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Abstract 

 

This paper concerns the investigation of how different pedagogical methods can affect 

the outcome of educational attainment and levels of engagement of year 12 Psychology 

students. Teaching pedagogies that will be discussed and evaluated in terms of their 

effectiveness include methods such as ICT, group work, discussion, visuals and the use 

of tangible resources, such as textbooks. The data that was gathered mainly used 

qualitative research methods in order to obtain a dominant ‘student voice’ so that the 

research could focus upon the perspectives and opinions of how students felt engaged 

and motivated to learn. Their responses were then organised into themes to reflect how 

effective they felt certain teaching methods were. This paper will also discuss how 

teaching methods can be best suited for different learning styles in a mixed ability 

classroom. There was a key focus on how different pedagogical methods suited the 

needs of individual learners and how these methods developed independent learning to 

allow students to transfer these skills in later life.  The research was conducted with a 

mixed ability class with a high proportion of EAL students, who often need extra 

assistance in understanding key concepts and vocabulary. This paper also includes some 

possible further enquiries that can be derived from this study, and how the research can 

go forward. The discussion concludes by considering the complexities in adopting 

teaching methods that are able to engage students and raise attainment for a group that 

is varied in terms of ability, language, and learning styles.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

In conducting this study, the following research questions will be used as enquiries, to 

drive the motives for gathering and analysing data. There is an overall research 

question, which involves the big picture of raising levels of both attainment and 

engagement for sixth form students. Other questions will feed into the overall question 

in focusing on attainment, engagement, or both, in various contexts of education and the 

classroom. 

 

1.1 Research Questions 

Overall research question:  What pedagogical methods are most effective in educational 

attainment and levels of engagement in year 12 EAL psychology students? 

Specific questions that help to answer the overall question: 

• Is the pedagogical method of student independent research effective in 

both raising levels of engagement and attainment through deepening students’ 

understanding of the subject that they are studying?  

• Does group work in research and peer assessment impact students’ levels 

of engagement? 

• Does student research of a key topic within psychology enable them to 

apply their knowledge to other aspects of the subject? 

• Does student interaction with feed-forward comments within marked 

work enhance their levels of engagement?   

• Does the impact of AFL, such as student friendly mark schemes, help 

students to improve their standard of work?  
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• Is interactive learning through the use of ICT and the interactive 

whiteboard effective in engaging students and improving their retention of 

knowledge, compared to other methods of teaching? 

• How do different learning styles impact upon the effectiveness of 

pedagogical delivery in raising engagement and attainment? 

 

 

1.2 Rationale 

There are several primary reasons why this research is important. It is critical for 

educators to understand what can really benefit learners within the sixth form in terms 

of engagement and attainment. For example, are more interactive methods of teaching 

more effective than dominant teacher talk? Is there a place for all methods within the 

classroom? How do some areas of pedagogy suit some types of learners and not others? 

Do teaching methods such as group work and the use of peer assessment really enhance 

attainment and engagement among classroom members? Secondly, there is a lack of 

empirical research on the impact of learning styles on post 16 learners in measuring 

attainment and levels of engagement (Coffield, 2004), so my study may reveal some 

areas of interest that have yet to be researched.  Also, although the aim of my research is 

not necessarily to create a solution to any issues that may arise from the findings, it may 

create an opportunity for further discussion and research on pedagogical methods to 

improve attainment and engagement.  

 

Investigating pedagogical styles that are effective for key stage 5 learners is also a 

particular interest within education research, because there is often a need to reflect and 

focus upon how to engage learners who are taking on advanced levels, and may perhaps 

be considering further education. For example, teachers may alter their strategies to suit 
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their students’ learning styles, but it is vital to assess whether these strategies are also 

effective in teaching them the independent learning they need for further education, 

such as university. This research is also important because it aims to address methods 

within independent learning tasks that help students to build on skills in ‘learning how 

to learn’, to avoid over reliance upon the teacher. As Coffield has stated:  

“How can we teach students if we do not know how they learn? How can we improve 

the performance of our employees if we do not know how we ourselves learn or how to 

enhance their learning?” (Coffield, 2004 Pg. 11). 

Finally, this research is important because it raises the issue of how teachers may be 

caught in a double bind. On the one hand, some teachers may feel pressured to 

encourage learning by rote to improve the pass rate on exams. On the other hand, they 

may feel obligated to instruct students in the life long skills of learning independently, 

which may not necessarily improve their exam skills. This can present a conflict of 

priorities, particularly for the teacher of A level subjects. 

 

1.3 Personal Context  

The personal context of my research is important for the following reasons. First, I feel 

that it is important to reflect upon my role as the researcher who will be collecting data 

on participants with whom I have a professional relationship. I must be cautious of 

allowing any potential researcher bias to influence the outcomes of my research (Daly, 

2006). Secondly, as the classroom teacher conducting the research, my interest is in 

whether interactive methods are really raising engagement and attainment. Within the 

school that I am conducting my research, there are increasing numbers of students who 

are continuing with post - 16 education, and are opting to study psychology and other 
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social sciences. These students appear to have been spoon fed in the earlier years of 

their school career, which had sometimes hindered their ability to carry out independent 

learning strategies such as research projects. These are skills that are considered to be 

vital in improving academic attainment, which can also have practical uses in terms of 

application and evaluation of subject material (Meyer, Haywood, Sachdev & Faraday 

2008). 

 

1.4 Professional (wider) Context 

The research was carried out in a school in North London that has a diverse range of 

students. Lessons are thoroughly structured and geared towards aiding students who are 

mostly EAL (English as another language). Teaching methods may need to focus on 

how to engage learners, who may have a barrier with certain language skills. One 

example of this would be the use of visual aids to suit visual learners when teaching 

them terminology and concepts. Another example would be for the teacher to never 

assume students’ prior knowledge of certain key words, but to aid linguistic learners by 

questioning them on the meaning of certain vocabulary to ensure that EAL learners 

don’t have to cope alone with little or no help. Alternatively a teacher could aid further 

discussion of various theories and studies within psychology through the incorporation 

of various stimuli in the form of learning visuals designed to develop comprehension to 

ensure that EAL learners are not left behind (Monaghan, 2008). When engaging 

students with both EAL and varied learning styles, other issues arise from students’ 

poor language skills; they may memorise certain concepts and words for the purpose of 

the exam, but with limited semantic processing of the content within the subject. 
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The school also has an active teaching and learning community, including an open 

forum, for representatives of each department to share good teaching practice. The 

discussion of areas for improvement in teaching is one of the essential components to 

teachers developing independent learning strategies for their students. Teaching and 

learning communities can prove to be invaluable especially when evaluating levels of 

engagement and attainment as a whole school objective. If high quality resources that 

can be used to improve teaching standards become redundant, teaching and learning 

communities can provide a forum where teachers can revisit such resources to learn to 

utilise them more effectively. Teaching and learning communities can aid teachers to 

reflect on how the effective their pedagogical practices are in promoting independent 

learning for sixth form students (Kaplin et al, 2013). This is especially true when taking 

into account how students are focused and engaged with classroom tasks, and how 

teachers are bettering students’ achievement, by facilitating pedagogical methods that 

are helping them to become more independent learners (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). 

As not all teachers participate in teaching and learning communities, it is important for 

educators to share good practice and resources among other departments, particularly if 

lessons are aimed at improving levels of attainment for students who are sitting 

examinations. If pedagogical methods are being experimented with earlier on in 

students’ school career, this can ensure that sixth form learners may also benefit in the 

long term from such communities. As the school where this research took place adopts 

an experimental method in teaching, it allows teachers to take risks in their lessons, 

which may benefit the students overall as well. The teaching and learning community 

not only functions as a means of continuing professional development (CPD) in the 

school where the research is taking place, but also allows teachers to discuss 

pedagogical methods, with ‘tried and tested’ resources, which are presented and 

evaluated in terms of their effectiveness. 
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2.1 Chapter Two: Literature Review  

This chapter will review the current literature exploring how levels of both engagement 

and attainment are affected by differences in teaching strategies. Firstly I will begin to 

explain how research has discussed the issues that psychology teachers have 

encountered, as the subject is both advanced, academic, and non-compulsory. I will also 

explain the implications of teaching sixth form students life-long skills to enhance their 

attainment, through ‘learning how to learn’ by developing independent learning skills. I 

will then examine the theory and the problems associated with learning styles, and will 

discuss if ‘labelling’ students, as being a certain type of learner is counter productive in 

terms of raising their level of ability within the classroom. Thirdly, I aim to assess how 

previous literature has emphasized the problems that some EAL sixth form students 

may encounter. The discussion will also focus upon A level students who experience 

interactive teaching styles or strategies that are dominated by teacher talk that can 

sometimes be geared towards making students more passive. In addition, I will discuss 

how literature has defined ‘learning styles’ as affecting pedagogical influences, and how 

this enhances students’ learning. Lastly, I will highlight the differences in both learning 

styles and teaching methods that incorporate the issues of using modern methods of 

technology within the classroom, as a learning tool in order to assess how this engages 

learners within a modern learning environment. I will intend to link how we as teachers 

should be reflecting upon how pedagogical differences affect our classrooms, and how 

certain strategies may benefit some types of learners, but not necessarily other students 

who may learn in an alternative way.  
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2.2 Teaching Key Stage 5 Psychology in a Wider Context 

Smith, (2010) stated that psychology previously had a small intake of students studying 

the subject, and for psychology to become a successful, certain methods of 

incorporating creative and inspiring resources need to take place within the classroom. 

There, is however, little evidence to suggest that Psychology is losing its popularity as a 

subject, because of its availability within many schools and further education (FE) 

colleges (Jarvis, 2006). There is also little evidence to compare differing methods of 

teaching methods, by comparison of different resources. Over the past few years, 

teachers of A-level psychology have become used to defending the ‘social sciences’ 

within the curriculum, due to the stigmatisation of accusations maintaining that such 

subjects are ‘soft’ and not as academic as they are portrayed to be, especially when 

compared against other subjects, such as physics, chemistry and mathematics (Smith, 

2010). This could have affected some methods of delivery of the subject, causing 

teachers to be afraid to experiment with different types of teaching methods, especially 

when social science departments are small, and receive little support from other areas of 

the school. Because A level Psychology has been seen as a ‘business venture’ or as an 

experimental subject that was introduced into the curriculum more recently, publishers 

have been constantly producing new texts for changing exam boards and have modified 

specifications. Introducing such changes has led of a ‘cookbook’ approach, wherein 

teachers integrate the best aspects of what teaching styles work more effectively for 

classroom participation and engagement (Green, 2007). This, however, has led to 

teachers relying upon a lot of technology and becoming inundated with the CD-ROMs 

packed with PowerPoint presentations and teaching resources that lack useful ideas and 

contain very bland content (Smith, 2010). 
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2.3 Developing Independent Learning skills; ‘Learning how to learn’ 

Because the social sciences are theoretical subjects, they require students to process 

information in a more meaningful way by using critical thinking and meta-cognitive 

skills. At key stage 5, students are required to analyse and critique theories and 

concepts. They also need to be able to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of 

research, which may explore themes regarding human behaviour and issues within 

society. Many of these themes can enable students to apply their personal beliefs and 

experiences to academic content. One of the ways in which meta-cognitive skills can be 

integrated within pedagogical methods, when teaching subjects such as psychology, is 

independent learning. Models of independent learning are said by Pintrich, (2000), 

(cited in Meyer et al, 2008) to be built upon the theoretical notion of learning styles. For 

example, independent learning can enable a teacher to take into account that individual 

students have differing ways of learning, whether this is through written texts or 

through visual aids. Pintrich, (2000) also proposes a theoretical model that combines the 

importance of students’ planning, self-monitoring, and evaluating their work, which are 

all based upon the principle of self-regulated learning. Such strategies of self-regulated 

learning will be discussed later in this research-based report, in terms of how students 

used the TASC (Thinking actively in a social context) Wheel (See Appendix E). 

Zimmerman, (2002) extends Pintrick’s model by focusing upon why motivation is a 

core component to successful independent learning. Three different phases are said by 

Zimmerman to be influenced by self-regulation: Forethought, performance and self-

reflection. This helps maintain effective learning, thus improving levels of student 

attainment and engagement. There are, however, practical issues that affect the outcome 

of independent learning. When carrying out an advanced task such as independent 

research, higher ordered thinking is a priority. Cognitive skills, metacognitive skills and 
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affective skills are also essential when carrying out research based tasks or independent 

projects, because of the nature of advanced learning (Meyer et al, 2008). 

 

In terms of facilitating A level students in carrying out research tasks, it is necessary for 

teachers to understand that students do not become independent learners by themselves; 

ignoring this may result in teaching resources becoming redundant. Making independent 

learning more effective can consist of scaffolding, or building one concept onto another, 

which provides students the ability to reflect upon their work through self- monitoring, 

such as using a student friendly mark scheme. In addition, facilitating group work 

within a research project can encourage positive peer relationships, as well as deepen 

communication skills and help students understand the allocation of roles (Watkins & 

Mortimore, 1999). Clarifying what is expected of students is also a core aspect of 

improving independent learning, particularly for students who find keeping focused a 

challenge, and need structure as well as frequent monitoring and feedback. Much of the 

literature that focuses on independent learning is based upon qualitative case studies. As 

there are also constant pressures from OFSTED, teachers may fear taking risks in 

changing the structure or the style of their teaching, which may be problematic for their 

teaching to go forward (Smith, 2010). Giving teachers the ability to respond to students’ 

areas of strength as well as areas of weaknesses can enable them to consider how the 

individual can best retain knowledge, as well as obtain skills in ‘learning how to learn’. 

Developing skills such as independent learning within key stage 5 can be structured to 

aid learners in providing a foundation for lifelong learning, such as building upon better 

research skills (Coffield, 2004). For example, teachers may use Bloom’s taxonomy of 

teaching students the hierarchy of ordered thinking, which includes understanding the 

differing skills associated with the retention of knowledge, application of theory and 
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evaluation of research, (Longman, 2001). Student skills needed for lifelong learning can 

then be transferrable for the purpose of further study or future career paths. It is 

important to review how Bloom’s taxonomy describes the process of how different 

students engage with different classroom tasks. Bloom (1956), had devised a hierarchy 

of ordered thinking known as Bloom’s taxonomy. This involves the process of 

acquiring knowledge, understanding the main concepts, being able to apply the use of 

learned material, with room to then analyse and break down material into component 

parts so that the organisational structure can be better understood. When these steps are 

achieved, then the process of synthesis and evaluation then can be applied. Synthesis 

refers to the ability to put the relevant parts of material together and may then involve 

producing a new theme or scheme, such as preparing a research proposal around the 

subject. Finally the evaluation element is concerned with the learner’s ability to judge 

the value or validity of the material, whether it is a statement, novel, poem or research 

report. Figure 1.1 illustrates Bloom’s blooms taxonomy: 

 

Fig 1.1 

 

 

 

 

 

The diagram of Bloom’s taxonomy is similar to that of the TASC Wheel (Thinking 

Actively in Social Contexts – see figure 1.2) developed by Belle (cited in Ball 2009), 

which was used as a framework (see Appendix E) in one of the independent learning 

projects that students in this study used to guide their research, and then present their 

findings in the medium that they felt worked best. Findings of this project will be shown 
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in the section that discusses interviewee responses and survey answers. Similarities 

between the TASC Wheel and the hierarchy of Bloom’s Taxonomy reflect cognitive 

skills that are needed to carry out a task such as data analysis, and evaluation of 

concepts. 

 

 

 

Fig 1.2 

 

 

 

 

 

Similar to the concept of students carrying out their own piece of research by actively 

engaging with a framework, the TASC Wheel reveals how students are able to break 

down information and apply their thinking skills to each section of the wheel (Bell, 

2009). The TASC Wheel shows the involvement of each stage and how the different 

sections link together, rather than simply demonstrating a flow of progression through a 

simplistic ranked order. For example, instead of displaying each type of thinking as an 

ordered hierarchy, the TASC wheel portrays concrete links between them, signifying 

that each stage is just as significant as another. This can allow students to focus upon 

the process that can aid independent learning so students can study, engage, learn and 

apply, rather than just studying and retaining. The focus of independent learning is to 

get students to relate other material to their current task and be able to apply the 

information acquired to other parts of their course rather than learning by rote, so that 

synoptic links can be made between concepts, studies and theories (Kaplin et al, 2013). 
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This in turn can enhance engagement though linking the objective to wider content and 

current affairs, which in turn can enable students to deepen their critical thinking skills, 

and can be applied in their examinations. 

 

 

2.4 Analysing the ‘student voice’ in Teaching Independent Learning 

Ruddock, (2003) states that in recent years schools have been acknowledging the 

importance of supporting the concept of having a ‘student voice’. The impact of 

allowing students to give their perspectives in how teaching can enable them to fulfil 

their potential can be useful when trying to assess what methods are more effective and 

how they can engage the class as a whole. Ruddock argues that discovering perspectives 

from the learner is an effective tool in showing the teacher areas of pedagogy that can 

be improved. 

“Students can and should participate, not only in the construction of their own learning 

environments, but as research partners in examining questions of learning and anything 

else that happens in and around schools.” (Ruddock, 2003 Pg. 1). 

 

Ruddock noted that pupil participation in school improvement initiatives is an important 

aspect of examining pedagogy, something that this research focuses on within the 

methodology, as student opinions and discussions that are presented and analysed. It is 

important to discover how students within the field of social science feel about how 

their education enables them to transfer life long skills and experience in terms of 

applying other concepts and literature to support their work. Linell, (2003) surveyed 

second-year undergraduate psychology students about their learning experience before 
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undertaking their degree. Overall, these students demonstrated that skills studied at key 

stage 5 could be transferred to their undergraduate work. However, some revealed that 

that their earlier instruction was inadequate because there was a lack of opportunity for 

class discussion and a minimal focus upon research methods needed for academic 

undergraduate study (Jarvis, 2006).  

 

2.5.1 Learning Styles  

Developing higher ordered thinking in research projects also involves the consideration 

of how students learn individually in assessing their own preferred learning styles. 

Howard Gardner, (1983) devised the multiple intelligence theory, which explains how 

learners are able to absorb and apply information effectively as well as differently. For 

example, a visual learner will usually prefer to learn from media clips, using ICT and 

visual display aids to express their project. A kinaesthetic learner will prefer more 

interactive methods of teaching, through using more tangible resources, such as the 

interactive whiteboard, whilst a linguistic learner will be helped better through the use 

of discussing ideas. These are all very common teaching methods, which are used in 

conjunction with one another when teaching students in the sixth form. The question to 

be addressed is which methods are preferable, and which are more effective in 

enhancing student attainment. Both of these aspects were researched in my study, and 

will be discussed in the subsequent chapters. 

 

2.5.2 Taking Learning Styles into Account 

Auditory or visual learning styles can influence student preference for particular 

pedagogical methods.  Many students prefer to look either look at material in the form 
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of a visual, or prefer to listen to lectures, or listen to electronic devices to retain 

information. Therefore, students need to be able to easily access the information; 

especially as the use of modern multimedia facilities are becoming popular and as a 

range of technological advances are being integrated within classroom resources, 

(Ginnis, 2002). As there is a strong expectation at this level that students should know 

how to write adequate essays, students should be encouraged to know how to study 

effectively. For example, this would entail them knowing how to condense large 

amount of reading that may be dense in theoretical content. Methods, such as using 

textbooks that are better for raising attainment but are sometimes difficult to incorporate 

in a lesson in an engaging way, when methods are usually met by lack of motivation 

from the learners, especially if there are such varied learning styles (Jarvis, 2006). 

 

2.5.3 Issues with Learning Style Theory 

Coffield, (2004) states that understanding learning styles is a complex research field that 

is not a unified concept, but instead consists of three areas: theoretical, commercial and 

pedagogical. Theoretical relates to the social construct that relies upon the 

categorisation of learning styles, and how this has an impact on attainment within the 

classroom. Pedagogical relates to how we as teachers modify teaching methods to suit 

learning styles, a key question I addressed in my study. Commercial learning styles 

consist of how particular instruments and models have been promoted and influential in 

furthering independent learning. For example, Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (LSI) as 

well as Honey and Mumford’s Learning Styles Questionnaire have been widely used 

throughout the UK (Coffield, 2004). These surveys are useful in providing the teacher 

with an overall ‘pen portrait’ of their classes, but sometimes fail to take into account 

individual student differences. They also contain some conflicting assumptions that can 
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influence mainstream ideas about teaching and learning strategies. If teachers apply 

fixed ideas to individual student traits, it may cause them to overlook other important 

issues such as the personal context of a classroom, or the range of abilities that students 

possess. Teachers should also take precautions to not overlook other important aspects 

of teaching and learning, such as the student’s background or possible learning 

difficulties (Doyle, 1990). However, not only does pedagogy rely upon the external 

environmental factors, it also replies upon the style of the teacher and how this will 

affect delivery of lessons. Surveys have revealed that ‘traditional’ practice; such as the 

dominance of ‘teacher talk’ is still the dominant method in teaching, particularly within 

primary schools within the UK (Barker Lunn, 1984; Galton, 1987). Thus the main 

culture of the school, the teaching styles adopted, and the demography of the class can 

be said to have a direct impact on what pedagogical methods are suitable when 

considering how to best engage students (Doyle, 1990).  

 

There are of course problems that have been highlighted in literature concerning the 

theory of different learning styles, otherwise known as ‘multiple intelligences’ (MI) and 

the negative consequences that this can have within the learning environment. For 

example, White, (2004) draws upon the importance of flexibility when applying MI to 

teaching and learning. White also agrees with Howard Gardner’s MI theory that not 

everyone learns best through the same teaching style, and that more ‘traditional’ 

methods that may consist heavily upon dictation and lecturing styles, would only suit 

those who are more linguistic and logical learners. Thus, MI does have a place in 

education in that it can be beneficial in terms of including other learners who may have 

not excelled through other learning strategies. This is especially important when taking 

into account the vast range of learning styles, language barriers and abilities of students 
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who are transitioning from school to further education. However White, (2004) explains 

the problems with some of Gardner’s theory.  He states that Gardner’s seven 

intelligences all show evidence of problem-solving and problem-creating skills 

important in human cultures. However, he asks: 

 “Are we talking about all human cultures, most, or only some of them? Gardner is not 

clear on this…  How does one use the criteria to pick out intelligences? Gardner makes 

it clear that not all have to be satisfied.” (White, 2004, Pg 4). 

The problem of using certain criteria can derive from inconsistent and subjective 

judgement on deciding on the quality of work that is produced. Sometimes this can be 

culturally biased, and can also depend on different expectations of teachers. As White, 

(2004) states one issue is trying to apply the MI theory to students who are EAL or are 

from different cultures, who may have an entirely system of learning altogether. 

Another potential problem is how we can measure what a ‘type’ of intelligence’ really 

is. If numerous assumptions are drawn from an overly simplistic survey concerning how 

our students prefer to be taught, or what methods they feel they learn better from, is the 

resulting label really objective? White, (2004) suggests problems arise when a teacher 

assumes that a student learns best in a certain way, based upon how the teacher 

interprets the student’s behaviour within a task, or based upon a score from a MI survey. 

This may result in the student becoming excluded from other meaningful tasks, or from 

absorbing vital data.  

 

2.6 How do Learning Styles affect Pedagogy? 

Recent developments in driving standards of teaching, has maintained some focus of 

cognition and meta-cognition of learners so that different learning styles are taken into 



 

 

21 

account. Bruner, (1996) cited in Watkins and Mortimore, (1999) identified certain 

categories of learners, which could have implications for pedagogy. Two models were 

demonstrated by Bruner, which demonstrated recent research into how cognition is 

applied when students carry out various classroom tasks. 

1. The first model involves viewing students as thinkers who construct a model of 

the world to help them construe their own experience. The model considers what 

students think and how they arrive at what they believe. Pedagogy can help them 

understand better, more powerfully; this can be fostered through discussion and 

sharing knowledge within an accepting and unthreatening environment.  

2. The second model views the student as knowledgeable and tests whether 

teaching can help students grasp a distinction between personal knowledge and 

factual evidence. For example; on the one side, and ‘objective’ knowledge on 

the other.  

“This perspective holds that there is something special about “talking” to 

authors, now dead but alive in their ancient texts – so long as the objective of 

the encounter is not worship but discourse and “going meta” on thoughts about 

the past.” (Bruner, 1996, p.62). 

 

Bruner, (1996) explains that the two models previously mentioned, show different 

examples of how learners may deal with differing pedagogy. Learning styles can affect 

the way in which students may use their knowledge to support or criticise another 

source within their subject. Other learners may be able to use their own subjective 

opinion in describing and comparing different pieces of evidence, and then be able to 

draw a contrast between their perspective and factual and objective information to build 
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upon evaluative skills. Bruner, (1996) argues that there is no uniform way of 

completing tasks with a certain mind set. What is important is how individuals can 

apply themselves when boosting their attainment in strengthening their learning style to 

become more independent learners so that they can use these skills to succeed in further 

education. 

 

2.7 Engaging the EAL Learners 

Petty, (2002) notes that adopting new approaches to teaching, may be beneficial to both 

students’ levels of attainment as well as improving teachers’ own pedagogy within a 

system that is always adopting higher and higher expectations. In schools where many 

classes are heavily EAL, some teachers may not appreciate experimenting outside of 

their ‘comfort zone’, due to concerns over whether language barriers may cause 

students to become lost and discouraged. Despite adopting new challenges and risks in 

delivering lessons, substantial improvements may well result if both the teacher and the 

students adjust to newer refreshing approaches (Monaghan, 2008). This is true 

especially if the approaches to teaching are more interactive, visual and easier to access. 

Visual clues can be a useful aid for understanding and outlining the chronology of 

certain events or the content concepts and theories that can be used to aid 

comprehension and decoding of written texts. Colour coding of key terminology is 

another visual clue, which, when created by the students themselves, can help teach 

EAL students how to learn both independently and create a revision aid for their subject 

(Monaghan, 2008). Pausing within dialogue between the student and the teacher, 

through the use of deeper questioning of various concepts and vocabulary, can aid the 

linguistic EAL student as well. Also, the use of collaborative group work can be learned 

by any student, with or without language barriers, and therefore is inclusive in nature, as 
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it acknowledges shared responsibility and shared ownership of the tasks involved, 

whether they be speaking and listening skills and in undertaking various roles within the 

group (Watkins, 2005). In terms of meeting the needs of students with mixed abilities, 

allocating roles that contain different skills can be useful in maintaining differentiation. 

If the task is project based, then EAL students can draft together a piece of work in 

English to be presented to the teacher, who can then check it for vocabulary and 

grammar. 

 

Higgins et al, (2005) state that there has been research to show that the right learning 

environment affects the engagement, motivation, self-esteem, attendance, wellbeing and 

achievement of students who have English as a second language. For example, the 

environment should be motivating and accessible to help build upon EAL students’ 

knowledge at an advanced level which they can then apply to other areas of the subject. 

Using role-playing techniques to act out various studies can be useful in getting students 

to work as a group to demonstrate an important study that took place, or to gather their 

own type of research on human behaviour such as aggression. For example, getting 

students to act out different scenarios when treating a patient with a mental disorder or 

having them illustrate cognitive behavioural techniques for anger management. This can 

help to engage EAL learners actively, and can also bring the subject to life, so that they 

understand the implications of treatments.  Using interactive ‘active inspire’ or 'smart 

board' suites, such as ‘word wall’, can gauge students’ knowledge through getting them 

to select the correct word from a list, that can be matched with the correct definition. 

Key words can be matched with various pictures or visuals to aid EAL student’s 

memory effective tool for SEN students (Banks et al, 1999). Using visual aids and an 

interactive whiteboard links heavily to learning styles in suiting the needs of the visual 

and kinaesthetic learner. ICT also can be help engage EAL learners, which will be 
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discussed further on in this chapter. 

2.8 The Use of ICT in Raising Attainment 

ICT can be an effective resource in improving students’ skills in creativity and in 

making their own visual aids. Some researchers have questioned whether or not major 

interventions, such as resources incorporating new technology and ICT, will 

significantly change classroom practice Cuban, (1993), cited in Watkins and Mortimore, 

(1999). Nonetheless, there is growing popularity in developing ICT classroom teaching 

strategies to support the knowledge and understanding, of learners of all abilities.  In 

fact, ICT is becoming more popular as part of the classroom, whether this be through 

the use of computer software, or by using interactive whiteboards, and can be used as a 

tool for interaction, engagement, and the display of visual aids. Loveless, et al (cited in 

Ellis et al, 2001), assessed the ways ICT can affect pedagogy because of how it affects 

behaviours and routines within the classroom. Previous research and literature has 

suggested that ICT can enhance a creative, enjoyable, and inspiring process, where 

individual students are engaged at all times. The use of ICT can enable teachers to build 

upon such pedagogies in supporting learners’ in their understanding of a wide range of 

subjects (Ellis & Loveless, 2001). 

 

Not only can ICT be used to aid the teacher in developing better pedagogy, it can also 

aid students in becoming more engaged with the subject by using ICT in a creative way, 

for example, in making presentations, or in contributing to an online forum discussion. 

As new technology has been a large part of education within the past decade, it would 

be useful to measure how students use technology in their everyday learning 

experiences. Pelgrum, (2001) made a clear link between ICT and the role that new 
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technology has played, when enabling a learning environment. The successful 

promotion of independent learning as a pedagogical method can depend upon the 

learning environment, which focuses on both the teacher and the students (Pelgrum, 

2001). The previous generation of students experienced the revolutionised revision 

website, such as GCSE bite size, as a form of a revision aid, designed to be both 

interactive and engaging. However, recent innovative changes in technology have 

enabled students to take control of their own learning through tailored virtual learning 

environments (VLE), modified through the school network, which allows both teachers 

and students to interact through a protected educational forum. Using a VLE often poses 

a wider network of opportunities for students by not only by offering them resources 

and on screen multiple choice tests, but also by providing then with the ability to hand 

in home learning electronically, with quick and easy feedback. The use of open 

discussions in forums, and the ability to share online clips as well as articles can provide 

additional examples of VLE opportunities for students. This type of pedagogy sounds 

ideal in theory, by offering learners easy access; however, how well a website functions 

or how often it is updated depends on the organisation for which the teacher works. In 

practice, effective ICT can also depend upon a students' attitude and motivation in 

taking the time to access websites with educational material. Therefore, easy 

functionality and navigation are absolutely vital to engage students and to increase 

levels of attainment, when incorporating interactive technology within a scheme of 

learning (Gardner et al, 2005). 

 

2.9 The Impact of AFL on Raising Attainment 

Wiliam, (1998) focused his research on how assessment for learning can be 

incorporated within lessons, in order to maximise engagement and to suit each 
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individual student through formative feedback to encourage independent learning. 

Wiliam, (1998) did in fact experience some criticism from students, when carrying out 

his ‘classroom experiment’ within a school in Hertfordshire in 2010. In a school that 

was undergoing criticism due to behavioural problems and consistent OFSTED visits, 

students and teachers participated in Wiliam’s Assessment for Learning (AFL) 

strategies; this caused tension and conflict among students, who felt that such methods 

were ‘belittling’ their abilities. Interviews were also carried out with both teachers and 

students as to how effective the new measures were. Classroom observations were also 

carried out on lessons, which showed comparisons of teaching methods both before and 

after new strategies were implemented, such as using mini whiteboards, and the traffic 

light system. Wiliam discovered that certain methods were effective in terms of raising 

levels of engagement and attainment within the classroom, but for this to really 

influence the general attainment of the school, there had to be some level of consistency 

across all departments. The use of ‘feed-forward’ comments within marking also 

became useful in allowing students to engage further with their work, and to take 

‘ownership’ of their work, by giving them time to think and reflect on their work and to 

have a chance to improve, rather than the work being a closed form of assessment. 

Another teaching and learning policy that became a core part of facilitating whole class 

participation, was for teachers to not immediately answer students’ questions, but 

instead get them to consider content amongst their peers and to ask each other questions 

about the enquiry. This increased both confidence and independence within the 

classroom. When peers are actively engaged in communicating with the feedback given, 

this can foster whole class participation. Giving students the ability to also create their 

own 'student friendly' mark schemes can also be a useful way to help students 

understand what standard is expected of them. This is especially useful if the 

terminology is pitched at a level that is not too advanced but is academic enough to 
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stretch EAL students, as well as students of mixed ability. Also, allowing students to 

practice exam techniques can help to raise both engagement and achievement (Moore, 

2000).  Wiliam’s study, however, did not focus on the key stage that I am focusing on, 

and so what may have worked for key stage 3, may not necessarily work for key stage 

5. The use of feed forward comments can be applicable for every level, but the traffic 

light system may need to be adjusted to suit the needs of more mature learners. 

Therefore, such findings from the experiment may not be generalisable to other 

subjects, year groups, and schools, because of the differing demography within regions 

of education.  

 

 

2.10 Conclusion of Literature Review 

 

Further research on what methods key stage 5 students prefer will be investigated, and 

tested in my research, and a comparison will be drawn from the findings of the research 

to see what previously has been researched and measured with regard to my research 

questions. Further research would be more useful in determining if methods such as the 

use of ICT are working in the classroom, in raising attainment and engagement, 

particularly among students who are EAL. In reference to my research enquires, it 

would also be interesting to see if there is more research available on whether teaching 

methods that are engaging, are also methods that are successful in raising attainment. 

Higher ability students, who are sitting exams, can usually be students who prefer to be 

given resources such as a textbook in order to engage, learn and achieve with little or no 

interaction at all. It is currently difficult to establish if there is any contested research on 

this issue, because there is very little research regarding the comparison between 

different pedagogical methods of teaching sixth form students (Coffield, 2004). 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction of Methodology: 

This chapter will discuss what type of research methods were used, with a comparison 

drawn between the advantages and disadvantages of qualitative verses quantitative data, 

and the reasons for using them. The use of action research will also be discussed and 

evaluated, with reference to ethical issues and validity of the gathering of data. There 

are three different methods of data collection that were used to discover the students’ 

perspectives on which certain teaching methods engaged them and how they felt that 

they learnt best. The three methods were: classroom observations with notes recorded 

using a research journal, a short survey that contained mostly close pre-coded questions 

based on preferred pedagogy and learning styles (adapted from Kolb’s questionnaire), 

and semi-structured interviews. The interviews generated a large proportion of the data 

due; in small focus group discussions students felt able to elaborate on important points.   

 

3.2 Using Action Research 

Action research is a practical approach in gathering data to investigate a professional 

enquiry. Using action research allows for ‘insider research’ to be carried out in 

exploring a real reflection of attitudes and opinion of the students themselves (Mercer, 

2007).  Action research was used to focus on the typical day-to-day lessons and 

attitudes of the students, so that more valid perspectives could be gained. This allowed 

an opportunity for students' opinions, thoughts and perspectives to be the primary focus 

of the research. Another interesting aspect of using action research is that it provides 

some light upon how different teaching methods meet the needs of different learning 

styles as well as abilities. There has also been a great deal written about action research 
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within education, which can be useful when referring back to how action research has 

aided other researchers in carrying out their enquiries and in gathering various amount 

of data, (Mercer, 2007).  

 

Research that is often undertaken by teachers within the classroom often uses existing 

materials and information as a methodological basis in order to explore students’ 

learning. This type of enquiry structure offers teachers the opportunity to develop skills 

to analyse data, as well as other processes that are crucial to on-going developmental 

practice (Buchanan and Redford, 2008). This is one reason why action research will 

benefit the purpose of this research, as the data was collected and analysed from lessons 

that were planned, taught and reflected upon, with feedback from the students. Using 

action research involves piloting or experimenting with teaching and learning strategies. 

It is also an extremely effective way to improve both the teachers’ and the students’ 

learning, where ideas that derive from projects can be useful in generating more 

independent learning (Petty, 2002). One’s standard of teaching can move forward if 

personal reflection on classroom practice occurs, and questions are raised concerning 

why students respond to different teaching methods. Teachers making conscious 

management decisions can influence the development of new pedagogical ideas, 

through the process of taking risks (Wilson, 2009), especially if this is reviewed by 

using action research. 

 

Using action research can bridge the gap between theory and practice. Donald 

McIntyre, (2005) states that there can be a widening gap between research knowledge 

and the everyday teaching practice of a teacher within the classroom; therefore, there 

needs to be a better established link between the two, so that action-based research 
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carried out in education can shed light on issues within schools that may need 

improvement. Hence the importance of continuing professional development (CPD) and 

sharing good practice among colleagues is now heavily emphasised in some schools 

(McIntyre, 2005).  He explains that action research is important for the following 

reasons: 

 

“Because educational researchers are self-indulgent or irresponsible in the kinds of 

research that they do or in the ways that they report it, nor because teachers are 

unprofessional or anti-intellectual in their approach to practice, nor even because of 

inappropriate organizational agreements, but primarily because the kind of knowledge 

that research can offer is of a very different kind from the knowledge” that classroom 

teachers need to use. (McIntyre, 2005, P. 358)" 

 

McIntyre also argues that teachers tend to make observations based upon their beliefs 

and values that have been shaped from previous teaching experience. Therefore, the role 

of the teacher is to attempt to bridge the gap between research findings, and the 

everyday skills and knowledge of teachers, by implementing certain strategies into 

practice (Wilson, 2009).  

 

Action research can also be very informal as discussions in conducting research can also 

enable both the staff and students to reflect upon what teaching methods enables them 

to understand and process content within lesson more deeply, so that more meaningful 

discussions can be generated from resources. Action research can be linked to the Kolb 

cycle, to demonstrate the process of critical evaluation when reflecting upon assessing 

teaching and learning strategies (Petty, 2002).  
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Fig 2.1 

 

 

 

 

In terms of reviewing an action research project, evaluation involves the process of 

asking searching questions, as well as seeking the relevant evidence to support which 

parts of the project works well, and parts that may have not worked so well (Check & 

Schutt, 2012). Evidence can derive from both current literature, and through the 

gathering of findings through data collection Questions that focus upon self-reflection 

and critical reflection can be explored within action research, for example: 

• “Did I implement the project effectively? 

• Did the strategy that I adopted work well? 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of the strategy under 

investigation? 

• Were there any other consequences of the project, desirable or 

undesirable? 

• Is there a better way of achieving my goal? 

• What were my main learning points?” (Petty, 2002). 

Such answers to questions need evidence, and therefore, it is useful to analyse the 

change and progress in grades, attendance, and the quality of students’ work, including 

their attitude to learning (Petty, 2002). 
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3.3 Sampling 

Daly, (2006) mentions the importance of using small-scale research in order to obtain 

and generate rich and in-depth data that is unique and detailed. My sample consisted of 

two groups of year 12 classes, amounting to 12 students who participated in total.   The 

sample included students with varied cultural and religious backgrounds and academic 

abilities in order to make the small-scale study more representative of the school in 

context. Generating data on a smaller group allowed for better depth and detailed 

qualitative analysis to be drawn from the research. Not all of the participants were able 

to take part in the semi-structured interview due to other commitments; however, a lot 

of relevant data that was rich in depth and detail was still generated. As the interview 

group sampling was smaller than anticipated, this may have provided a more focused 

outcome in allowing students to have a larger input within a smaller group setting.  

 

 

3.4 Ethics 

As with any research that is undertaken within an educational setting, it is vital that 

ethical considerations should be taken into account. The term ‘ethics’ can be defined as 

‘a set of moral principles according to Alderson & Morrow, (2004). Therefore when any 

research is being conducted for the good of contributing to a specific field, the priority 

should be to protect the well being of the participants, particularly if they are not legally 

adults. All participants in this research were consulted of how the research would take 

place, and what the research process was going to involve. Personal details such as the 

students' names were not included; as such data must be treated sensitively. I requested 

permission to conduct the study from the headmaster (see Appendix B), to assure that 

all details of any students involved within the research would be kept completely 

confidential. The sole purpose of the research was to discover how different teaching 



 

 

33 

and learning styles best suited the needs of our learners.  Carrying out such research 

could not only be used for continuing professional practice (CPD) purposes, but for the 

purpose of raising the level of attainment for the students. I gave the headmaster a clear 

aim and purpose of the research, which helped to focus what questions I was aiming to 

ask when conducting my methodology. Furthermore, informed consent was obtained 

from all the students who would partake in this study; an approved letter was sent to 

their parents/guardians stating the aim of the research. This gave their child the ability 

to opt out of the research at any time. As all participants in the research were under 18, 

the issue of informed consent had to be taken with extra precaution. The letter of 

consent (See Appendix A) that was distributed to participants and their parents stated 

that participants could voluntarily offer information and alternatively leave the study. 

Informed consent is taken to mean the process, where usually an adult commits ‘assent’ 

meaning, they sign a letter of consent on their child’s behalf (Alderson & Morrow, 

2004). Participants were however made completely aware of the research process. They 

also had the right to withdraw at any time within the research-taking place, and could 

also withhold data, after interviews have taken place. Participants were also informed 

after the observations had been carried out and were fully updated as to what data was 

gathered for research purposes.  

 

 

3.5 Collecting the Data  

Methodological triangulation was used to obtain a wide range of mostly qualitative data 

that contained, as the focus was mostly upon the gaining the perspectives of the ‘student 

voice’ on pedagogical teaching methods. I incorporated methodological triangulation in 

the form of observation, a semi-structured interview and the monitoring of students’ 

work when undertaking an independent project. Notes I gathered from classroom 
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observations were recorded within a research journal, which allowed further reflection 

on the process and analysis to be carried out on views and perspectives of students.   

 

3.5.1 Using Methodological Triangulation 

To implement triangulation, data was gathered from a variety of research methods. 

Using semi-structured interview techniques, enabled questions to be guided, in order to 

generate relevant data, but also allow participants to elaborate further that might be 

useful in relating to the research questions that were being investigated. Using a variety 

of methods can sometimes reduce interviewer effects, particularly if testing to see 

whether results differ between the data that is gathered from different research methods. 

(Bryman, 2001). Each method represents a differing display of findings, and also has 

the potential to be varied when evaluating the results from obtaining empirical evidence 

(Ginnis, 2002). Another important issue to focus on is what types of questions are being 

asked, and how this will guide the research process.  Finally, when deciding on what 

type of methods to use, whether they be qualitative, or quantitative research methods, 

will have an impact upon how long it will take to gather and analyse the data. For 

example, carrying out in depth unstructured interviews could allow for new information 

to arise that would be good to include in the findings, but lack of focus and the amount 

of data generated could become problematic, especially when attempting to make a 

sense of the data to support the research enquiry (Ginnis, 2002). The three methods of 

data collection I used are discussed below. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

35 

3.5.2 The Research Journal and Classroom Observations 

Using the research journal in recording key events in the classroom proved to be an 

effective tool in gaining insight into how well students benefitted from day to day 

teaching and classroom activities. I used the journal to not only record classroom 

interactions, but also to note any useful strategies that could be recycled and used for 

future lessons and observations. Using the journal to record ‘snap shots’ of teaching and 

learning was a useful way to enable me to retain information that was rich in depth and 

detail. The research journal was also used to record students’ general attitudes towards 

varied tasks. Using the research journal also became a monitoring tool, which I used as 

a source of reflection, particularly when day-to-day schedules within the school did not 

provide much room for personal reflection on evaluating a lesson. The informal 

observations adhered to ethical considerations, as students knew that data was being 

collected from ‘snapshots’ within lessons. Behaviour and conversations were recorded 

in terms of how positive the students felt when carrying out activities. If certain students 

displayed a high level of enthusiasm when carrying out a task, then this would be noted 

as a ‘positive’ theme. If students displayed low motivation, with further verbal feedback 

on what they disliked about a task, this would be classified as a negative theme. Using 

coding for behaviour for learning was an effective way to measure and analyse what 

pedagogical methods students found engaging. Other tasks that neither fitted the 

‘positive’ or ‘negative’ theme were placed within the ‘indifferent’ category, as some 

tasks were naturally not approached with lack of motivation, or a positive attitude. 

Coding the data into three differing categories, helped to provide a clear and coherent 

overview of how students felt about the different types of teaching methods.  
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3.5.3 Monitoring Students’ Work 

For the students’ independent learning projects, their presentation in any format that 

they wished required them to use ICT resources. Students were responsible for 

researching and presenting their own findings regarding how one approach from 

psychology would explain and treat mental disorders. Students were split into two 

groups within a class, and one group researched the biological explanation of mental 

disorders, while the second group looked into psychological factors. Monitoring of 

students’ work was used to measure their understanding and levels of engagement with 

their project. Students were formatively assessed through questioning of what they were 

carrying out, and how they were going to deliver it. Class discussions and feedback 

were held in order to gain some insight into whether students found certain pedagogy 

engaging or not. I asked students to reflect upon their research tasks throughout the 

course of the research. Such reflections were not scheduled, but were held at varied 

times, in order to gain a snap to show a true picture of the class as a whole. This also 

provided students with opportunities to discuss their thoughts and feelings freely, as 

well as their own progress. As Shulman, (1996) explained, we learn more from 

reflecting on our learning experiences, rather than actually carrying out the task. I also 

filmed the interviews using the ‘STAR’ observation tool, for continuing professional 

development (CPD) purposes with students’ given consent. An analysis was drawn 

from the recordings; however, when I reflected upon the responses, it revealed that 

despite the conversations between the students and myself, the use of my questioning 

did at times influence the discussion, and some students felt unable to participate as 

much as the participants’ peers, because of the dynamics of the group as a whole.  
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3.5.4 The Use of Pre-coded Structured Surveys 

A survey was distributed to students of both of the psychology AS classes, which 

contained some pre-coded questions on what methods they felt benefitted them (see 

Appendix D). These questions focused on what students preferred as a teaching method, 

and which were more effective in aiding them to retain information. The aim of this 

survey was to gain an overall picture of how students reacted to different learning styles 

that were presented to them. These closed questions were not designed to discover 

qualitative data in the form of opinions, but to provide more a quantitative analysis that 

could easily be compared to responses within the semi-structured interviews.  

 

Questionnaires also maintained the advantage of being cost-effective as well as being 

relatively objective. They can limit the potential disadvantage of being influenced 

through ‘researcher bias’. Qualitative researchers are often concerned with the effect of 

their own subjectivity on the data that is being analysed, and so producing a quantitative 

survey can reduce the risk of this (Rajendran, 2001).  The potential flaw of using a more 

qualitative method, such as an interview, is that dishonest answers may be given if the 

participant feels awkward within the interview setting. Anonymity, on the other hand, 

ensures that students are more likely to feel secure in the knowledge that any responses 

shared will be kept confidential and in private, which can be useful, especially when 

comparing such data with interview responses (Rajendran, 2001).  

 

3.5.5 Semi Structured Interviews 

In producing an interview script, there are several sorts of questions that can be asked in 



 

 

38 

a useful manner (See Appendix C). Patton, 1996 (cited in Ginnis, 2002) identified that 

questions should usually be structured in a way that encourages behaviours, experiences 

and opinions to be revealed in order to improve the validity of the responses. Interviews 

are usually best when held in an informal and open environment, so as to not make the 

participants feel awkward when voicing their opinions. As the interview groups were 

within the students’ usual learning environment, and they had their peers to discuss 

various questions with, this may have caused participants to feel at ease in being 

questioned and in having their responses recorded (Glesne, 2006).  

 

Semi-structured interviews generated large amounts of qualitative data and were 

perhaps the most vital part of the data collection process, in gaining a majourity of the 

voice of the students. Questions were designed to be non-leading and semi-structured to 

ensure that most of the responses would be relevant for research purposes. Students 

were interviewed within a small focus group of no more than 6, to enable all learners to 

express their views on what lessons has previously engaged them and if pedagogy had 

improved for them from GCSE to A level classes. Questions were designed to enable 

students to elaborate and have a wider discussion, rather than simply a narrow dialogue 

between the student and the teacher. Enabling students to have a guided discussion 

within their focus group, allowed the accumulation of data that was rich in detail and 

validity because of the nature of sharing opinions through an unstructured discussion 

that is not contrived. The use of qualitative data may have enabled the researcher to 

build an insightful understanding of the participants by giving them a voice within the 

research (Glesne, 2006).   
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“The process of understanding a social or human problem by building a complex 

holistic picture formed with words, reporting detailed views of informant and conducted 

within a natural settings”  Cresswell (1994), cited in in Male, (2004 p2). 

 

This description strengthened my reasoning for using qualitative data in the form of 

interviews. They allow for an enquiry into thoughts, feelings that cannot always be 

gained from other methods such as quantitative methods, with their use of pre-coded 

questions, statistics, and even observations. This also proved to be vital data, because of 

the nature of a survey’s anonymity, created more opportunity for students to be 

completely honest about how they felt about which teaching methods best suited them. 

The short surveys that were distributed consisted of mostly short, pre-coded questions 

that enabled the gathering of quick quantitative data that was easier to analyse and it 

allowed me to grasp a general bigger picture of what the main attitudes were (Male, 

2004). One question was, however, open-ended, which allowed students to express what 

they would prefer to see more of within the lessons. 

 

3.5.6 Strengths and Weaknesses 

Whilst I used methodological triangulation in order to extract more data and to test the 

validity of the findings by adopting both qualitative and quantitative methods, this 

study, despite being unique, will lack generalisability. As Daly, (2006) noted there there 

are indeed a great number of strengths in using a small-scale sample; it is useful to 

explore the differing attitudes and perspectives of a few students. Using a small-scale 

sample, allowed the research to focus largely upon responses that were rich in depth and 

detail, and contain a lot of valid information, which would have been difficult to gain 
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from a larger sample of participants. What the research will not be able to offer, 

however, is a study that can be largely applicable to the majority of sixth form students 

in current education. Nonetheless, although findings were gathered from a specific 

subject, they can in fact be applied to other subjects, because certain pedagogical 

methods can be transferable across the curriculum. For example, most subjects at AS 

level are academic, and furthermore require independent learning in the form of 

research and projects.  

 

3.6 Issues with ‘Insider Research’ 

Carrying out the research on participants meant that my role was purely subjective, 

because of my on-going relationships with the students as their classroom teacher. 

There are, however, many advantages to 'insider research'. There is naturally a sense of 

familiarity and a greater sense of rapport when research is being conducted, within a 

familiar educational setting, on students with whom the teacher has already established 

a working relationship. Thus the participants may feel more at ease in giving their 

honest opinions, particularly if among other fellow students. This can however be a 

double-edged sword, depending on what relationship that they have with the teacher, 

(Mercer, 2007). Having an over familiar relationship and rapport can cloud the true 

feelings of how students’ true feelings about pedagogical methods, Therefore the 

complex culture of interactions between the students themselves and the students 

towards the teacher must be considered in terms of how this affects the data, especially 

if the student voice is dominant (Ruddock, 2003). Ruddock also illustrates the 

complexities of using the student voice in school improvement programs or in education 

research. For example, findings can vary according to how the student voice overall 

represents a negative vs. a positive attitude, as well as a passive vs. an active stance on 
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what they are being asked to participate in. 

 

Two of my research methods that included ‘insider research’, were classroom 

observations and semi-structured interviews. Attitudes from class conversations, 

behaviour and one-to-one discussions were recorded when students were carrying out 

independent learning tasks, such as their project on mental disorders, over the course of 

the spring term. This enabled me to determine how the students were responding to 

various teaching methods in terms of behaviour for learning through staying focused 

and becoming resilient, when faced with challenging tasks. This ‘subjective’ research 

method was useful to find out what students’ attitudes were to differing styles of 

teaching; it was beneficial to assess what their main thoughts and feelings were on the 

enquiries being investigated.  For example, I asked participants whether or not they felt 

that group work really benefits their learning, which can then lead on to discussions 

about how they felt it was motivating for them. There is often a complex balance 

between keeping students interested in the subject, whilst at the same time making sure 

that they are making steady progress. Using resources such as past exam papers and 

mark schemes may not be the most inspiring method of keeping a class engaged, but 

can be invaluable in helping to raise attainment by giving the class an outline of what is 

expected to achieve. This is why active learning has been used widely among 

classrooms. Certain important teaching methods such as incorporating the use of exam 

questions to boost attainment might not be as engaging to students. However, using ICT 

to make exam questions engaging can include interactive multiple-choice questions 

using the interactive whiteboard that can help enhance engagement and increase 

students’ levels of motivation compared to exam papers in the form of booklets,  

(Mandernach, 2009). 
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3.7 Potential Problems  

The main problem that I encountered when carrying out these investigations is that 

when interviewing students, some quieter members found it challenging to be open and 

honest within a group setting, especially if they were new to the experience of being 

interviewed. They may also not have been totally truthful in what they were 

communicating, as a result of ‘peer pressure’ or perhaps they gave the answers that they 

may have believed the researcher wanted to hear. This may have affected the validity of 

the data that is being gathered.  

 

In terms of reflexivity, Potter, (1996, 188, cited in Glesne, 2006) categorised three ways 

in which subjectivity can influence the findings. Firstly, how the setting of where the 

research is chosen and the way in which the data is recorded can pose an issue to some 

participants. Secondly, the interpretations that are being made are going to contain some 

form of subjective bias because our own beliefs and opinions can affect the data. Lastly, 

this links to the discussion of how a researcher’s personal beliefs may alter or affect 

data in the way that questions are being asked or followed up. However, Becker, (1967) 

cited in Delamont, (2002) claims that it is virtually impossible to generate qualitative 

data that is detached and uncontaminated from a researcher’s beliefs and opinions, but it 

is important to be aware of the issue that humans will always be subjective by nature, 

and are often likely to be biased in deciding on what perspective is being adopted if it 

ties in with our own beliefs (Delamont, 2002). 

 

 

Another issue with one of the methods that was used is that observing students may 

cause a change in their behaviour. Usually when people are aware that they are being 

observed and their behaviour is recorded, this affects the way in which they work, 
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interact and behave. Mercer, (2007) explained that although the use of interviews and 

observations are not the 'best methods of practice', the reflections of the researcher on 

the practice could provide some truly interesting insight.  

 

 

3.8 Conclusion of Methodology 

Explanations have demonstrated an understanding of the process of methodology and 

the gathering of data with possible implications of the issues of researcher bias and 

reflexivity. The concept of ‘insiderness’ can be a complex issue within research because 

of the nature of subjectivity, access to gaining the data, and the relationships that are 

held with the participants (Mercer, 2007). Using methodological triangulation also 

poses some problematic features, especially if some of the findings are contradictory in 

answering the research enquiries. This can however provide an alternative argument, 

which can also be an invaluable point of discussion within the remaining chapters. The 

research entailed the collection of primary data using a variety of methods to ensure that 

the level of validity is increased. Furthermore, gaining primary data, allows for a higher 

level of contributing unique information to research in education. Therefore gathering 

data that is both unique and rich in depth and detail can provide other researchers with 

more issues and concepts can be investigated in continuing to move forward with other 

possible enquiries. 
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Chapter Four:  Data Presentation & Analysis 

4.1 Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the findings that were gathered, and 

discuss how the findings relate to the research enquiries that were being investigated. 

Firstly the data from the interview responses will be drawn upon, analysed and linked to 

how they support and/or contradict the questions that are being researched. Data that 

was gathered from other sources, such as the notes on classroom observations from the 

research journal and the short survey, will then be included to back up the main part of 

the research findings. The findings are presented with an analysis of the quantitative 

data so that students’ attitudes to teaching and learning styles can be shown. This will 

then lead to the next chapter summarising the key points highlighted from the findings, 

and whether or not they support some of the research questions. 

 

4.2 Data Presentation 

4.2.1 The Semi Structured Interview 

Interviews were used to gain depth and detail of student views of pedagogical teaching 

methods. The first part of the interview focused on how students felt they were able to 

carry out independent learning, and whether or not they felt that it helped their learning, 

or if it was a skill that they were not used to. Participants expressed different attitudes 

about their independent research projects. This supports the other findings shown from 

other ways of gathering data. Methodological triangulation served the purpose of testing 

the validity of the findings, which even within a small sample, is still vital. The 

interview excerpts below demonstrate students’ views on whether they felt that they 
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preferred the way they are generally taught now, compared to when they were taught 

when undertaking their A levels. 

“Student A: Um, I do prefer A level teaching because you get to be more independent.” 

“Me: Okay, anyone else who wanted to add to that?” 

“Student B: I think um GCSEs were better” 

“Me: Yeah what did you like about your GCSE teaching?” 

“Student B: It was more, I don’t know, interactive, there was more people to talk with in 

the classroom.” 

“Me: … So a little bit of a mixed response there. So would you say you prefer lessons 

where you do more writing, or more active lessons?” 

“Student A and B: More active” 

“Me: More active? So in terms of the starter that you did at the beginning of the lesson, 

did you enjoy that?” 

“Student B: Yeah: 

“Student C: It showed us what we actually did know” 

Many students also enjoyed the use of discussion from seeing a relevant documentary 

as they found it to be engaging and insightful, especially if relevant current issues were 

connected to the subject itself. 

“Me: So it’s how it’s building on exam technique, good, and any other resources that 

you find helpful? 

“Student B: Videos” 

“Me: Just videos? What is it about videos that you find helpful?” 

“Student B: I think by watching it, seeing… like when someone is talking to you, it’s 

more helpful.” 
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“Student A: And videos that aren’t like boring videos, like the one about David Reimer, 

and also the REM (rapid eye movement) sleep one; you can remember it more. 

Documentaries are done more in a way that you can already remember them.” 

 

In terms of gathering data for the semi-structured interviews, it was interesting to note 

students’ varied responses, revealing how they felt they learned more effectively and 

what methods they found more engaging. There were varied opinions on whether group 

or individual work was more effective and enjoyable in gaining information and 

utilising it for their own projects. Some students expressed an enjoyment in group work 

and having the freedom to take ownership of their work and make a sense of the subject 

in their own creative methods. They used methods such as using ICT to create 

animations or videos to represent subject content. There were also varied responses on 

whether or not students enjoyed using ICT resources, as revealed in some of the 

interview responses below. 

 

“Me: Okay, this is going to look at the research project you did on mental disorders.  

Now from doing the past research project on mental disorders, would you say that you 

enjoyed doing the task and why?...Did you enjoy it?” 

“Student D: Yeah I did, it was helpful” 

“Me: What was your role in the group?” 

“Student D: It was um…are we talking about what we did for the bi-polar thing? Yeah it 

was a good way to know about the disorder…” 
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“Me: And in terms of this group… you looked at the biological approach; how did you 

make yours really creative?” 

“Student B: Um, we came up with the idea to do a video, showing how the biological 

approach explains depression; it was really good because it got things in our head, so 

now we know the symptoms, and the treatments, and um, what causes bi-polar in terms 

of hormones.” 

The next part of the interview excerpts demonstrates shows how students preferred to 

bring the subject to life, as well as bring in other cross-curricular skills. 

“Me: Okay, great. Do you think it helped you to develop skills in other areas? So (asks 

another student)… what do you think it helped you to develop other skills in?” 

“Student D: Umm, like when we did the poster, we learned like how to organise it, and 

how to make it look nice, organization: basically.” 

“Me: Organisation? What did you have to do in order to get the information onto the 

poster?” 

“Student D: Well we had to do research, we had to go online, we had to find books…” 

“Student C: It improved our research methods”. 

Developing skills by using new technology, as well as developing research method 

skills was found to be particularly engaging for this group, as they felt that writing and 

using the text books with a lot of ‘teacher talk’ would be disengaging. However, some 

students did feel that that there was definitely a place for past paper questions, and 

information in the form of hand outs and textbooks. One student stated that while using 

newer advances in technology was an advantage, using online sources sometimes 
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became confusing in terms of understanding and drawing upon reliable sources. 

“Me: How are you finding research itself? Do you find that it’s very difficult? Do you 

find it enjoyable? What is your opinion on that?” 

“Student D: Like sometimes, cause the Internet says different things from your book 

sometimes, so it’s like, which one do I use for the exam, which one’s reliable?” 

There were mixed responses regarding whether students’ felt that they really benefitted 

from research-based tasks. 

“Me: Okay, great. Would you say you prefer lessons where you do more writing, or 

more active lessons?” 

 

“Student A: Umm, more active lessons. I don’t mind writing as much, but I’m not a 

person that likes research… I don’t like research.” 

 

This could be perhaps because some students felt like they were ‘losing their way’ with 

some research based tasks; they may have lacked confidence in knowing how to 

structure their work within a framework that had little guidance. As many academic 

subjects that are studied at sixth form rely upon knowledge of exact theories, literature 

and studies for the exam, using a source such as the Internet could produce some 

anxiety for students who find it challenging to remain focused. Some students, however, 

preferred research-based tasks within group work, because of the ability to interact co-

operatively within the lesson. 

“Student E: I think that it’s good, cause it’s gets someone to interact, and you know, it’s 

more than just kind of paper…” 
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“Me: Yeah okay. So you prefer that interactive nature, rather than sort of writing notes 

from a book? Do you like to actually find stuff from different sources then put together 

your own?” 

“Student A: I don’t know, I wouldn’t think so, because we kind of used the Internet. If we 

had books and stuff, maybe… so…  but using the internet, things that we look for, so 

some of the studies, for example, the schizophrenia one, the Gottesman one or 

something like that, that was really hard to find on the Internet, you can’t find… you’d 

barely find anything on that.” 

Such responses show that the use of Internet sources can be useful for students but that 

they need more guidance on knowing what sources are reliable. The data suggests that 

giving them a range of sources and assuming prior knowledge of their research skills is 

insufficient. For example, the lack of independent work that is carried out in lower 

levels of their school career, did not equip them with the knowledge or skills in deciding 

what is a reliable source. Some students, however, felt that the first experience of 

researching different sources taught them about concepts and ideas that they did not 

know of previously, and thus built upon their research skills. 

“Student F: Um it improved our wider knowledge, because you’re researching by 

yourself on the Internet,… you’re not just gonna get one source, you’re gonna get many 

sources and then it will be up to you to realize which one is good enough, which one’s 

reliable, so it could help you with that. It might be a bit difficult… but it will still be 

good to do your own research; it could be interesting, what you find out.” 

Group one in particular found it incredibly useful to research in ways that could be 

modified to suit their needs in other projects, such as applying certain content to another 

part of the course by making a synoptic link. When working in smaller group settings, 
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they felt more confident with the teacher aiding them with more knowledge. They also 

felt that they were able to take responsibility in understanding work for themselves, by 

delivering the information to peers in order to help them understand the subject. 

“Student D: I like to be in little groups. I think we should be in pairs or something, each 

of the groups being given a topic to do, and then give us 15 minutes to fully understand 

it.. then we can….” 

“Student A: Present it to each other.” 

“Student D: Present it to each other, and take notes from each other. When we teach it 

to them, we know better for ourselves” 

“Student A: That actually does work.” 

This suggests that collaborative learning as well as ‘learning how to learn’ is a process, 

which requires the development of communication skills as well as dialogue, which can 

facilitate students to take ownership of their learning. My research has suggested that 

structured group or extended projects can develop collaborative exploratory talk, which 

can allow for students to engage in whole class discussions, as well as exchange ideas 

when supporting each other in a work shop environment. It can also allow students to 

give each other constructive criticism as well as positive feedback, so that peer 

assessment can be utilised to improve students’ attainment. Therefore, incorporating 

social cohesion within the classroom environment can cause a long-term positive impact 

on teaching and learning. There was however, limitation in using project-based research 

within small groups, because of the lack of collaboration and participation that some 

members of the group were willing to give, which would have benefitted the group as a 

whole.  
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“Student B: If you have a big group, there is only 4 of us in this class so…yeah 

“Me: Yeah, which is a bit of a shame really.” 

“Student B: If we were doing a research task that we were going to put to use in some 

sort of way then we could use group… I think research tasks you can do by yourself, 

rather than in a group.” 

“Me: Okay, good, just the last couple of questions, what about presentations, because 

you did a lot of presentation skills in your independent research project. Do you find 

them helpful in both learning and in engagement? Do you find it exciting, something 

that you learn from, or do you find that it’s just something active that you enjoy doing?” 

“Student F: Well if you’re interested in something, then you kind of get into it. I think 

you will learn it rather than doing something boring, because if it’s interesting, then you 

start to like it and you will remember it, you must remember stuff that were good.” 

Many students in the group, however, favoured the use of interactive activities through 

using these types of resources as a revision tool or a starter, as well as the use of 

documentaries as a form stimulus for discussion. 

“Me: Okay last question, what do you personally want to see more of in the lesson? And 

it can be a number of things, it doesn’t have to be one thing, it could be multiple things.” 

“Student D: Less sheets of paper, and more interaction.” 

“Me: More interactive? And what else? What else do you think?” 

“Student D: We could start using cards, like flash cards.” 

“Me: Flash cards, like stuff for revision? The blockbusters thing?” 
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“Student D: It helped give us a good memory system.” 

“Me: So you like team based games, where it’s both a revision tool, and you’re able to 

compete?” 

“Student C: Yeah, cause we do get competitive…” 

This shows that some interactive activities that build upon prior knowledge are effective 

in engaging and motivating students, for example using ‘team games’, but they are not 

necessarily effective in raising standards to aid students with examination techniques 

over the long term. 

“Student A: I think if we did something like, you know, if you do … you do all the 

research, and then like the data stuff, the hard core stuff first, you find all the 

information; then you can change that into something that’s… maybe not so much like 

funny, but interactive, it’s easier for the people to learn. Like documentaries that can be 

shortened, like maybe in the lesson, like if we maybe have a 10 minute documentary 

every three lessons or after every three lessons, or if we start a new topic in each 

approach… or um… trying to think of what else, I think maybe at the end of term, if we 

did a double class project together.” 

The consensus among the students revealed that they preferred the use of projects, 

regarding how they felt that they learnt best from teaching methods. However, when in 

bigger classes and when given the opportunity to teach each other content, they 

preferred an interactive method. 

“Student A: I think if you had the two groups together, it would have been better to do 

that kind of project, but I think in a little class, it’s not as interesting and fun.” 

“Me: Right, so you think more people, having more of an input…” 
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“Student A: When doing a project, it would be better.” 

 

Students also appeared to have preferred projects in which they had more freedom and 

decisions in how their overall presentation would be structured. Despite students 

preferring more freedom in knowing what to include in their projects, they also tended 

to prefer more structure in the form of using sources, as many felt they were lacking the 

skills to determine what type of research sources were suitable for their projects. It was 

noticed that the sample did not like to feel restricted in terms of presenting their work in 

a certain format, and therefore preferred choice in using medium to present their 

projects. In order to make projects work more successfully, varying the choice of 

resources could make for better engagement. Their responses also reflected that they 

much preferred having a range of methods in content delivery when being taught.  

 

Because the students varied widely in their preferred method of teaching, it became a 

challenge at times to meet the needs of all students within the same lesson. As the 

majority of students are EAL and have difficulty in expressing themselves, locating 

methods that were both engaging and effective in raising attainment was challenging. 

Many of the lessons had to be delivered multiple times in different ways to ensure that 

the appropriate level of knowledge was secured and therefore progress was being made. 

As many students within the classes struggle in terms of literacy and in understanding 

complex ideas within the social sciences, real life comparisons are often needed so that 

this enables students to be able to grasp the main concepts of the lesson. Therefore the 

use of visuals and the interactive whiteboard was extremely useful in helping students 

to understand the learning objectives, by using visual games to help students to 

recognise key terminology for written exam answers. 
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4.2.2 Classroom Observation with the Research Journal 

Findings were drawn from a variety of research sources, as previously mentioned. Notes 

from the research journal were categorized into coded themes of ‘positive’, ‘indifferent’ 

and ‘negative’ themes, to reflect an overall portrayal of what students initially preferred 

in terms of lesson activities. Notes were gathered and recorded using the research 

journal, as previously explained, and then data that was recorded, was then sub-divided 

into themes of how students reacted to various tasks. Again, this is based upon my 

subjective view as to whether or not students enjoyed and were engaged in such tasks. 

 

 

 

Fig 3.1 
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4.2.3 The Student Survey Findings 

An interesting feature of the findings, revealed mixed responses regarding whether 

students actually enjoyed the use of group work by independently researching a topic, 

or if they preferred other pedagogical methods such as using textbooks. The majourity 

of students also revealed in their surveys, that they actually preferred the teacher-

dominated lessons in which they had all the information distributed for them, rather 

than investigating the topics for themselves through the use of online articles (as shown 

in fig 3.2 and 3.3 later on). This could be due to a number of factors. Firstly students 

have been used to being ‘spoon fed’ information at both key stage 3 and key stage 4, 

because of the school’s huge drive on data. The drive in data therefore may put pressure 

upon teachers to give students all of the information, without taking the risks necessary 

to build upon independent learning skills. Also, the constant surveillance of frequent 

lesson ‘drop’ in’s’ and scrutinizing work sampling can lead to a culture of staff feeling 

extra pressure, fearing that taking risks with younger age groups may cause them to be 

graded as ‘inadequate’ or only meeting satisfactory requirements, with room for 

improvement. In addition, students have been become used to depending upon the 

teacher; they may perhaps lack the confidence to know how to research and present 

information to peers, as suggested by one survey response. Therefore, to make this type 

of pedagogy successful, students need time, patience and guidance in undertaking tasks 

that involve more challenge and meta-cognitive skills. One of the methods that I used to 

test this was the use of independent projects, as this involves a process of higher ordered 

critical thinking skills. Students were expected to gather the right information and apply 

this to their research topic on mental disorders, and be able to explain the disorder from 

a variety of different approaches. Even a student of high ability met the method with 

some negative responses. In response to one particular question, where the survey asked 
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“Do you prefer to research material independently, or to be given all of the information 

from the teacher in the lesson?”, a reply stated…”Being given all the information, 

makes me certain I have all that is needed”.  This shows a lack of confidence from the 

student in terms of knowing what is expected in carrying out research, and what needs 

to be included despite having a clear guide of how to execute the task. 

 

Data that was gathered from the short surveys that were handed out in class revealed 

that five out of twelve students actually felt that they learned better from the text book, 

instead of learning from more modern techniques such as software, or group work. 

However, the majourity of students did in fact state that they felt that they learned more 

from visual aids such as Power Point, and zooming editors. A few stated that they 

actually wanted to have more exam-focused questions, despite this type of teaching 

being less interactive.  Results were analysed, then displayed within a graph to reveal 

positive and negative results of how students felt about teaching styles. Figure 3.2 

displays the table to demonstrate the pedagogical methods students preferred. 

 

It is evident that there is a range of popular methods among students, but most preferred 

activities that incorporate the use of group work. The graph (fig 3.3) shows that 66% of 

students preferred group work, followed by 58% who liked the use of looking at past 

paper questions. Other popular methods included more visually appealing resources, 

such as the use of videos that could aid discussion, as many students felt that this 

effectively demonstrated how certain concepts were put across, and helped them retain 

information. Students felt this both engaging and useful in helping them to achieve. 

Using resources such as documentaries also suited those who enjoyed classroom 



 

 

57 

discussions, and the ability to share ideas between peers, which are later, emphasised 

upon and supported within interviewee responses. Past paper questions were also seen 

to be a popular method. Students may have felt more confident when looking at past 

paper questions and mark schemes to gain knowledge of exam styles and technique, an 

aspect that feeds into student levels of attainment. This may perhaps be helpful to 

students, particularly EAL learners who may have trouble in expressing their answer in 

the right format to gain a higher grade. Murray, (2012) describes the current educational 

environment as an increasingly performing culture that has had an impact on the way 

that teachers deliver and assess their students’ performance. Mark schemes may act as a 

framework for gaining higher attainment in a competitive audit culture. Mark schemes 

can provide both the teacher and the student with a point of reference in knowing what 

the examiner wants. The use of student friendly mark schemes and past papers was 

shown in the responses to be a positive experience for students, who had previously 

struggled to understand what was expected of them. Some students also expressed that 

they actually liked the use of mark scheme by indicating this in their survey, perhaps 

because it gave them clarity of what was expected of them in the exam.  

 

Interestingly, research tasks were one of the least preferred methods, despite many 

students stipulating that they enjoyed the independent project that they had undertaken. 

It was a learning curve for both the students and the teacher to learn how to best modify 

a potentially exciting learning strategy to enhance levels of both engagement and 

attainment. Some closed questions within the short survey based upon the theme of 

attainment, rather than student engagement using differing pedagogical methods. The 

table below (Fig 3.2) demonstrates the findings, using a positive and a negative coding. 
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Fig. 3.2 

Table of results fig. 3.2 show the following statistics: 

Positive Levels of engagement for pedagogical methods: 

Visual aids: Powerpoint: 58% 

Text books: 50% 

Handouts: 50% 

Online articles 16% 

Table of results to show methods that students felt they learned better from. 

 

Fig 3.3 

Blue: positive 

Green: Negative 

 

 



 

 

59 

As shown in the graph (fig 3.3 – which shows the findings of the table in fig 3.2), there 

are many more varied responses in terms of how students felt that teaching methods 

helped their levels of attainment, even more so than levels of engagement. Learning 

from visual aids, such as Power Points or using a zooming editor proved to be an 

effective learning tool in aiding students’ use of note taking and in using accompanying 

images to increase understanding. As many of the class comprised of EAL students, 

having visual aids may have been an invaluable method to help them understand various 

concepts. Furthermore the use of visuals was said by students to be a useful memory 

trigger, if a certain image was used to represent words. When teaching the class the 

concept of memory, which was part of the psychology course, students found it 

engaging to create their own ‘pictograms’ in remembering key terminology. Evidence 

shows that a proportion of the sample did not enjoy research as a learning tool, and had 

perhaps associated the use of wider reading as confusing, if they had little experience in 

carrying out research, using a variety of sources. This might indicate a group, who are 

very dependent upon the teacher to spoon feed the information rather than one 

attempting to enquire about certain issues and topics. Strategies and methods were used 

to improve this, and using more challenging methods such as independent research 

work required more consideration in terms of how students would better utilise their 

lesson time productively, rather than feeling out of depth in their understanding of what 

was required of them.  

 

4.3 The Findings ‘in context’ 

Using research in understanding a key component of the course required practice from 

the students.  Students were requested to enquire about an area within the course, 

implement their research questions, carry out research using secondary data, such as 
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online articles and other text books, and then learn from any mistakes that they may had 

made along the way. Helping the class to work productively as a team had its 

challenges, in that it was a longitudinal process, yet all of the key components of the 

course had to be covered within a specific framework of time before the examination 

period. The amount of freedom that students had in carrying out independent learning 

tasks could have been constrained within a time limit, which encroached upon students’ 

ability to take ownership of their findings and be creative with how they were to present 

it. Having had very little practice in carrying out such tasks may have required some 

piloting by myself beforehand, rather than setting unrealistic expectations. As the 

academic year progressed, students became more confident in their skills to research 

and present, and instead of relying upon one source, such as the main textbook, students 

began to find it easier to select and build upon skills to understand concepts, and even 

learn about new things, which may have not have been included in main classroom 

resources. Students were also observed to enjoy the practical investigations that they 

had carried out, which was a compulsory part of the course. In generating a hypothesis 

and primary data with a focus of writing up the findings, and in knowing how to 

evaluate with an appropriate conclusion, students elaborated on how this aided them to 

recall more information, if the learning was an active process, rather than just by taking 

notes on a study that had already been carried out. As this was an active process, 

students felt that they could retain knowledge, from having carried it out first hand. 

 

4.4 Discussion 

The purpose of this part of the chapter is to provide discussion and a reflective analysis 

on the data that has been gathered in this research. The discussion will link back to what 

methods students felt were engaging and effective in raising their levels of attainment, 
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with cross-comparisons made between the different types of data that was gathered. As 

discussed in the literature review, the analysis interview will partly focus upon how 

students felt that independent learning projects were beneficial in motivating them to 

carry out their tasks. As most of the class are EAL, it will be interesting to compare 

their responses to how they felt about certain pedagogical methods in teaching, and 

compare this to previous literature that has already reflected on this issue. However, as 

Coffield, (2004) had stated, there has been very limited research carried out in this 

particular field, which is why the study that I have carried out will hopefully become a 

worthy contribution to research on how various teaching methods are effective for sixth 

form students. 

 

The responses within the interview revealed that for tasks such as independent learning 

to be productive, lessons must be sufficiently supported and structured in a way that 

enabled students to grasp key concepts as well as develop skills in knowing how to 

carry out research. Some students’ responses that defined research based tasks as being 

less preferable as a response had stated that they “did not like research”. Their 

responses to follow up interview questions suggested that some students tend to struggle 

in knowing what source material to include and what to ignore. This was especially true 

if they had little experience in carrying out tasks that involve higher ordered thinking, 

and application of knowledge and evidence to support their work. Certain models in 

teaching, such as ‘scaffolding’ can help students develop their critical thinking skills 

(Moore, 2000). It would therefore be interesting to consider other pedagogical methods 

within the classroom to build students’ research skills, rather than expecting students to 

carry out independent research tasks with little support or facilitation. This relates to 

Hattie et al, (1996) who stipulated the importance of meta-learning, or ‘learning about 
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learning’. Some pedagogical methods in aiding advanced level teaching may require 

preliminary teaching of learning how to learn, for example, by facilitating 

comprehension tasks of various texts that may be used to support or critique students’ 

research projects. Research into broad study skills on younger students, can be 

beneficial, particularly if they tend to struggle with tasks that require higher cognition. 

Lessons that revolve around the training of independent learning can be highly 

effective, when strategies are tailored appropriately to the material that they are being 

taught. For example, study skills teaching can be incorporated into lesson time, as a 

pedagogical method to enhance the metacognitive skills the students will need for the 

more advanced task (Moore, 2000). Regarding the long-term implications for educators, 

time constrains could create problems. However, skills training does not necessarily 

need to use up a lot of lesson time if it is included in the subject content. For example, if 

students are reading and summarising content that consists of theory and research, they 

can pick out key parts of the content that supports their objective, and then explain 

certain points further to deepen their understanding. Students also can transfer this type 

of learning across a number of different subjects that require them to think laterally and 

can integrate it into schemes of work that can enable the class to construct arguments 

and pick out relevant points (Jarvis 2006). Thus it is vital to experiment with other 

pedagogical methods for the students, and also experiment with ways in which to 

improve teaching and learning strategies to improve the lessons overall.  

 

In terms of developing meta-cognitive skills to boost levels of attainment, the sample 

that was interviewed and observed may have struggled to apply certain concepts to 

other theories, due to potential language barriers. Therefore it is important to keep in 

mind that certain ways of improving pedagogy can be dependent on the ability of the 
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group that you are teaching; otherwise, not all learning needs will be met. The use of 

questioning can be an invaluable assessment tool to monitor EAL students’ 

understanding of key words and concepts so that they are able to access the curriculum 

(Chamness & Endo, 2004). When giving EAL students research projects to carry out, 

allowing the students to develop their own questions for peers can aid other students’ 

learning, without relying on the teacher. Allowing learners to think independently about 

how to improve their own work in this way can be an incredibly useful strategy. Not 

only does this facilitate students to engage in higher ordered thinking, it also provides 

an inclusive and supportive environment, where learners feel that their input into certain 

projects or research tasks is just as useful as the teachers’ feedback. As some students 

with lower ability need further clarification on certain tasks, getting them to create 

questioning can deepen learners’ understanding because they are processing the 

information semantically (Meyer et al, 2008). EAL students can also benefit 

grammatically from creating their own use of peer questioning by reviewing what it is 

they are enquiring. Furthermore, EAL students who are reading through feed forward 

comments and then encouraged to write improved versions of their answer are often 

more likely to improve both their grammar and vocabulary skills, due to having practice 

in using key terminology to elaborate on key points (Chamness et al, 2004). 

 

Application of skills is particularly useful when using them in particular contexts to 

help support learning, and can facilitate learners in understanding not just ‘what’ skills 

they are learning to improve attainment, but ‘why’ they are adopting these strategies. 

Building upon these methods can in turn be a useful tool in applying such skills in not 

only developing independent learning strategies, but also problem-solving skills that 

can also be used across other subjects (Wilson, 2009).  
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Chapter Five: Evaluation 

5.1 Introduction of Evaluation  

The purpose of this chapter is to critique the research, in terms of research enquiries, 

methodology and analysis of the data. I will be drawing upon both theoretical and 

methodological areas of this Research and Practice Based Enquiry (RPBE) in how it has 

successfully focused upon the areas that were being researched, and how the research 

can progress and go forward. Firstly I will begin with evaluating method of gathering 

data.  

 

5.2 Evaluation of the Methodology 

Despite having a small scale of participants, copious amounts of detailed data was 

generated, both qualitative and quantitative, due to carrying out methodological 

triangulation. Using two small focus groups of four was ample size for gaining a 

variation of responses as well as providing enough data to draw upon comparisons 

between two different students. The research also enabled self-reflection on how to 

improve pedagogical methods, rather than simply assessing which methods were more 

suitable or appropriate. As Bloom, (1956) stated, carrying out advanced tasks through 

higher ordered thinking requires students to be capable of more than simply being able 

to retain and recite information. Students need to be able to apply information both 

laterally and relevantly. This helps explain why more traditional teaching methods such 

as dominant ‘teacher talk’, can be seen as gradually declining in popularity (Moore, 

2000). Bloom found that over 95% of the test questions students encounter require them 

to think only on the lowest possible level. This means that the recall of information is 

the only cognitive process that many students are required to achieve, thus diminishing 
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levels of both engagement and attainment. The rigid and overly simplistic nature of 

such traditional teaching methods suggests they are not appropriate for stretching more 

able students.  

 

Interviews of the two focus groups enabled students to elaborate on responses in detail, 

beyond the confinement of a short survey with pre-coded questions. To ensure internal 

validity of the study, the few questions that were structured were standardized, so that 

more comparisons could be made between the two groups.  Moreover, guiding certain 

questions meant that this kept the interaction focused. However, guiding certain 

questions may have caused interviewer bias, as previously mentioned within the 

strengths and weaknesses section of this research and practice based enquiry. 

Nonetheless, interviews can be useful to provide summative reflections upon aspects of 

the research, which can allow for retrospective evaluation (Ginnis, 2002). My class was 

encouraged to reflect upon their learning in many aspects of this research, on both an 

individual level, and within a focus group, to share ideas as a community. All of the 

students who were participating in the research were operating under a collaborative 

community agreement, (Watkins, 2005). Some participants were more active than 

others within the groups, and on several occasions, bias may have occurred by the 

researcher steering various questions towards some of the quieter members of the group. 

In terms of the two focus groups as a whole, findings will not be able to be generalised, 

because a small-scale sample was used. Regarding the wide range of ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds of the students in the sample, this makes for an interesting study in taking 

some EAL issues and cultural differences into account. However, the demography and 

learning styles of the calibre of students researched upon differs significantly compared 

to other students nationally. The focus groups were of mixed ability, and so certain 
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challenges of how to meet the needs of all students in facilitating full access to the 

course became a barrier when incorporating more advanced methods of pedagogical 

methods. 

 

5.3 Evaluating the Reflection Process 

The research project itself also enabled a joint learning process of researching with the 

participants as a part of action research, and in allowing myself, as the teacher, to 

participate in self-reflection to improve my own pedagogy within the classroom. The 

heavy influence of the ‘student’ voice illuminated some very valid points that were 

useful in gaining insightful new perspectives, rather than relying on limited research 

methods. Carrying out observational techniques would have still generated valid data; 

however, interpretations would have been recorded, collated and analysed by only 

myself, which would have caused researcher bias, due to being influenced by one’s 

thoughts and opinions. Including the use of a short questionnaire and a semi-structured 

interview may have reduced the amount of researcher bias to ensure that the validity of 

the data was being tested through methodological triangulation in action based research 

(Check & Schutt, 2012).  

In contrast, traditional teaching techniques have often ignored the ‘voice’ of the student, 

demonstrating a lack of interest on how such teaching affects the learners. There has 

previously been a very passive portrayal in viewing students as products of education, 

rather than actual individuals. Involving the students in undertaking action research was 

therefore valuable and informative in aiding me to develop my pedagogy.  
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Chapter Six: 6.1  

Conclusion 

The findings carry important implications for teaching post 16 students. Findings 

demonstrate that although the specification content is important, students need to be 

able to develop skills in knowing how to work independently and how to learn 

effectively. Giving students a research task without the learning tools and confidence 

necessary to complete it successfully may lead to demotivation, as students may 

develop a fatalistic attitude in taking on too challenging of a research project. Giving 

students effective feedback throughout the projects is crucial, as often students have had 

little experience of extended research and writing, particularly if the majourity have 

been previously spoon-fed in their earlier years. Getting students to work with peers in a 

collaborative way allows for support and encouragement in a safe classroom 

environment. Incorporating the use of assessment for learning (AFL) in both frequent 

formative and peer assessment, can allow students to gain more awareness of what is 

expected of them academically, which can be both beneficial and empowering to their 

self-confidence as individual learners. By encouraging students to become more aware 

of what they are learning, and to utilise their knowledge effectively, their voice, 

perceptions and experiences can be just as valuable as the teacher’s input within the 

classroom. Therefore, as sixth form learners usually have a higher level of maturity than 

key stage 3 and 4 learners, getting students to be more active and participate in 

producing more independent learning as well as have some input in voicing how certain 

teaching methods can be improved, can be an invaluable tool, particularly if there is a 

positive relationship between the teacher and the students. Pickering, (1997) states: 
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“Somehow educators have forgotten the important connection between teachers and 

students. We listen to outside experts to inform us, and consequently, we overlook the 

treasure in our very own back yard: our students. Student perceptions are valuable to 

our practice because they are authentic sources; they personally experience our 

classroom first hand” (Pickering 1997, P5). 

 

The aim of the research and practice based enquiry was to investigate what strategies 

and tools within the classroom can help produce more independent learning from 

students undertaking key stage 5 social sciences. In turn, implementing independent 

learning strategies were then assessed to determine whether using student-centred 

learning can improve skills and levels of attainment that can be transferred to future 

studies within further education. Previous research suggested that successful 

independent learning depends on a number of external and internal factors. Positive 

student-teacher relationships would be classified as an external factor.  Internal factors 

are the skills that individual students have to acquire. These can include the 

development of cognitive skills such as the ability to build upon logic and problem 

solving, including the ability to carry out metacognitive skills, which can often be 

associated with awareness of how learning can in fact have an effect on feelings and 

emotions embedded within affective skills. 

 

Previous research found that using independent learning approaches enabled teachers to 

arrange the facilitation of a wide variety of activities, which focus more upon issues 

such as teaching and learning, rather than behavioural management skills (Meyer et al, 

2008). Independent research skills can allow students to develop skills that can help 
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them to further their own learning. If some students prefer the freedom to become more 

creative, then this can bode well for them developing a more positive attitude to 

learning in which they feel empowered to take ownership of their own work, rather than 

be passive within a lesson that is overly dominated by teacher-talk. 

As a study from the Netherlands suggests: 

“Students in self-regulated learning environments are more motivated to learn, report 

more enjoyment of the material and are more actively involved in their learning than 

those who study in more restrictive environments.” (Meyer et al, 2008). 

 

6.2 Further Research Questions: 

In bringing the research forward, future issues could include examining both internal 

and external factors in improving levels of attainment and engagement for sixth form 

learners. EAL students tended to lose their way, particularly in more independent based 

projects.  Other research questions that may derive from this research include whether 

or not EAL (English as another Language) students benefit from a slightly more 

structured method of teaching. Therefore, it might be useful to conduct further research 

into how to encourage EAL students to become more independent learners, and yet 

attain higher grades, instead of heavily relying on the teacher for the majority of the 

course content. There seemed to be many issues within the research regarding the 

students’ ability to express themselves appropriately on exams, to meet the 

requirements of attaining an adequate grade. Future research conducted in this area 

could highlight ways in which to improve student attainment, such as developing 

writing skills of EAL sixth form learners or students who are lower ability. The impact 

of using group work within certain tasks could be another possibility for further 
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research so that there can be more information generated on how to improve speaking 

and listening skills between class members. For example, some students felt that group 

work was an effective way of helping them to learn; however, there were a few 

individuals who did not benefit from group work and would often need close 

monitoring to ensure that they did not lose focus, or rely too heavily on other peers 

within the group, despite having their allocated role. In theory, the use of some 

structured group work can be viewed as being an interactive and collaborative task, but 

is only effective if all members of the research group have a similar work ethic. This 

can therefore pose some difficult questions as to whether or not interactive methods do 

really work in both engaging and attainment of the lesson. 

 

6.3 Summary 

Overall the research study reflected true perspectives of the participants’ views upon 

different methods of pedagogy, and how they felt certain teaching strategies engaged 

and motivated them to achieve. The research also challenged any pre-conceptions I had 

in teaching sixth form learners. I previously felt that students who were taking an 

academic subject at key stage 5 were already equipped with the necessary tools and 

knowledge in knowing how to be independent learners. I also had assumed that some 

students had prior knowledge in certain key terms and vocabulary. Finally throughout 

the research, my experience in teaching EAL students has strengthened. The research 

was also useful in discovering ways in which to improve both engagement and 

attainment by experimenting with teaching methods such as research projects. I feel that 

the research has demonstrated some areas which I can improve upon to enhance 

students learning through better methods of teaching that is more suited to their 

individual needs and learning styles.    
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Appendix A: Letter to Parents 

 

Dear Parent / Carer 
 
As part of my Masters in Teaching (Institute of Education, University of London) I am carrying 
out a research dissertation on how to improve the attainment and engagement of students in 
year 12 Psychology. In this research I will be investigating the most effective teaching and 
learning styles for our learners. The research is designed so as not to add any pressure or 
create extra work and it will not involve any time out of lessons. I will be observing lessons 
throughout the course of the spring term, and interviewing Year 12 students as part of this 
research. The research could be useful in improving students’ attainment within their A level 
subjects. 
 
If you do not want your child to be involved in this research, please complete the slip below 
and return it to Miss Howard in room BS2 by January 31st 2013. Students will opt out of this 
project if you have requested this, they can also decide at any time not to continue to take part 
in the research. All information and interviews will be kept anonymous and the identity of your 
child in this research will be protected at all times. 
  
This research and any recommendations that are made to the school as a result can be made 
available to you upon request and I will be happy to meet with you to explain any findings. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me directly if you do have any questions or concerns about 
this.  
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
 
 
Miss Howard  
 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please return this slip to Ms Howard in room BS2 by January 31st 2013. If you do not 
want your child to be involved in the research project with Year 11. 

I do not want my child ____________________________________ (student’s name) 

 ________________ (tutor group) to be involved in the research project with Year 12. 

 

Signed: ________________________________  Date: _____________________ 
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Appendix B: Letter to the Headmaster 

 

Letter of informed consent 
 

I am writing to you to ask permission to undertake action-based research into 
investigating how teaching and learning styles benefits key stage 5 learners within the 
subject. The research dissertation is part of my M-teach masters’ course, which I am 
taking at the IOE.  
The aim of my research is to discover which teaching and learning styles suit our 
learners through creating, designing and evaluating lessons, and reflecting upon which 
methods are raising both levels of engagement and attainment.  
Data will be gathered in the form of unstructured interviews with two focus groups of 
year four 12 students, who take Psychology, which will be based upon their personal 
views of what methods of teaching they prefer. In addition, general observation will be 
carried out within lesson time, to monitor which types of learning styles better suits the 
students. Grades will also be tracked and monitored to see progression. A general 
survey will be carried out for all students. All student’s names and details will be kept 
completely anonymous, and students will have a letter of consent given to them, giving 
them the opportunity to opt out.  
When the data has been gathered, a research based report will be written and can be 
accessed by Whitefield staff members for CPD purposes. If there are any other issues 
that you wish to raise then I am more than happy to discuss these further. 
 
If you agree to the research being carried out please sign and date below. 
 
 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 
Laura Howard 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

 

Investigating pedagogical methods for key stage 5 learners. 
Questions for a semi-structured interview: 
 
 
 

1. What	  would	  you	  say	  the	  expectations	  are	  of	  you	  doing	  A	  levels	  now?	  
	  

 
2. What	  would	  you	  say	  you	  look	  forward	  to	  or	  enjoy	  in	  a	  lesson?	  

	  
	  

3. Do	  you	  find	  that	  lessons	  have	  changed	  a	  great	  deal	  from	  year	  11	  to	  12?	  
How?	  

 
	  

4. Do	  you	  prefer	  the	  way	  you	  are	  taught	  generally	  now,	  compared	  to	  when	  you	  
were	  doing	  your	  GCSES?	  Why?	  Why	  not?	  
	  
	  

5. Would	  you	  say	  you	  prefer	  lessons	  where	  you	  do	  more	  writing,	  or	  more	  
active	  lessons?	  

 
 

6. To	  follow	  on	  from	  the	  last	  question,	  which	  method	  of	  teaching	  would	  you	  
say	  that	  you	  actually	  learn	  more	  things	  from?	  Why	  might	  this	  be?	  

 
 

7. Do	  you	  prefer	  to	  work	  individually	  or	  in	  a	  group,	  why?	  
	  
	  

8. What	  about	  presentations?	  Do	  you	  find	  them	  helpful	  in	  both	  learning	  and	  
engagement?	  

 
 

9. Is	  it	  true	  that	  one	  teaching	  method	  can	  fit	  all	  students?	  Can	  you	  elaborate	  
further	  on	  that?	  
	  
	  

10. What	  do	  you	  personally	  want	  to	  see	  more	  of	  in	  the	  lesson?	  
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Appendix D: Student Survey 
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Appendix E: Framework of TASC Wheel 


