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Psychological Services in West Lothian play an active part in providing advice and guidance to

schools on how to help children learn more effectively. This advice is based on evidence about what

is currently known to work best in promoting learning and why. 

A lot of this research about what helps in classrooms has come from classroom-based studies, often

carried out by teachers.  

For example, we know that if a child tries to explain their understanding of something to another child,

they are much more likely to really learn  and recall this knowledge over the long term than if the same

information was told to them by an adult.

West Lothian Council has recently launched Succeeding Together, an initiative aiming to raise

attainment and achievement for all pupils through classroom-based action-learning enquiries. The

Council is aiming that all WL schools will be engaged in this initiative from August 2004.  

This booklet provides guidance on how teachers can go about setting up and evaluating such action-

learning enquiries in classrooms in order to promote effective learning.   
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introduction



Why do your own research?

In the current climate of quality assurance we are all encouraged, if not actively
expected, to provide evidence that what we do is best practice. Every day teachers
are engaged in trying to improve the teaching and learning experiences of all the
children in their classroom. They want to know what helps and what does not, and
why.

Teachers try out new things all the time. They get ideas from colleagues, from

books and other resources. But how does a teacher or manager:

• choose what approaches to use? 

• judge what makes a difference in her classroom? 

• know if a new approach to, for example, teaching maths has been beneficial? 

• find out what is actually happening in the classroom and plan suitable

interventions? 

It is by doing research that a teacher can start to answer some of these questions.

Teachers are in an excellent position to gather evidence about what works in

classrooms, to test out whether theories and approaches in relation to teaching and

learning are valid, and to add a wealth of useful information to the body of

knowledge held by the teaching profession.

What is research?

Research involves systematic enquiry. While research has traditionally been

carried out in very controlled conditions, such as a laboratory setting, the type of

research that happens in schools tends to be of a ‘real world’ variety that allows for

the complexity and messiness of real life while still maintaining a systematic

framework of enquiry. To evaluate current practice (perhaps a new reading

scheme), and discover how it or our teaching might be improved, we need to set up

an ‘action learning inquiry’.  In ‘Succeeding Together’, action-learning inquiry is

defined as ‘focusing on children’s learning needs, investigating why some children

are not learning as well as they might, and devising and implementing new and

improved approaches’ (p6).
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An Action Learning
inquiry focuses on
children’s learning
needs.  It can be used
to investigate why
some children are not
learning and
implementing new
approaches to
learning. 



The time factor

While it is always difficult to find the time for something new, research can be

constructed around everyday classroom practice and can be seen as part of the

evaluation process. 

Example 1:

While marking written work, Mrs Macmillan realises that a number of her pupils

are not developing their ability to give vivid detail in their writing, and also notices

that their work lacks personal development.  Further analysis highlights poverty

of vocabulary used.  Using a sliding scale, the teacher asks the children to rank

how much they enjoy writing, and a low average is obtained.  She has a hunch:

she asks the pupils why people write, and discovers they cannot easily identify

purposes for writing.

This is an example of an exploratory stage of research within a classroom setting.

The teacher’s observations of class work led to two initial research questions:

‘What kind of vocabulary are the children using?’ and ‘Do they enjoy writing?’ The

results led her to a further question: ‘do they think writing is important – and

important for them?’ This teacher has now highlighted a number of areas of

weakness which she wishes to improve.  She will now read, seek advice and

perhaps training, to enable her to devise a programme or approach that will help

improve skill levels and engagement.  She has developed easy to use tools to

measure progress – class work and a pupil questionnaire.  She may also go on to

use length of written work or time on task for some target pupils as a further

baseline.

As long as we are clear about our research question, and know exactly what type

of information we need to collect and how, doing a piece of classroom research

need not be too time consuming.
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Research questions
need to be clear.  Are
your questions specific
enough?  Can you
devise appropriate
tools to assess change



There may be an area of teaching practice, or an intervention strategy that

particularly interests you, and that you wish to investigate in more detail.  This could

be on your own or with a group of colleagues, as part of the Succeeding Together

initiative. Your first task is to narrow this down into a manageable piece of research.

Step 1

TALK TO COLLEAGUES/MANAGER about your ideas. Does what you are

interested in relate to the school improvement plan?  Would a focus on this area

lead to possible improvements in pupil attainment and/or achievement?  Who else

in the staff is interested in this area? Has it emerged because of the needs of

specific individuals in your class? What information is already available (through

your own assessments and/or data supplied by the Performance Unit) that prompts

you to investigate a particular area further? 

Step 2

GET BACKGROUND INFORMATION. What is already known about the subject

you are interested in? What do studies show, and what theories have been

developed to explain the studies? This involves a literature search – reading

teaching and education journals and texts.  (See relevant appendix for

suggestions).
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Find a focus -
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area.



Step 3

DECIDING ON THE PURPOSE OF THE INVESTIGATION. Your interest may fall

broadly into one of the following categories, although it is more likely to end up as

a blend of some or all of them. 

Exploration: What is happening? Why is this class/group so noisy? How much

work are they doing?  What factors seem to be involved?  Is there a different way

of looking at this, of understanding what is going on? Are things going the way

predicted?

Description: What exactly is the current situation in my context?

e.g. Giving a detailed profile of how a group of pupils work through the day,  (and

how perhaps this changes over time).  

Evaluation/Explanation: Has the new approach (e.g. to writing) been effective,

and what has contributed to the effectiveness? How well are the poorer readers

progressing since getting paired readers, and why is that?  

The purpose of your inquiry may well influence your research strategy. For

instance, when you want to explore a situation in class, you may want to use

structured classroom observations as one of your strategies, but also ask someone

else to observe.   When describing a particular situation, you may decide on short

blocks of representative activities where a timed observation is used that can be

duplicated at a later stage.  Another useful tool could be a self-assessment

questionnaire for the pupils that can be repeated.   You will probably be most

interested in an evaluative inquiry, where you set up some sort of intervention or

experiment, i.e. you change something in the classroom or your practice that you

hope will create an improvement.   To evaluate or explain, you will need to have

information about the situation before the change, and similar information some

time after the change.  This may quite simply be something like spelling ages

‘before and after’, but often you will also want some degree of exploration or

description, because it will help you explain why the change worked or didn’t work.

All this will be explained in more detail later under ‘collecting information’.

In fact, what will probably influence your research strategy most is your research

question.
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Are you going to
explore, describe or
evaluate? 
Is there too much
unproductive talk in
my class? 
Is there too much
unproductive talk in
group A during
writing time?



Having decided on a particular area that you want to investigate further, the next

step is to develop appropriate questions, answerable within the constraints of time

and resources.  There is no point in amassing heaps of information (data), just

because it looks interesting and might prove useful in the future, if it cannot be

analysed or used to prove or disprove a point.  It is necessary to be specific – to

develop a clear focus for the inquiry so that relevant questions may be identified.

You need to narrow down your questions as much as possible. e.g.

• Will the children’s writing improve with the new Checking Chum system?

• Are the children happier in the playground since we introduced the new

buddy/friendship systems?

• Is there too much unproductive talk in group A during writing time?

You can see from the questions that, when you think about gathering evidence, you

will need to be really clear about how to identify and measure the things you are

interested in.  How will you measure improvement in writing?  Will you simply

measure spelling scores, or should you also find a way of measuring the quality of

the writing? How do you define ‘happiness’?  Can you come up with degrees of

happiness?  What exactly do you mean by productive v unproductive talk? Do you

all agree on how you measure, so that you can compare results? When measures

are less clearly defined, or may possibly be highly subjective (e.g. observations of

behaviour rather than scores in tests or time on a writing task) you need to check

that others agree with the way you interpret things.   Having a cross section of staff

to work with you at this stage should help make the questions (and their

implications) clear.
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Develop the most
helpful research
question.  
Is it focused
enough?

formulating the research question -  
generating hypotheses



Developing tentative hypotheses, related to your questions, often helps to clarify

your inquiry. 

For instance:

• The new ‘Checking Chum’ system motivates pupils to do better in writing, and

keeps them more on task.

• The new buddy system improves pupils’ social skills and relationships, as

measured by ….  (Here already a word such as ‘happiness’ feels inadequate,

and you may start thinking about social confidence, greater security, fewer

fights, etc.)

• Unproductive talk in group A leads to….  (Again, here you will already begin to

think of the consequences of unproductive talk, such as limited progress, and

you may want to think about the causes of unproductive talk, such as the social

make up of the group, and how that affects group dynamics).

Talking to colleagues in other schools, and doing your literature review (see p4) at

this stage, should also help with ideas and clarifying these ideas.  You may even

discover that your question has already been answered adequately elsewhere, and

you were in danger of reinventing the wheel!

Example 2:

After conducting standardised spelling tests, Mrs Wilson (headteacher) was able

to see that a large percentage of pupils across the school had scored significantly

below average for their ages.  Her hunch was that this could be due to many

children not having support at home to complete their spelling homework.  A

Cued Spelling programme was introduced in three classes (P3, 5, and 7) in order

to give children an opportunity to practise spelling during school time.  The

baseline data collected by the class teachers (the standardised spelling scores)

provided a useful measure against which children’s scores could be compared at

the end of the trial intervention (after 10 weeks of using Cued Spelling

strategies).  

In addition, structured interviews with the teachers involved in the trial

programme were conducted in order to gain information about how the

programme was implemented in each class and how the pupils responded to the

new technique.  Focus groups of pupils from each class were also conducted to

get feedback from students on whether they felt the strategies were helpful and

how the programme might be improved.  

The standardised spelling test was once again carried out with children in the

target classes in order to compare post-intervention scores with the baseline

scores.
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How to collect relevant information and devise your
methodology

As the kinds of things you want to know will shape the kinds of information

(evidence) you need to collect, time spent on making the questions quite specific

and developing your hypotheses is extremely valuable.  Then you are ready to set

up your study.   

Assuming that your investigation is related to a change in classroom practice, or

other intervention, the next steps are no different from developing IEPs or 5-14

formative assessments:

1. Assess the current situation (baselining/benchmarking).

If you want to prove that the changes you propose are making a difference, what

information do you need to collect to start with?  In the case of academic

attainments, these are likely to be standardised tests that you can administer

before you start your intervention and again after an agreed period of time.   This

may well be something you do anyway as part of your assessment practice.  But

perhaps you feel that the tests you normally use are not ‘sensitive’ enough, or

are different from those used by colleagues, or other cluster schools.  It may be

helpful to find out what else is available by talking to your learning support

teacher or your educational psychologist. You may also be interested not just in

outcomes, but in what exactly was making the difference, or why, for instance,

there was no improvement even though a lot of effort was put into the

intervention.  (If this happens, don’t see it all as failure or a waste of time.  You

will always learn something from an investigation.  Just think - if research results

were predictable, we wouldn’t have to do research in the first place.)  

Observation schedules, structured interviewing, the use of questionnaires and

rating scales are amongst the other methods most often used to obtain

information. Several methods are likely to be superior to just one in shedding

light on a particular issue (known as ‘triangulation’), as all have their strengths

and weaknesses.  For more detail on the various methods, see the appendices.

An important practical consideration is how and when the information will be

collected. Remember to tap into the skills of other people. Consider working

alongside a colleague or enlisting the help of a student teacher or classroom

assistant etc.  

It is also unnecessary to ‘test’ or assess every pupil involved.  Research often
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uses sampling or matched pairs.  In ‘matching’ a pupil who is part of the

intervention is paired with another pupil who is very like the first, but is not part

of the intervention.  Matching is usually set up on the basis of age, ability and

sex, but could of course use other criteria, depending on your investigation.

‘Matched pairs’ is especially useful with small numbers, but it may be difficult to

find matches without extending the sample to another classroom or school.  The

most common kinds of sampling are representative sampling and random

sampling.   Representative sampling means that you select a number of pupils

whose characteristics could be seen as representative of the larger group, while

in random sampling you select pupils from a list by taking each third, fourth or

fifth (etc) on that list.  As with matching, representative sampling is complex, as

the first question is ‘representative of what?’ - of the class, the school, West

Lothian, Scotland, Britain? 

Random sampling is simpler, but you need to end up with a large enough group

so that your outcomes can say something meaningful about the larger group.

For more detail on sampling and matching, see the relevant appendix, including

‘glossary’.
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2. Implement your inquiry or intervention strategy.  

To recap, at this stage you and your fellow researchers have considered the area

of practice to be improved, and have narrowed down your focus of inquiry to

something that can be done within the available resources (including the skills of

other people and time).  You have formulated one or more hypotheses about the

project outcomes, and you have collected the first ‘base line’ information – if this

is needed.  Now you are ready to try out your plan.

When your study relies heavily on interviews or questionnaires, it might be

advisable to run a short ‘pilot’.  This is when you try out your questions (or other

ideas) on a small number of people, to see if they provide the kind of answers

you are aiming for.  In general, a short pilot could help to iron out any design

faults or unforeseen problems.

It is a good idea to keep a diary during the implementation stage.  This would

help you keep a record of what happens, such as: any effects on the pupils; off-

the-cuff remarks that pupils, colleagues and parents make; things that do not

work out the way you anticipated, or work better.  These notes can later prove

to be of great value when you start to analyse the outcomes.

If your project takes place over a longer period (more than a month, say) it is also

very useful to write up a ‘progress report’, to share for instance at a staff

meeting.  This will remind you of your starting point, and feedback from others

can be very motivating, just when things begin to lose their lustre.

3. Re-assess the situation after an agreed period of time.

This may be after the completion of a particular block of work, so you are

measuring the end result.  Or it may be that your intervention is a long-term

project, and you will want to monitor progress at regular intervals along the way.

There are some very good reasons for doing this.  One of these is that regular

feedback allows you to make adjustments to your plans. Another is that it is quite

common for there to be very positive outcomes after a short period (of say six

weeks or even a term) because everyone involved is aware this is something

new and are motivated for things to succeed (the so-called Hawthorn effect).  

Once the innovation has become run-of-the-mill practice, outcomes also tend to

become less spectacular.
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There are software packages available to handle the analysis of certain types of

material, from Access and Excel to e.g. SPSS. It is important to plan in advance

which package will be used to ensure that the information gathered is formulated in

a way that is easily absorbable into the chosen package.  This would almost always

involve some basic understanding of statistics. There are officers in education

services who are very knowledgeable in this area, and often your educational

psychologist will also be able to point you in the right direction.  An appendix on

basic statistical concepts is included in this pack.

Then all that is left is interpretation of the data i.e. what the results show, and the

sharing of the results obtained. Again, it will be very helpful to interpret your

outcomes with colleagues and others who have an interest in your research.  This

will prevent you from jumping to conclusions.  Also, in education it is always helpful

to consider not just the results, but what happened to create these results.

Reporting needs to take into account the likely audience: the simpler the format the

more easily accessible it will be to anyone who wants to know. It may simply be a

talk to the rest of the staff or at parents’ night, although having something written up

may help when reporting back to people outside the school community. The

excitement over a successful venture wears thin when you have to tell the same

story over and over again. 

Now - not only do you have evidence about what works, you are now in a

position to make a strong case to anyone who may care to challenge your

practice!   
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Literature review:

Put aside a set period of time for reading the literature and stick to it. Moderation is

necessary - if all the relevant literature were read then the research study would

never get under way, so stick to recent articles in well known publications.

Research question:

As a first priority we need to ensure that the research question is clear and realistic

in light of the time and other resources available. Be prepared to revisit the research

question regularly as the research progresses.

Data collection:

Be rigorous about collecting only data with a direct relationship to the research

question.  Do not get carried away by enthusiasm and rush out to collect data which

you later find you cannot use.

Consider carefully your method of data collection.  If possible opt for a method that

can be integrated easily into everyday classroom routines.  Keep in mind how the

data is to be analysed and do not gather information without considering how it will

be used in the analysis.

Sample size:

It is quite possible to do something on a small scale but keep in mind that the

sample size will determine whether or not you can generalise your findings.

Writing up research:

Writing a lengthy report can be time consuming, so it is helpful to consider other

ways in which research findings might be disseminated (in-service presentation, a

factual leaflet).

Finally: 

Good research is demanding of both time and effort, but it is also rewarding both

professionally and personally. Through research new skills are acquired and

developed, and insights and understanding gained.
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Ethical guidelines are needed to clarify the conditions under which research is

acceptable.  For any research undertaken, we must take into consideration the

ethical implications and psychological consequences for the participants in our

research.  This means that consideration should be given to what the pupils are

being asked to do and any foreseeable threats to their psychological well-being,

health, values and dignity should be eliminated.  Key issues here include:

confidentiality, consent, respect for participants, and the sharing of outcomes once

the research is completed.  The main principle is that the pupils must not be treated

as objects of the research but as active participants.  The effect of any experience

on their well-being must be considered. 

Here are the key issues in more detail:

Confidentiality: 

Due to legislation, including the Data Protection Act, information gathered

regarding participants in research is confidential unless otherwise agreed in

advance.  Any data that is shared or published should be made anonymous so that

individual participants cannot be recognised.

Consent: 

Where participants are taking an active role in the research, it is necessary to get

their consent (and/or the consent of their legal guardians) before including them.

Whenever possible, all participants should be told of the aims of the research and

what they will be required to do.  This knowledge allows participants to give their

informed consent to be a part of the investigation.

Respect for Participants:

Good research is possible only when there is mutual respect between investigators

and participants.  It is important to consider how the process of evaluation or

research may affect the participants and to reduce or eliminate any negative

effects. For example, if you are planning to test the participants every week and you

know a particular child is not likely to do well on the tests, then you should take into

consideration the effect this may have on the child.  You may then decide not to

include the child in the investigation or may find another way of gathering the

required data without putting the child in a position where he is likely to experience

repeated failure.

Sharing outcomes: 

Once the investigation has been completed, it is considered good practice to share

the outcomes with the people who participated in the study.  This also gives the

participants a chance to discuss what they thought of the project and how they felt

about participating in the research.
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glossary

Action Learning Enquiry: (Action Research) is concerned with solving concrete

problems in real situations, in a scientific way.  The aim of this often small scale

research approach is to make sure that research findings actually get used to

improve the identified problems.  Practitioner involvement (often collaboratively) is

central to the approach, and as such lends itself well to improvement studies in

teaching and learning.

Evaluative inquiry: research that is concerned with the effectiveness and

appropriateness of an innovation or (new) programme.

Evidence: reliable findings to prove an intervention effect.

Hawthorne Effect: initial positive outcomes simply because of the attention and

special treatment given by the researchers.  (The name comes from a series of

experiments carried out at the Hawthorne Works in the US in the 1920s – 1930s.

Investigators found increases in productivity regardless of the specific changes that

were brought about, such as length of working day, heating, lighting, etc.)

Hypothesis: an educated guess or intuitive hunch as to what is going on in a

situation (but often the result of reflective thinking, study or observation).

Intervention: a deliberate alteration in the situation, or programme, in the hope that

the situation or results improve.

Likert Scale: a rating scale, usually to measure attitudes.  It consists of a range of

related items with fixed alternative responses.  These tend to be ‘strongly agree’,

‘agree’, ‘undecided’, ‘disagree’, ‘strongly disagree’.  The items should be a balanced

list of positive and negative statements, typically of between 20 to 30 items.

Matching: is used in a so-called ‘matched pair design’.  This involves pairing

subjects on some variable(s) that is/are seen as related to the variable that is being

studied.  One member of each pair is then allocated to the intervention group and

the other to the control group.  For example, in order to show that ‘Paired Reading’

works, a class could be split up, matching pupils on age/gender/ability where one

half of the matched pairs gets ‘Paired Reading’ and the other half does not.

Differences in overall results would then show evidence of an intervention effect.

Drawbacks related to practical (it’s not always easy to find suitable pairs), as well

as ethical issues (is it fair for some pupils not to get something that would allow

them to make better progress?).

Norm-referenced tests: are tests that show whether the individual has achieved

(or not achieved) a certain standard of competence (e.g. awareness of letter

sounds and names).



Observation Schedule: help to structure observations.  Usually it is a checklist of

predetermined behaviours that are ticked when these are seen to take place. It

gives a record of how often certain events (such as talking, being on task, being out

of seat) occur within a certain space of time.

Outcomes: results.

Pilot: a study that acts as a ‘dummy run’.  It usually involves trying out a research

design, questionnaire or observation schedule on a much smaller group, to find out

what unforeseen problems arise, or unpredicted outcomes, which will then help to

create a more effective and realistic investigation.

Pre-test and Post-test Methodology: the group is tested before the intervention

takes place, and afterwards is tested again.  This method is more reliable (‘valid’) in

matched groups.  With a single group, it may be hard to prove that the effect is

solely due to the intervention.  Other factors, such as maturation or attendance

problems, may have an effect on the outcomes.

Qualitative approach: a research process that is often seen as less ‘scientific’

because it is more interpretative or ‘ethnographic’.  It relies on interpreting personal

observations, and people’s experiences, views and feelings.  Ideas, perceptions,

theories come after data collection, rather than before.  Qualitative research tends

to be used to generate hypotheses rather than to test them.  It is a helpful approach

to find out why the intervention has been successful or not successful, and can

suggest ways to improve the intervention.  Because of the danger of personal bias,

qualitative research is best done as part of a small team, so that perceptions can

be checked off.

Quantitative approach: is often seen as more ‘scientific’ because it tends to be

based on collecting numerical data (exam results, reading ages, etc.).  It is often

used to test out a hypothesis, or prove the positive effect of an intervention, and can

rely quite heavily on statistical analysis.  Results can be used to predict outcomes

in similar situations.

Random: random assignment to an experimental study aims to prevent selection

bias.  For instance, by choosing every fourth child on the class list, or every 20th

pupil on the school role, the selector cannot be influenced by individual

characteristics.  This is especially useful when selecting two groups that are to be

compared.

Rating Scales: tend to consist of a list of related items (usually behaviours) one is

asked to rate either by number (1 to 3, or 1 to 5), or by ticking fixed responses such

as ‘agree’, ‘don’t agree’.
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Research Design: an agreed plan to get relevant answers to the research

questions.  Any research design involves one or more research strategies (e.g. do

an experiment, a case study, a survey) and decisions about the best methods of

investigation (observations, tests, questionnaires, interviews etc.).  It is important

that the design takes into account the aims and purposes of the research within the

practical constraints of place, time, staff availability and funds.

Self-assessment Questionnaires: are used to get respondents to assess their

achievements, attitudes and/or feelings.  There are now a range of pupil-focused

self-assessment questionnaires commercially available to measure e.g. attitude to

school, learning, behaviour, and motivation.

Standardised tests: are tests that have been ‘standardised’ (usually age-normed)

on the general population.  Results indicate how far the individual is removed from

the average.  Reading tests, for instance, are often standardised, giving a ‘reading

age’.

Statistics: mathematical analysis of numerical data.  At the simplest level this

could involve the average (mean) progress of a class, as a result of an intervention.

Or it could be establishing correlations between variables.  Calculations (and set

formulae) can be complex, but computer packages such as SPSS may take the

grind out of number crunching.  Access to a statistical consultant before finalising a

research design could be important.

Structured interview: the interviewer has a fixed set of questions prepared before

the interview.

Systematic Enquiry: having defined the research question, the researcher is

conscientiously using appropriate strategies and reliable methods, to gain the

required information.  Systematic inquiry does not exclude changes in the research

design as the study progresses, it this is likely to improve the quality of the actual

inquiry.

Timed Observation: when target behaviours are ticked or coded at frequent, pre-

set intervals, such as every 10 to 15 seconds.

Triangulation: in surveying, triangulation is a way of getting a ‘fix’ on where

something is by taking measures form two or more places.  In social research, it is

a way of ensuring that errors related to one method have less influence on the ‘real’

answer by using a variety of methods.  This may be done by using difference

sources of information (pupils, teachers, parents), methods (tests, observations,

self-assessment questionnaires), investigators (colleague, other professional,

research assistant) and/or theories.
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1 On-task behaviour

The teacher is concerned about the degree to which a number of children in the

class are attending to tasks set. She feels sure this is affecting their level of

attainment.  She is interested in peer tutoring, and wonders if peer influence can

make a difference. 

Collects baseline information about the target children’s level of work output by:

a) observing on-off task behaviour, for example through time sampling (with the help  

of a classroom assistant, student, parent or educational psychologist)

b) focusing on one or more areas of curriculum, gathering data showing work

completed (and possible qualitative data such as, e.g. neatness, correctness) 

Chooses intervention: Teacher has discussions with HT, other staff and

professionals, is guided towards relevant research literature and chooses an

intervention that has been evaluated as effective in the literature, is practicable, and

that she feels competent to implement. Teacher identifies any support, resources or

skills required and ensures these can be provided before embarking on

intervention.

Designs and implements intervention: ‘Checking Chums’ for a period of, say, 6

weeks.  This intervention involves training the children in pairs to check that each

partner has completed work set by the teacher, at given points during the day.

Rewards can be given for those individuals or pairs who reach the completion

targets.

Evaluates effectiveness:

a)  repeats observation of on-off task behaviour

b) gathers data showing work completed (as above)

c) elicits children’s opinions of the intervention (e.g. through discussion)

d) Keeps diary of own observations throughout the intervention – this might throw

up benefits which were unexpected offshoots of the programme, or

refinements/difficulties which were unforeseen.

Shares results with other members of staff:  The staff member or members’

experience gained through this intervention is an invaluable asset to the school’s

continuing development, no matter the degree of success enjoyed through the

intervention. Either way, valuable lessons have been learned, and skills developed.  

examples of possible interventions and their evaluation 
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2 Improving the quality of writing 

A teacher is dissatisfied with the writing lessons in her class. She believes that the

stories her children are writing lack interest and length, and that the children are not

really engaged in the writing process. She has to spend a lot of time ‘chivvying’

them along.  She wonders if her pupils would be more engaged if they had an

opportunity to elaborate and collaborate.

Collects baseline information: about the writing produced by the children using

criteria extrapolated from 5-14 language assessment. (e.g. quantitative – length of

stories; qualitative: structure, vocabulary, quality of ideas, etc.) She also asks a

colleague to observe one of her lessons and give her feedback about the way she

sets her writing lesson up.

Chooses Intervention: Teacher has discussions with HT, other staff and

professionals, and reads relevant literature on encouraging/improving writing skills.

She reflects on practice and observation of lessons. She identifies the need for the

children to become more actively involved in the generation of ideas in order to

motivate their writing, as well as the sharing of the products of their writing, while

retaining the structured approach required to ensure skills are learned. Teacher

decides to try out a number of more interactional and collaborative approaches to

the writing process, ensuring that there will be plenty of discussion.  She identifies

support, resources and skills required and checks these can be provided before

embarking on the intervention.

Designs and implements intervention:

She came up with the following ideas:  

1) Spidergram modelled on board; class spidergram created on board; children in

groups/pairs to devise spidergram for story.

2) Children to write story in pairs with criteria for success specified. 

3) Children to present ideas to class as storyboard with class elaborating the story

further.

4) Children read out parts of story on daily basis, invite comments from others.

Evaluates effectiveness: This intervention involves a number of different

approaches within a framework of greater interaction and discussion, with more

emphasis on the process and less on the product.   However, by ensuring that the

children, having gone through the processes, produce an end product, the teacher

will be able to evaluate, using the criteria, whether the quality of the writing has

improved.  She is also able to check on on/off task behaviour to see if this has

improved.  She also has a discussion with the children to find out what they liked

about the new approaches, and what they found difficult.
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Shares results:

As in example 1, the teacher will have learned about the links between teaching and learning from

her intervention, that she would like to share with colleagues.   She will be clearer which of the

approaches she tried work best with her class, and tries to include these in other areas of the

curriculum.  She also shares with her pupils any positive outcomes, to further improve their motivation

and perception of being adequate learners.

3 Improving spelling

The teacher is concerned about the spelling attainment in her class. She is also not sure to what extent

the children are actively engaged in learning their spelling. Is she teaching them using a method that is

too limited in range? She is an aware teacher, who has some knowledge of the research literature about

the importance of children developing awareness of how they learn and monitoring their own progress.

She wonders whether a greater emphasis on metacognition would make a difference.

Collects baseline information: about the children’s progress in spelling through results from the

weekly test. (She uses the opportunity to teach them about graphs and gets the children to plot their

improvement over the next 3 weeks on bar charts.)  She also asks the children to write down how they

learn their spellings, and what methods they use if they are unsure. Teacher observes children doing their

spelling.

Chooses intervention, designs and implements it: the teacher decides to combine the

development of the children’s metacognition and her own interest in developing spelling

methodologies. She reads handbook on different spelling methodologies, consults with adviser/LS

teacher/EP, and decides to run an 8-week programme whereby the children are tutored in a different

spelling method every other week, and learn their week’s words using that method. They plot their

test results week by week. They also have time set aside to discus in small groups which method they

prefer and why.

Evaluates intervention: at an individual level, children survey their test scores to judge which

method has worked best for them. This information can be collated on a class basis. They also discuss

this as part of group/whole class. The teacher also judges the success by measuring whether there has

been overall improvement in the scores of the class, and/or particular groups of pupils. Can the pupils

articulate better now how they spell? Is there more discussion in the class of the learning process?  Do

pupil comments suggest there is more enthusiasm for learning spelling?

Shares results: the children themselves make up a display, both of the results and their views, for

the entrance hall.  Two volunteers also do a brief presentation at assembly.  The teacher has agreed

to write a short paper, with the LS, for a periodical, a copy of which will be sent to the EO.
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1 focus groups

Compared to individual interviews, focus groups usually ‘elicit a greater, more in-depth understanding

of perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, and experiences from multiple points of view’ (Vaughn et al, p.16).

While in individual interviews the respondent may give the kind of answers he or she thinks the

interviewer wants to hear, in a group the participants feel more in control and debate their views with

others.  The researcher is also more likely to find out about the feelings that underlie statements made

by the participants.

Focus groups typically consist of 6 to 12 people who share some common characteristic (in a school

context, for instance, they could all be parents, or pupils, or supporting agencies).  A group smaller

than six is unlikely to provide a wide range of ideas, but when larger than twelve, it could fragment

and those sitting close to each other would start talking to each other.  Focus groups work best when

there are two researchers (called moderators).  One asks the questions and ensures that all the

participants get a chance to state their views, without feeling put down or intimidated by others.

Equally, this person makes sure that no one dominates the discussion.  Clearly, this researcher needs

to have good interpersonal skills.  The second moderator observes what happens in the group, and

takes notes on what is said as well as the context of the answers:  Are they given in a relaxed,

confident way, or tentatively?  Do others in the group agree, verbally or non-verbally, or are they

dismissive?  Do group members respond in detail, or do they answer half-heartedly before moving on

to something more interesting to the group.  If so, why is that?  This involves good observational as

well as good note taking skills.   Audio/video recordings make this task a lot easier, but notes still need

to be taken unless the researchers are able to identify individual voices.   Focus groups tend to take

longer than half an hour, so it may be helpful to swop places halfway through.

Organising focus groups requires careful planning.  Respondents need to be identified so that they

are representative of the larger community (e.g. parents from varying backgrounds) and an

appropriate venue found.  To create a welcoming atmosphere, it is helpful to have refreshments.  The

group needs a formal welcome, with an explanation of the purpose of the meeting and how it is all

organised.  Beforehand, the researchers need to have agreed on the main questions (usually no

more than 10) to be used to guide the discussion from one topic to the next.  To put the group at ease

and get the discussion going, the first question needs to be a general one, such as ‘What do you think

our school is good at?  Can I ask you first, Mrs X?’ Once the group has started, the moderator’s main

task is to promote debate, by asking further open questions, by challenging participants (especially

on differences) and by teasing out a lot of meanings.  They need to keep the session focused, and

may need to steer the conversation back on course.   It is important that they do not get involved, but

should summarise the various opinions non-judgementally to get agreement from the group that this

is what has been said, before moving on to the next question.

Apart from getting a lot of information on not only what people say but what they do, a focus group

also empower participants because it makes them valued as experts, and gives them a chance to

collaborate on issues that are brought up.  As such, it can be helpful in an educational setting beyond

just data collecting.



Further reading 

Greenbaum, T.L. (1998)  

The Handbook for Focus Group Research.  London: Sage

Morgan, D.L. (1998) 

Planning Focus Groups.  London: Sage

Vaughn, S., Shay Schumm, J. and Sinagub, J. (1996) 

Focus Group Interviews in Education and Psychology.  London: Sage.

Psychological Services can give further support.
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2 inventories and checklists

Checklists and inventories are such common phenomena in ordinary life that standard text books on

research rarely feel the need to discuss them specifically.  At their most elemental, checklists are

exactly what they say they are: a list of objects or activities you can tick off when you have completed

them – e.g. shopping list, MOT list, classroom register.  Inventories may be more comprehensive (a

complete list, or more subcategories), but the terms are often used interchangeably, along with

schedule and profile.  Sometimes rating scales and questionnaires are also seen as checklists.

Early years development (e.g. the Portage Checklist; Teaching Talking), some baseline assessment

in P1, descriptors of levels in 5-14 assessment, and self-assessment profiles, to mention but a few,

typically take the form of checklists.  Checklists are popular because they are a quick and simple way

of getting information that is easy to assemble, and analysis can be automated.  They can be

repeated at later dates to allow for comparison, or measurement of progress.  Checklists are also

versatile, in that identical or at least comparable forms can be completed by teachers, parents and

children.  A well-known example of this is the Child Behaviour Checklist (Achenbach, 1991).

Example 1:

In an intervention study setting out to improve communication skills in an S3 class, all the pupils were

taught the various components of good interpersonal communication.  Following this, they practised

these skills in small groups, using real classroom tasks, while being observed by a fellow pupil.

These peer observers had a short checklist as a prompt to remind them what to look for, such as eye

contact, attending, encouraging questions etc.  This allowed them to take brief, pertinent notes for

later feedback.

Checklists are good for quickly identifying issues, and it is usually fairly easy to make up your own,

provided you have a clear focus and the checklist is appropriate for the type of analysis you wish to

carry out. An example is the one developed by Ashcombe School where staff were interested in good

learning behaviour.  This is a fragment of their checklist which looks at study skills and attitudes:

Example 2:  ++                              +                              – – –

Preparation for 
lessons

Identifying targets

Douillard (2003) similarly created her own Dimensions of Writing, breaking down the main areas

(Craft, Organisational Element, Conventions and Writing Behaviours) into different subcategories and

levels.  In much the same way Jones (2002) developed her framework for assessing speaking and

listening, by outlining five levels in listening, speaking and classroom interaction respectively.

Source: Pringle and Cobb, 1999, p.82

Almost always well
prepared with
equipment and
resources needed for
lessons

Keen to be fully
involved in identifying
areas of strength/
weakness and to set
appropriate targets;
individual and
thoughtful
involvement

Usually well prepared
with equipment/
resources needed for
lessons

Willing to identify
areas of strength/
weakness and to set
appropriate targets

Sometimes forgets
equipment/ resources

Sometimes unwilling
to identify some areas
of strength/ weakness
and to set appropriate
targets

Frequently forgets
equipment/ resources;
inadequately prepared

Shows little interest 
in learning from
experience, in
identifying areas of
strength/ weakness
and in setting targets



But there is also a wide range of commercially available checklists and inventories, a few of which

are listed below.  The Psychological Service will be able to advise on suitability and will have many

resources available for you to tap into.

Measure Topic Age Range

What I do to Learn Tactics for more efficient learning 8-11
What Stops my Learning

Life in School Bullying. 5-18

Myself as a Learner Self-rating scale for academic 11-16
self-esteem.

Locus of Control Scale for Children Locus of control 9-18
My Class Inventory Classroom environment 8-11

As with all research tools, there are weaknesses attached to the use of checklists and inventories.

Simplicity usually equates to gathering data that do not have great depth to them, and may not tell

you how to solve a problem, or why things are the way they are.  Also, it is easy to believe that

Checklists are objective, but remember it is your (or the pupil’s) own personal judgement or opinion

you are exploring.  Checklists are therefore only really useful as one of a number of ways of exploring

a problem or situation (triangulation).

References:

Achenbach, T.M. (1991). Manual for the Teachers’ Report Form & 1991 Profile of the Child Behaviour

Checklist. Vermont: University of Vermont.

Douillard, K. (2003). ‘Writing matters: exploring relationships between writing instruction and

assessment’.  In A. Clarke and G. Erickson (Eds.), Teacher Inquiry: Living the Research in Everyday

Practice.  London: Routledge Falmer

Jones, L. ‘Using videos to investigate speaking and listening’.  In O. McNamara (2002). Becoming an

Evidence-Based Practtioner: A Framework for Teacher-Researchers.  London: Routledge Falmer

Pringle, M. and Cobb, T. (1999). Making Pupil Data Powerful: A Guide for Classroom Teachers.

Stafford: Network Educational Press.

Further Resources:

Frederickson, N. & Cameron, R.J. (Eds). (1999). Psychology in Education Portfolio. NFER-NELSON.

Sclare, I. (Ed). (1997). Child Psychology Portfolio. NFER-NELSON.
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3 Likert scales

In educational research Likert Scales are often used because they are quick to complete, of interest

to respondents (pupils and teachers alike) and relatively easy to develop.  A Likert Scale (named after

its deviser Likert, 1932) typically provides a range of responses to a statement or question, either

numerically (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, of which 1 may be ‘not at all’ and 5 ‘a very great deal’) or of the ‘strongly

agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ variety.  They tend to be used to measure attitudes or opinions, such as

current classroom practice and school-based innovations, but also on perceived pupil behaviour or

pupils’ views of themselves as learners.  Because people usually enjoy filling in a scale of this kind

for its innate interest, the answers they give tend to be more considered, adding to the validity of such

a research tool.

How to develop a Likert Scale

1. As always, the first step is to reflect on what your question or issue is.  What exactly do you want

to find out?  Reading round the issue may help, as may ‘brainstorming’ with colleagues, and finding

out about scales already available.  Some examples will be listed below.

2. When developing your statements or questions, be aware of ‘obvious’ and extreme ones, such as

“I like to do well in school” (don’t we all?) or School should close at 2.30 daily” (yes!).  The

likelihood is that everyone will give the same response and you are not any the wiser, unless you

aspire for a future in politics.  To encourage respondents to consider each item carefully, it is also

best to devise an equal number of positive and negative statements.  Some Likert Scales employ

items that are phrased differently, but aim to tap into the same attitude (see e.g. items 2 and 7 in

example 2).  This is done to check if the respondent is reliable and consistent.

3. Decide on your response system.   If you opt for the ‘1-2-3-4-5’ scale, make absolutely sure that

respondents are clear whether 1 or 5 corresponds to ‘strongly agree’.  It sometimes helps to have

an example at the top of your scale, as well as a clear indication.  Many scales use ‘strongly agree’,

‘agree’, ‘undecided’, ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’.  For younger children ‘always’, ‘sometimes’,

‘don’t know’ and ‘never’ may be easier, or a smiley face, straight face and sad face.

4. If you are developing a scale totally from scratch, and you want to make sure it is valid and reliable,

you should trial it on a large and representative sample.  Remember to have your items in random

order.  After scoring (for instance, with positive statements 5 points for ‘strongly agree’, 3 for

‘neutral’, 2 for ‘disagree’, 1 for ‘strongly disagree’ and with negative statements, 1 for ‘strongly

agree’, 2 for ‘agree’ etc.).  Using an ‘item analysis’ will help you decide which items show

discriminative power (see Robson, p. 258), but this is complex.  It may be easier, therefore, to use

published scales.  A good source for these is Psychology in Education Portfolio (Fredrickson and

Cameron, 1999).
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Example 1

Please circle any of the seven positions.

(+3 or –3 = always, +2 or –2 = frequently, +1 or –1 = sometimes)

POSITIVE DIMENSION NEGATIVE DIMENSIONS

GENERAL ATTITUDE

Attends school +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Misses school
Attends my lessons +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Misses my lessons
Happy re school +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Worries re school
No complaints physically +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Complains of aches & pains
Appears confident +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Seems lacking in confidence
Conforms to school rules +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Breaks school rules
Responds well to correction +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Responds badly to correction
Parents support school +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Parents do not support school
Student cares re parent +3 +2 +1 0 -1 -2 -3 Student does not care re 
view of performance parent view of performance

Example 2

a = definitely agree e = strongly disagree

1 I’m good at doing tests a b c d e

2 I like having problems to solve a b c d e

6 I need lots of help with my work a b c d e

7 I like having difficult work to do a b c d e

11 Learning is easy a b c d e

From: Myself as Learner Scale (MALS)

Example 3

1 = No Never 5 = Yes, Always

D = Difficulty   

C = Competence    

A = Attitude

C 1 Can you work out what a story means?

A 2 Do you feel good when you do reading work?

D 3 Is reading to the class hard for you?

C 4 Can you work out hard words by yourself when you read?

A 5 Do you like word games in class?

From: Reading Self-Concept Scale






































