Improving Teaching with Action Research

Action Research involves piloting or experimenting with teaching and learning strategies. Geoff Petty is Learning Development manager at the college where he is trying to develop an Action Research culture as a means of encouraging staff to experiment with their teaching.  Ideas with an excellent research record for you to experiment with can be found on http://geoffpetty.moonfruit.com. 

Why use action research?

Only teachers can improve teaching, and unless they experiment teachers will not change, let alone improve.  

Teaching skills tends to ‘plateau’ or even drop in quality unless the teacher actively experiments with new approaches.  Research into excellence in every domain shows that excellent performers habitually try out new ideas, adapt their practice, and test themselves against higher and higher expectations.  

Also, research summarising the characteristics of improving schools shows that they are focussed on learning and teaching, and on collaborative experimentation. 

Some teachers do not like experimenting outside of their ‘comfort zone’ because they dislike the risk, and feel bad about the initial drop in the effectiveness of learning that often results from a first trial with an unfamiliar approach.  However, if the teacher and the students get used to this new approach, substantial improvements may well result.  

To assist change it helps if the experiments are ‘coached’.  This involves a teacher bringing their difficulties with a new approach to colleagues.  Research summarising effective INSET by Joyce and Showers confirms that change tends not to take place without coaching.  After finding a difficulty with a new approach there is a strong tendency for a teacher to revert to normal practice.  But if supported and helped over the difficulties change can and does take place. 

So we need to encourage experimentation, and support and coach this experimenting.  This can be done with informal piloting of new ideas, or more formal action research.  Indeed I don’t know of any other ways, except in name, of changing classroom practice.

Formal and informal Action Research 

Action research can be anything from a very informal experiment to a managed and funded two-year project that is written up and disseminated college wide, or even nationwide.  See notes later on ‘What is Action Research’ for a full explanation of the process.

Encouraging Informal Action Research with “Piloting”:

Here is a strategy for a manager to try.

Modelling: First the manager pilots a project of their own: 

A Course Team Leader, Programme Manager, or Subject Leader (or the like) tries out some new teaching or learning approach in their own teaching, and reports their findings to one of the routine meetings of their teaching team.  This report is honest, and involves a “warts and all” evaluation of the effectiveness of the strategy.  The manager asks for advice on their difficulties, and a discussion ensues on the effective use of the strategy.  The manager adopts some of the team’s suggestions, tries the strategy again, and reports back again to the next meeting, again warts and all.  This goes on until a working strategy is found.  It is actually better if the pilot does not work perfectly first time, so the manager can ‘model’ the approach of asking for support and the ‘coaching in’ of the new approach.  

The manager could choose the strategy they will experiment with by themselves, or they could ask their team for their view on which strategy is most promising from a small selection.

Ideally at least some of the strategies chosen are focussed on known difficulties.  For example on parts of the curriculum that students or staff find difficult or boring. 

Extension: The manager asks others to join in with the experimentation:   

Many staff will not require the invitation, they will spontaneously offer to try out the method that the manager has brought to their attention.  If they are exposed to a range of new approaches they may offer to try out another idea that seems promising to them.  

If staff don’t offer, the manager asks a team member to try out a promising approach on behalf of the team and to report back on their findings, again, warts and all.  

The procedure modelled by the manager is now repeated by at least one other team member. Again difficulties are discussed and the rest of the team support and coach the experimenter until the strategy works, or is abandoned for a better one.  

Consolidation: Then the manager agrees findings with the team and changes procudures:

Ideas that have worked are written into a common scheme of work or into other agreed procedures, for example assessment or induction procedures.  

Ideally piloting moves on to more substantial action research and both become a way of life, with most team members involved at any given time in evaluating a teaching method or strategy on behalf of their teaching team.  The goals are continuous improvement, reflective practice, keeping up to date, supporting teachers in their professional development, putting learning back on the agenda of both formal meetings and coffee chats, and maybe even some fun.

Note that piloting takes the role of leader seriously, and literally.  A leader is someone who steps out in front, and inspires, or requires others to follow.

Introducing Change in Learning and Teaching

The following advice is based on Graham Gibbs (1992) “Improving the quality of student Learning”.
He has as much experience with action research in education as anyone.

1. Involve others: Innovation can be a lonely and risky business and you will learn more if others are involved. Whatever you do, don’t do it alone.

2. Identify the problem clearly:  Collect evidence to identify where you can make useful change

3. Use research evidence: to convince others and to find promising strategies.

4. Start where you can:  It is always possible to start tomorrow with some level of innovation, even if it is very small.

5. Start small:  The smaller the change the easier it is to implement, monitor, and adapt in progress.

6. Don’t reinvent the wheel:It is not necessary or helpful to act as if you were the first person to think of these methods

7. Involve the students:  if students are on you side they can be very useful allies.  It helps students to think about how they learn so they benefit from collaborating with you.

8. Collect good evidence: If colleagues could be persuaded by rhetoric they would already be doing it.  They will need good evidence if they are going to abandon methods they are familiar with to try your approach.

9. Document what you are doing: People will only believe what they can see, so keep records.

10. Change as you go along:  You won’t get it right first time, so evaluate as you go, and make changes where necessary.

Materials to assist Piloting and Action Research

Many staff at Sutton Coldfield College are involved in action research in a formal or informal way. From time to time Geoff writes “Action Research Proposals” and posts them as downloadable Word files on http://geoffpetty.moonfruit.com  These outline theory and practice around strategies that research has shown to be most effective. Staff are also free to devise their own projects of course.

If you use the materials please tell Geoff how the experiment went.  This ‘report back’ need only be a sentence or two in an e-mail, and will be used to improve the materials on the site.  Discussion will soon be available on the site so staff experimenting with the same idea can share approaches.

On the same site teaching strategies with a good research record are outlined in brief. See for example “24 ways of teaching without talking”.  These simple strategies can form the basis for an experiment with the least experienced and most time constrained member of staff.

Action Research Projects on the moonfruit site include:

· Assessment Proformas:  This involves specifying criteria for, say, a good essay, practical, presentation etc and using it to set targets for improvement.  This encourages best practice ‘medal and mission’ feedback.  Internal inspections reported positively on the widespread use of this strategy in the College. 

· Tests and Quizzes to Find Faults and Fix:  This new project involves using tests and quizzes or indeed any work done by students diagnostically.  Its easy, can be fun, and is popular with students.  It substantially improves achievement and is based on the latest research on formative teaching.

· Generic skills Teaching:  “How to get a pass rate of 100%, with 90% grades 

A to C!”

This shows how to develop in your students the subject specific skills that are vital for success, such as essay or assignment writing skills.  It includes ‘Assessment Proformas’ mentioned above.  There is a big funded project being run by Steve Barrett at Sutton on this approach with a view to cascading to the whole college.  The approach has already been shown to greatly improve A level results in other colleges.

· Right-Brain Left-Brain and the Cooper Disc: This involves using the Cooper Disc which provides students with a printout which tells them whether they have a right or left brain learning style and giving them individualised advice on learning. The programme identifies some students who would be at risk without learning support.  Pilots in other colleges have produced a 20% improvement in retention and achievement though the findings are very preliminary.

· Learning Styles: Honey and Mumford (activist, reflector, theorist, and pragmatist styles)  A level tutors have been experimenting with this at Sutton Coldfield.  
· Effective Reinforcement for Motivation: Research shows that positive reinforcement is the most powerful strategy available to teachers.
College Funded Action Research Projects at Sutton Coldfield College include:

· IT in Science: A project to to develop on-line learning in Chemistry and other sciences.  Jim Judges.  This won a national Becta competition for the best teacher devised website.

· Inclusive Learning in GNVQ Business Programmes:  This is researching the development of initiatives in learning and teaching in Business Studies at Sutton Coldfield College. Josie Harvey

· Generic and Study Skills Project: Steve Barrett and Jason Allen

Projects funded by LSDA at the college have recently included the following. 

· Independent Learning:  Jim Judges, or Elaine Taylor

· Impartial Advice at Interview and Enrolment – How successful?  This is a project to Evaluate our new Enrolment system:  See Geoff Petty

Other sources of ideas for experiments.

Teaching Today Geoffrey Petty has many methods to try.

www.rqa.org.uk has many Development Projects, these are nationally funded action research projects to raise retention and achievement.  They are key word searchable, and contain lots of tried and tested ideas.  Lessons from these projects have been summarised in LSDA publications by Paul Martinez and Sue Cousin.

What is Action Research?

Action research involves piloting or experimenting with teaching and learning strategies or materials etc. It is an excellent way to improve your teaching and your student’s learning, most staff who have tried them find their projects very absorbing and useful.

Action Research can be very informal: For example most staff in the college are experimenting with assessment proformas.  Some staff show me what they are doing and we chat informally about this from time to time.  I let them know about other staff working in the same area so they can swap ideas.  I also let them know about research done in other colleges and pass other materials around.

…but could be more formal: Formal Action Research Projects are managed by Geoff Petty.  They usually take three or four terms, are written up for dissemination, and are funded.  You can get £1000 per project if it is done as overtime, or alternatively one hour off your normal teaching load for three terms. This is an excellent way to develop yourself professionally, and to improve teaching in way you think is important. 

Using the Kolb Cycle in Action Research.

Action Research uses the Kolb Learning Cycle:

Ideally the process starts by you reviewing the strengths and weaknesses of your teaching (review) and learning from this what you would like to develop (learn).  However the cycle might start at…

Apply:  You adopt an action research project, preferably after reviewing your teaching.  This could be one of Geoff Petty’s projects, an adaptation of one, or a Project of your own design.  Ideally your Project is informed by best practice or research.

Do:  You implement your Project, monitoring it as you go.

Review: You evaluate your project. This is often the most difficult stage. There are materials to help you with this below.  It helps to begin thinking about evaluation right at the beginning of the project as it might involve comparing ‘before’ with ‘after’.

Learn: You learn from the review and evaluation of your project what worked and what did not.

Apply: You plan how to implement a revised version of your project, or adopt a completely new approach.

Continuous improvement requires that this cycle goes on pretty much indefinitely!

Evaluation: reviewing your Project

This involves asking searching questions, and seeking evidence to answer them.  The aim is to learn what aspects of your project worked and which did not, so that you can do better next time, and perhaps to provide persuasive evidence which recommends your strategy to others.

· Did I implement the project effectively?

· Did the strategy work?  Did it have the desired effect?

· What were 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?

To answer these questions you need evidence.  For example it is useful to look at improvements in marks, grades, retention, achievement, attendance, quality of student’s work or other indicators.  Your own views are clearly important, but so are those of your students.  How about a questionnaire to discover these?  

If it worked well, do tell other staff about it.  Tell Geoff Petty too, so he can help disseminate your good practice!

Below is advice on how to evaluate a formal action research project which might give you further ideas.  If Geoff knows about your project he will talk to you about evaluating it. 

Evaluating your Action Research Project
These rough notes 'brainstorm' a number of approaches to evaluation.  You will probably find that some of the questions or strategies below just aren’t relevant to your Project - please ignore these.  Others might not be worth your time and effort – ignore these too!  Hopefully some of the strategies are appropriate to your particular circumstances.

The evaluation should help you to see how to improve for next year, and will also be helpful evidence for colleagues thinking of adopting your approach.  It’s not easy to evaluate in an unbiased way!  We all want our projects to be a success.  Try to be objective, critical, balanced, and empathetic to student perceptions.

Some evaluation questions.
· Did I implement the project effectively?

· Did the strategy work?  Did it have the desired effect?

· What did your students, or other staff involved think of it?  A questionnaire might help.

· Evidence:  What happened to marks, grades, retention, achievement, attendance or other indicators of the success of your project? 

· What were the advantages and disadvantages of the strategy under investigation?  Include in this any unexpected consequences of the strategy, desirable or undesirable!

· Is there a better way of achieving your goal?

· What were your main learning points?

· How could your strategy be improved, or better evaluated?  

· What are you going to do next?

Clearly it helps to have evidence for your answers to these questions.  Ask yourself "How do I know?" for the substantial points you make.  

Comparative evidence

Can you compare before and after the Project strategy and so see its effect?  What happened last year?  How do you know this year is better (or worse!) than last?

Can you compare two parallel groups or situations with and without the strategy?

Using a variety of sources of evidence

Use college evidence wherever you can, for example retention or achievement statistics.  But create your own evidence too.  You can use, say: questionnaires, structured interviews, focus groups etc.  When using these, do ask open as well as closed questions: “What did you find most difficult?” is a useful one.

Try to create both qualitative and quantitative evidence.  If quantitative evidence is a problem, can you make up your own improvement indicators?  (For example the percentage of students using learning support for a learning support development project.)

Try to get both staff and student perceptions of the effects of the strategy.  Can you also get the views of outsiders for example external verifiers, managers etc.

Consider both strengths and weaknesses.  Give evidence for and against the main findings, the aim is to be truthful to help yourself improve.  This will also help colleagues who might try your strategy. 

Remember to evaluate both process and product

Process: How you went about doing your project.  Would you do it differently if you could go back and do it again?


Product: What happened?  E.g. what were the outcomes?  What were the changes and improvements brought about by your intervention?
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