making a difference in education

The purpose of this chapter is to give a
brief outline of why schools wanted to
engage in research and to provide
some examples of their research on a
particular theme – in this case,
whiteboards and ICT. 

Why did schools want to
become research engaged?

We asked staff why they wanted their
school to engage in research. From
these conversations it was clear that
school leaders saw the potential of
research engagement to help their
school develop and move forward.
There was a sense that staff in these
schools felt fairly confident about their
ability to deliver the standards agenda,
but that now was the time to draw on
the expertise, experience and
motivation of staff to take forward the
things that really mattered to them. As
one primary headteacher said:

We were feeling that we needed to
change things if we were to retain
our motivation. We were conscious
of the fact that children and staff
had got bogged down in
prescription. We perceived that
becoming a research-engaged school
would offer advantages to
individuals and to the school – that
has proved to be the case.

For teachers and support staff, the
initiative offered opportunities to gain
new skills and to reflect on some of the
issues facing them and their school. A
secondary teacher said: 

If you can become aware of what
you’re doing in a lesson, you start to
actively think ‘Could I do this differ-
ently?’ because you are consciously
looking for cause and effect. Encour-
aging teachers to become researchers
is going to have tremendous benefits
for the teaching profession.

Others recognised the potential of
research-engagement to contribute to
professional development for a group
of staff, as a primary headteacher said: 

We’ve been used to seeing CPD as
sending one person on a course and
getting them to filter it down... but
doing research with support from
professional researchers – that’s the
best form of professional
development you can get.

Research on whiteboards
and ICT

Three of our partner schools (two
primaries and a secondary) chose to
investigate the impact of interactive
whiteboards on teaching and learning.
The whiteboards had been introduced
with high hopes for improving
standards as well as involving pupils in
more active learning. Would they
deliver and were there any insights to
be gained about how best to use them?

Little Sutton Primary School is
a two-form entry school on the
north east edge of Birmingham.
There are 400 children on roll,
aged from four to eleven years. 
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Staff at Little Sutton had identified
children’s writing as an area for
development. Although the school was
achieving high standards, a comparison
of their results with those achieved by
similar schools showed a miss-match
between children’s attainment in
reading and writing, indicating that
standards in writing could be improved.
The school had already decided to
purchase 24 interactive whiteboards:
this presented an opportunity to
consider whether the whiteboards could
help to improve children’s writing.

The research team was headed by
Christina Siekierska and Emma Smyth.
At the beginning of the project,
Christina was deputy head with
responsibility for hardware purchases
and Emma was the school’s literacy
coordinator and an advanced skills
teacher. Together they set about
planning the research using the
school’s performance management
process. This included clearly stating
their target (or aims) for the research,
setting out a timetable and considering
the resources they would need
(including using some of Christina and
Emma’s non-contact time).

The team enlisted the help of two
class teachers (teaching years 2 and 6)
who were trained in using the
whiteboard. In order to find out
whether the whiteboard had
advantages over more ‘conventional’
teaching, the team decided to ask
teachers to teach the same lessons to
parallel classes: one class would be
taught with the whiteboard and the

other without. The team wanted to
include different viewpoints on the
same experiences and so decided to
gather information from observers
(Christina and Emma), teachers and
children. In a bid to make the study
manageable, they decided to focus on
six children in each class. They tried to
make sure that the two groups of
children had similar characteristics so
the results would not be unduly
influenced by differences between the
target groups. 

What impact did the whiteboards
have?

The research generated a wealth of
information from observation, interviews
and questionnaires. After comparing results
from the two groups of children, the main
conclusion was that using the whiteboards
had improved children’s motivation and
involvement. Teachers had positive views
about the potential of whiteboards to
improve their teaching. In particular, they
felt that the whiteboards enabled them to
share, model and support writing when
interacting with the whole class. They
found that the whiteboard technology
saved them time in preparing activities
because provided access to a resource bank
of materials. One year 2 teacher said: 

The interactive whiteboards have
made life a lot easier for me. I can
share many more resources with the
children and make them much more
interesting with the use of different
software and the internet.

Observers noted that the whiteboards
enabled lessons to be more interactive
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and varied in terms of presentation.
Children taught with the whiteboard
were much more likely to offer ideas
and answer questions. Behaviour was
better, as children were more easily
engaged. Evidence from children’s
comments suggested that their
attitudes to writing had become more
positive and their standards of writing
improved. One year 6 child said: ‘The
interactive white board helps because
you can see it at once and use the pen
to write and interact.’

The research also generated insights
into what made writing interesting for
children. Children enjoyed learning a
variety of techniques (such as the use
of flashbacks), recognised a link
between reading and writing, and
responded to their teacher’s
enthusiasm. As one year 2 child said:
‘When my teacher is reading she
always makes it sound exciting; then I
can put more expression in my
writing.’

Reflecting and moving forward

Those involved in the research at Little
Sutton felt that it had helped them to
become more thoughtful, leading to
insights and suggesting ways forward.
One year 6 teacher found the
children’s comments so helpful that
she decided to continue seeking the
learner’s perspective in future: ‘I will be
able to build children’s ideas into the
lessons and use them to guide
decisions, as I did this year as a result
of the questionnaires. It will focus my
target-setting more clearly.’

Christina recommended that the
school should purchase interactive
whiteboards for all classes. This
proposal was put to the school
governors, who considered the
research evidence and endorsed the
decision. The school also made a
commitment to a programme of CPD
and resource development. Ultimately,
they would like to achieve a School of
Excellence certificate in using
whiteboard technology. 

Although involvement in this
research project was time-consuming,
the school has decided that it was a
worthwhile investment. Emma said: 

We have conducted our action
research in a thorough manner and
the findings have provided us with
the next steps in our school
development plan. It has created
openings for further professional
development and enabled us to be
reflective about our practice.

Research activity will continue in the
school. There are plans to follow up
the work on writing by conducting
action research into two new areas,
namely adopting criteria for writing in
year 3 and using reading journals
written by pupils to inform children’s
writing in year 6. One of the priorities
for the current school development
plan is to provide regular non-contact
time for all teachers as part of the
remodelling agenda. Staff have decided
to use research to pilot and evaluate
alternative models of achieving this
objective. 



Becoming a research-engaged school: using whiteboards and ICT

www.pre-online.co.uk  31

Hammond Primary School is a
community nursery and primary
school in Hemel Hempstead,
Hertfordshire for children aged
from three to 11. It is a one-
form entry school with a
population of 212 children.
Anne Heywood, the deputy
head, developed the project
research question: ‘What impact
do interactive whiteboards have
in raising achievement in
writing?’. This question was
chosen as the school was
increasingly focusing on ICT
tools for developing writing and
wanted to evaluate their impact. 

Zoë Mathie was involved in the NFER
research programme from the
beginning, first as an assistant and
then as the project leader. She had
been teaching for nearly ten years,
three of which had been at Hammond.
She was a consultant teacher and a
leading teacher in her LA for literacy,
numeracy and ICT. 

Challenging findings

Zoë worked with three of her
colleagues in the school management
team. They gathered data about pupils’
opinions of interactive whiteboards
through questionnaires and interviews
conducted with years 1, 2, 3 and 4.
Much of the data demonstrated
positive responses by children to the

whiteboard. Here are some extracts
from their interviews:

It encourages you to learn because I
learn when something is exciting…
a plain board doesn’t encourage you
to do anything.
Year 4 boy

I really like it – I used to not really
understand, but with the interactive
whiteboard I learn more and it helps
me think better. 
Year 5 girl

I like going to the board myself
because then I sort of learn when I
am using the times tables and I am
clicking all these buttons I sort of
get something in my head.
Year 4 girl

Teachers thought lessons were ‘more var-
ied, hands on and appeal to kinaesthetic
learners’. They also felt that using the
whiteboards helped them to prepare
 lessons more thoroughly and enabled
them to make lessons more visually and
aurally stimulating.

But some of their research findings
held challenges for the plan to
introduce interactive whiteboards
throughout the school. A key finding
was that several children in each class
did not like working with the
interactive whiteboards as they found
they were ‘too busy looking at the
whiteboard and not learning’. They
therefore came up with guidance for
staff using whiteboards, including the
following. 



• Make sure that you select the
interactive whiteboard for the
correct purpose.

• Don’t make the presentations
too ‘izzy whizzy’ as it may be
confusing for some pupils, par-
ticularly those with autism.

• Ensure pupils are sitting com-
fortably and that they do not
have to angle their heads.

• To avoid headaches and eye-
strain, don’t use white as a
background colour – use
muted colours.

A voyage into the unknown

When this journey began, Zoë did not
know where it would take her or her
school. Towards the end of the project
Zoë reflected on her experience and
wrote:

There were, at times, doubts as to
whether there was enough time to fit
everything in. I am sure that these
are all thoughts that people have
when approaching something new. I
did feel that we were starting a
voyage into the unknown with very
few signposts to mark the way. This
can be very exciting, but at times
can also be frustrating and lead to
self doubt. 

Zoë recognised that being involved in
the NFER Research-Engaged Schools
programme had ‘been a struggle’. She
also thought that this was all the
more reason for Hammond Primary

School to try to put the research to
good use. 

Blue Coat Church of England
Secondary School is a
voluntary-aided Church of
England comprehensive school
for 11–18 year olds. There are
approximately 1300 students on
roll. The school has specialist
science status and is a Leading
Edge school. They used research
to explore the effectiveness of e-
learning to teach geography. In
doing so they worked with a
‘researcher in residence’.

The research team included Stephanie
Sinfield (head of geography) and
Michele Campbell (a PhD student from
Manchester University who had
worked with the school before on
other projects). Stephanie and Michele
were responsible for the coordination,
design, data collection and reporting of
the project. Dorothy Rank and
Caroline Wolfe (both Leading Edge
coordinators) acted as critical friends
and were the first port of call if
questions arose. Julie Hollis
(headteacher) and Brian Davenport
(deputy head) were the link to the
senior management team. 

Going digital

The main focus of their research
project was e-learning in key stage 3
geography. The department had
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recently acquired a new data projector
and an interactive smart board, which
provided a boost to their technological
resources. Stephanie said: ‘We wanted
to look at how we can use this
equipment to engage students.’

The research enquiry focused on
two groups of mixed ability students in
year 7. Both groups experienced a
lesson that centred on a study of
microclimates. One used the new
digital ICT resources (computers, data
projector and digital images) and the
other used more traditional methods
and resources. 

After the students had experienced
their lesson, the research team wanted
to find out how they felt about it and
what they had learned. In order to do
this they gathered both qualitative and
quantitative data. Students filled in a
questionnaire and were interviewed.
The researcher in residence observed
both lessons and collected
photographic and video recordings. 

To their surprise, the team found
that the two groups recalled the same
information about microclimates,
leading them to conclude that e-
learning had not had any noticeable
impact on learning outcomes. Despite
this, the qualitative data demonstrated
that the e-learning was well received.
Students said they enjoyed the e-
learning lesson and particularly
mentioned liking the opportunities for
independent learning. One said: ‘I
could go back and have a look if I
forgot something’ and another

commented: ‘I liked having a change –
the difference meant I learnt more’.
From this evidence the team surmised
that the main benefits of using e-
learning were improved student
motivation and enjoyment. Since
completing their research the school
has retained a strong commitment to
developing and using ICT resources.

A different model of research
engagement

Using an outside researcher gave the
team a chance to better understand the
different ways they could gather and
analyse the data they collected. Blue
Coat staff found their experience of
working with a researcher in residence
so successful they decided to employ a
researcher to work with them on a
different project and included this post
in a bid for additional funds. They
have also decided to offer bursaries to
staff who wish to take on a research
project.

Further information

This research and development
programme was funded by the NFER,
the Local Government Association, the
General Teaching Council (England),
the National College for School
Leadership, the five partner local
authorities (Birmingham, Essex,
Hertfordshire, Oldham and West
Sussex) and the schools themselves.

Full versions of these accounts can
be found in the book based on the
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research, Postcards from research-engaged
schools, edited by Caroline Sharp, Anna
Eames, Dawn Sanders and Kathryn
Tomlinson. It is available from the
NFER, priced £25.00. Call the
publications unit on 01753 637002 or
visit the online bookshop at
www.nfer.ac.uk/bookshop.

Weblinks

www.pre-online.co.uk/pre_research
_engaged.asp
Visit our website for more information
on becoming a research-engaged school.
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Caroline Sharp is a principal research
officer at the NFER. Her main research
interests are early years education
(particularly season of birth),
leadership, study support and arts and
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Introduction

The project took place in the context
of a large, highly successful, non-
selective sixth form college in the
south east of England. Moving into the
A2 of the psychology course, I felt that
it was important for students to take
greater responsibility for the material
that was covered than they would have
done for the AS. This serves as
important preparation for higher
education, where many planned to
head, some to do psychology degrees. 
I also wanted students to engage with
the subject matter more at a personal
level. The A2 course gives much more
weight to evaluating knowledge and
the application of knowledge, rather

than knowing about research per se, so
one way to help this process along was
for students to be more prepared,
coming to the lesson with prior
knowledge of research and thereby
being more equipped to handle the
analytical aspects of the course. The
objectives of the project were to:

• encourage more reading in an A2
psychology group

• encourage students to take more
responsibility for their own learning
of the material

• encourage ‘readiness’ for lessons
through advance-reading 

• increase students’ motivation on the
course.

4 Motivation techniques
for encouraging
reading at A level

How can we encourage students to read round their subjects at AS and A2
levels? At this level, many students are thinking of going on to university, and
David Godfrey believes that part of his role as their teacher is to help them
prepare for new ways of studying. David reports on his own action research
with a group of psychology students at his sixth form college – would a
rewards contract help?



How are rewards used to
motivate learners?

Motivational factors in learning are
sometimes cateogorised as intrinsic or
extrinsic, the former being learning out
of interest in the subject matter and the
latter being about learning for external
reward. Ryan et al. (1983) define
intrinsically interesting tasks as ones
‘that a person does not typically do to
get rewards’. However, this distinction
is not always easy to make in an
educational setting. It may well be that
an individual behaves in a certain
manner, without immediate rewards,
because he or she expects to receive
some kind of extrinsic reward in the
future, e.g. a good degree place or
higher-paid job. Both intrinsic and
extrinsic rewards can have an additive
effect on motivation (Wiersma, 1992).
The notion of performing an activity
without any immediate reward is also
commonly known as ‘delayed
gratification’. 

Rewards in a classroom serve a
number of purposes that are readily
explained by behaviourist psychology
(see Box 1).

Unfortunately though, rewards can
also serve to undermine the intrinsic
motivation to learn something new.
Some authors have pointed out the
danger of detracting from a student’s
intrinsic interest in a subject and
turning this into a seemingly
‘mercenary’ act. Lepper and Hoddell,
1989 (from Coolican, 2004, pp.106)
found rewards to be ‘undermining if

Box 1  Purposes of classroom
rewards

• Controlling behaviour in the
class so that learning can take
place. This might be particu-
larly useful in a disruptive
school atmosphere, where to-
kens can be used to reinforce
good behaviour and atten-
dance, and the tokens can be
cashed in for treats.

• Gradually shaping behaviour
in a way that builds from sim-
ple learning to more complex
tasks. Educational tasks often
involve this building up of
competencies, for example the
learning of paragraph struc-
ture and use of terminology
underlie the skills of good
essay writing.

• Initiating activity for a task
that may later become intrinsi-
cally motivating, thus elimi-
nating the need for rewards.

• Encouraging students to do
uninteresting tasks

• Recognising competence
• Giving as an extra, unantici-

pated consequence
(Slavin, 1994; Coolican, 2004,
pp.107)

children’s initial interest in a task is
high and the reward could easily be
interpreted as a bribe’.

Lepper et al., 1973 (Coolican, 2004,
pp. 106) describe a study in which

Action research: making a difference in education
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children who received rewards for
drawing began to spend less time than
those who received no rewards for the
same tasks. The children perhaps
realised that the ‘game’ merely
entailed doing the minimum in order
to be able to achieve the reward at the
end. There is even a well-cited
psychological concept of ‘cognitive
dissonance’ that may explain how
being rewarded for a task may lead to
the diminishment of perceived value
of the task.

Slavin, 1994 (from Coolican, 2004
pp.107) says that research has shown
that rewards work when they are:

• based on quality of performance
(not just any performance)

• seen as a recognition of competence

• used to reward tasks that are
uninteresting

• social rather than physical

• seen as an extra (unanticipated)
consequence

• seen as a ‘bootstrap’ – to initiate
learning or involvement in a task
that may then become intrinsically
motivating.

A recent protocol for a review of
research on motivational studies in
education (EPPI, May 2004) also points
out the need for more research in the
context of classrooms rather than
artificial laboratory conditions.

Contracts in learning

Elton (1988) suggested that intrinsic
motivation can be increased by
assessment strategies which:

• treat students as individuals

• expect students to show
individuality, originality and
creativity

• allow choices and preferences in
their learning

• allow students to negotiate the
means by which they are assessed.

Elton (1996) points to a possible
solution for the reconciliation of
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
through allowing students to negotiate
their own learning objectives and to be
assessed in terms of those objectives.
Thus, a form of contract can be drawn
up between the teacher and student in
which the targets and rewards can be
agreed. The benefits of behavioural
contracts are shown in Box 2.

Box 2 Benefits of behavioural
contracts

• The teacher and students have
a shared goal.

• Clear and positive outcomes
are created.

• The students do not have to
guess the rules.

• The students have clear under-
standing about what they have
to do.
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• Contracts make it clear to stu-
dents how they can receive
positive attention. 

• Contracts help to create a
shared and safe learning expe-
rience. 

• Contracts create something
neutral in times of conflict. 

• Contracts give a sense of fair-
ness and justice. 

(Source: Newell and Jeffrey, 2002)

Conducting the research

A mixed gender group of 19 psychology
students took part. They had a wide
range of abilities, with GCSE average
grade scores ranging from 4.3 to 7.5.
The first impressions I recorded of the
group were generally very good: a
‘sparky’ group of individuals but very
good natured, writing in my diary at
the time, ‘there’s a good, positive
atmosphere in this class – they may be
highly motivated already’. 

Creating the contract

Consistent with research on
performance anxiety and its deleterious
effects on motivation, the rewards were
received by students for simply
performing the task and were not
contingent upon the task being
performed to a certain standard.
Furthermore, as the task was beyond
the normal requirements of the course,
it would thus presumably be seen to be
one deserving of reward, in order to

avoid detracting from the intrinsic
interest students already had in the
course. In creating the contract, I
considered which specific behaviours I
wanted to focus on, and made sure
that the contract included:

• the goals 

• how the student would earn a reward
and what that reward would be 

• a definition of how the behaviour
would be monitored 

• a date for reviewing the contract 

• a place for signatures of the student
and the teacher (source: adapted
from Newell and Jeffrey, 2002).

Sometimes it is also recommended to
include parents’ signatures.

The classroom contract was drawn
up after a discussion with students.
Each student signed a contract and I
retained a copy. The contract consisted
of three aspects.

1. Rewards would be given to each
student on completion of an
‘additional reading task’. The area
could be chosen by the student and
would not have to be part of the
syllabus, as long as it was relevant to
psychology.

2. The whole class would be rewarded
near the end of the course (by going
to the lecture theatre and watching
a film, with popcorn).

3. There would be CD tokens given to
the first and second place students,
according to who did the most addi-
tional reading over the period.
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Both the rewards and the tasks were
chosen by the students themselves. 

No further guidance was given
about when the task should be
completed, as the intention was for
students to take responsibility for their
own reading and to be able to present
the evidence of their reading whenever
and however they chose. The idea was
for this to take up a minimal part of
any lesson, usually at the beginning,
by means of a short talk, accompanied
by a PowerPoint display, handout or a
poster.

Course review

After the first term, only one student
had actually done their additional
reading task. Looking at the results of
the course review at this point,
students were largely in agreement
with the following statements (these
statements were formed by the
students, then passed around the class
to see how many agreed/ strongly
agreed, etc).

• Individual deadlines were needed
so that the task was not indefinitely
‘shelved’.

• Tasks should be largely based on
the syllabus.

• More ways of showing additional
reading may lead to more people
completing their tasks.

• The competitive element of the
first/second prizes was motivating.

As a result of the course review
comments, students were now given

specific topics, dates for presenting
these to the group and guidelines on
where to find the material. The
emphasis moved away from
additional reading, to advance
reading. Effectively, students were
presenting new topics to the class
and enabling me to take more of a
backseat. Letters, commendations or
bringing in chocolates to students
after they had completed their tasks
became a habitual part of the tutor’s
duties from that point on. 

What were the results?

At the end of the course, the students
completed a short questionnaire (16
out of 19 returned their

‘I promised myself I wouldn’t cry!’
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questionnaires). Their answers showed
a good level of agreement that rewards:

• were motivating

• led to a boost in confidence for
some

• bonded the group more.

The competitive element for the prizes
appeared to be motivating for quite a
few of the group, and very few (2 out
of 16) seemed to object to this.

The students were asked to write
one paragraph commenting on their
current level of motivation on the
course. The following six groupings
emerged (see also Table 1):

• motivation by grades

• self-motivation

• progress in motivation

• topic-based motivation

• motivated by reward

• general comments about being un-
motivated.

It is clear that most of the factors
behind motivation on the course were
not related to the reading tasks at all.
Nevertheless, it was quite interesting to
find out what these factors were. There
appears to be a mixture of extrinsic
factors, such as working towards a
good grade and intrinsic factors, such
as interest in certain topics, and having
a good level of self-motivation. Such a
wealth of possibilities makes it difficult
to say how much the reading tasks
may have had an effect. It was,

however, good to see that most
students were well-motivated.

In addition to the questionnaire, we
held an end-of-course focus group.
These are some of the comments
students made about taking part in the
project:

The group reward made me work
hard and do the task on time so as
not to let the others down.

The individual and group rewards
had a much greater effect than the
best student award.

The project seemed like it was
taking time away from the course at
first but it wasn’t really a problem
in the end.

The individual reward made me feel
like I had achieved something.

My parents were pleased about the
letter home!

Being able to choose individual
rewards was a good thing as not
everyone will be motivated by the
same thing.

It was fun to do it.

It made things more interesting.

As their teacher, I noted that certain
students, having received their
rewards, started participating more in
lessons, and three students voluntarily
completed an additional task, for
which they received a second reward
(another letter home or commendation
to personal tutor).



Comments at the 
start of the project

Freq. Comments at the 
end of the project

Freq.

Motivation
by grades

Motivation to improve 
marks

1 Motivated to get the grade 
I need for university

4

To get the grades needed 
for university

5 I want to get a good grade 5

Demotivated by results of
first essay

1 I am worried about failing 2

I want to get a good grade 1 Building up the marks
needed for the final grade 
is motivating

1

Self-
motivation

I am enjoying learning 5 I am happy about attending
classes

1

I am a self-motivated 
person

2 Very motivated. Love
psychology!

1

To learn about others 1 I already enjoy the
subject/continue to find it
interesting

3

Progress in
motivation

My motivational level has
increased

1

My willingness to learn and
concentrate has increased

1

Topic-based
motivation

When lessons are varied 1 Some aspects of the course
more interesting than others

1

Depends on topic 5 Crime psychology is more
interesting than health
psychology

3

Enjoy the practical link 
of the topics

1 I have wanted to do criminal
psychology for two years

1

Motivated
by reward

Getting a letter home was
motivating

1

General
comments
on being
unmotivated

Finding homework tedious
and challenging

1 Becoming agitated by college 1

I have not been very
motivated so far

1

I force myself to complete
work

1

I have ‘average’ motivation 2

Motivation techniques for encouraging reading at A level

Table 1  Students’ comments on motivation in free paragraphs
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Did rewards lead to greater
motivation?

On one level, it is clear that the project
worked without question, i.e. every
student in the group completed at least
one additional task. The individual
rewards seemed to please students
greatly and improve classroom
contributions and confidence for some
time afterwards. This was particularly
the case for the students who opted for
a letter home to parents as their reward.
While many students were already
highly motivated, it is unlikely they
would have read and presented a topic
not yet covered in the class in the
abscence of the contract and
incentives. One girl in this group gave a
fantastic PowerPoint presentation to
the class, overcoming her fear of public
speaking in the process, so perhaps the
rewards contract gave her the
motivation to try something more
challenging.

The group reward appears to have
acted as a spur not to let the group
down. This may make it more of a
‘negative reinforcer’ (i.e. wanting to
avoid something), than a ‘positive
reinforcer’ (i.e. behaviour motivated by
a desirable outcome) , but nevertheless
had a powerful influence. One of my
students was on the verge of leaving
not just the course, but the college,
and yet even she completed her task.
Another student on my list of concerns
needed a couple of reminders but
finally did a handout for the group and

happily talked about it in front of the
class.

Were rewards actually
needed?

I was concerned that students might
feel that the rewards were unnecessary
and possibly even condescending,
particularly the two or three high-
achieving, highly motivated students,
who wanted to do psychology at
degree level. 

Behaviourist theory, however, misses
out some of the subtleties of rewards
that are picked up by students in a
learning environment. In the case of a
letter home praising a student’s effort,
this reward can be seen as a positive
sign of recognition by parents,
validating their efforts and, in some
cases, as ‘neutralising’ some of the
negative comments, letters and phone
calls that parents may have received
from the college.

Unlike the examples given in the
Lepper et al. (1973) study, the
behaviour I was trying to encourage
was one that students were not usually
inclined to be highly motivated
towards in the first instance, i.e.
reading outside of lessons. I was
hoping that by setting students the
task of reading material in advance,
they would be more prepared for
lessons and more confident in their
understanding of the material. They
may also have felt more confident in
the ability of their peers to be able to
help them understand the course.
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Bandura (from Coolican, 2004 pp.107)
points out that by seeing others ‘like
us’ doing well, it increases our ‘self-
efficacy’, i.e. our belief in our ability to
do something similar grows.

From my own observation about
rewarding extra reading, I felt that
there was a ‘snowball effect’. One
student would come to a lesson having
had the letter home and be full of
enthusiasm for lessons. Not only
would that student be more inclined to
do additional work in the future, but
other students also seemed to be
motivated to do more work, having
seen their friends increasingly
contribute more than the minimum.

In the case of this project, not all of
Slavin’s (1994) criteria for successful
rewards were met. For example,
students received rewards for merely
completing the task (rather than for
the quality of their performance), and
students knew they would be rewarded
(rather than unanticipated). The other
criteria could be seen to have been
satisfied, although whether the task
was seen as ‘uninteresting’ was
probably dependent on each student’s
interest level.

There may be some dangers of over-
rewarding a group in terms of creating
a dependence on external rewards
rather than self-reward (see Lepper et
al., 1973), which would seem desirable
for a student in the long-term.
However, it is important to define
clearly what is an extrinsic and what is
an intrinsic motivator (Wiersma,
1992). For example, many students

said that they were more motivated by
studying the crime topic than the
health topic. This may be because they
had less intrinsic interest in the health
topic, or because the topics were
extrinsic motivators. Moreover, even if
the reason for doing a presentation was
in order to receive a reward, it is more
than possible that the student found
doing it interesting, thus leading to an
improvement in their ‘intrinsic’
motivation. It certainly would have
been difficult for students to complete
a fairly demanding task unless they
found it at least reasonably interesting.
This conclusion tallies with Wiersma’s
(1992) interpretation of a series of
studies that show that intrinsic and
extrinsic rewards can have an additive
effect on motivation.

Other benefits of the
project

One of the great benefits from my
perspective as a teacher was that by
asking students to present new topics
to the group they were able to take
more responsibility for their learning.
This also took the pressure from me, at
times, in terms of finding new ways of
teaching a topic to the class. Having
the contract also meant that I was able
to rely on students to complete their
tasks on time. It has been my
experience as a teacher that students
will often forget to bring in their
presentations or to do them on time.
The fact that they knew they had
signed a contract, would receive a



reward and would be contributing to
the group receiving a reward, all gave
incentives for students to complete
tasks reliably. Student feedback
suggested that they felt united around
achieving the group reward and, to a
lesser extent, some felt competitive
about achieving the prizes at the end.
It was also a great example of adopting
a psychological approach to teaching A
level psychology, which was hopefully
not lost on them!

Implications for me as a
practitioner

I would certainly consider adopting
many aspects of this project in future
groups. The group reward should be
possible with most classes.

I am not sure about having students
choose their own rewards, as some
chose chocolates to begin with and
later regretted it. The most popular
reward (and best received) was the
letter home to parents, although this
may not work for all students. 

In future, according to Slavin’s
guidelines, I would reward only tasks
that I felt reached a specified quality
standard, in order to encourage this. 

I would certainly try starting much
earlier in the course, in order to get
momentum on the completion of tasks
and I would definitely advise setting
deadlines and advising students on
where to find the material.

Department budgets must be
considered when planning to award
prizes for first/second place at the end
of the year. 

Finally, the project has given me a
new look at the way I teach and on
what motivates my students and this,
more than anything else, is what I will
take away from it.
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My name is Jessica Lobo, and I’m a
year 11 student at Queen Elizabeth’s
Mercian School in Tamworth and I am
currently involved in our school
council. We’ve organised many events
in the past, including fund raising and
self-awareness activities, and we’re
important communicators for the staff
and students of our school. One of our
main projects was when we were in
charge of designing our new canteen,
which has been a great hit with the
rest of the school. After our success
with the canteen, the school decided
to give us an even bigger project: they
gave us £10,000. 

You can probably imagine the
school council’s reaction when we
heard! We were ecstatic! Of course, it
was inevitable that we immediately
thought it was appropriate to buy
ourselves a year’s supply of chocolate,

but we did realise (as Peter Parker’s
uncle so rightly puts it) that with
great power comes great
responsibility. 

5 School council research:
student researchers 
help inform spending
decisions

What does a secondary school’s school council do when they are given 
£10,000 to spend in their school? They set up a research project to find out 
what the students want, of course! Year 11 student Jessica Lobo reports.

we immediately thought it was
appropriate to buy ourselves a year’s
supply of chocolate
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We decided to take action

At our next meeting we decided to take
action. That week, in all the year group
assemblies, school council
representatives shared the great news
with the rest of the school and
advertised for people that wanted to be
involved. We then set up a focus group
of students from the school, to work on
school improvements (basically deciding
how to spend the money). There were
representatives of the school council as
well as two other students in from each
year, working in the group during their
lunch times. I was lucky enough to be
one of those both in the school council,
and the school improvements group, so
I got to be involved in all the juicy bits!

It was important that whatever we
spent the money on, it represented the
majority of the students’ views. It was
hard work trying to get agreements
within such a large group of people, but
we did eventually manage to organise
ourselves with the help of some sixth
form volunteers. There were many
suggestions as to how to find out what
the students wanted and we eventually
decided on a survey, because it was
convenient, cheap, easy and effective. 

Conducting the survey

The survey (see Figure 1) went out to
everyone, during tutor period and with
just a little bribe we got the great
response we were looking for! To get a
balanced opinion, we got the staff to
fill it out too, and year groups from
year 7 to year 13 (sixth form) all

completed it. After all the surveys had
come in (and all the lollipops had gone
out!) we began work on counting up
the responses. 

If you had seen us those lunch
times, you’d have thought you had
come to the sorting office or just
walked in on some sort of manic chaos
– but it really wasn’t! We had to recruit
more and more people to help us
because there was so much to do –
tallying, counting, adding, sorting and
processing. We got it done, but you
wouldn’t believe how many lunch
times it took to go through over 1200
surveys.

Our results

Finally, we had some results to work
on (see Table 1).

Table 1 Results from the survey

Idea Overall average of those 
who strongly agreed

Seating area 77

Toilets 63

Bins 60

Vending machines 59

Astro turf 57

Bicycle racks 56

Reward trips 52

Lockers 52

Summer fete 44

Radio station 37

Graffiti 35

School council research: student researchers help inform spending decisions
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Figure 1  The survey

The top three outcomes of our survey
were to improve (or install):

• an outside seating area

• toilets

• bins

In a way, we were quite impressed with
the students of our school, because
there were so many great ideas that we
could have spent the money on, such
as vending machines, activity trips or
even a school radio station, but instead
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they were more concerned about
smartening up our school and making
it have a healthier atmosphere overall.
The outside seating area stood out by
far, and talking to a mixture of my
friends the general opinion was that it
would not only be a social area, but it
would also be a place to simply chill
out.

Telling people what we
found

We announced the results to the
school in assemblies because we
decided that it was the best way to be
able to communicate with everyone. If
the teachers were to announce it, the
students would still be asleep, and if
we were to tell them any other time,
such as tutor period, there would be
very few of them listening! In
assemblies, students best respond to
their fellow students, which is why we,
as the school council, got the job of
telling them all that it was an outside

seating area that we were going to
spend the money on. Overall, they
were quite pleased!

Following up on our
research results

Our next job, after having deciding that
we were going to spend the money on
an outside seating area (and any left
over money would be spent on paint
for the toilets and extra bins), was to
actually buy the stuff. Because the
whole process was taking such a long
time, we lost a lot of interest from the
other students that were helping,
although ironically now that we had
done the biggest job, it was better to
have fewer working on it.

The council arranged a meeting
with our school treasurer, and together
we looked through many school
equipment/furniture catalogues and
magazines. What started out as an easy
choice of the  best looking benches,
turned into a complex search beyond

Figure 2  The benches selected for the outside seating area (source: Anchor Fast Products)

School council research: student researchers help inform spending decisions
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our imagination! Although we had
fitted the canteen, there hadn’t been a
lot of choice at the time and we had
been advised on which would be the
best. Now, we had to search for
benches firstly within our budget, and
then they had to be sturdy, non-
vandalisable (to the extent that they
could be), able to be permanently fixed
to the ground, have a flexible number
of seats, be practical, comfortable and,
finally, the best looking. It took some
time! Even with only the school
council choosing the seating, there
were still 12 people, each with their
own ideas and individual opinions.

These are the benches we finally
decided on (see Figure 2). We proposed
to buy 10 of each sort. 

At this point, we were quite
exhausted with the amount of work
that we had done and ready to finish
for our summer holiday. But little did
we know that we were far from
finishing. When we came back to
school, starting the new academic year
in September, we didn’t have long to
settle in before we were back to
working. We joined in on the next
senior leader team (SLT) meeting. We
had to make a presentation of it all to
the SLT, to convince them that it was
worth spending our £10,000 budget on
the benches.

Our proposal was accepted (which
was a relief!) and the SLT were really
impressed with the amount of research
that we had done to get to that point.
Soon we will have two outside
communal areas at the school fitted

with five benches of each sort and with
extra bins (because we had enough
money left over to buy paint to ‘do up’
the toilets, four new bins and some
money to put in our kitty for fun days,
etc.) Looking back, I can see why the
SLT were impressed, because we did do a
lot of work, but their general opinion
was that the students will love it. And,
after all, that was the idea!

Learning from the
experience

This whole experience has really
opened up eyes, and my mind. It
amazes me what you have to go
through just to get a few benches. Not
at all like going to IKEA, choosing a
chair and buying it! I now feel for the
staff of our school and especially our
headteacher – how he can go through
all that more than once a year is
beyond me, although I suppose he
does get paid for it!

Being on the school council has
really improved my leadership and
teamwork skills. To be able to get an
agreement was rare, but now we can
work together really well. It was tough
at times because as well as the school
council meeting, I was going to the
school improvements meeting (on a
different day) and doing all the extra
work meant that I hardly saw my
friends at lunch time and you begin to
realise how much you actually relax
during that 45 minutes! But it was
worth it, to be able to say that you
made a difference. I enjoyed doing the



research more than anything because it
felt like we were really able to
communicate from the students to the
staff, and it was a lot of fun.

After the success of this, and the
canteen, goodness knows what they’ll
be getting us to do next. But at least
we know we can do it – and we’ll be
able to do it in style! It’s been a great

experience for us all, I just hope that
the experience carries on for a
lifetime!

About the author

Jessica Lobo is a year 11 student at
Queen Elizabeth’s Mercian School in
Tamworth. 
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Teaching at Farnborough Sixth Form
College has exposed me to several new
and innovative practices that fall under
the umbrella of Teaching for Learning.
I was particularly impressed and
enthusiastic about assessment for

learning and the differences between
formative and summative assessing. 

I remember when I was at school my
teachers would often provide me with a
grade and nothing more. I was one of
those capable students who worked
really hard to do my best. To be told I’d
received a B meant that I had more to
do, but I never fully knew what exactly
I’d done wrong or what I needed to do
to improve. Even today, my students
tell me they have teachers who only
give them grades, and they are just as
confused as I was.

How the project started

This project investigated the
effectiveness of formative assessment,
with emphasis placed on feedback at
the A2 level as it was the upper sixth
cohort that I felt was being excluded

6 What – no grades?
An action research
project in assessment
for learning

How would students react if you gave them feedback instead of grades?
Would their performance improve or deteriorate? Rebecca Rhodes reports
on the research she did with her A level students.

if feedback is given as a grade it will
enhance the students’ egos 
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from this form of assessment.
Ironically, the most resistance to the
idea of not giving grades came more
from teaching colleagues than from the
students themselves. This was often
due to the fear that the students were
embarking on their exams before
heading off to higher education and it
was too big a gamble to take. This
argument frustrated me, and motivated
me further.

Reflecting upon the written
feedback I gave my students I
wondered if there was more I could do
that might encourage them to view
assessments as being a journey towards
enhanced learning rather than a
conclusion to a topic. I also knew from
experience that my students were more
preoccupied with the grade than with
the time I’d put in to writing on their
work. They weren’t reading it, or if
they were, they were doing nothing
with it. 

I quickly came to realise that
successful feedback is best treated as a
learning process that is also fluid
between assessments. First, the teacher
should try to provide constructive and
clear guidance not only on what needs
to improve, but how this can be done.
Second, the student should have the
opportunity to respond to these
comments by engaging with, and
applying them to that very same
assessment in order to aid and improve
their learning and understanding of
that advice. 

With this in mind I developed my
objectives for this project. My aims for

my A2 psychology action research
students were that they would: 

• improve their essay writing skills if
they are provided with detailed and
specific feedback (orally [one to one]
and written)

• improve their essay writing skills if
targets are set and they have allotted
time to improve upon their work 

• begin to focus on assessments as a
learning process and regard them as
less threatening.

At this stage it is worth pointing out
that when I refer to grades, I also mean
percentages and marks. 

Feedback versus grades:
theoretical background

Self esteem and learning is a very
powerful combination. Black et al.
(2002) make reference to the fact that
if feedback is given as a grade it will
enhance the students’ egos rather than
make them reflect upon the actual
work itself. Grades lead students to
compare themselves with others,
focussing on their image and status
rather than reflecting upon the work
they have just had returned and
considering how they could improve
it. It focuses on the student’s ability
rather than effort, which can damage
the self esteem of low achievers. If
students are given only very detailed
feedback that clearly targets specific
areas, it forces them to look at what
they can do to improve, which
enhances learning. This directly fosters
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an environment where all learners can
succeed, as they are able to build upon
previous work (assessments) through
the feedback provided, therefore
knowing what steps need to be taken
in order to improve. 

Another previous study offering
similar support was by Kluger and
DeNisi (1996), who commented in
their review on feedback that often
when students were told they had
done well or badly, it had an effect on
their egos but it did not increase their
involvement with the task. Most
recently, Stobart (2006) summarises key
features of feedback and the negative
effect it has on students – for example,
learning is likely to stop when a
summative grade is awarded. Another
factor was that grades affect the
learners’ egos (by reconciling the mark
with a view of themselves as learners)
and can lead to a focus on success in
comparison with fellow class mates
rather than on the learning process.
This especially has an effect on
students who get low grades.

Progress is another facet of learning.
High achievers can become focussed
on maintaining their position of
success so that they lose focus on the
learning process and how they can
improve. How often have you heard a
student say, ‘I’m happy with this grade’
or ‘I got what I wanted’? Butler (1988)
found that learning gains were greatest
for year 7 pupils who were only given
comments compared to her other two
groups, which were given either marks
only or marks with comments. These

two groups showed no gains. Butler
found that students ignore comments
when marks are also provided. A more
recent study by Harlen (2006)
concluded that feedback is most
effective when students are involved in
the process of setting targets. This
encourages an active participation in
their own learning rather than being
passive and following the advice of the
teacher.

Taking these ideas on board, I
realised that I had to change how I
provided feedback and what I wrote on
students’ work. It also made me realise
that returning submitted work as soon
as possible was a key factor in making
the entire process more effective. By
doing this, it was not only helping me
become a better assessor but most
importantly I was attempting to strip
away the misconception my students
had about what a grade meant to them
and how they could become better and
more empowered learners.

Research method

Two A2 psychology classes were used.
My action research group consisted of
17 mixed-ability students (13 females)
and my control group consisted of 16
students (8 females). Assessing A2
psychology is done through essay work. 

The process was methodical.

1. An essay would be set and the
students had one week to complete it. 

2. Each essay was marked by
completing a feedback sheet that
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consisted of boxes to check when
certain criteria had been met or not.
There was additional space for me to
provide detailed written feedback on
aspects of the essay that had been
done particularly well and on areas
that needed more focus. I would
provide explicit guidance as to what
was needed to improve. These were
returned within three lessons. 

3. Students were given lesson time to
read through my feedback and to
reflect upon it. They then had to
comment on my feedback and their
work. 

4. Designated lesson time was given so
I was able to speak with each
student about their work.

5. Three targets were set that were
mutually agreed by both teacher
and student.

6. The students chose one aspect of
their essay that they wanted to
improve and were given time to 
do this.

Findings

At the start of the year I asked the
students What should a teacher provide
you with to enable you to achieve success
in their subject (not only psychology)?
There were a range of comments, but
most common were:

• one-to-one chats

• avoid just giving ticks, but give
comments as well

• a grade is needed as comments are
not enough (if I get a C it will make
me work harder)

• feedback doesn’t have to involve
grades, but instead a detailed
comment on how to improve

• lots of thorough feedback

• make sure that feedback also empha-
sises work that has been done well.

Over the course of the year my action
research class had a huge shift in their
attitude to getting no grades. At the
beginning of the year over half the
class (8/17) felt that it was important
that they received grades on their
work, and by the end of the year this
had halved. As for the students who
were content to receive no grades, this
doubled from five initially to 10 by the
end of the year. 

Further qualitative findings from the
class included the following.

• There was overwhelmingly strong
support for the quality of written
feedback, which the students found
helpful, enabling them to know
exactly what they needed to do to
improve.

• There was overwhelming support
for the resubmission of work, as the
students found this beneficial even
though it meant extra work.
However, a vast majority felt that
they never made the most of the
opportunity and time given to them
to improve upon their work.
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• Compared to their other subjects,
they were getting the most support
and feedback from my lessons and
this had given them increased
confidence.

• Students felt that they were now
focusing on the comments, which
they hadn’t really done before.

• There was a mixed reaction to the
power of grades. Some still felt that
grades meant praise and that grades
allowed them to gauge where they
were at. Other students commented
on the fact that they felt demor-
alised in their other subjects when
they got a grade, whereas in this
class they didn’t and that it helped
them to learn better. 

These findings largely support the
research I referred to earlier, especially
with regard to grades having a direct
effect on the ego and self confidence of
students. 

Comparison with the
control group

I felt that the action research students
were taking heed of their own
individual progress and were becoming
increasingly aware not only of what
they needed to do to improve but also
of the learning process. When I
returned graded assessments to my
control class, I would often hear
comments from students who would
compare their results, spending little
time reading my comments. The focus
was most definitely a discussion

comparing grades, and trying to outdo
one another. 

But contrary to some of my
background research, my action
research class did not out perform my
control class (see Figure 1). I believe
this was because when I started this
project very few of my students were
aware of assessment for learning. I was
exposing them to new concepts as they
were reaching the end of their school
careers rather than at the start or early
stages of it, which meant they were
already in routines and habits and had
certain schemas that a teacher marks
work and they get a grade for it. And
often, change is difficult to adapt to in
such a short space of time. I was also
inadvertently creating a certain degree
of anxiety for some of my students.

What did I achieve and
learn?

I had in fact achieved and learned a
great deal.

• Students spent quality time reading
feedback and improving upon their
work.

• I became more efficient in my
marking.

• I learned how to word my feedback
so that it was not only highlighting
the positives but also providing
specific guidance as to what needed
to be improved.

• I was able to sit down with students
more often in a one-to-one
situation, even though this can be



very difficult and time consuming
with large class sizes.

• Work needs to be retuned quickly or
else it becomes a distant memory
for the students and therefore
meaningless when it is returned,
making the feedback almost
worthless. 

• Setting a maximum of three targets
meant that students were more fo-
cussed on what they had to rectify,
rather than rewriting the entire
essay again.

I underestimated how disorientating
and frustrating receiving no grades
could be for some students but at the
same time was always surprised when
the most conscientious (and often
able) of students would admit to
feeling demoralized upon receiving
grades in other subjects. 

Perrenoud (1991) reported that
formative assessment requires a shift in
students’ attitudes toward work. Many
students do not have a desire to learn
as much as possible, but rather to do
the minimum to get by. I believe this
could be said of many A2 students,
with my action-research students being
no exception. Through this project, my
attempts at implementing certain
ideals required a significant shift in
their attitude and overall commitment.
They needed to take a more serious
attitude towards their learning and
college work. Evidence supporting the
fact that they were not willing to alter
their work ethic is reflected in many of
their comments where they admit that
they didn’t put a lot of effort in to the
resubmissions of work, or even their
initial assessments. 
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Figure 1 How the two groups performed

Both graphs show the average percentage for each assessment (by essay type) per class. 
From this it can be seen that my AR class showed steady improvement across all assessments.
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Implications of my results

For the students

The students did just as well as my
other class. However, what they gained
by being part of this research was a
positive attitude to assessments, the
realisation that the grade is less
important, and that acting upon
feedback is the most effective way for
them to gain the self confidence that
they know how to, and can, improve
their own work.

For my own professional practice

In an overly assessed environment, it
felt that the key focus of my action
research was on the learning process
rather than on assessment for the sake
of assessing. Assessments must be
marked and returned promptly. The
longer it takes to return, the less
significance the feedback has for the
students. Students need to have hands-
on experience of what formative
assessment is, ideally before they reach
A2, if it is to be effective. Time needs
to be allocated during the course of the
year to work on assessments. I now get
the students to set their own targets
independently and I get them to
identify the specific area that they wish
to improve. The student plays a
significant role in their learning by
being part of each phase (see Figure 2). 

For assessment for learning

I strongly believe that assessment for
learning has a significant role to play

in education. I believe it is most
effective if it starts at an early age and
is continuous throughout a child’s
educational career. Continuity for the
student is the key, in my opinion. The
ideal scenario would be that the child
is exposed to assessment for learning
from the start of their educational
experience right through to the end –
be that college or university. On a
smaller scale, assessment for learning
and formative assessment can only be
effective if it is supported and
implemented across a school or
college. If it is being done in ‘pockets’
then it will be very difficult to measure
its overall impact and benefits on the
students’ learning. If grades can have
an effect on ego building, then it is
vital that educational centres promote
the fact that all students can succeed
and learn there. As Black et al. (2002)
wrote:

Schools that emphasise excellence in
achievement run the risk of sending
the message that the only students
who are valued are those that
achieve the highest standards.
Students whose performance falls
below the highest levels come to
believe that they cannot succeed and
so disengage. Schools that value
excellence in progress are sending
the message that everyone can
improve, and by feeding back to
students about things that are
within the students’ control,
emphasise that further improvement
is possible.



What next?

The success of this project has
empowered me to feel confident in
giving students no grades, and since
this project, I have not given grades to
any of my classes whatsoever. The
students have adapted to this with a
degree of ease. Because my approach is
different from many of my colleagues’,
it means my students take that little bit
longer to adapt. They’re 16 years old –
have they never had experience of
formative assessment? Scarily, this is
more often the case than not. Some
colleagues have felt equally inspired by
my project and are doing this with
their own classes. Not everyone sees
the benefits of formative assessment,
but even adapting the concept so that a
third of all assessments are treated in

this manner goes a long way to
encouraging students to see assessment
as a life-long learning process.

Further research?

If you are considering researching the
impact and/or effectiveness of
assessment for learning, these might be
some areas to consider.

• Should the feedback be related to
criteria that is translated into
student-friendly language?

• Is formative assessment most
effective throughout the entire year
or only for certain pieces of work?

• Are students able to track their im-
provements and quantify this to a
grade that corroborates their teacher’s
predicted grade in the subject? 

Phase 2: working on 
the assessment in the 
class (brainstorming 
ideas and structure)

Phase 3: return assessment 
(with detailed and supportive 
feedback). Class time spent 

going through this, encourag-
ing reflection and allowing 

time for students to set their 
own targets

Phase 4: re-work the 
assessment so that 

targets and feedback 
can be acted upon

Phase 1: setting the 
assessment (students 

have a full understanding 
of the mark scheme etc)

Assessment phases

Figure 2 Assessment phases
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Aims of research

The starting point for my thesis was a
professional disquiet in my work as a
training and
development
manager in a
specialist college
for deaf learners.
This disquiet is
born out of many
years of delivering
deaf awareness
training and not
seeing any tangible
difference in the
quality of teaching
and learning outcomes.
This was further
supported by an Ofsted

inspection of Derby College for Deaf
People (Ofsted 2003).

Part of my role had been to deliver
and develop training for
professionals working
with deaf learners.
Traditional methods of
providing and
promoting inclusive
learning did not seem
to empower the
learner or the
professionals. In
the research I
wanted to gain
more insight
and more data

about what was actually
happening and how it might be

improved. In my research I looked at

7 Switching 
on the light
some reflections on staff 
development to support 
inclusive learning

What sort of staff development is needed for those working with profoundly
deaf students? Rob Rodgers reports on research to find out what works for
professionals working with this group.

Like a light switching on as 

to why some children behave

the way they do. Gave me lots

of ideas and ways of dealing

with the child.

A respondent in my research
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the relationships involved in staff
development activity in inclusive
learning. First there is the subject
specialist such as the lecturer who is
the professional who has the
responsibility for the teaching and
learning within the classroom and has
the subject knowledge required. The
communication specialist is the
specialist with background knowledge
and skills in the education and training
of deaf learners and has the required
communication skills. The deaf
learners in the first phase of the
research were all in further education
colleges in the East Midlands and in
the second phase of the research
additional activity involved children
and young people in schools.

In an on-line conference (Rodgers,
2001) I stated that we need to clarify
what it is lecturers need to know. I
suggested two important questions.

• What would make their job easier?

• What are the key principles in the
application of the service we offer? 

The whole basis and purpose of the
research is supported first by Tilstone et
al. (1998) who underline the
importance of the subject specialist,
noting that ‘the success of inclusive
learning depends upon the ability of
teachers to respond to diversity in the
classroom’ (Tilstone et al., 1998, p.88).

Second, the Government’s drive
towards inclusive learning is
encapsulated in ‘Removing Barriers to
Achievement’:

We want to see all teachers having
the confidence, and access to
specialist advice where necessary, to
help children with SEN to reach
their potential.
DFES, 2004. p.50

Nationally, the Inclusive Learning
agenda has become a key driver in the
sector and statements have been made
encouraging a more proactive
approach.

It was noted in Inclusive Learning
that there is a need to avoid the
location of the learning difficulty
with the learner and instead to
focus on the ability of the provider
to understand and respond to the
individual learner’s requirements.
The sector has made a considerable
and welcome move away from a
process of labelling the learner and
towards creating appropriate
learning environment.
LSC, 2005, p.8

Research themes

My research concentrated on three key
themes.

1. What is the best model of staff
development for subject specialists?

2. What is the relationship between
communication specialist and
subject specialist?

3. Is there difference between deaf
awareness and deaf equality? 

I wanted to find this out because I felt
that these key areas had not been fully
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explored and researched within the
field. Furthermore, little research has
been done around the views of the
recipients of staff development, and
much seems to have been left to the
staff development professional. The
ultimate goal was to improve the
quality of teaching and learning for
deaf students.

Literature

I undertook a literature search for staff
development, inclusive learning and
deaf education. Showers et al. (1987)
provide a five-stage model of good
practice in staff development for
subject specialists.

1. Theory

2. Demonstration

3. Practice

4. Feedback

5. Coaching

Cox and Smith (2004) suggest that ‘for
any training or development to have
an impact, it needs to be put into
practice actively and supported by
opportunities for feedback, reflection
and coaching’ (p.42).

The literature considered the
concept of two roles in the staff
development activity – that is, the
trainer and the trainee – as being
homophilous, or actively promoting
that kind of relationship. Homophily is
the degree to which two or more
individuals who interact are similar in
certain attributes. More effective

communication occurs when two or
more individuals are homophilous
(Rogers, 1983). 

The literature also clarified the
distinctive yet mutually dependent
roles of the subject specialist and the
communication specialist. French and
Swain (1993) warns of the dangers of
disempowering the subject specialist.
The ideal must be where the subject
specialist feels confident to adapt and
produce learning experiences that are
fully accessible to the deaf learner and
able to use and direct the
communication specialist in their class.

Method

My research was undertaken for my
doctorate at the University of
Nottingham and is published in my
thesis, Staff Development to embed
inclusive learning for profoundly deaf
learners in further education. I worked
with subject specialists who were being
trained in how to work more
effectively with profoundly deaf
learners and with communication
specialists who provided
communication support for profoundly
deaf learners. The work was
undertaken over five years but based
on many years of professional
reflection.

The research used a modified
grounded theory approach with aspects
of action research methodology.
Michael Bassey describes education
action research as ‘inquiry which is
carried out in order to understand, to
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evaluate and then to change, in order
to improve some education practice’
(cited in Halsall, 1998, p.93).
Grounded theory is a method that has
close links with action research. Gibbs
describes grounded theory in the
following terms.

Its central focus is an inductively
generation of novel theoretical ideas
or hypotheses from the data, as
opposed to testing theories specified
beforehand. In so far as these new
theories arise out of the data, and
are supported by the data, they are
said to be grounded.
Gibbs (2002, p.165)

I used questionnaires, observations,
focus groups, literature search and
interviews. The participants were
drawn from formal and informal staff
development activities that occurred
within a two-year period. The
participants were asked to allow their
responses during the sessions to be
used. This was followed up with
evaluations completed after the event
and then a follow-up questionnaire six
months after the event. Some of the
participants agreed to being
interviewed after this, and this proved
to be a valuable research tool. The
emphasis in my research was on
empowering the subject specialist –
this was facilitated by activities that
made the participant feel at ease and
involved in meaningful dialogue. The
area of data interpretation included
reflections on the resources such as
handouts and support materials and
how they can be used either as a

means of empowering and involving
the subject specialist or as a means of
excluding and disempowering.

The data was analysed using NVivo,
which allows the researcher to
establish links and threads within the
responses from participants. Gibbs
(2002, p.165) shows how the researcher
can generate theoretical ideas or
hypotheses from the data. The data
was analysed to make links with staff
development theory where possible.

Findings

The findings from the research are
shown in Table 1. 

This is what some of the
participants said.

Handling social relationships can be
stressful and challenging, working in
a cultural model. Too often deaf
awareness ends up being
intellectually engaging. It’s about
things like being able to include a
student without making it obvious.

Encouraging tolerance and
understanding from hearing students.
Conversely, making sure that deaf
students accept that they are working
in a hearing world and that they
have a responsibility as well.

Found it really useful having a basic
understanding and awareness of
British Sign Language. Stuff like
‘where were you yesterday’?
Knowing the structure of BSL helps
you understand why a piece of work
looks like it does.



1. Who delivers 
the staff
development?

A trainer who: 

• can engage subject specialists

• is homophilous, ideally

• has experience in similar settings

• is able to demonstrate the appropriateness of their participation

• has the skills to tease out existing inherent knowledge and experience

• does not make assumptions about the training needs of the subject
specialists

• is able to offer positive feedback

• is able to coach.

2. Who receives 
the staff
development?

For deaf awareness and deaf equality, a subject specialist who:

• is sponsored or encouraged to attend by their institution

• has a clear understanding of their remit on the course

• has a similar level of experience as other participants

• is able to contribute and support colleagues.

For deaf equality, a subject specialist who:

• is working with deaf learners

• is willing to accept guidance and support in terms of his/her own
practice

• is willing to be coached and receive feedback.

3. When is 
the staff
development
most
effective? 

When the activity: 

• is not a one-off activity

• is clear about target student population and does not use deaf and
Deaf indiscriminately

• clarifies responsibility for the students

• works actively towards inclusion

• responds to subject specialist’s agendas and interests

• acknowledges subject specialists might have fears and concerns

• acknowledges the situations at play

• provides pre-course information and gives opportunity to negotiate
content

• is developed in partnership

• engages subject specialists

• changes hearts and minds

• develops champions and change agents

• allows participants to identify links back with their own settings.

Table 1 Summary of findings
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3. When is 
the staff
development
most
effective?
continued

When supporting materials:

• have clear and concise objectives

• are based on the theory and practice stages

• are based in the real world and good practice

• are context sensitive and not politically biased

• are linked to an underpinning knowledge base

• have consistent messages with the taught session

• empower the subject specialist

• have logical progression and sequencing of ideas

• have appropriate guidance and information

• advocate teaching techniques that enable the students to participate.

4. What should
the staff
development
contain?

It should contain or embody:

• opportunities to link with participant’s existing knowledge and
experience

• opportunities for networking

• opportunities to access a staged development

• the views of deaf learners

• how to coordinate and ensure all key people are working to capacity

• time for answering questions so as to empower

• information and open discussion about roles and responsibilities of
subject specialist and communication specialist

• activities to build concrete practical links between the subject
specialist and the communication specialist

• a ‘questions I want answered’ session

• opportunity to rehearse and give voice to views

• follow up and actions to take back to work environment

• differentiation between theory and practice

• acceptable language, support available, communication issues

• British Sign Language and language issues.

5. How should
staff
development
be delivered?

• As part of a whole institution event and/or a response

• As part of a continuum of activity and not as a one-off session

• As a two part activity encouraging:

1. Theory and Demonstration

2. Practice, Feedback and Coaching – leading to change in behaviour
and practice, acting on learning developed in school or department
context.

Table 1 Summary of findings continued
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Try and concentrate on their ability
and not their disability.

Getting over to the people that a
deaf student is a 16-year-old who
happens to be deaf.

The key areas that the tutors found
most useful and interesting are the
language and limited vocabulary of
deaf students. The majority of tutors
did not relate language with
deafness so were very surprised.

When asked to think about different
scenarios based on their own
experience, it became clear that those
colleagues who were involved in the
process because they wanted to be were
generally more actively involved. 

A model of staff development for
subject specialists 

The first theme of the research was
around developing a model of staff
development for inclusive learning.
The interviews/ questionnaires asked
staff about the content of the training
they had received. The replies from the
subject specialists around the content
helped to identify what is most useful
and what was least useful to them.
Clear concerns about the role of the
communication specialist and the
impact this role can have on the
inclusion of the deaf learner were
noted.

One of the lecturers was concerned
that during a maths exam the CSW
[communications support worker]
might be signing the answers.

[There is a] need for training to
focus on working with an additional
professional.

There are a cluster of
communication support workers
who you can trust to deliver to the
best of their ability. Some CSWs do
the work for them. Some are very
critical. I was covering a class and
the CSW was very critical of me in
sign, not realising I could receive
signing!

You can’t over-emphasise the
importance of the relationship with
the lecturer and the CSW
consistently working together,
getting the message across.

From the research, I suggest that the
subject specialist’s understanding and
commitment may best be enhanced by
following a method of staff
development that allows them to
develop their own individualised
response. Some of the subject
specialists’ comments show the
benefits they received from this style of
teaching.

At the start I felt threatened by the
interaction the CSW had with the
deaf students. But I have started to
realise that I had control over the
learning.

Social inclusion is so difficult when
we’re looking at stressed people
taking on new concepts. It’s a fact
stressed people resist everything!

This contrasts with a major issue with
the old style of staff development,



which one respondent admitted was ‘at
the forefront of my mind for two
weeks then fades!’

These findings supported the
literature, for example, the idea that
training has to be put into practice in
order to have an effect.

The subject specialist and the
communication specialist 

The second theme was around the
relationship between the
communication specialist and the
subject specialist. One of the key issues
identified in the interviews was the
importance of reflection on the
relationship between the actors in the
learning process.

Many comments in the interviews
and in the staff development exercises
centred on the demands of inclusion
and seeing a collaborative partnership
as being a key lever.

The analysis also showed that staff
development should link in with the

subject specialist’s agenda, and with
what they deem to be necessary for
their own professional development.

Comments were made about the
embedding process and real integration
and absorption of the practice in the
professional’s skill base. The
identification of issues in this area
included ongoing professional
development, building capacity and
using untapped potential. Responses in
the interviews and in the exercises
emphasised that the subject specialist
has ideas about the practicalities of
inclusion that the communication
specialist needs to listen to.

Training in deaf awareness and
deaf equality 

The third area of my research was
around the actual content of staff
development sessions and its relevance
to the subject specialist. I have
criticised the staff development session
that has no formal structure and

the practicalities of working with another professional in the room
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objectives. In the research I asked
respondents to reflect on this and to
declare a preference. Respondents
preferred to have a structured session
rather than have an anecdotal ramble
through the area. This seems to
underline the importance of knowing
the theoretical basis of the subject and
the roles of key players in the process.
Without such considerations being
catered for the whole process of staff
development loses professional
credibility and relevance.

From my experience and reading
there seems to be a difference between
deaf awareness and deaf equality, and
this needs to be reflected in staff
development (see Box 1). 

Box 1 Deaf awareness and deaf
equality

Deaf awareness is seen as
covering areas of information
and underpinning knowledge
about deaf people.
Deaf equality is the introduction
of activity that removes potential
barriers to achievement for the
deaf learner.

Conclusions and
recommendations

For staff development to support
subject specialists it has to make
reference to the five-stage model

advocated by Showers et al. (1987) and
should include detailed consideration
of subject content for each stage.

In response to the staff’s need for a
more structured approach to training, I
introduced a labelling system to
identify the level of the session. One
system labels sessions as a level one,
which provides deaf awareness to those
with no experience, or level two,
which is for those who have
experience and need to build on this.
The second system looks at a
foundation course in generic inclusive
practice skills relevant across a range of
disabilities, then progress to a first level
course that explores meeting the needs
of a deaf student/ learner in an
inclusive setting. 

I developed a considered framework
for staff development, which will
support and foster the inclusive
learning of deaf learners in post-16
settings (see Box 2) and provided a
review of key features of effective staff
development to promote an inclusive
environment. The key features include
collaborative work between the
communication specialist and the
subject specialist, which requires
preparatory work for both sides of the
relationship. One of the findings was
about the practicalities of working with
another professional in the room.
Inclusion needs to promote exploration
of the mechanism for, and practicalities
of, the communication specialist and
subject specialist working together. 
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Box 2 Suggested model for
deaf awareness session

Delivery method
1. Powerpoint presentation –

available on support website
2. Handouts printed out from

Powerpoint presentation
3. Handouts
4. Handbook with follow-up ma-

terials and guidance on access-
ing support website

Programme for two-hour session
1. Introduction including com-

munication issues, i.e. how to
use an interpreter, communi-
cation ground rules for session

2. Ice breaker activity – ‘Give me
a clue’ or ‘Pictionary’™

3. Introductions – job, back-
ground and key point

4. What do you already know
about deafness?

5. Clear communication – stereo-
typing, getting attention, lip-
reading exercise

6. Language of deaf people –
British Sign Language, example
of English issues

7. Appropriate terminology – why
do you think it’s inappropriate?

8. Issues exercise – line manager
says that you will be teaching
a deaf learner next week. What
issues do you think of?

9. Support available in terms of
people and equipment

10. Your own situation – think of
ways you could make your sit-
uation more deaf aware

11. Further information and ac-
tion – linking to the website
and support systems.

I also feel a distinction can be made
between deaf awareness and deaf
equality. I suggest that deaf awareness
is a subject that leads to knowledge
and information about deaf people and
needs to be covered in the theory part
of staff development. Deaf equality,
which is information and
consideration of changes in practice to
support the removal of barriers to
learning for deaf learners can best be
facilitated through the practice,
feedback and coaching stages of
training and development. 

Application of research
findings 

The research has been useful in my
role in Education Walsall in special
educational needs (SEN) and inclusion
training and development. There has
been a wide-scale acceptance of the
Government’s assertion that every
teacher should expect to teach children
with SEN, and the model shown in
Box 2 helps facilitate this.

The five developmental stages
suggested by Showers et al. (1987) are
used as the framework for the model.
Using this model, stages 1 and 2 of
theory and demonstration can be
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covered most effectively by central
training or school based training.
Stages 3, 4 and 5 can be best facilitated
through the local authority’s
Consultation Inclusion and Support
Service’s direct involvement with
schools.

This model offers the benefits of
developing capacity within schools and
ensuring that there is a mechanism for
ongoing support and challenge. To
encourage maximum impact, we have
agreed that the way development
needs are identified needs to be
formalised. We are offering training
that meets basic awareness information
and starts the route to disability
equality (e.g. achieving a hearing
impaired friendly school) and then
moves on to training that develops and
embeds disability equality (e.g.
developing a hearing impaired friendly
school). The links with the support
services are being developed so they
can actually progress the practice,
feedback and coaching stages. 

Final reflections

I think that reflective diaries completed
by the subject specialists could have
been a useful method of data
collection. The use of specific
situations from these diaries would
have been a good addition to the
training process.

Three of the individual colleges I
was working with have merged since
the start of my research and many of
the participants have moved on to new

roles and are not necessarily working
with deaf learners. It would have been
very helpful in my thesis to have been
able to have follow-up interviews with
more of the participants of the project.
Those participants who did take part
provided me with some very useful
material.

I would have liked to have more
time to develop the process of
embedding the good practice, and I
would have valued an opportunity to
feedback to the colleges who had been
working with me in the research,
which would have enabled me to
follow through the action research
methodology and to actually make
tangible differences to practice in this
specialised area. 
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My involvement in action research
began in September 2004, when asked
by our Vice-Principal to carry out a
class-based project to evaluate the
impact of our ‘emotional intelligence’
strategies. Promoted vigorously by our
Director of Teaching for Learning, the
college had secured funding for these
ideas to be introduced and evaluated,
as part of a QIA innovation bid. Now, a
group of teachers, me included, had
the task of showing how successful this
had been.

This was initially very challenging,
as emotional intelligence was such a
broad and tenuous concept; a coalition
of ideas initially researched by Mayer,
Caruso and Salovey among others in
the early 1990s, and later the title of a
widely sold book by Daniel Goleman. I
took advantage of the widest possible
way of defining this term and settled
on an idea which came out of a focus
group discussion with some of my A
level psychology students. They were
interested in the effects of rewards on
motivation – not something that I had
previously considered for this project.
My own interest was in encouraging

students to read more, and read ahead
in the course. I put the two notions
together and came up with my year-
long investigation into how rewards
could be used to encourage students to
read. My experience of carrying out
this research influenced much of my
thinking about how research could
best engage teachers and students, and
how it would be most likely to have an
impact on practice.

A new role, a new
challenge

In March 2005, I completed my MSc in
Psychological Research Methods with
the Open University. At the end of the
academic year, the Principal outlined a
new post, called Senior Project Leader,
the holder of which would be in
charge of action research projects at
the college. Asked if I would like to
take up the post, I accepted the
challenge with relish, albeit mixed
with some apprehension! The job
description was left blank, so there was
the opportunity to develop it as I saw
fit. Since then, I have tried my best to

Afterword: how action
research changed our lives
David Godfrey, Assistant Director of Teaching for Learning at The Sixth Form
College, Farnborough
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convince all and sundry that action
research can have an impact on the
teaching and learning culture of our
large sixth form college. 

Given the need to justify my own
new role, I had to do some reading and
research in my first year so that I could
get a clear handle on how to take our
own research programme forward. I
had found my own experience of
doing action research rewarding, and
wanted to get across to colleagues the
key aspects of what makes this model
so empowering. Fortunately, I quickly
found that I was not alone in my
efforts – I came across the NFER’s
research-engaged schools project and
attended the corresponding conference
in September 2005. This event gave me
inspiration for how to proceed at our
college. In addition, by seeing my role
as a promoter of ‘research
engagement’, I began to look at things
from a more institutional perspective
and to see the benefits that such an
approach could bring. Moving into the
college’s Teaching for Learning team, I
felt that research-engagement could be
central to our strategy, and one of the
key drivers for innovation, evaluation
and reflection on practice.

Since then, The Sixth Form College,
Farnborough has developed a scheme
to support teachers to carry out action
research. These annual projects are
now firmly embedded in our teaching
and learning strategy and, I believe,
have had a positive impact on the staff
and students involved.

The process

The basic model that has evolved is as
follows. The yearly cycle begins with a
training session in which I explain the
benefits and college policy regarding
sponsoring research and give advice on
how to submit a proposal. Teachers
then submit a proposal, sometimes
after consulting me about the process.
The Vice-Principal, Director of
Teaching for Learning and I scrutinise
the submissions in July each year, and
decide which half a dozen or so
projects to sponsor for the following
academic year. Teachers who take part
receive around £600 (a standard off-
scale award), for which they are
expected to attend additional
meetings, to write up a report for an
in-house journal (which I edit) and to
give a series of workshops at our end of
year dissemination event. During the
year, I hold additional meetings with
the team of researchers about how to
develop their research further, how to
increase the impact of their enquiries
around college and, finally, how to
write up the report. 

Writing up research

A quick point on writing-up research –
it is true to say not all teachers are
terribly keen to write up their reports
at the end of a busy year! This is
probably due to one of a few reasons.
First, there can be a feeling that what
they did was not ‘proper research’ and
therefore a journal article might seem
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rather grandiose in the circumstances.
Second, the research itself was a
process of learning throughout the
year and some teachers feel that these
personal lessons have already been
learned, making a written report an
unnecessary extra. Finally, the reports
may not be widely read, and therefore
of no interest to anyone else. To
counteract these arguments I would
point out four benefits of writing up
research: accessibility, publication,
accreditation and learning.

In the first instance, the format of
our own journal aims for an easily
accessible and readable article,
professionally (rather than
academically) focused, which other
teachers can easily dip into to see how
it might relate to their own practice.
Nevertheless, a teacher who wishes to
seek academic publication or gain M
Level accreditation can use their report
as the basis for this. In terms of
publication, practical research for
education provides an ideal outlet for
our practitioner-based projects and this
has provided a significant bonus to
those whose reports have gone forward
for publication. 

My last point on report writing is
simple. Action research, where properly
conducted, needs to be situated within
previous research and theories. Writing
up the report and communicating
these ideas is part of the process of
reflection on what has been learned
from the research. Furthermore, taking
Lawrence Stenhouse’s definition of
research – systematic enquiry made

public – we should be aware of the
need to share our findings with others.
The writing process focuses minds on
what we think we have learned, what
is still unknown and what remains to
be explored.

Benefits of action research

Conducting action research has a
number of benefits for teachers and
for the college. As I view it, the
principle focus should be to encourage
teachers to engage in reflective
practice. Frank Coffield, in his 2008
LSN publication Just suppose teaching
and learning became the first priority,
points out that:

For over 20 years, the fashion in the
educational world has been to
‘downplay’ the significance of
teaching (and so, by implication,
teachers) and to praise learning. 

Through action research, teachers can
model the learning process, developing
their own skills and knowledge, which
can be shared with other colleagues.
The benefits then trickle down to their
students, who have a better-informed
and more highly skilled teacher. The
latter point is supported by Thompson
and Wiliam (2007), who state that ‘a
growing research base on the
influences on student learning... shows
that teacher quality trumps virtually all
other influences on student
achievement’.

Furthermore, so much in education
has been imposed in a top-down
manner, through government
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initiatives, policies and reviews, that
there is a danger of disengaging the
ones at the coal-face who have the
biggest impact on the learner’s
experience. In recent years, teachers
have had to contend with the 14–19
reforms, the Children’s Plan, Literacy
and Numeracy strategies, changes to
Ofsted’s inspection framework, the Rose
review of the Primary curriculum and
the Leitch review of skills, to name a
few. The Government’s white paper
‘Working Together’ proposes the
development of more ‘world class
professionals’ including a new fast-track
route for talented career switchers and
graduates to move into teaching in six
months. In this climate of change, it is
important for teachers to re-establish
themselves as professionals, with a
strong evidence-base on which to base
their own practice, based on their own
working context. Practitioner research
provides a much-needed boost to the
self-esteem of those involved and
allows the agenda to be set by the
people best placed to conduct research
into teaching and learning.

Has the research
programme had an impact?

The extent to which our action
research programme has had an impact
on teachers and students in my own
institution is a very difficult question.
In my own doctoral studies, I am
particularly interested in
understanding how teachers view the
experience of conducting action

research and I would also like to learn
more about how other teachers use the
knowledge accrued by the handful of
researchers that do projects each year.

Some things are certain. The ‘critical
mass’ of staff who have been involved
in projects has grown now, with 27
staff having completed projects in the
last three years. Many others have been
indirectly involved, by being ‘critical
friends’ for the researchers, or by
helping out with data analysis, by
attending training courses conducted
by the staff who become experts in
their area of study or by coming to the
action research meetings to find out
about current projects and how to
submit proposals. 

Many staff have learned new
research skills, some have published
their work and one teacher is working
towards accreditation for an MA in
Education. I am also sure that some
will have gained new insights into
their own teaching and new
confidence in themselves as a
professional, by subjecting themselves
to the scrutiny of their peers. Not to
forget one further, important
dimension, they will have learned
more about their students, what helps
them to learn effectively and what
makes them tick. 

Our approach has attracted much
attention and recognition, not least by
Ofsted (see www.excellencegateway.
org.uk/page.aspx?o=167263), and our
end of year event has attracted visitors
from many other schools, colleges,
universities and research agencies. The
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feedback we have had to this event
over the last two years has been
overwhelmingly positive. I think that
one of the most powerful reasons for
this is likely to be that teachers really
enjoy learning from their own
colleagues. Many of these same
colleagues can also recall less positive
experiences listening to some outside
speakers and academics who claim to
have expertise that can be applied to
our teaching practice, but who
overlook some of the subtleties of our
own teaching context that are obvious
to us as practitioners.

Measuring success

One way that we could judge our
success would be to use the NFER’s
own conception of research-engaged
schools as the standard, i.e. a research-
engaged school is ‘characterised by a
culture of research and enquiry that is
at the heart of the school, its outlook,
systems and activity’ (Handscomb and
MacBeath, 2003, p. 4).

In a research-engaged school, teachers
seek answers to everyday questions,
using the principles and methods of
systematic enquiry. The results of the
research are then ‘made public’ by
sharing with other practitioners and
members of relevant communities.
Sanders et al. (2006)

I believe we have come along way
along this road, according to the above
characterization of research-
engagement. There are aspects to work
on still, however, one of which is to

extend the collaborative nature of
research within the college. Many
members of staff are reluctant to get
involved in a yearly research project
that entails literature searching and a
full report write-up. However, many
would be interested in contributing in
a smaller way to a larger group project.
The latter approach is one I intend to
promote more actively. 

Concluding thoughts

The sixth form sector is very under-
represented in educational literature,
probably due to its relatively small size
nationally. Much of the evidence-base
that comes from schools and further
education (FE) colleges does not apply
well to sixth forms – suggested teaching
strategies are sometimes derived from
secondary school experience and are
therefore aimed at younger children.
Likewise, FE colleges are very different
places, populated by a greater diversity
of adult, vocational and part-time
learners, which does not reflect the
specialist nature of a sixth form. 

Practitioner-based projects can help
to fill this gap in the research and to
evaluate how teaching methods used
in other settings can best work in our
context. Furthermore, there is a
considerable wealth of excellent
practice within our own institution,
which cries out to be properly
investigated and widely shared.

I have been fortunate to lead the
development of our programme,
working in a forward-thinking,
dynamic sixth form college.
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Make a difference with your research

NFER’s journal practical research for education has a long history of
publishing articles based on action research. Practitioner research
done with the aim of gaining better understanding and making
improvements to practice can be extremely powerful and rewarding.
This collection of articles is an inspiring call to action for all teachers,
tutors, lecturers, trainers and students – action research really does
work and is a valuable part of continuing professional development.

Written in accessible language with illustrative examples, the authors
present research that has made a difference, including an:

•   experiment in giving students feedback rather than grades

•   investigation of the impact of interactive whiteboards on teaching
and learning

•   examination of the benefits of a forest school experience for young
children

•   experiment in how to motivate students to read more at A level.

With an introductory chapter explaining what action research is all
about, and some concluding thoughts about how it can help
practitioners to develop and share their knowledge and skills, this
book is an essential introduction for those thinking of doing their
own research. 
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