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Abstract

This research explored ways of promoting a professional learning community
(PLC) in the further education and training (FET) context. There was limited
evidence related to teacher learning within the FET case study institution and
so began a project of looking at ways to embed a practice of learning within
t he i n s educttiortalicantex. s

This research took an accepted and established theory of teaching and
learning [effective feedback] (Wiliam, 2011) and used this as a platform from
which to engage FET teachers as professional practice learners. The
research approach for this study drew on the spirit of, and was informed by,
the critical theory approach. The constructivist nature of the research, using
action research methodology, allowed ways to empower FET teachers to
engage in a professional practice learning community in their FET context.

Over a period of two academic years, the six participating teachers in this
study implemented four planned feedback strategies into their practice.
Teacher discussion group sessions were organised at strategic times so
teachers could engage in discourse on the strategies and their effectiveness
in the classroom.

The key findings from this research are that, as a result of implementing a
teaching and learning intervention into practice and of giving the participating
teachers a forum and an opportunity to engage in dialogue on its
implementation, effectiveness and their overall practices, changes took place
in teacher practices, teacher-student relationships and within the whole
centre. Teachers began to think about their practice in a new way, leading
to a deepening of knowledge, understanding and engagement within
practices. A feature of this new way of doing was a sense of empowerment,
care and an enriched learning environment for all.

This thesis has documented the research study and process. What emerged
was that the defining features of the Professional Learning Community (PLC)
- shared values, collaborative practice, deprivatising of practice, focus on
student learning and reflective dialogue were beginning to naturally and
organically develop among the teacher participants, which was the beginning
of a dynamic process that could leave a lasting mark on the teachers
involved.

Vii
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Chapter One Introduction

1.1 Background to the Study

This dissertation aimed to explore ways in which FET t eacher s o

professional capacity can be developed within the further education and
training (FET) sector in Ireland. The dissertationd purpose is to investigate
and analyse ways of promoting a professional learning community (PLC)
in the FET context. A PLC is characterised as when teachers commit
themselves to talking collaboratively about teaching and learning and then
take action that will improve learning for all (Thompson et al 2004). Dufour

and Eaker (1998) state that the phrase

has been carefully chosen. A professional is someone with expertise and
advanced training in their field

0

wh o

in their field. Thewordl ear ni ng suggests 6éongoing

curi osi t y@vironment carn communi ty t hat

cooperation, emotional support, personal growth as they work together to

achieve what they cannot accompl i sh

xi-xii). Prior to undertaking this research as part of the PhD qualification, a
constant observation of mine was that within the centre where | work and
hold a management position, there was very little discourse between the
teachers about teaching and learning i the core focus of their professional
practice. My observations were that there was very little discourse about
how our students learn, how we can improve the climate for learning, or
how as teachers we can support and learn from each other. Motivation
among FET learners can be very low (Zepke and Leach, 2006) and so at
the time my thinking was that there was a need to intervene in some way
to address this issue in our institution as | felt valuable sharing of
knowledge and professional learning was being missed. It was my guiding
premise that by encouraging teachers to engage in professional dialogue,
real and valuable learning can take place for teachers on ways to address
learner needs and teacher needs, and thereby develop professional
practice whilst also ensuring a more valuable teaching and learning

experience for all.

al

ac

6éf ost

on



Chapter 1 Introduction

The six teachers involved in the research all had different entry routes into

their FET teaching career. The fact that the teachers came from varying

educational and work backgrounds-some were from industry, some were

from third level and others were from second level teaching-added an extra

dimension to the research. As the leader and manager of the centre, |

wanted to explore ways of developing practices that would enable teachers

to talk about their everyday practices-teaching and learning-in the

classroom. Initially, my main challenge was how to engage the teachers

in this process. Where does one start to do this? Hargreaves and Fullan

(2012) discuss teaching likea@roband st ate it is 6déabout I
individual, raising the performance of the team, and increasing quality

across the wh k3 Thgisovhat Idssired flordhe {eachers

ithat they 6teach | i ke tlEspmdtiaeaésinvolvihdhe aut ho
continuous inquiry into and actions to i
taking responsibility for this. This practice requires planning teaching,

improving teaching and moving away from isolated silos of teaching to

being part o fa high-performancet e a m® 2 ) . 60Teaching 1i ke
about yet another more individual accountability, but about powerful

collective responsibilityd(p.23). Professional teaching means being part of

the teaching profession and making an informed and valued contribution

to its development (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012). This may be asking a

lot as some teachers working in FET in Ireland have very precarious

teaching stability within the context. Teachers work on part-time casual

hours, in several centres of education across a wide geographical area and

with no guarantee of hours from one academic year to the next.

How could | engage these (often part-time) teachers to participate in
planned professional dialogue about teaching and learning? After in-depth
reading of the literature on teaching and learning, and having explored the
theory of Assessment for Learning (AfL) for my Masters degree, | decided
to look at using an accepted practice of effective feedback as a foundation
to start the process of collaborative dialogue among teachers working in
an FET centre. The delivery of feedback to our students is something that

every teacher engages in and feedback has long been accepted within the
3



Chapter 1 Introduction

literature as being at the heart of all learning (Black and Wiliam 1998;
Brookfield 2010; Brookhart 2008, 2011; Clark 2012; Hattie and Timperley
2007; Hattie 2010; Sadler 2010; Shute 2008; Wiliam 2008, 2011). | felt
that we could engage in the practice of feedback through adapting the work
of Wiliam (2011) and have it as our focus as an intervention to promote
professional learning communities that the instance of the research was
trying to achieve. The feedback-based intervention was highly relevant to
teachers working in the sector, as it is a practical teaching tool with which
teachers are familiar and so at the time, | was confident the teachers would
be open to improving on this area of their practice. Therefore, due to its
accessibility, perceived ease of application and overall relevance, | felt that
the engagement from participating teachers would be positive.

The FET Strategy (DES/SOLAS 2014-2019) has quality provision as one
of its five strategic goals (p.33). The Strategy aims to provide high quality
education and training programmes that will meet appropriate national and
international quality standards (p.122). It hopes that the achievement of
this goal of quality provision will respond to the needs of learners and
ensure excellence in FET programme development. Qualification
standards in the sector will be developed and as a result effective pathways
for FET learners to higher levels on the National Framework of
Qualifications (NFQ) will be achievable (p.122). The rationale for carrying
out this research was to generate empirical research in the FET sector in
Ireland in relation to the enhancement of teaching and learning practices
and processes. Now is a critical time in the history of FET in Ireland for the
creation of such empirical research as it will help deepen understanding
and knowledge of quality teaching and learning processes within the
sector.

The research was carried out using an action research approach within the
case study methodology, involving experienced teachers within one single
FET institution. The objective of the research project were to answer the
following key question-how do | promote a PLC as a platform to developing

professional learning in the FET context. What happens when a planned
4
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and focused teaching and learning intervention is introduced into practice
in the FET institution;

What experiences unfold for individuals in the action research project?
What happens to the professional engagement of the FET teacher?

A

)l
)l
l
1 What experiences unfold for me the research practitioner leading the
project?

The literature review in advance of the research study focused on the
theoretical areas of professional teacher learning, learning and teaching
processes and teacher discourse. Literature was also read in the area of
assessment for learning, (Torrance 2007; Black and Wiliam 2012; Gardner

What happens to studentsdéd engagement

wi t h

2012),change processesand conditions for teachersodo

(Battersby and Verdi 2014, Burbules 1993; Hargreaves and Fullan 2012;
Heywood 2009; Rosenberg 2011; Learning Policy Institute 2017; Vescio et
al 2008). While feedback strategies were the focus of the project for the

research participants, for the researcher, the outcomes related to change

in all aspects of s, tinbugingttheiadevelopmenh aspr act i c ¢

reflective practitioners. The dissertation will demonstrate that through their
involvement with the initiative, thet eacher s began to
subjective teaching habits and became more creative in the ways and
approaches they adopted to giving feedback to learners and addressing
their individual needs. The teachers began to engage in collaborative
sharing on practice that had student learning as its focus. The teachers
engaged in learning on their practice through dialogue and reflection,
thereby enhancing relationships with colleagues and students. The
teachers and others in the centre began to open up about their practice. In
essence, teachers in the research moved away from isolated silos of
practice towards more open, teaching strategies to enhance learning for

FET learners.

This next section of this chapter presents an overview of the further

education and training sector in Ireland and its current provision in the

country. Characteristics of the FET learner and the FET teacher are

highlighted. Reference is made to recent legislation relevant to the sector

as well as to the accreditation system employed. The next section
5
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describes my background as the researcher, and also includes a
description and review of my beliefs and values that underpin the guiding
ontology that informed the research development. Following on from this,
the research design is also documented detailing the approach | took to
the literature review, the planned intervention, and the methodology and

concludes by giving an outline of the remaining chapters in the thesis.

1.2  Overview of FET Sector in Ireland
Government reform of the public sector in Ireland has been ongoing for a

number of years and the Further Education and Training (FET) sector is
part of this change process. In relation to the FET sector, this reform has
involved change at structural level, as well as planning, prioritizing, funding
and providing a diverse range of FET programmes and services (FET
Strategy 2014). In preparation for the development of the FET Strategy
the Economic Social and Research Institute (ESRI) was engaged to carry
out a study on the sector in Ireland. This research resulted in the report
Further Education and Training in Ireland: Past, Present and Future (2014).
This report was greatly welcomed given that there has been very little
existing evidence or research on the sector prior to that. The report
highlighted that the sector has developed organicallyandis 6 é s hap
a combination of education policies and by the prevailing workforce

ed

from

development strategiesd6 ( FET St r at e Oyer tin@e, differentp . 36 ) .

government departments had different responsibilities for key players in
the sector-the former VECs and FAS-which further caused an overall lack
of coherence within the sector. In response to this new evidence on the
sector, the Government established a new authority, SOLAS, referred to
as the Further Education and Training Authority, tasked with strategically
coordinating and funding the FET sector in Ireland. This new authority was
created under the aegis of the Department of Education and Skills in 2013
(FET Strategy 2014, p.18).

The FET sector in Ireland is one of four distinct sectors in the Irish
educational framework; primary, secondary and third level. The sector
offers and provides a wide range of programmes to a diverse range of

individuals over the age of 16. It offers and provides opportunities for

6
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individuals to re-skill and up-skill, and so is an activation method for
individuals who are unemployed or who do not fully participate in society.
tis al so a form of O6second chanced educat
complete upper second level education and, in addition, persons who may
not have otherwise gained entry, can progress to higher education. The
sector is O0Oéserving a uni guelyandlis ver se c
focused on the learning outcomes at levels 1 to 6 on the National

Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).

The Further Education and Training Strategy (2014-2019) was published

in 2014. The purpose ofthe St r at egy i s to O0égive direc
transformation of t he FET spd®.t dhe f or t h
Strategy refers to the sector allowing individuals and the communities that

they |ive in étdevaedhmipemneenttaHei rped sonal , so
e mp |l oy mep2@),adbitions that have a very positive impact on the

individuals and their communities. The Strategy emphasises that the

sector not only provides education and training to this diverse cohort of

learners but also provides them with the related supports they need in order

to be successful in progressing their education through the sector. The
strategy notes that FET in Ilreland o60épl :
people to lead fulfilling lives, supporting some hard-to-reach individuals

and groups to achieve their potential and reducing the costs to society of

e x ¢ | u 9i219.n dhe gector is accessible to everyone and is often

considered an alternative path to education and to work. The strategy

outlines that a key characteristic of the sector is its facilitative approach to

l earning. ol t i's both | earner centered ¢
appr oa.22h dhe(diagram below positions the FET sector within the

overall Irish education system.
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Education System in Ireland
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.2.1 Overview of FET provision
The Education and Training Boards (ETBs), eight in total, are the main
providers of FET provision in the country. There are also a number of

private providers that offer programmes across a variety of disciplines.

VTOS

Literacy and
Numeracy

Apprenticeships
or other work
based learning

FET Learner Provision

Specific Skills Training Community Education

Youthreach Statutory Provision

Figure 2 Main Types of FET Provision

There are three full-time FET programmes under the ETBs remit-PLC (Post
Leaving Certificate), VTOS (Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme)
and Youthreach. The PLC programme, according to the FET Strategy, is
aprogamme 6desi gned to provide specific voca
have completed senior cycle at second level, adults returning to education
deemed to have the necessary competenciesd FE{ Strategy 2014, p.45).
The VTOS programme is an educational and training opportunities scheme
for unemployed persons with its main focus being on employability or
further opportunities leading to employment. The Youthreach programme
is directed at unemployed early school leavers aged 15-20 and provides
the opportunity to identify viable options within adult life and acquire
certification (FET Strategy, p.143). It is acknowledged that young people
enrolled on Youthreach programmes often suffer from economic and social
disadvantage as well as educational disadvantage, and so are a unique

cohort of learners.

There are many part-time educational opportunities available within the
sector. They include the BTEI (Back to Education Initiative), community

education, adult literacy, and classes for individuals where English is not

9
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their first language (ESOL) and work based learning (ITABE). The BTEI

programme targets the over 16s who have left the education system for a

number of years, focusing on individuals who have less than upper second

level education. Community education targets i ndi vi dual s 0éwho
di stant fromd@)Muaanadi a8 @n et hos of 0éj
soci al Il nclusion and citizenshipo. Thes
and are considered pre-educational work, where teachers are working with

individuals to prepare them to engage more purposefully in education. The

Adult Literacy service focuses on the literacy and numeracy teaching for

early school leavers in low-skilled employment within the family and work

based scenarios. This section of the service also caters for individuals

wishing to improve their English language literacy to develop speaking and

listening skills for living in Ireland today. These programmes are often

accredited between levels 1 and 3 on the NFQ. Other provision includes

traineeships and apprenticeships that are focused on the trade and skills

industry in Ireland offering learners a level 6 qualification on the National

Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).

1.2.2 The FET Learner in Ireland

Adult education is defined in the Learning for Life: White Paper on Adult
Education as O0...systematic | earning by ¢
concluded initial education or trainingé(Department of Education and Skills

2000, p.27). This definition was to encapsulate re-entry by adults to further

and higher education. However, the underlying theme of the definition was

on the adult learnersdbde-e ngagement 6 with the system, |
earlier stage in life. The Department of Education and Skills (DES) has a

dedicated FET section whose role is to promote and coordinate the

development of programmes for young people and adults who have left

school early.

It is not easy to define early school leaving (Byrne and Smyth 2010). The
authors suggest a number of definitions ranging from those who leave
school with no formal qualification to those who leave before the
compulsory minimum school-leaving age (p.3). The authors also state that

10
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early school leavers 6. . . experience disadvantages

further education/training, employment chances, employment quality and

broader social outcomes6(p.16). Byrne and Smyth (2010) cite Byrne et al

in 2009, highl i gnhtare af the Iristh eslucational systema y

stating that access to further and higher education is often restricted to
people who have completed the Leaving Certificate examination. The
broad diversity of age group, previous educational background, needs and
aspirations and personal circumstances of learners, pose a serious
challenge for FET provision and its teachers. The FET teacher needs to
be highly skilled and competent to deal with a diverse cohort of learners in
one classroom, with a range of positive and negative educational
experiences and backgrounds. The FET section in the DES aspires to give
adult learners an opportunity to gain access to further education and
training to enhance their employment prospects and to enable them to

progress on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).

Returner after an

absence, upskilling
and re-skilling

Apprentices Jobseeker

School Leavers Adult engaging in
FET Learner life-long learning

Unemployed person Unemployed person
not on Live Register on Live Register

Employer or employee Early School Leaver

Figure 3 Entry Routes to FET

The above diagram shows the many entry routes to the FET sector for
would-be FET learners. The FET learner could be someone returning to
education after a long absence and who needs to up and re-skKill
themselves in order to gain entry to the labour market. They could be a

job seeker or an unemployed person on the live register. They could also
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be an unemployed person not on the live register. They could be an adult
engaging in life-long learning or they could be a school leaver with or
without the leaving certificate. Often employers will encourage their
employees to engage in further education and training opportunities.
Those involved in apprenticeships also make up part of this sector. One
can see the very complex and myriad of backgrounds of FET learners and
so the FET sector and the teachers who work within it have to be prepared

for this unique teaching and learning dynamic, context and environment.

1.2.3 The FET Teacher in Ireland

Teachers employedinthes ect or &ééhave been recrui

second-level teaching qualification or a trade or business qualification6
(White Paper on Adult Education 2000, p.152). One of the challenges
outlined in the Learning for Jobs: OECD Reviews of Vocational Education
and Training - Ireland (2010) is that there is a weakness in pedagogical
preparation of some trainers, instructors and workplace training
supervisors in the FET sector in Ireland. The OECD report looked at a
variety of teachers, trainers and instructors teaching education and
vocational training under a range of course options. For the purpose of this
research, | was concerned with what the report refers to as vocational
education and training (VET). The report states that VET teachers typically

have to be registered with the Teaching Council as post-primary teachers.

0According to Teaching Council requi

to complete a Postgraduate Diploma in Education or equivalent6 (OECD
2010, p.44) and since 2014 this now includes a Professional Masters in
Education!. However, the report advises that a person needs both
pedagogical and vocational skills to be an effective teacher in the sector, a
view also expressed in the more recent FET Professional Development
Strategy (2017). Vocational skills include skills exercised in specific
occupations in industry or business requiring a combination of relevant

technical training and work experience. It is widely accepted by teachers

1 Professional Masters in Education is now recognized by the Teaching Council as the
Post Graduate requirement
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and employers in the sector that work experience is important to ensure
familiarity with the competence needs and working methods of real
workplaces. Although empirical evidence on this issue is scarce, a review
of evidence in the United States (Lynch 1998) suggests that having
relevant work experience is helpful to FET teachers, since it provides them
with a context and increases their confidence in teaching for their
occupation (OECD 2010, p.44).

The White Paper on Adult Education (2000) highlighted the need for a
reviewoft he 6. .. management, organisat
ancillary support for post-leaving certificate provision6(DES, 2000, p.86).
This review resulted in the Mclver report (2003). The Mclver Report sought
to establish FET as a distinctive sector, separate from the secondary sector
and with appropriate vision, structures and staffing. Data was collated from
questionnaires distributed to staff and students in all post leaving certificate
colleges and made 15 detailed study visits to a representative spread of
large and small, urban and rural colleges around the country. The study
also carried out comparative study visits to Northern Ireland, Scotland,
Denmark and the Netherlands (NALA 2009, p.23) to examine FET practice
in those regions. The Report highlighted that the role of the FET teacher
is similar to that of teachers in the post-primary sector. However, there are

a few significant and relevant differences (Mclver 2003, p.viii):

1. Rate of student turnoverO
2. Framework of assessment
3. Content development and change

Unlike second level education where teachers are engaging with students
for 5 to 6 years, the report noted that the rate of study duration in FET from
one to two years does not give enough time for teachers to develop the
various support services for students or to build strong teacher learner
relationships. Because of this short timeframe, there is a critical need for
teachers to collaborate and share good practice in order for the learner to

gain the best learning experience that the teacher can afford them.

Most FET qualifications are accredited under Quality and Qualifications
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Ireland (QQI), which requires FET teachers to devise and mark course
work in accordance with the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).
An external authenticator then validates the quality and standard of the
| ear ner BE foeuses dn industry needs and on providing vocational
training to allow graduates from the sector to enter employment. Hence,
the content of courses needs to be industry led resulting in learners have
the necessary skills for working in Ilrelandos
teacher training is discipline-orientated with existing teaching materials that
cover subject specific areas predominantly. Course material for industry is
less available and it is often left to teachers to design and devise their own
resources and course content, as there are very few textbooks available
for the sector. The pace of change of industry is a very big factor to be
considered in planning FET courses, as the following quote demonstrates;

econon

6. ..demands of high 1| evel o f -planmng,e st me nt

dialogue with industry, cross-curricular consultation and liaison with other
providerso (Mclver 2003, p.viii). The Mclver report clearly outlined that
teaching in the sector is different to teaching at primary and second level
education in Ireland and FET teachers need an opportunity to collaborate
and share their professional practices to give them the support that they

need to work effectively and appropriately in this diverse sector.

It is within this context that a professional development strategy for FET in

Ireland has been published.

1.2.4 SOLAS FET Professional Development Strategy 2017 - 2019
The FET Strategy (2017-2019) set down guidelines for the development of
a professional development strategy for the FET sector. This culminated
in the SOLAS FET Professional Development Strategy 2017-2019. The
strategy

6éreflects the strong | ink between

the sector and the quality of the education and training provided. It

also reflects National and European policy, which places the

professional competence of the workforce central to the ability of FET
to respond to the changing npBpds of

SOLAS embarked on a skills profile of the persons working in the sector
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Chapter 1 Introduction

during late 2015 and early 2016. This process involved collaboration
between SOLAS, Education and Training Board Ireland (ETBI),
representatives from ETBs, the Further Education Support Service (FESS)
and research consultants. The findings from the skills profile, based on
data collected from 4,400 FET personnel (nearly half of the entire
estimated FET workforce in 2015) working in the sector include some of
the following:

i Just over half (54%) work full-time, 38% work part-time and 8% work
sessional or occasional

74% of respondents are female and 26% are male

The workforce is characterized as being very experienced with many
having worked for many years in the sector

67% of respondents are qualified to level 8 or level 9 on the NFQ
Respondents feel confident in their work in relation to soft skills but are
less confident in terms of quality assurance, using technology and dealing
with challenging behavior (p.3-4)

= =4

= =

The skills profile carried out by SOLAS resulted in a lot of new empirical
evidence to help shape its CPD strategy. The age profile of the workforce
in the sector is concentrated in the older age categories. The study
highlighted that only one in ten FET teachers is under 35 years of age
while nearly a quarter of the workforce is over 55 years of age. The gender
profile that is highlighted above is relatively typical of other education
sectors across lIreland and Europe. An interesting finding from the
research was the evidence of the working patterns of the sector. The
evidence shows that a large proportion of the workforce (46%) works part-
time or on a sessional basis. This will have, according to the SOLAS
Strategy, 6ésubstanti al i mplications

devel opp)n Raspor{dents to the survey discuss the difficulties
they experienced in accessing professional development support as a
result of their contracts of employment. The qualifications profile of the
workforce was quite positive showing that seven out of ten teacher
practitioners currently hold a teaching/training qualification and a further
3% of respondents were working towards a relevant qualification (p.23).
What was also interesting is that irrespective of their qualifications
respondents reported low levels of confidence in certain areas related to

teaching. They reported being less confident in managing challenging
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behaviours and dealing with diverse learner groups, and this was
irrespective of whether or not they held a teaching qualification. The
Strategy concludes this point by stating that there are developmental
needs over and above initial teacher training and advising that
professional development is fundamental to preparing FET teachers for
the changing role requirements of the sectori labour market and social
inclusion agendas (FET Strategy 2014, p.37) by improving the conditions
in which people participate in society, especially those that are

marginalized and disadvantaged..

The Strategy discusses FET teachersocurrent experience of professional

development and states that they place a high value on professional

devel opment activities that allow them t
practice and a marecapderch & o g e t yFEEtaashérs

0éseek increased access to devel opment
networks and local groupings of shared interest i on both a formal and ad

hoc basis6d (p.26). Respondents highlighted a number of barriers they

experience in accessing and attending professional development

activities. In the first instance, cost is a factor-as there is limited funding

available within ETBs-teachers have to self-finance this type of activity.

Location is another barrier to accessing professional development

opportunities as they are often not available locally and require travelling

to city locations throughout the country. This is particularly challenging for

rural ETBs. The work patterns of part-time and occasional teachers are

not conducive to easy participation by teachers in professional

development work. Some teachers stated that often the availability and

relevance of professional development opportunities on offer are limiting

and often thereisa 6 émi smatch between professi on:;
offer and the career stage of the practitioner, or a need for more subject,

orcourse-specific i1 pR7erventionsod (

Over the three-year lifespan of the Strategy, three strategic goals have
been set: to create the infrastructure and delivery systems for high quality
professional development, to increase FET sector capability through
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relevant targeted professional development and to provide sustainable
funding and resourcing of professional development (pp.4-5). Itis possible
that the findings from this research will add to the knowledge of what works

within a local setting in terms of professional development.

In relation to the FET context it is important to highlight the methods of
assessment and accreditation operating in the sector. Assessment and
accreditation in FET differ from those at second level and FETs teachers
often need support in devising course/assessment material, generating
marking schemes and marking assessment material to the required
standard and level on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).
The next section will outline the functions and responsibilities of Quality
and Qualifications Ireland (QQI).

1.2.5 Assessment and Accreditation in the FET Sector

Established in November 2012, QQI amalgamated into one integrated
body of all the accrediting bodies in Ireland: Further Education and Training
Awards Council (FETAC), Higher Education and Training Awards Council
(HETAC), National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) and Irish
Universities Qualifications Board (IUQB). QQI is now responsible for the
external quality assurance of further and higher education in Ireland (FET
Strategy, p.40). Itis the awarding body that is responsible for the FET and
HE providers in Ireland. The body also has legislative responsibilities
around international education as well as the development of the NFQ.
According to the QQI website, QQI is responsible for maintaining the ten-
level NFQ. It is the awarding body and sets standards for awards made in
the NFQ. It validates education and training programmes. It provides
awards in higher education-mainly to learners in private providers. It
provides advice and information on recognition of foreign qualifications in
Ireland and on the recognition of Irish qualifications abroad. As a new
function of QQI, it publishes a directory of providers and awards in the NFQ.
In the area of quality assurance, QQI is responsible for reviewing the
effectiveness of quality assurance in further and higher education and

training providers in Ireland, which includes the Universities, Institutes of
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Technology, Education and Training Boards and providers in the private
further and higher education and training sectors. Another new function of
QQI is to authorise the use of an International Education Mark (IEM) for
providers. This will be awarded to providers of education and training who
have demonstrated compliance with a statutory code of practice in the

provision of education and training to international students (QQI 2017).

The FET sector has very specific sectoral characteristics and so is unique
in relation to the research problem; how do | promote a professional
learning community in the FET context? As stated earlier, FET learners
come from a variety of backgrounds and situations (figure 3) and so the
FET teacher has to respond to a myriad of individual needs. The teacher
teaching in the sector may have weaknesses in their pedagogical
preparation (OECD 2010), and so this poses an issue for teachers who
need to teach learners both academically and vocationally (FET
Professional Development Strategy 2017). The PD strategy (2017) found
that 67% of their research respondents are qualified to level 8 or level 9 on
the NFQ, which highlights that a significant minority of teachers in the
sector is not fully qualified. Accreditation and assessment in the sector is
unique in that there is no centralized accreditation and assessment as for
secondary level teaching i FET teachers have to design, implement and
correct t hassessmdntenaterial éorsed for learners to achieve
the QQI certificate. Often teachers need support with this. This further
informs the instance of this research project, as it is felt that teachers
working in the sector, as in any sector, will greatly benefit and learn from
engaging in dialogue about their practice and ways to improve learning for

all and this is the contextual basis for this research project.

1.3 The Genesis of a Research Journey
In order to successfully embark on academic research, the researcher

needs to have a passion for the particular subject and topic; a number of
people said this to me when | decided to apply for a PhD programme. So
| asked myself, what am | passionate about that has led me to undertake
this large volume of work. The answer is simple-| love teaching. | love

reading through syllabus material and shaping it into a lesson plan. | love
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creating class notes out of the lesson plan. | love getting the class started
and observing how students react to the class that | have prepared for them
that day. | love watching the learning unfold before my eyes. | love that |
have played a part, albeit small, in their learning. | love when new learning
takes place outside the prescribed curriculum. 1 also question why a
particular class or day did not go well. Ultimately, the reason for
undertaking this body of workisthatl want ed t o start

teaching and learning with my teaching colleagues on a more regular basis.
| wanted to learn more about teaching and learning from teachers
themselves and through these discourses and listening | envisioned being
part of an exciting journey of professional practice learning in a rural FET
centre. However, | was not naive about this just happening within the

centre. | was aware t h a't it woul d r e idjzatiom er

a

0

adopti on0QFulilmmnorder to establish

and includes a decisionto adoptorpr oceed wi th a200hangebo

p.65).

| started my teaching career as a VTOS Coordinator with the local county
Vocational Educational Committee (VEC). Previous to this position | was
a Community Development Worker with a Rural Development Company
organising education and training courses for community organisations
and voluntary groups. | had completed a Masters Degree in Rural
Development and so was an eligible candidate to become a VTOS
Coordinator. | soon realised that | loved teaching. | am 16 years in my
current post of VTOS Coordinator, which involves teaching and
coordinating duties. At the start of my career in education, | always felt the
need to get an official teaching qualification as | felt it was very necessary.
| wanted to be the professional teacher described by Hargreaves and

Fullan (2012), 6 Bei ng prof essi onal i s about

6conyv

ni

ti

t he

wh at

(

0

Il tés about being i mpartial and uphol di nc

perfo r ma nx80)0 As(teachers, we are dealing with human beings on a

daily basis and can have an enormousimpact on our s t{(Sottbent s o

2007). In this regard, | believe | have a moral and social obligation to do

the very best | can for each individual in my classroom. In order to achieve
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this goal | believe | need to become sufficiently educated in my discipline
and to engage in a process of continued learning throughout my teaching
career. While | held a level 9 qualification in a related discipline (MSc in
Rural Development), and teaching subjects (English and Sociology) from
my primary degree, | did not feel it prepared me sufficiently for teaching in
the FET sector. | embarked on a learning journey that started with a
certificate in Integrating Literacy, a Higher Diploma in Leadership and
Management in Education and a Masters Degree in Education where my
research project was in the area of teaching and learning in the FET
context. This further learning enhanced my appreciation of the particular
dynamics of teaching within the sector and more importantly within my own
classroom. While attending these courses and furthering my own
professional development | became even more excited about learning
about teaching; | enjoyed talking to fellow teachers about pedagogy and
learning. It was interesting and encouraging to discuss pedagogical
approaches and methodologies that other teachers were involved in and
to also experience my own deepening of learning through this sharing of
practice, despite the fact that many of the teachers were often from the
primary or secondary sector and it was a very rare occurrence to meet a
fellow FET teacher. | al ways felt more of a

away from these sessions. Therefore, | knew that the action research
project within my institution had to incorporate a significant element of
professional dialogue and learning. The next section will describe the

approach taken as | embarked on this research project.

1.4 Research Approach
The ultimate aim of this research project was to explore ways of promoting

a professional learning community in the FET institution where | work. The
literature on effective teaching and learning supports elements of teacher
sharing and reflective practice in the realisation of this aim (MacBeath
1999; Cranton and Carusetta 2004; Brookfield 1995; Hillier 2005; Zepke
and Leach 2006; Hattie 2012; Sotto 2007; Black and Wiliam 1998; Wiliam
2011). Teaching in twenty-first century schools and centres of education

also requires sophisticated forms of teaching (Learning Policy Institute
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2017) and so in turn there is a need f or 0éeeffecti
development to help teachers learn and refine the pedagogies required to
t e a )0 The Learning Policy Institute (2017) offered several shared
features of effective professional development. The Institute identified
effective teacher professional development as being content focused,
active learning in nature and featuring teacher collaboration with coaching
and expert support that includes feedback and reflection. When planning
the research project these features were central to the design and

approach.

The implementation of the initiative and the research project took place
over two academic years, 2014-2015 and 2015-2016, in one single FET
institution involving six qualified teachers working in the FET sector in
Ireland. All participants in the research are registered teachers with the
Teaching Council of Ireland. As the project was over two academic years
there was a big commitment requested from participating teachers. In the
beginning, | was concerned that this would be a challenge, to firstly get
teachers involved and then sustain that involvement for two years. To my

delight this was not a problem.

Delighted with the response from teachers today. They appeared
interested, keen and willing to get involved in the project. | was
anxious about this setting out on this research journey. This was a
positive observation for me at this early stage in the research
(Research Journal, 27 August 2014)

I will now explain the planned classroom level intervention at the centre of

this research project.

1.5 The Planned Intervention
Participating teachers in this project were asked to examine and reflect on

how they give feedback to their students. The guiding questions | gave the
participating teachers were how often did they give feedback, was it written
or oral, what were studentsécomments/thoughts on that feedback, did their
students understand the feedback, was direction for future action given
(Black and Wiliam 1998; 2001; 2009; 2012; Black et al 2004; Wiliam 2011).
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Four feedback strategies, adapted from the work of Wiliam (2011) were
introduced to participating teachers:t i me i n c¢cl ass, fo
focusing on the task versus the self, and asking three questions of the
students. Research respondents were asked to focus on the impact of
using such strategies for teaching and learning in their practice. The
participating teachers agreed that they would implement two strategies
each academic year; two in 2014-2015 and two in 2015-2016. The first
feedback strategy, time in class, asked teachers to give specific planned
time in their class for giving feedback to students. Teachers were
encouraged to use whatever method suited them in doing this, for example,
it could be individual feedback or group feedback, given once a week or
more often. Teachers were told it was okay to find out what worked best
for them and their subject content and more importantly the learners in their
class. Strategy number two, focusingon what 6s teackers,to
always give learners an instruction on what they had to do next in a specific
task or whole subject in order to move forward and improve in their
learning. The third strategy required teachers to be highly cognisant of
giving feedback to the task in hand and to avoid personal feedback to the
learner. Lastly, in implementing the fourth strategy teachers questioned
thel earners on their work in order

thinking and to encourage dialogue in the class on their learning.

Feedback Strategies

Strategy 1 Strategy 2 Strategy 3 Strategy 4

Time in class to Focusing on Focused feedback - Ask 3 questions
discuss feedback what's next self vs. task for students to
respond to

Table 1 Feedback Strategies

As a start it was very positive that teachers were willing to get involved and
that they agreed to be interviewed, in one to one interviews and in
discussion groups, on their experiences of the initiative. As stated
previously, in the first academic year (2014-2015) teachers implemented
two planned feedback strategies into their practice; one between
September and December 2014 (Strategy No. 1, Time in class) and the
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second one between January and June 2015 (Strategy No. 2, Focusing on
what 0s). kalx participating teacher was then interviewed for
approximately 20 minutes. During the interviews, the teachers explored
their feelings, thoughts and responses to the individual strategies (See
appendix 1 for interview questions). Once individual interviews were completed
we came together as a group for discussion group sessions. These
sessions became the cornerstone of the research process and data
collection, as during these sessions conversations developed and often the
discussion broadened to include many other teaching and learning and
classroom issues. Reflecting on this, | now know that it was the start of
havi ng t haet ibccrnbowgelaatae Bis a group. For me this was
the most exciting element of the research project. As the researcher | felt
teachers really opened up, voicing their frustrations as well as all the
positive outcomes of the teaching and learning intervention. Essentially,
the group were talking about the practice of teaching, something that had
not happened before. The following quote from one of the group sessions
highlights this point:

Good support and a good focus because we don
that either and if we have a meeting we are just going through an

agenda so it was good time out to just focus on that [teaching] which

we probably would not have done otherwise. It was constructive as

well: | think everyone got something out of it (Una, Teacher session 4

p.8 282-286)

In the second academic year of the study (2015 7 2016) a similar data
collection process took place. Strategy no. 3, Feedback to the task rather
than the person, and strategy no.4, Asking three questions, were
implemented in each half of the academic year. Teachers were again
interviewed individually on each strategy and came together in two more
discussion group sessions to discuss the strategies as a group and talk
about their experience and practice. Also during this period a number of
additional teacher-led sessions happened, which included more
colleagues from the centre. These sessions were outside of the formal
research data collection process but were a direct outcome from the
intervention and the study. This resulted in additional teachers who were

not part of the study group getting involved, which for me was evidence of
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the impact of the study extending out to the whole centre. The focus of
these teacher led sessions was very practical and relevant - the layout of
assignment briefs for the whole centre, the content and language used in
these briefs and a project on learner outcomes with students. A more
detailed description of these additional activities is outlined in chapter five

when the Action Research cycles are described.

The teachersdé i nvol waguallgascommitiingaditiwvas
for me, the researcher. Continuously there was evidence of their focusing
on and thinking about AfL feedback i the subject of the intervention - during
the two-year lifetime of the study. While we had the formal conversations
about the practice in the individual interviews and the teacher discussion
group sessions, there were many moments of informal conversations about
feedback and their practice generally. According to Wells and Claxton
(2002) , 0As a result of a success
person and cul tmuaselnated&d my dwa nesgarct jpurnal
the following;

She also discussed the relevance (of the project) and that she really
wants to improve how she gives feedback. She asked for clarification
on what exactly she needs to do for me. All of these are positive
engaging signs (Research Journal, 9 September 2014)

1.6 Personal Involvement
At all times during this research project, | was conscious of my positionality

in relation to the project and my relationship with the study participants. My
involvement in the study was focused and concentrated. What | mean by
that is that | was carrying out the research in my place of work. | was
working closely with colleagues with whom | have worked for many years.
| was inviting them to participate in my research with me. | knew that this
was a big ask; no one wants to let their colleague down. | knew it would
be hard for them to say no. However, | felt that our existing working
relationships that were already based on trust and respect would
encourage them to get involved. Following the first briefing session, | noted

in my journal:

Overall it was very encouraging. They realised that it was benefiting
me for my study but that they will also benefit. It was a very positive
first start (Research Journal, 28 August 2014)
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I was very mindful throughout the planning stage of the data collection of
how to make this research as seamless as possible for the participating
teachers. I di dndét want them to feel t h
The nature of FET institutions in Ireland is that teachers are often part-time
and working in different centres of education. Teachers did not need an
extra stressful situation to have to deal with, and | was highly cognisant of
this. | planned sessions and interviews around their work schedules as
much as possible; however, this was a challenge and | struggled as the
facilitator in the project to arrange these. Individual interviews took place
immediately before or after their timetabled classes so they were not
coming in at additional times. The group sessions were harder to organise.
However, | managed this by planning most of the sessions around our

routine teacher meetings.

Part of the research involved one to one interviews, which by their nature

ar e 6extended cWen get rtcs &nbw @eoglé through
conversation; we learn about their experiences, feelings, hopes, desires

(Kvale 2007). The research interview goes beyond the everyday
conversation and 6...becomes a careful gt
with the purpose of obtainingthoroughl y t est ed al&200/wl edged
p.7). The research process itself was very reflective and so as a result was

demanding to teachers at the individual level. The project was asking

teachers to recall thinking and feelings about the initiative and its effect in

the classroom. Brookfield (1995) promotes the concept that as teachers

we need to be o6critically awared of our
reflective in our practice. The emphasis for me as the researcher and the

research participants was the implementation of new teaching

interventions whilst at the same time reflecting on their impact in our

classrooms. This required a reflective process as described, the gathering

of relevant evidence and continuous observation and tracking of learning

within their classroom. This type of activity can bring lots of emotions to

the fore and impact on research participants and as their colleague | was

mindful of this. The underlying premise for this research from the outset

was to promote a good, positive, safe environment for all participants
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involved in the research. This ideal concurs with Denzin (1989) who

decl ares that o6our primary obligati on
not the study .83). bAsth teisofocuds etbicakissues and
concerns were always at the forefront of my thinking and planning at all

stages of the research from the early stages of developing the theme and
designing the research questions, right through to the final stages of

analysis and reporting (BERA 2018).

1.7 Case Study Institution

The case study institution where this research took place is very typical of
a small rural FET centre in Ireland. It was established in 2002 under the
old VEC system. The centre was initially established to be a 20-place
VTOS centre. Because of the dispersed low rural population in the region
the VEC decided to offer a Level 5 programme in Business Administration.
It was felt at the time that this was a general award suitable for the local
needs of learners. It provided an entry route for candidates to progress to
HE and it also provided learners with basic skills to gain employment in the
area. Learners who joined the programme in 2002 were diverse in their
academic achievements; some were early school leavers with only primary
and junior/group certificates, some were leaving certificate holders with no
previous work experience and some were individuals who had worked all
their lives. This is typical of the diverse cohort of learners for whom the
sector caters. In 2003 the centre started the BTEI programme that offered
a range of part-time options for people. Disciplines included childcare,
basic IT skills and tourism related programmes. These programmes have
changed over the years in order to cater for the local needs of learners
presenting to the centre. The current programmes on offer in 2018 include
the following;

Business (Level 5)

Healthcare Support (Level 5)

Agriculture (Level 5) and Farm Administration (Level 6)
Information and Communications Technology Skills (Level 4)
Catering Support (Level 4)

Horticulture (Level 4)

E -
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The centre has remained as the 20-place VTOS classification and has filled
those places annually. The BTEI numbers have fluctuated much more
greatly mainly due to economic and employment opportunities in the region
impacted by developments nationally during this period. The teaching staff
in the centre has remained very constant since the centre opened. At the
time of the start of this research there were 9 teaching staff including the
coordinator. They were all invited to participate in the study; 6 opted to do
so. The centre has since taken on extra teaching staff to cover the range

of disciplines outlined above.

The research participants are very well qualified within their discipline
areas: one has a Doctorate degree in Education, three have Masters
degrees in Education, Design Technology and Information Technology
Systems, one has a degree with a teaching qualification in Art and one has
an Arts degree. This suggests that the teachers place value on being
highly qualified in their profession. More detail on their practice and
professional activity prior to the research is documented in chapter four,
Research Methodology and Methods. With the exception of one, all of the
participating teachers are teaching in the centre for over a decade. They
are very experienced with industry backgrounds in their relevant subject
areas. This is a significant detail and probably the reason for their
willingness to get involved in the project and to remain so committed

throughout the research period.

1.8 Research Contribution
The aim of the research is to investigate ways of promoting a professional

learning community in the FET context. A review of the related literature
inspired the idea that a designed teaching and learning intervention may
be a way of doing this within the contextual space. As the FET centre is
typical of ETB FET centres across the sector, it seems likely that the
findings of the research will be generalizable to some extent to all similar
situations and will provide insights and knowledge in a critical time of
change and development that the FET sector sees itself in. This research

was aiming for depth rather than breadth of application so to inform future
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professional development strategies within similar FET centres that are
relevant and appropriate to the context. Most FET centres are small,
i ndependent and sometimes i sol antee-d 6si | 0¢
institution contact. They often have their own individual characteristics and
unique structures. Therefore, the potential to support future teacher
professional development interventions led by the research findings of this
study exists. The Learning Policy Institute (2017) found that teachers
desire professional development that focuses on teaching strategies that
are very specific to curriculum content, incorporates active learning and
has an emphasis on teacher collaboration and peer support. In addition,
professional development should offer teachers an opportunity to receive
and give feedback and to reflect on their learning. This research project in
various ways incorporated many of these features and so it is hoped that it
will inform future research and activity in the sector, a sector that has limited
existing research completed to date. The aim of this project was to provide
insight into what works in terms of ways to promote a professional learning
community within a FET centre and how it works within this particular

setting.

1.9 Thesis Structure
This introduction chapter describes the rationale for embarking on this area

of research. | believe that teaching should be a 61 ear ni ngd pr of es s
(Wiliam 2011). Itis here that the research problem was revealed and why
this is an important topic for me. The chapter includes an overview of the
FET sector in Ireland as well as a brief introduction to the assessment and
accreditation system within FET as well as an insight into the case study
institution. The chapter concludes with a problem statement on how does
one promote a culture of professional practice learning in the FET context

in Ireland.

The second chapter will examine literature pertaining to the practice of
professional teaching learning that highlights the centrality of change and
0 mo v e me nthe ge@dchingrprofession. The chapter documents and

reviews the concepts of change, collaboration, sharing and trust. The
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reading of theories in relation to learning gives a solid and deep
understanding of learning processes. This was to critically inform the
research on ways of promoting a PLC within the case study institution. The
chapter documents learning theories, both traditional and modern, such as
experiential learning and the approach of social constructivism and the
positive impact these methodologies have on learning. The chapter
explores the area of teaching, its characteristics and what it means to be
an effective teacher. This section has a specific focus on teacher learning
given the context of this study. This in-depth reading of the literature
formed a framework for the development of the project, highlighting areas

that are pertinent to the problem of promoting a PLC in the sector.

Chapter three provides the platform from which the project takes place.
The chapter describes the preparatory phase of the research and
introduces the six FET teachers who were involved and participated in the
study. It is within this chapter that there is description of how the research
project was introduced to the case study institution. This chapter explores
assessment for learning theory and the work of Black and Wiliam (1998) in
particular is examined as it was an adaptation of the work of Wiliam (2011)
[effective feedback] that was used to embark on introducing a teaching and

learning intervention into practice in the case study institution.

Chapter four is a description and justification of the methodological
approach and design of the research study. The chapter discusses the
research approach adopted for the study and the guiding influence of
critical theory. Ciritical theory can be described as an approach that is
characterised by empowerment of individuals and professionals in society.
It is emancipatory and is epitomised by care and hope (Denzin and Lincoln
1994). The chapter continues to document the research strategy that was
adopted for this study, that being action research within a case study
framework. A detailed account is given of the research instruments
employed and the justifications for their use. The chapter describes the
data analysis process as well as considerations given to ethical issues

associated with the research design and process.
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Chapter five is a presentation of findings from the teacher group
discussions and individual interviews over the two-year life of the study and
the three phases in the study. The chapter documents what unfolded for
each of these phases and asks the following questions: what happens to
learning, what happens to the professional engagement of the FET
teacher, how did the teaching and learning intervention influence the
practice of participating teachers and what experiences unfolded for me as

the research practitioner leading the project.

Finally, chapter six offers an overview of the study and its key findings and
offers responses to the research questions posed at the beginning of this
project. This chapter documents the influence this study can have in
adding insightful knowledge to professional learning and development in
the FET sector in Ireland. Finally, the chapter outlines potential areas for

future work in the area.
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Chapter 2

Review of the Literature
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Chapter Two Review of the Literature

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present a review of the literature in the
following areas: professional teacher learning, learning and teaching
processes, and teacher learning discourse. These areas are explored so
as to identify their contribution to teaching and learning in FET in the 21
century. The relevant literature on the complex relationship between
teaching and learning within the adult learning context is reviewed together
with the specific elements of motivation and the climate for learning
(Richardson 2011; Purdie, Hattie and Douglas 1996; Sotto 2007; Hattie
2012: Prosser et al 2003). Professional practice learning processes of the
FET teacher is central to this thesis. Therefore, the literature review also
includes relevant learning theories as they apply to the development of a
PLC in this context and process.

The rationale for including these theme areas was to address the research
problem that informed the instance of this project. This research was
aimedatFETt eacher s6 professional bywhch
it can be developed and enhanced within the sector in Ireland through the
framework of the PLC. The project aimed to examine ways of encouraging
a habit of sharing among the teaching group in the case study institution.
The aim was to explore ways of equipping the group to critically interrogate
(Stoll et al 2006) their practice and their colleagues in a collaborative and
supportive way and to encourage reflective practice among the study

group. The chapter begins by looking at professional teacher learning.

2.2 Professional Teacher Learning
Demirkasimoglu (2010) synthesizes several definitions of professionalism

among teacher sdiamenasi ®@égmdl tsit ruct u

work behaviours and attitudes to perform the highest standards and

improve the service @roject was Ipoiing (atpways )to.

embed a practice of learning and sharing within the case study institution.
According to Boud (2000) professional practitioners require a high degree

of individual autonomy for effective practice. Eraut (1994) discusses the
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on the job, because their work entails engagement in a succession of
cases, probl ems or projects which they h
suggests a framework for promoting and facilitating professional learning
under five headings; an appropriate combination of learning settings, time
for study, consultation and reflection, availability of suitable learning
resources, people who are prepared to give appropriate support and the
| earnerds own <capacity to |l earn and t ake
available (p.13). This would be a new activity within the case study
institution and so a change in ethos and approach to teaching and learning
was necessary. Heywood (2009) refers to this as a culture and states that
6éone way to change a cuituof iBsquiorg@&ne
He discusses giving teachers an opportunity to inquire about their practice.
Heywood discusses professionalism within teaching and how it is often a
restricted profession. Teaching is very much controlled by the government;
it controls our entry into initial teacher education by controlling entry to
teacher training colleges, what we get paid and the curriculum we teach.
This, according to Heywood, is leading to a de-professionalisation of
teaching (p.293). This professional context and situation are not readily
allowing teachers an opportunity to look at their practice in a meaningful
way. Heywood (2009) introduces the idea of restricted versus extended

professionality within teaching (p.297).
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Restricted Professionality Extended Professionality

Skills derived from experience Skills derived from a mediation between
experience and theory

Perspective limited to the immediate Perspective embracing the broader social
time and place context of education
Classroom events perceived in isolation Classroom events perceived in relation to
institutions policies and goals
Introspective with regard to methods Methods compared with those of
colleague and with reports of practice
Value placed on autonomy Value placed on professional collaboration
Limited involvement in non-teaching High involvement in non-teaching
professional activities professional activities

Infrequent reading of professional literature | Regular reading of professional literature

Involvement in in-service work limited Involvement in in-service work considerable
and confined to practical courses and includes courses of a theoretical nature
Teaching seen as an intuitive activity Teaching seen as a rational activity

Table 2 Restricted and Extended Professionality

As the researcher in this study, | believe the above characteristics of
extended professionality are what we are trying to achieve for teaching
which requires teaching to 6édevel op stuc
mastery of challenging content, critical thinking, complex problem solving,
effective communication and <coll aboratio
Policy Institute 2017 p. v). Heywood asks us to reflect on a number of
guestions: are we truly accountable, are we willing to train new entrants to
the profession; are we reflective practitioners, are we self-accountable.
These are all characteristics of a professional learning community and this
research is attempting to develop these characteristcis within the case
study institution. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) discuss the profession of
teaching and refer to OProfessional Capi

teaching in every school. They acknowledge that change is necessary and

express that it i's a Omovementtis rat her
required. The authors refer to Rosenber.
soci al movements and that they O6...persu

shared common cause in the future, even though the immediate steps are

psychologically difficultordange r ous i n the beginningd (p.
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(2011) explains that shared experiences, good working relationships based
on trust, and people taking personal and social responsibility for their
actions as well as being transparent, will all support the cause of a
movement in education reform taking place (p.151). This perspective
informed this research study in that we sought ways to share and
collaborate in our practice, to develop trusting relationships and to be as
transparent and autonomous as possible. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012
p.154) offer ten core guidelines for change.

1. Become a true pro (years of study and practice, honing your skills throughout
your career, connecting with the latest research evidence, an investment in
yourself and the students you teach)

Start with yourself: examine your own experience

Be a mindful teacher (are you an authentic teacher, are you a reflective

teacher)

4. Build your human capital through your social capital (look at your
strengths and weaknesses as a teacher, discuss these with your peers, build the
capability of yourself and your colleagues)

5. Push and pull your peers (develop trust among your peers and bring them
with you, good and bad)

6. Invest in and accumulate your decisional capital (improve instruction,
develop teaching methods, get feedback on your practice and reflect on this)

7. Manage up: help your leaders be the best they can (collaboration,
partnership)

8. Take the first step (no point in waiting for change)

9. Surprise yourself (seek out variety)

10.Connect everything back to your students (The purpose of teaching like

a pro is to improve what you can do for your students. This needs to be kept front
and centre all the time)

w N

All of the above link coherently with Hey
School. Heywood cites Cdadfimtioraohas indGioyt t k a mp 0 s
oriented schoolasonewh er e O0t eachers and other st ak
collaboratively identify problems or questions that are critical for today6é s

and tomorrow® concerns, (2) study past efforts of others to solve school

problems and bring about structural change, (3) create and study new

approaches and structure toward the end of successfulre f or mé -( pp. 311
312). Teachers and schools that work on this premise will become the

extended professional so fervently advocated by Heywood (2009). The

Learning Policy Institute conducts and communicates independent high-

quality research to improve education policy and practice. The Institute

works with all the stakeholders to advance evidence-based policies that

support empowering and equitable learning for all (2018). They state that
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learning forthe 21stc e nt ur y gopghigticated fermsabt eachi ngd and

in turn there is a need for effective professional development (PD), as many

previous forms of

t eacher se6s parnadc tdtcudent

professional teacher learning? The Institute offers seven features of

PD appeared O0¢éi
ISe, avinah is effgcfive ( p . v )

effective PD having reviewed studies in this area (2017, p.1).

Effective Professional Development

Content focused

PD that is focused on teaching strategies
that are curriculum and classroom specific

Incorporates active learning

Active learning engaged teachers directly
in designing teaching tools that they will
use themselves. It is authentic. Not like
traditional methods of CPD

Supports collaboration

Creates a space for teachers to share
ideas and collaborate on their learning
in context specific spaces. This will
positively change the culture

Uses models of effective practice

Clear vision of what is best practice

Provides coaching and
expert support

Focus on teachers’ individual needs

Offers feedback and reflection

A need to think about and receive
feedback on their practice to make
changes. This will result in a move
towards expert practice

Is of sustained duration

-

Need for adequate time to learn,
practice, implement and reflect upon
new strategies that facilitate change

Table 3 Effective Professional Development

The above table on effective PD states that it needs to be content specific
and involve active learning for the teachers involved. There needs to be
an emphasis on collaboration and providing a space for teachers to share
and engage in dialogue on teaching and learning. Freire (1970) advocates
developing opportunities for people to engage in dialogue with peers that
are trustworthy and open. This leads to enhanced relationships between
the people involved. Dialogue is not fundamentally a form of question and
answer communication, but an engaging social relationship (Burbules

1993), with emotional as well as communicative aspects.
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The emotional factors in dialogue include concern, trust, respect,
appreciation and hope. The communicative virtues are dispositions,
gualities and practices that support these relations. They include
tolerance, patience, openness to criticism and inclination to admit

mi st akes; a desire to render onebdb s concerns
tal k

to others; self-r estraint during othersé turn
examine pre-suppositions and to become less dogmatic; listening
carefully, considering alternative viewpoints, tolerating disagreement
or criticism, and expressing self straightforwardly and reasonably

(p.19)

Teachers need guidance and expertise in this area with opportunities for
feedback and reflection. Critically, there is also a need for sustained
duration, where any initiative is given time to become embedded in

practice.

There are many definitions of the professional learning community (PLC)
and they present themselves in many distinctive and diverse contexts (Stoll
et al 2006). Stoll et al suggestaPLCisagr oup of peoprde
critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative,
inclusive, learning-orientated, growth-promoting wayé ( p . Bhée 8leal.
behind the effective PLC is that those involved are willing to share in their
practice with their colleagues and other stakeholders. They need to be
willing and capabdat iofg@ctrh dii rc aundsry
in their profession, using reflective and collaborative approaches to this.
What is of particular significance here is that members of the PLC use this

approach as-omni e@énteatrexdd® gopportunity

practice for the better and ultimately to result in improved practice that
benefits the teacher and learners involved. Professional Learning
Communities offer teachers an opportunity to engage in discourse on
pedagogy specifically related to their discipline and/or context (Battersby
and Verdi 2014). Vescio et al (2008) promote the idea of giving teachers
an opportunity to share in their practice, as there is a focus on student
learning and how to improve student learning for all. This requires
engagement in reflective dialogue among peers and colleagues and a
deprivatising of practice. This in turn puts a focus on teacher collaboration
(Brookfield 1987). Stoll et al discuss the PLC as being a community, having

shared beliefs and understanding in which there is interaction between
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members and active participation. According to Stoll et al there is a sense
of care and concern for the members involved and for all minority views
(p.225).

Hord (2004) offers five characteristics of the effective PLC: shared values
and vision, collective responsibility, reflective professional inquiry,
collaboration, and group and individual learning are promoted. Earlier Hord
(1997) discussed the PLC needing shared and supported leadership in
order to be successful. There is a need for collective creativity and that
there are supportive as well as physical conditions available in order for the
PLC to be successful. Hord also highlighted peopled sapacities in this

arena. Talbert and McLaughlin (1994) also promote teacher communities

and networks, statihgt hat t hey O6engage teachers

technology of teaching, exposing them to new content and conceptions of
pedagogy and providing the supporting context essential to serious
c hange 6. ThpmpdoB 4 al (2004) define the PLC as when teachers
commit themselves to talking collaboratively about teaching and learning
and then take action that will improve learning for all. The Annenberg
Institute for School Reform (2004) define the PLC as comprising of groups
of educators who collectively examine and improve their own professional
practice. They state that typically, groups are small and meet regularly
over a significant period of time (p.2). It was all these characteristic of the
PLC that | wanted to promote in the case study institution where | work and
manage a team of teachers. All of the commentators on the PLC, teacher
learning and professional development are appropriate to this research

project on ways to promote a PLC in the FET specific context.

2.3 Learning Processes

This research project explores ways of embedding an ethos of teacher
learning within an FET centre through a PLC framework and so it is
important to explore the different theories of learning. This section of the
review explores a summary of traditional learning theories, as well as some
new contributions from empirical research on modern learning theory.
Literature specifically relating to the professional adult learner is explored

as well as literature in the area of adult educator.
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2.3.1 Learning Theories

Learning theories may be described as mental models that help us
understand the process and outcomes of learning - how people receive
information as knowledge, how they process it and store the information as
knowledge for future use and learning. There are many influences on how
people learn; their cognitive awareness, their emotional well-being, the
physical environment they are in and their previous experiences of learning
and life. For this section of the review on learning theories, I am
highlighting the work of Jarvis (2010) as giving a good overview of the
theories relevant to this research project. Jarvis (2010) citing Merriam and
Cafarella (1991) acknowledges that there are four main learning theories;
behaviourist, humanist, cognitive, and social constructivist that are

currently accepted and referred to in the literature.

The behaviourist approach to understanding learning originated with the
work of Ivan Pavlov, the Russian physiologist and his theory of classical
conditioning.  According to Bourassa and Mednick (2008) learning

happens when a natural reflex responds to a stimulus (p.6). They give the

exampleof PavlI ovés observat i olmenthdyaatorsee gs

foodf ounded on the assumption that

Owiredd so that a certain stimulus

Jarvis (2010) o b s e rehadosral tharmds asahesult ef
learning; only that learning is the change process, not the behavioural
out c omEd)d The pehaviourist approach is concerned with how the
environment influences learning. This was identifiable for this project. The
teachers in this project were working together for many years and so were

shaped by the environment in the case study institution and its activities.

The humanist theory of learning is concerned with the welfare of learners
and is humane,; it is idealistic (Jarvis 2010, p.41). Abraham Maslow (1908-
1970) and Carl Rogers (1902-1987) are theorists associated with this
|l earning theory. Ma s | o w dheoryslisptays Rey
stages that people have to reach in order to achieve personal growth
(physiological, safety, love, self-esteem and self). According to Jarvis

0.

ar e

hi

(2010) Masl ow felt t hat 6knowl edged

39

Wi

sal i

.ani i

0.

er al

can



Chapter 2 Review of the Literature

people want to know but also have a fear about knowing. He states that

this fear of knowing could be linkedtoanindi vi dual 6s soci al an:
experiences up to that point in their lives. However, he argues there is an

inherent drive in all individuals of the need to learn even if that learning can

be fearful or dangerous. Carl Rogers argued that the goal of education is

to develop a ¢6...fully functioning pers
learners, including teacher learners, engage more in education if they have
6cohbrover what ngt Ahesyprojact veas dognisantnof the

welfare of its learners; in this case the participating teachers. As the

research facilitator in the project | was conscious of the different stages that

the individual teachers may engage in and develop throughout the life of

the project.

The cognitive t huwewsrlearnimgfas d peoaessnwharelpy O .
our sensory perceptions are given meanings by our minds, and then these
ment al representations are used to const
(Stephens 2012, p.604). Learning takes place when people add new
concepts to their mental models or create new connections linking different
concepts (Stephens 2012). This results in better understanding and an in-
depth evaluation of the learning. Learners find it difficult to memorise what
they have learned but when there is real meaning attached to learning they

will remember it and use the learning in new situations and experiences.
This theory was very pertinent in this project as new meanings developed

as a result of the teachers participating in the project. They added to their
already existing knowledge on teaching and learning and this gave them a

deeper understanding of their practice.

Constructivist learning is described as being when learners draw on their
existing learning experiences and merge them with new learning within the
|l earnerd6s existing repertoire of knowl ed:¢
there is an emphasis on active involvement of the learners constructing the
knowledge themselves, and adding to that knowledge all the time
throughout their education. 6 Ther ef or e, |l earners may ex
have learned in different ways, even if they have shared the same learning
processesd (Phill i psreandOzenad2).cWisoed i n Ko
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(1996) defines the constructivist learning environment as a place where
learners work together, supporting each other as they use a variety of tools
and information in their guided pursuit of learning goals and problem-
solving activities (Kocadere and Ozgen 2012, p.116). Adams (2006)
discusses constructivist learning approaches being when teachers are
seeking ways to understand how | earner s
constructs and what these mean for understanding influences on thought
processeso (p. 245) . He states that the
the view that each learner will construct knowledge differently and that

teachers need to be cognisant of this (p.245).

Social constructivism emphasises the collaborative nature of learning and
the integration of learning into pre-existing and new knowledge. The theory
is based on the premise that learning is a collaborative process (Sullivan-
Palincsar 1998; Adam 2006; Andrews 2012). A number of principles
around this collaborative process have been put forward (Hein 1991; Tam
2000) for this teaching approach. They suggest that there is a focus on
learning and not performance, and that learners are viewed as the active
co-constructors of meaning and knowledge. The aforementioned authors
suggest establishing relationships built on the notion of guidance and not
instruction, always seeking to engage | earners so t
worthoé of .tHnally, theyapromatenagsessment as an active
process of uncovering and acknowledging shared understanding (Adams
2006, p.247).

Of the learning theories discussed above, social constructivist learning
theory is most relevant and forms the foundation for this project. Teachers
were actively involved in the project through the use of the intervention
[feedback]. Teachers were working together and sharing their practice in

a collaborative way.

This project was about exploring ways of promoting a professional learning
community in the FET context. Social constructivist learning theory played
a critical role in the success of trying to promote this type of learning
community in the sector. Schon (1984) di
professional knowledge does not consist only in the application of science
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to practicebo. He di scussesdehakintheiri ng i n
doing atacitkind of k n o wi n Bhi% requpes refgtion where there is
a transf or maingrimactionoirfto kidowledgean-act i oné ( Er aut
1994, p.15). Eraut discusses the important distinction between awareness
of tacit knowledge where it should be subject to critical scrutiny and then
being able to articulate it within ones own context; it concerns theoretical
and practical understanding (p.15). This study was trying to develop the
knowledge-in-action that Eraut is referring to and to develop theoretical and
practical understanding among the study participants in the case study

institution.

Experiential learning theory also plays a role here, as it is evident that we

l earn from our experiences (Kolb 1984).
learning cycle, where he and Fry (1975) claim that the learning cycle can

begin at any stage and learners can engage in the learning cycle from

entering it at any point (Jarvis 2010, p.76).

Concrete
Experience
Feeling

Active Reflective

Experimentation Observation
Doing Watching

Abstract
Conceptualisation
Thinking

Figure 4 Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle

An informed definition of experiential learning is cited in Jarvis (2010 p.79)
from Weil and McGill (1989);

Experiential learning is the process whereby people,
individually and in association with others, engage in direct
encounter and then purposely reflect upon, validate and
transform, give personal and social meaning to and seek to
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integrate the outcomes of these processes into new ways of
knowing, being, acting and interacting in relation to their world

To unpack Wei l and McGill bés definition,
o0direct encounterd. As with all | earner
taught how to reflect, validate and transform their learning. This is an

important point for this study as the participating teachers in the project

were going to be engaging in reflective activities around their practice. They

were going to be validating their actions in the classroom and in the whole

centre. It is envisaged that there would be a transformation in their own

learning about their practice and their profession. However, | feel the

ultimate learning process has been achieved when they can use the

|l earning in 6new ways of knowingd to app
their learning career (Crossan et al 2003). This is complex and often

| earners have to 6l earnd again about the
gain knowledge and apply that knowledge with understanding. This project

aimed to promote a professional learning community in the case study

institution where the participating teachers are learning about their practice

in a new and different way. They engage with their colleagues about their

practice with an emphasis on learning and gaining new knowledge but also

adding to their existing knowledge and sharing that with their peers.

The literature in summary identified that learning experiences and
processes for individuals encompass many features. Learning is a natural
response in human beings. Learning is concerned with the personal
welfare of human beings, including their physiological and psychological
well-being. Learning is about being capable of becoming a functioning
person in society by adding to already existing repertoires of knowledge.
Deep learning is about finding meaning in what is learnt to move to better
and in-depth understanding. Learning is about collaboration and active
involvement with a focus on developing skills for problem solving. Learning
is about identifying our concrete experiences and reflecting on them so that

one can think about these experiences in a new abstract way.

This research project is to explore ways of promoting a professional

learning community in the FET context. Ultimately, the teachers involved
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in the project were learning and so it was important to identify with learning
theory and for them to be cognisant of how learning theory is critical to this
and also interrelated. Social constructivist learning theory is a guiding
framework for this research because there was a focus on the learning of
the teachers involved. There was a focus on learning from each other as
co-constructors of old and new knowledge. There was a focus on building
already existing relationships to concentrate on sharing and support
amongst the participating teachers. There was a focus on building up the
value of this type of practice in the case study institution. Constructivist
learning theory fitted solidly with the ethos of professional learning
communities and what they stand for; shared values, focus on student
learning, reflective dialogue, openness about practice and a focus on

collaboration (Vescio et al 2008).

2.3.2 Life-long Learning and the Professional Adult Learner

Merriam (2008) has observed and commented on the complexity of adult
learning:6 The variety of settings in which ad:?
of curricula, and the diversity of the students have caused the field to be a
sprawling T some would say incoherent T entity, united in the one common
goal of facilitating adult learning (p.190). Merriam also argues that the
variety of locations in which adult learning takes place, the range of courses
and disciplines available and the diversity of learners all add to the
complexity, and flexibility, of what constitutes adult learning. Like all
learning it is multi-faceted. A common message within the literature is that
there are certainly no definitive methods or approaches to teaching adults,
professional or otherwise, only that teachers have to be acutely aware of
prior experiences and learning of their students, and to be flexible in the
way they approach teaching the cohort (Zepke and Leach 2006). However,
adult learning can offer people resources that they can use to make
changes to their lives (Field, 2011).

The professional adult learner is specific to this research. In many ways,
the professional adult learner has similar characteristics to the adult

learner; wanting to get involved, personal motivation, learning how to learn
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and valuing the peer interaction (Crossan et al 2003, DoE 2000, Currie
2008, Stephens 2012, Knowles, 1980). As the researcher, | observed that
the teachers in this project required an opportunity to explore their
understanding of teaching and learning with their peers. They were given
the opportunity to experiment, reflect, discuss and assess their efforts as
part of their daily routine (Sturko and Gregson 2009). The authors suggest
that this type of professional devel opme
into a teacher-learner who participates in a collaborative environment with

ot her professionalsdé (p.37).

Andragogy is the term often used to describe the teaching of adults, or as

Henscke (2011) describes as the art and science of helping, facilitating,

supporting adults to learn. Andragogy is associated with Malcolm

Knowles and in 1970 Knowles defined his theory of andragogy as

6. ..acknowl edgi n g-ditedied and dumreomoueandcthan s s e | f
the teacher is a facilitator of |l earning
(Henschke, 2011:34). Currie (2008) ref ers t o Knowl esd (198
having shaped the practice of adult educ:
the process in which adults | earn which |
respectful, informal, collaborative style of teacher/student relationship

A

which uses experiential techniques. .. 0o(p.

Knowles (1980) refers to adults being 6 adul t psycholagicall yc¢
think of themselves as being responsible for their own lives (p.96) and that

others perceive them in this way too. He refers to adult learners coming to

educationwithy ear s of 0 c o thériprevioosreducatod of hemg m

taught in a didactic manner. 6Consequen
directed in every ot her thegWwatkthiomgha hei r | i
door | abell ed fAeducati ono dunce limtaofai ni ngo
dependency, sit back, fold their arms, ar
stresses the need for supporting adults
role of learner being a dependent one to being a self-directed one. He

discusses releasing learners so they can find their way in the world of self-
directed |l earning (Knowl es 1980) . Knov
orientation to learning is often life-centred, they draw on their past
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experiences as a ‘resource sfvakclearlhei r |l ea
outlines a facilitative teaching style, where adult learning embraces the
process of teaching and | earning toget hi
which participants seet hemsel ves as mut ual hel perséi
mutual trust i among the learners and between the learners and the
trainer/facilitator, in which people feel safe and supportive rather than

threatened and rivalrous, and B9 which e

Brookfield (1987) cited by Currie (2008) states that effective practice in
adult learning is characterised by voluntary participation in the learning,
mutual respect among the stakeholders involved, collaboration, a continual
process of reflection and evaluation and the empowerment of learners to
develop their self-direction skills in learning. This research project aimed
to explore ways and methods of doing this among teacher learners. Adult
learners want the learning experience to be aligned with reality, to be active
and individual. 60One of the assumptions
adult has an independent self-concept and that with maturity he or she
becomes increasingly self-di rect eddé (Merriam 2008, p .
Knowles asks the question, do people really want to be self-directed? His
answerisa r e s o wyes@ Henstatesthat adults are self-directed when
they undertake to learn something on their own; it is a normal activity
among adults. Kitchenham (2008) cites the Transformative Learning
Centre (2004) that transformative | earni
basic premises of thought, feelingsand acti ons 6 ( plat€r4) . Fr
Mezirow are widely associated with transformative learning becoming an

integral part of adult learning theory. Change takes place in our

perspective towards | ife and the 6...1en
theworl d.. .6 is a key characteriamic of t
2008, p.207). Mezirow (1998) states, cited in Kitchenham (2008, p.118),

that o6...learning to think for oneself i1

assumptions and participating in discourse to validate beliefs, intentions,
val ues and f eaverycompek experiehce forsaduit Isarners,
as being reflective and engaging in discourse beliefs is challenging
(Cranton and Carusetta 2004, Brookfield 1995, Hillier 2005). The purpose
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of this research was to develop the learning capacity of the FET teacher in
terms of promoting a professional learning community within the case study
institution. In designing and developing the research approach it was
critical for me as the facilitator and driver of the project to allow the research
to explore the following areas in a focused way; the learning environment,
teacher relationships, developing learner autonomy and developing the

skills of teacher reflection.

2.4  The Adult Educator
This project explored ways of promoting a professional learning community

within an FET setting. Teachers may feel that they are teaching in a

facilitative way but in fact their teaching style may often be communicating

something more didactic (Jarvis 2010, p.134). Teachers often think they

have informed discussions in their classes but who is leading the

discussion i the teacher or the students? Facilitative teaching should

foster questions from the students to the teacher and to their peers (Wiliam

2011). There is a need to develop teacher/learner relationships in order

for learners to succeed and fully engage (Zepke and Leach 2006). It is

clear that the adult educator needs to be capable of tapping into their

0t ool box6 of skills in order to engage Wwi
It is not enough to have content knowledge and skills to teach your subject

area, referred to by Shulman (1986) as subject pedagogical knowledge,

meaning that FET teachers require teaching expertise in their subject

matter. Adult educators also need to be aware of learner needs, both
educationally and personally (Zepke and Leach 2006). Shul mandés (1986)
knowledge growth in teaching comes to mind here. He stated that policy

i n education had Thd emplpgsdis on hosv tebchetsu s . o]
manage their classrooms, organise activities, allocate time and turns,

structure assignments, ascribe praise and blame, formulate the levels of

their questions, plan lessons and judge general student understanding.

What we miss are questions about the content of the lessons taught, the

questions asked, and the explanat i ons of feredd (p. 8).
guestions, where do teacher explanations come from? How do teachers

decide what to teach, how to represent the subject material, how to
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question students about it and how to deal with problems of
misunderstanding? These are critical questions that teachers in a PLC
could discuss and focus on in their practice. Positive learner outcomes can
be achieved when the correct pedagogy is applied to meet the social,
emotional and learning needs of adult learners (Zepke and Leach 2006,
p.510). In essence, adult educators are encouraged to acknowledge
student differences and strive to ensure that learners feel safe in this type

of environment.

Crowther, Maclachlan and Tett (2010) suggest that particular pedagogic

practices can enhance the learning experience for adults and increase the

likelihood of sustained participation. These practices include working in

pairs and small groups, the provision of immediate feedback and peer

teaching. The professional FET teacher needs to engage in discourse on

these pedagogic practices to which Crowther et al (2010) refer. There is

potential to do this through the promotion of a professional learning

community. Discussions should take place on how people learn and
teachers should try to establish pedagoc
individual learning characteristics through differentiated teaching (Hattie

2010). Another important pedagogic practice is that teachers see the

student as an active partner in the teaching-learning process (Black and

Wiliam 1998, Wiliam 2011). Learners need to feel valued, with their issues

and concerns openly discussed and acknowledged (Black and Wiliam

1998, Wiliam 2011). Jarvis (2010)ref er s t o Bralysiskofmoml d 6 s an
relationships stating that 6. ..teaching
good teachers we have to know ourselves and understand our strengths

and seek t o over co mB4)oBrookfieldhightightedstmate s 6 ( p .
we need tbocakl pycawared of our teaching n
reflective in our practice. A professional learning community in the FET

setting is a possible forum to start this dialogue among FET teachers about

their practice and their students6 | e amdisd davglop critical awareness

of the impact on teacher practice.
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2.5 Motivation for Learning
Motivation is understood be people acting towards their own wishes and

desires to perform a specific purpose (Turabik and Baskin 2015). The

authors cite Eren (2004) stating that mot

induce one or more people progressively towards activation, in a certain
di r ect i o nAbraljam Mdslove(69P8-1970) was associated with the
theory of motivati on. Masl owds seminal
key stages that people have to reach in order to achieve personal growth;
physiological, safety, love and belonging, self-esteem and self-

actualisation (Jarvis 2010). According to Jarvis (2010) Maslow felt that

Oknowl edged can be ambiguous and that mos

have a fear about knowing. He states that this fear of knowing could be

l inked to an individual 6s social and per :

their lives. However, there is an inherent drive in all individuals of the need
to learn even if that learning can be fearful or dangerous. Harlen (2011)
believesthata n i n d i moiivatianddr [éasning has an essential impact

on their learning within any context. Sotto (2007) states that learning will

vV e

take place if there is a O6coll aborati
students and by being collaborative, t eacher s are | ess |ikel
studentsé motivation to learndé (p.24).

Sotto (2007) to encourage motivation of students: more dialogue in the

classroom, students and teachers need to be actively engaged, learning

material being relevant to a learnerd 8 r e al 6 wlassrdonh teachers s

one must take great care, through teacher discussion and discourse, to

foster the already existing motivation within our learners and, more
importantly, to be aware of what inhibits motivation among our learners

(Sotto 2007). Jonker (2005) states that for some people their previous
educational experience could ¢6...saddl e
is doomed to f ail étal(2016,p.B58)randiwili pré&senb wt h e r
with low motivation tendencies. Teachers should not underestimate the

pervasive impact that previous educational experience may have on

| earner so motivati on. Wil iam (2011)

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) who reveals that motivation can be as a

49

T



consequence o f achievement . He di scusses

Chapter 2 Review of the Literature

capability and the challenge of the task.

When the level of challenge is low and the level of capability is high,
the result is often boredom. When the level of challenge is high and
the level of capability is low, the result is generally anxiety. When both
are low, the result is apathy. However, when both capability and

chall enge are high, the result is o6fl owbd

| ear (pils0py 6

Wiliam (2011) wants us to look at motivation more as an outcome rather

than a cause i lack of motivation can be a signal that the teacher and

learner need to work differently. Wiliam (2011) discusses the work of

Monique Boekaerts (1993) where she offers a dual-processing model

concerning metacognition and motivation, which is to activate the growth

pattern of learning (p.152). A number of options are offered to work

towards this goal;

T
T
T
T
T

Share learning goals with students

Promoting the belief that ability is incremental rather than fixed

Reduce opportunities for learners to compare themselves with others
Feedback that contains future action

Using every possible opportunity to transfer control of learning to the
student

Harlen (2011, p. 175) highlights six components that influence motivation

around learning. See table below.
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Components of motivation for learning

Interest Refers to the pleasure in undertaking an activity. It leads
to learning that is connected with goal orientation and with
the type of feedback received.

Goal Orientation Relates to how learners see the goals of engaging in a

learning task and determines the direction in which effort

will be made and how they will organise and prioritise time

spent for learning. There is a difference between learning

goals and performance goals;

« Learning goals apply effort in acquiring new skills,
seeking to understand what is involved

« Performance goals seek the easiest way to meet
requirements and achieve the goals, compare
themselves with others, and consider ability to be more
important than effort.

Locus of control Refers to whether learners perceive the cause of their
success or failure to be under their control (internal locus)
or to be controlled by others (external locus).

Self-esteem Refers to how people value themselves both as people
and as learners. It shows in confidence that the person
feels in being able to learn.

Self-efficacy Linked to self-esteem and locus of control but is more
directed at specific tasks for subjects. It refers to how
capable the learner feels in succeeding in a particular task

or type of task.
1S3 v

Table 4 Components of Motivation for Learning

Roderick and Engel (2001) cited in Harlen (2011) discuss school support

andmoti vating | earners. OHi gh support me
social and educational support, working
of self-efficacy, focusing on learning-related goals, making goals explicit,

using assessment to help students succeed and creating cognitive maps

which made progress evidento (p.177). C
motivation in our learners is for learners knowing how to learn. The aim of

this research was to explore ways of embracing practices that will consider

motivation for learning and knowing how to learn through the promotion of

dialogue on issues within a PLC.

2.6 Teaching Processes
Working mostly from the school level context, MacBeath (1999) examined

t he 6 Go o dfromea aroduot peGpective in terms of overall school
effectiveness. Critical for MacBeath is the personal and interpersonal skills
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of the teacher and how they relate to their learners in order for the latter to
be engaged with their education. Cranton and Carusetta (2004) identify
effective teachers as being highly self-aware in terms of their own values
and beliefs and bringing those values into their teaching. The critically
reflective practitioner is a key element of effective teaching, and so the
inherent characteristics of the reflective teacher are presented through the
work of key contributors in this area: Brookfield (1995); McQueen and
Webber (2009); Hillier (2005).

This section of the review will examine some of the key processes of
teaching with a view to gaining an in-depth understanding of what effective
teaching is. The attributes of the effective teacher will be explored as well
as what it means to be authentic in practice. Finally, this section will
critically review the many claims of the reflective practitioner and how it is
critical for all teachers to reflect on their teaching in an effort to improve
their professional practice.

Teachers need to consider varied teaching processes in their daily work.
Didactic teaching methods are sometimes required at initial stages of a
new learning activity (Jarvis 2010). Socratic teaching asks teachers to
nurture a culture of questioning and dialogue, an exchange of knowledge
and information. Facilitative teaching is based on the premise of
developing a learning culture and environment that is open and free for
students (Wiliam 2011, Knowles 1980). Finally, experiential teaching and
learning have as their focus the need to build in suitable experiential
practice into the teaching process (Kolb and Kolb 2009). What should be
borne in mind here is that a mix of these teaching processes should be
applied and will be more stimulating for the learner and the teacher (Jarvis

2010, p.148) resulting in effective teachingwi t h st udent so

core. However, teachers need support to engage in and develop this
practice through the support of leadership and their teaching colleagues
(Learning Policy Institute 2017).
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2.6.1 Attributes of the effective FET teacher
Jephcote et al (2008, p.163) statet her e i s 6. . .rel atively |
becoming and being a t eacomgaredwitmotherur t her e
sectors of the educational system. A possible reason for this is the history
of the development of the FET sector without any recognisable identity
within the education system. Teaching in the FET sector is diverse: it is
often referred to as theta®@B)nkdoamferl | ad s e«
the delivery of lifelong learning and also to provide a path for learners to
contribute to economic growth, social cohesion and social justice (p.164).
AccordingtoField( 2011) o6éadult education is al/l
many public agencies whose remit is not
teaching is often working addrdssingtheddef i ci t
needs of those who havek®d abfenhéehrdugh
system. The FET sector compensates for gaps in learners previous formal
education by providing learning with basic and vocational skills. Within this
sector learning is often aligned to skills needed by the economy (Jephcote
et al 2008, p.165) and priority is often given to learners who want to improve
their skills, both basic and vocational and are financially supported to do
this (p.165). Jephcote e t  studypfeund that the identities of teachers in
the sector are constantly changing, are shaped by past and current
experiences of teaching, and are a response to external management
structures and policies and also a response to their knowledge of and
interactions with learners (p.165). FET teachers often join the teaching
profession after having a career in other disciplines and indeed a lot of FET
teachers ar e 61 at e d ehe studg pighlightéd. that th&r own
empl oyment hi story made them O6power f ul r
(Jephcote e t 2808,(.166). Personal experiences of learning for FET
teachers have a large role to play: 6 Our wor k with teachers g
importance of their own personal experiences of learning that often strongly
influenced the conceptions they had abou
The effective teacherin FET placeshuge i mportance on Ot he w
of | ear niimdgeds cwhiibcehd as 6. . . gaining conf
awareness of work future, space for students to meet and take more control
over their lives, and to developing greater self-a wa r e nJepghcote et(@l
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2008, p.166). Field (2011) ar gues that adult | earning
(p.15 and refers to an AONTAS report highl:i
in adult learning can help reduce state spending in other policy areas, and
partly because it confirms the role of adult learning in promoting
participation, d e mo ¢ Mhasdsybuilding the @appaity t y 6  ( p .
within learners to be more self-directed and in developing learner

autonomy.

Effective teachers within FET develop6or el at i onshi psd with the
see this role as part of their job; intervening, offering help, arranging

counselling and medical referrals (p.166). The FET teacher often deals

with the personal and emotional feelings of their learners, some of them
Ohorrendousd per sonmatlalways dquippgdioomase and i s
importantly qualified to deal with these challenging situations. FET

teachers also often deal with challenging behaviour of learners. This kind

of interaction is described by Hochschild (1983), cited by Jephcote et al.

(2008) , as 6emotional | abour é which i s
enhancing and/ or suppressing emotions t o
expressionso (p.166). The effective tea
huge degree of tolerance. Another key finding from this study was the high

level of activity of one-to-one teaching interaction (inside and outside the

timetable) that takes place between FET teachers and learners.

While MacBeat hds (1999) research is focused
and school-self evaluation, | feel the FET teacher and the FET sector can

learn from his work. MacBeath (1999) states that research in the area of

school effectiveness has been 6éedgingb tc
i mportant el ement or oO0ingredientd of the
(p. 59). MacBeat h6s st utifygoodtesakherdandtb udent s
describe their behaviours and qualities. They analysed three main

attributes of the good teacher;

1. Personal qualities
2. Interpersonal skills
3. Professional characteristics (p.59)
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He expanded these three points by giving further descriptions of the

attributes listed, which are displayed in the table below.

Personal Qualities Interpersonal Skills Professional Characteristics

Listening, not shouting,
keeping confidences,
emphasising the positive.

Kindness, generosity of
spirit, honesty, humour.

Explaining things, noticing
when you are stuck, helping
you to understand, helping
you to like what teachers
are teaching.

Table 5 Attributes of the 'Good' Teacher

From my experience the FET teacher portrays many of the above qualities

and characteristics, as the teaching approach is often facilitative rather

than didactic with an emphasis on listening and emphasising their positive

points. FET teachers are cognisant of the fact that they are teaching adults

who have a lot of life experience and prior knowledge. FET teachers seek

outthel earner s needs a-ithckeateninggwaycireasderiton a non
support the FET learner in their return to education (MacBeath 1999).

According to MacBeath (1999) the personal qualities listed above are

attributes that are hard to learn or to teach and he suggests that they are

perhaps all the more important for that reason. He feels that the

interpersonal skills highlighted are skills that can be developed within

individuals and improved on within one& teaching career. The professional

characteristics outlined are what teachers are taught and learn in college

and teacher training. MacBeath highlights that effective, quality teachers

and effective, guality students do not
vacuumod, p6d Db%%Are act ually an outcome of on
expectations and behaviour. Have we ever thought of this before? The

study concludes that the essential quality of the good teacher is the teacher

that is Otherseéafioh youdoandd dmadk & ryeamd |fye e
care for your opinioné (p.60). However,
too caring and that stronger interpersonal qualities promote high

expectations that are motivating and challenging learners to do better

(p.61). The professional teacher has many characteristics. Their personal
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gualities are i mportant to teachi

profession. How they interact with learners through interpersonal skills
also plays a critical role in how effective they are in their teaching and the
impact they have on learning. As professional teachers in our practice we
need to be able to explain course material in a meaningful and interesting
way; we need to be able to move our learners forward in their learning in
order for them to progress through the learning material at an acceptable
rate and level. We need to be able to ensure that they understand material
being covered and not to be afrai

learn concepts in time and with patience (MacBeath 1999).

Jarvis (2010) cites work from Knowles in 1980 where he sets out seven

principles to the process of teaching adults:

setting a climate for learning

establishing a structure for mutual planning

diagnosing learning needs

formulating directions for learning

designing a pattern of learning experiences

managing the execution of the learning experiences

evaluating the results and re-diagnosing learning needs
(Jarvis 2010, p.193)

NoOakwNE

In the above seven stages Knowles is referring to the environment in which
learning takes place, both physical and emotional, being extremely
important for the learnerséengagement. Knowles highlights the importance
of learner and teacher relationships in order to move forward together as a
unit, as equal partners in the process of learning. It is when the relationship
is solid and developed that a diagnosis of learning needs can be
established and paths laid out for the direction of the learning. Knowles
advocates that the learners themselves need to design their pattern of
|l earning and that it i's the teac
resource or coach by providing the necessary materials and possible
techniques needed to complete the learning cycle. At the end of the
learning cycle teachers and learners together need to reflect and evaluate
the results and re-examine the learning needs for the next learning cycle.

All this highlights the complexity of teaching and learning with adults.
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2.6.2 Authenticity in Teaching

CrantonandCarusett a (2004) define authenticity

of values related to self-awareness and bringing that self into teaching,
understanding of learners and our relationships with them, a positioning of
ourselves within a context and taking stances on issues and norms in the

workplace and in our social world, and finally, engaging in critical reflection

on each of these componentso (p. 288).

it is not just about being genuine and open but it is also about your teaching
bei mgpcbdal | y. Authenticityt ia dedching portrays a social
constructivist perspective on learning. If we are to be authentic teachers
we have to be conscious of ourselves, of others, of relationships and of the
context of teaching through critical reflection and as the authors state it is

1

a O0...journey of tratnisdmd mapg.i 2&h8)a.nd Meaiir

cited in Cranton and Carusetta (2004), states that transformative learning
takes place when we begin to question our assumptions, beliefs, values
and perspectives and as a result we become more open and better
validated in our own minds. If you are transformative in your learning you
will begin to make meaning from your experiences. The authors give the
example of new teachers when they start their teaching career,wi | | 06 .
the way they experienced teaching i
and through experience of teaching they will come up against unexpected
occurrences and will begin to question their previously held assumptions
about teaching. Teachers may then revise these previously held
assumptions and change their ways of teaching to being more authentic:
teaching and learning is very much a journey for teachers as well as

|l earner s. 0 Cr d nhot be &nkar, but if i3 aerational pracess e e
of coming to question habits of mind that have become too narrow and too
limiting. Critical reflection played a primary role in the way participants

tal ked about devel oping aut hCamgettaci t y o

(2004) state that I f we are to keep
individuals who teach rather than follow mindless social expectations, we
need to concentrate on becoming more conscious. What is emerging from
the literature is that authenticity in teaching is when teachers critically

reflect on their practice and make necessary changes in their practice to
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improve learning for themselves and learners. They are cognitively aware
of what | earning O6i s06 ampactnotleamiegohor | ear
learners. They are confident that they do not have to follow the existing
6soci al expectationsd of teaching and th

and learners respectively.

The research question in this project relates to promoting professional
learning communities in the FET context. Authenticity in teaching, as
described by Cranton and Carusetta, may be argued as a solid foundation
for teachers to be engaged with in order to participate in professional
learning. As indicated above, this will also require teachers to immerse
themselves in reflective practice. The next section of this review will

explore further the critically reflective teacher.

2.6.3 Reflective Practice

Stephen Brookfield is a highly regarded theorist associated with reflective

teaching. In the opening chapter of his seminal publication, Becoming a

Critically Reflective Teacher ( 1 9 9 5) he states we 0. ..tea
worldoé (p.1). Our vision as teachers i s
teach our learners to act towards each other and the environment in which

they live with compassion, understanding, and fairness (p.1). However,
Brookfield warns us that, &éOne of the har
is that the sincerity of their intentions does not guarantee the purity of their

practi ced (cagnnolbe expectddua takevmersonal responsibility

for this, a point also highlighted by McQueen and Webber (2009). We

cannot take the blame for resistance to learning from our learners: we

cannot look only at our own practice to explain these problems. We need

to start |l ooking at our teachimg from ¢
Yvonne Hillier (2005) asks: why should we reflect critically on our daily

practice. Whatcanitachieve? Accor di ng to Brookfield, oC
teachers can stand outside their practice and see what they do in a wider

per spect i v e their(practice & nat all abdowat teaching. Critically
reflective teachers know that they canno
their teaching and |iteaadrthatethep @nn@ meeer i ences
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everyonebs needs. Brookfield (1995) sho

as to why we should look at becoming more critically aware in our teaching:

1 It helps us to take informed actions
1 It helps us to develop a rationale for practice
1 It helps us to avoid self-laceration
{1 It grounds us emotionally
1 It enlivens our classrooms
1 Itincreases democratic trust
However, overall critical reflection 1is

conditions under which each person is respected, valued, and hear do
(p.27). Hillier (2005) adds to Brookfieldbs anal ysi s
begin to reflect as teachers we begin to challenge our previous held

assumptions and experiences. Hillier (2005) suggests using Br o«
four critically reflective lenses; our own viewpoint (autobiographical lens),

our colleagues, our learners viewpoint and theoretical literature for our

reflections. These are elaborated on in the table below.

Critical Reflection Process

Our Students’ Eyes Theory

Seeing ourselves as the learners’ see Relevant literature can provide us with
us. This will confirm and challenge our a wealth of knowledge and insight into
assumptions. Are learners taking from familiar teaching practices and situations.
our practice what we want them to? The theory will help us understand our

experiences of practice.

Autobiography Colleagues’ Experiences
We see our practice from the ‘other side’. We will become aware of practice
We connect with what our students are by engaging with our colleagues in

experiencing. What frames our practice? a reflective way. We will look at our
What is important to us? When we know practice in a new light.

where we are placed in this process we
can begin to ask our colleagues, students
and look at theory to define it more.

X B

Table 6 Brookfield's Four Critically Reflective Lenses

Collaboration with colleagues and embedding critical reflective practice
into the whole school system are essential together with constant
engagement with our learners to make sure they are closing the learning

gap and moving forward with their learning (Brookfield 1995). Excellent
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teachers are always trying to shape teaching and learning environments
into democratic spaces of knowledge exchange (Miller 2010, p.1).

This section of the review discussed the processes of teaching and the
attri butes of the Oeffectived teacher wit
ways to promote a professional learning community in the FET context.
The section discussed authenticity in teaching and what it means to be
reflective teachers, which are necessary qualities for teachers willing to
engage in a culture of learning on their practice. Teaching is about learning
and is at the core of what we do as teachers everyday. The next section
will examine teacher learning discourse and its importance in relation to

being a professional teacher.

2.7 Teacher Learning Discourse
Teaching and learning is the process of developing sufficient knowledge to

then move to deep or conceptual understanding (Hattie 2012, p.26) for all
students at all levels of achievement. There is a need for teachers to have

|l earning at the oO0forefrontd and that t he

terms of itsimpacton student | ea?2pl)ngd (Hattie 201
Learning is not spontaneous. 6lt is via
that | earning is fostered... 060 (Hattie 20

professions talk about teaching and not enough about learning (Hattie
2012, p.185). Prosser et al. (2003) mirrored these thoughts by stating that
teachers need t o unuelr scthaanndg & haantd &dceovnecl eoppt
not occur through accumulation of information but by supporting and
engaging students to see that information in light of their own experiences
- learning. The authors state that this requires a student-focused approach
to teaching where the focus i snotthe. . studer
teachersdéd experi enc e diedemandsefasthhdebatg 6 (p. 47
how students learn, how do we know when our students are learning, how
do students |l earn differently? OLearning
the students begin with, then acquiring a balance of surface and deep

understanding, and finally helping students to take more control over their
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|l earningd (Hattie 2012, p.108). Teachers
eyes of the studentso6 (p.112). For Sottc
a matter of seeing a questionthanacquir i ng an answer o6 (p.5).
the question, are we talking enough about learning? In Ireland, the

framework for Teachers Learning, Cosan, is being developed. The

framework states that it is the hallmark of the teaching profession that it

continues to learn so that it can continue to teach effectively (The Teaching

Council 2016). The Council state that teachers involved in collaboration

are working towards shared professional learning goals. They will have

identified personal learning pathways towards those learning goals. These

pathways will inevitably overlap and it is at these points of intersection that

teachers can strike an appropriate balance between enhancement of their

own practice as individuals and the creation of a responsive and dynamic

community of practice on the other (The Teaching Council 2016 p.12).

How | earners see themselves as o6l earner s
engagement with learning (Richardson 2011, p.290) as does the

environment in which learning occurs (Purdie, Hattie and Douglas 1996).
Learners need to Oexperienced what they
are exposed to different experiences can make a vital difference. Sotto

(2007) discusses setting up learning climates so learners get an
opportunity d@oamexpéetiemntely foster a ¢
(p.123). Different learners will approach this learning climate in different

ways. But learners will not have an experience of something if they are

60t ol d o671 they need to expterience it. MacBeath (1999) refers to this

as the 6climate of | earningd and recomme.l

1 As a group of teachers you should discuss the way you view
students in the school

1 Time and space should be made, experiment with different
approaches to teaching and learning and discussion of what makes
for 6gooddé teadpB6lng and | earning

2.7.1 Collaborative Learning
Cultures in schools build social and pr
community (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012, p.114). The authors discuss

whatitmeanstotransf or m a cul ture and f eel t he an
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into the open the connection between what people believe and who

believes it, and thereby making it necessary for people to examine their

own culture and its 1 mpact 0 gbhtpd.tHe03) . R

Omovingd school culture whereby teachers

learn to teach more effectively (Hargreaves and Fullan 2010, p.111). A
collaborative learning culture in schools is about getting support from and
communicating with colleagues, which result in greater confidence and

certainty about teaching. This certainty is situational arising out of trust,

advice, and shared expertise. 0Teachers

of collaboration tend to perform better than teachers who wor k al oneo

(Hargreaves and Fullan 2010, pp.111-112). Elmore (2000) states that
when there is a culture for learning in the relevant school context it can be

very positive.

Experimentation and discovery can be harnessed to social learning
by connecting people with new ideas to each other in an
environment in which the ideas are subjected to scrutiny, measured
against collective purposes of the organisation, and tested by the
history of what has already been learned and is known (p.25).

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) consider communities of practice
being made up of members who share a concern, a set of problems, an
enthusiasm for a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise by
interacting on an ongoing basis (Ni Shuilleabhain 2012, p.31). According
to Ni Shuilleabhain these interactions that take place in communities of
practice O0ébecome defined and ref
collaboration of members and thus develop into practices of the
communi tyo 1t gmo8pheye.and cultuke of collaboration between
teachers, and between teachers and students, is a solid foundation for

effective and progressive learning to take place.

Double-loop learning comes to mind here. Argyris (1976) discusses
double-loop learning and how by changing the governing values and
changing actions, errors can be

failures and uncertainty are not protected and defended, but instead are
shared and discussed with a view t

and Fullan, 2010, p.113). Argyris discussed the governing values of
62
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collaborative cultures being valid information, free and informed choice and
internal commitment among a team or group of people. The end result
should be increased effectiveness in decision making or policy making, in
the monitoring of the decisions and policies and in the probabilities that
errors and failures would be communicated openly and that actors would
learn from the feedback (p. 369). Hargreaves and Fullan (2010) concur
with this point. 61 n col |l aborative cultures, fail
protected and defended, but instead are shared and discussed with a view

to gaining help and supportdéo (p.113).

This research project explored ways of promoting a professional learning

community within the case study institution. The review of the literature

above indicated that as professional learning teachers, we need to engage

in collaborative discourse to learn about learner engagement and how to

keep learners engaged in their learning in a positive and progressive way.

Learning is the ability to learn in new situations, where skills can be

adapted to suit the requirements of new tasks (Baartman and deBrujin

2011, p.128). The authors refer to onit egr ati on processes?o
relationships are built between items of knowledge, skills and attitudes.

John Hattie (2013) offers seven fundamental principles of learning.

Learning involves time, energy, deliberate teaching and effort
Structure and relations

Limitations of the mind

Learning from others

Confidence is a multiplier

Maintenance and feedback

Learning strategies (p.26)

NookswNpE

It is relevant to discuss these learning principles in relation to the
professional learning on which this project is focused. Investment of time,
energy, and effort i's required to devel
d o ma i n26)0 Haftigpwarns that it is not the amount of time devoted but
t he a4 .c.ulpaarr tus es o fheteiemte engaget timei There g 0 :
needs to be a deliberate effort on the part of the learner to improve
performance such as giving specific teaching to the skill, making the

success criteria explicit or giving feedback to reduce the gap between
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where the student is at with their learning and the success criteria. It is

what he call s & ¢.27).iTédaeheravihehaye aldgh impacte 6  (

on student learning are highly proficient and effective in moving their

students from surface to deep knowledge (p.30). Hattie suggests showing

learners exemplars of work and clearly identifying success criteria with

learners. Hattie also discusses the learning that is gained from our peers

as,0 We | earn from social examples; watchin
and feedback f3loand sotHateer varits ué po. create
opportunities for learners to learn from each other. The aim of assessment

should be to help teachers understand how the student is progressing and

how far they need to go to meet the success criteria, or to close the learning
gapandHattie (2013) has an opti mal model ;
high-level skills in diagnosing where on the learning progression a student

IS, having multiple interventions in their tool kit then to optimise the best

teaching relative to that diagnosis, and constantly evaluating their (the
teacher 6s) i mpact on t he |l earning and

behaviour, their interventions and their materials to optimise student

|l earningdé (p.33). Hatti e al $eedbabki gh!l i ght
given and feedback received T how do we know that our students

understand the feedback we give them? H e
framesd of teachers. HG..enhamcing teaahery me s s a ¢

quality is one of the keys-and the way in which to achieve this is through
ensuring that every teacher in the school has the mind frame that leads to
the greatest positive effect on student learning and achievement (p.191).
He asks teachers to O0Oknow explgringiwaypact 6.
of promoting a professional learning community among teachers, that is
the instance of this project, will ignite the frame of reference of teachers

that will lead to a focus on student learning for all.

2.8 Conclusion
This chapter has presented a review of professional teacher learning,

learning and teaching processes and teacher-learner discourse in order to
inform the instance of this project that is looking at ways to promote a

professional learning community in the FET context. The literature
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examined professional teacher learning, including collaborative learning.
Traditional learning theories as well as empirical research associated with
adult learning and its teaching approaches were included. The review
examined teaching, with a focus on beingan 6 ef f ecti ve teacher
authentic and reflective within the adult learning context. Hattie (2013)
states that teachers need to look more deeply at how their students learn.
He observes there is not enough discourse happening on learning and
what it looks like. There is a need to look for evidence that our students
are learning and he states that engaging students is our responsibility as
teachers. Sotto (2007) advocates a collaborative emphasis in the teaching
environment and the need for teachers to foster the existing motivation of
learners. This is a complex and significant challenge; it is a social process
(Schaap et al 2012, p.109).

This project was exploring ways to promote a PLC in the FET context and
so from the in-depth reading of the literature | developed a framework (fig:

5) from which to embark on this process within the case study institution.

Supporting/Facilitating
\ — (=
Self-direction Rel f
Seir-direction JENNNENGTPRT)
+“—
+—

)

Active
Engagement

— Autonomous

’
\ J j

Figure 5 Framework for the Research Design Project

(reapeed) Aninbui jo jundg
+

<

(—O

From the extensive reading on the topic of teaching and learning, |
discovered the complexity of the situation. | learned the value and benefit
of encouraging teacher collaboration in a community within the FET centre.

| began by generating a spirit of inquiry (Heywood 2009) through
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establishing a focus on an element of practice [feedback] by implementing
this teaching and learning intervention into the case study institution in a
planned way. The focus on feedback allowed this spirit of inquiry to
develop and evolve organically in the setting. This activity was supported
and facilitated at all stages of the project. The instance of the project had
a number of defining characteristics. Time was allocated for teachers to
come together to engage in discourse and collaboration about their
practice on feedback. Teachers involved in the project were allowed the
freedom and space to drive the project in a way that suited them in their
classrooms. This allowed the teachers to be autonomous in the project but
also in their practice on feedback throughout the life of the study. However,
this all depended on the readiness of the teachers to get involved: being

both psychologically and behaviourally prepared to take action.

The next chapter will present the context of this study with a particular
emphasis on the readiness of the participants. It will document the
preparatory phase of the project. The chapter includes an examination of
assessment for learning (AfL) theory and its five core strategies that was
the teaching and learning framework that the project adapted to engage

FET teachers in a professional learning community.
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Chapter Three The Context of the Research

3.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the context in which this research

project took place. The chapter will describe the FET teachers that
participated in the research over the life of the study. It describes the initial
workshops that took place with the research participants within the case
study institution, which resulted in the preparatory phase of the project. It
documents the developments that took place following the initial
workshops and the learning that took place for me as the researcher. The
chapter discusses assessment for learning theory that played a pivotal role

in the focus of the study and the intervention employed.

The preparatory phase for this project took place between August and
December 2014. Following the detailed examination of the
aforementioned literature, including literature on assessment for learning,
the idea for the research study was formed; | took an accepted and
established theory of teaching and learning, AfL [feedback] and used this
as a platform from which to engage FET teachers as practitioners in

exploring their practice through collaboration, conversations and sharing.

| am amazed at how my research has evolved over the year. While | set
out with AfL being the focus, | realise now that this study is more about
teaching and learning and that  AfL is just the
platform/framework/intervention that | am using to talk about teaching
and learning in our centre (Research Journal, 25 August, 2014)

From this juncture, in the institution we began a process of implementing a
planned teaching and learning intervention into our practice and started a
conversation about its overal/l i nfluence

learning and on the whole case study centre.

3.2 FET Teachers
The teachers invited to participate in this study are qualified FET teachers

working in the case study institution for over 10 years. The participants
were recruited on the basis that they were teaching in the centre during the
academic years 2014/2015, 2015/2016 and 2016/2017. It was also a
prerequisite that the participants were fully qualified and registered
teachers with the Teaching Council. Once ethical approval was granted
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from National University of Ireland Galway, the Board of the Galway and
Roscommon Education and Training Board (GRETB) were contacted to
seek permission to invite teachers to participate in the study. This contact
gave background information on the research purpose and design.

| felt it was important to communicate as much information as possible to
the research participants at this early stage on the research process and
project and this proved very valuable, as the research participants were

fully informed in advance of committing to the project.

Anonymity for the participants is a crucial issue (Flick 2007) and is difficult
to maintain in small-scale qualitative research. In order to ensure
anonymity, the participants in this research were given random
pseudonyms, which were selected with no specific rationale in mind. The

location of the case study institution was also anonymous. The

A

participant sod pseudKevnyMay, SasaneUna Bredh ol | ows :

and Sean. Kevin began his teaching career after many years running his
own business. He returned to education and obtained a Level 9
qualification in Education. Mary began her professional career as a nurse
and also returned to education and received a Level 8 qualification in
Education. Susan started her professional career in industry but always
held a teaching qualification in Art and Design. She has been teaching
since 2002. Una has been teaching all throughout her career and holds
education qualifications on the national framework of qualifications up to
l evel 10. Bredads teaching caree
qualification having returned to education after many years. She then also
completed a Level 9 qualification as she began teaching in the GRETB.
Seén has been teaching in the third level sector since the beginning of his
teaching career and holds a level 9 qualification. All six were well qualified

and experienced in their subject disciplines.

Their commitment to the research was evident as they fully engaged with
the project from the very start. A possible reason for this is that they are

all committed to lifelong learning in their careers and that aided and
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supported this research greatly. They valued the activity and were
therefore committed to it and the end result. As the leader in the FET unit
my working relationship with the participants outside of the research project
has always been very positive and this possibly influenced their decision
to get involved as well. They looked for direction from me on the
intervention being implemented as they would in other everyday
occurrences in the centre. The fact that | already had an established
facilitative and leadership relationship with the research participants also
may have supported the success of the project during the early stages of
the research. | spoke to them all individually to invite them along to the
induction workshop so that | could explain the study to them personally.
Looking back, this was a good approach, as they knew then what to expect
from the study.

Et hical 6dil emmasé are an intrinsic part
Villacanas de Castro, 2015) because of its collaborative nature. All
involved hold di f f er ent motivations, perspecti ve
that raise power and control issues. The authors recommend anticipating
these issues if you are embarking on research and to be prepared to
0éhandle them through sincp58 MAalld respec
times during this research project | aimed to keep the teachers informed of
the research and all its elements. There were no barriers or inhibitions
present among the teachers involved. In particular, there was a lot of
interest in the intervention element to the research. Action research as a
research strategy states that when the enquiry is shared with others, and
they wish to become involved, possibly by critiquing, or by deciding to do
something similar, or by offering ideas for new enquiries, then it becomes
an appraisal and professional assessment and a context for collaborative
learning in the workplace (McNiff 2002). The teachers were interested in

feedback as they felt it would be useful for their everyday practice.

Looking back, | remember that | was anxious about embarking on this
project with my work colleagues of over ten years. | felt that | was putting

mysel f on taldoiwagphbping that thay would get involved as |
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felt that this type of activity (meeting to discuss our practice) in the centre
would really improve our professional practice and encourage a culture of

professional learning.

But | just want to ge
as | am putting mysel f G4teddobtosele hove 6 a
it all goes (Researcher Journal, 25 August, 2014)

3.2.1 Initial Workshop with FET teachers

I met with the teachers on the 27th of August 2014. | asked them to come
in an hour early before a routine teacher-planning meeting that we always
have at the beginning of each academic year. This decision was made in
an effort to embed the project with the least amount of disruption and

deliberate effort for the teachers.

Induction Workshop 1 - August 27th 2014

10.00 - 10.15am Get teachers into a group to get their
current knowledge of feedback and to
brainstorm this area. Will ask them to
produce a mind map.

10.15 - 10.30am Feedback from group, add to their
knowledge, look at what has not
being mentioned.

10.30 - 10.45am Overview of AfL and the study. Present
an article that gives a good overview of
AfL (Wiliam, 2010)

10.45 - 11am Introduce the 4 effective feedback
strategies that | am proposing them
to introduce into practice and also an
article on feedback.

L9 B

Table 7 Induction Workshop with Teachers

From the very start of the workshop there was an immediate positive
engagement and openness. The group explored the term feedback and

what it meant to them as practicing teachers.

There was very little hesitation. There is one teacher who is very skilled
and she t ook cooldeated @ & s=gdsiora Halvevér, the other
three were very vocal and all contributed equally (Research Journal, 28
August 2014)

As the group were working on their mind map of feedback | did not want

my presence to distract them. | decided to leave the room, which is a
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teaching strategy from Sotto (2010)

with i1t6o. 16 miaute$ to vaeydouttthis ¢ask, following which
we had an informed discussion, most notably about the difficulties around
engaging in and giving feedback to learners. The image below (figure 6)
is a photo of the mind map that was created from that session. It was clear
that their current knowledge of feedback was very good: however, the
dialogue on feedback laid the emphasis on 6 @iving feedback on finished
workd There was a need for me as the researcher and facilitator in this
project to explain to the teachers that feedback is also about embedding it

into the delivery of course material right throughout their subject material.
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Figure 6 Mind-map from Initial Workshop with FET Teachers

Following this | gave a short presentation outlining the background to the
theory of assessment for learning (AfL) highlighting in particular the work
of Dylan Wiliam and Paul Black (Black and Wiliam 1998; Black and Wiliam
2001; Black and Wiliam 2009; Black and Wiliam 2012; Black et al 2004;
Wiliam 2004; Wiliam 2006; Wiliam 2008; Wiliam 2011). This was followed
by a discussion. During the discussion, | explained the basis for AfL

implementation in classrooms; there is a need for teacher involvement,
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there needs to be an ethos of dialogue in the classroom and teachers must
be willing to engage in a change in practice. | presented one slide in more
detail on feedback, the contents of which are below (figure 7). The slide
was used to explore with the group their practice of feedback and to
consider the questions in the slide around their current feedback actions
within their classrooms. How much feedback do you give, is it written or
oral, when do you give it, do your learners understand it? This triggered
an engaged and learning discussion among the group on their current

practices with feedback.

Formative Feedback

* How much formative feedback do we give?

* Written versus oral feedback

* Timing

* Does the learner understand it?

* Do we give students time to discuss the feedback we have given them?
° Feedback with grades (Wiliam, 2011)

* Feedback for future action

* Feedback needs to be directed to the task and not the self

A A

Figure 7 Feedback Slide

Also in the presentation, | outlined the research design and data collection

plan over the two academic years (2014-2015 and 2015-2016) and the

data collection methods that | planned to use; interviews, teacher

discussion group sessions, researcher journal, teacher notes, other

documents. In the workshop, we agreed on four AfL feedback strategies,

which | had adapted to suitthe FET sect or as the majority
(2011) work has been carried out in secondary and third level sectors of

education (Gardner 2012).

AfL Feedback Strategies

Focusing on Time in class to Ask 3 questions Focused feedback —
what's next discuss feedback for students to self vs. task
respond to

Figure 8 Feedback Strategies
Once the group had discussed the feedback strategies their reaction was
positive:
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They could see that it was O6planned6 [feedba
ad hoc, which is what they were doing in practice. Another revealing

point was that sometimes we have to tell the learners that we are

giving them feedbatchkkeéysothehdmm knowd (Researc
Journal, 28 August 2014)

| was very encouraged by this first workshop. 1 felt it was a very positive

startt 6 Over all it was very encouraging, the\y
benefit (in their practice). Itwasaver y posi t i (ResearthérJosnsl, st art O
28 August 2014). Coming away from the workshop | was confident that the

teachers were enthusiastic about the project as there was a very engaged,

opendi scussion and my resear chwagjaoery n al ref
honest discussion 1 they opened up and highlighted the difficulties of giving

f e e d b(mese&ch Journal, 28 August 2014). It was agreed that they would

0t hinké about f eedbacdverthanexd eigntoveeks f ocused
and would try to use the four strategies identified. There was no emphasis

put on one strategy over another;1 wanted the teachers to
play around with them to get a O0feel 6 f

feedback in their practice.

Following this session, | officially wrote to the teachers inviting them to
participate in the study. | prepared the necessary documents: letter to
invite participants and research consent form (see appendix 3 and 5). There
were many occasions during this preparatory phase where informal chats
and conversations took place between me and the participating teachers
and also between the teachers themselves. These informal groupings
often yielded rich data on how teachers were thinking and engaging with
the proposed intervention. It revealed to me that there was an interest and
teachers felt happy to be engaged in improving their practice. In particular
during this period | had many conversations with Una about the project.

She [Una] said it was a good exercise to focus us all at the beginning
of the year and to get back into it. She also felt that the group size
was good as if there were more teachers it can be hard to focus it.
She really felt the relevance of it [feedback] and the practicality of it,
as we have to be so conscious of feedback all the time (Researcher
Journal, 8 September 2014)
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In early November, eight weeks since the initial meeting, | met with two of
the participating teachers to re-focus on feedback. Susan highlighted
during this meeting that it is was very difficult to actually carry out the
feedback in a planned way at the beginning of the term, as you are trying
to get classes and groups up and running. She reported that attendance
and start-ups were also impacting on when and how you deliver feedback.
Often at the start of academic years in the FET sector you are recruiting
right up to the November mid-term break trying to get a full cohort of
learners for a class. This is very challenging for FET teachers, as they
often have to repeat a lot of course material several times during this period
for new learners in the class. Susan stated that she felt that now her
classes are settled she would start to concentrate a little more on
implementing a planned feedback strategy. Susan, Una and | discussed
the four feedback strategies that we were implementing into practice. It
was agreed that the best way forward with the strategies in order to really
get a feel for each one was for the team of participating teachers to
implement each strategy for a period of time and then to meet in our
teacher discussion group to discuss how it went for each of the participating
teachers. It was agreed to try the feedback strategy time in class in the

academic term January to March 2015. | noted in my journal,

| was very happy with this decision that the participating teachers came
up with this approach to the strategies themselves having discussed it. |
wanted them to come up with how we should do this and how they can
engage in this type of activity without me as the study researcher
directing how it should all unfold (Researcher Journal 2014)

This was very positive as it meant that they were taking ownership of
engaging with the intervention and they also felt that this is how it can work

for them in their practice, under their working patterns and conditions.

| felt the teachers were very engaged and the fact that it was
something [feedback] practical that they can engage i n. It
exciting (Researcher Journal 7 November 2014)

Two of the teachers could not attend the first meeting and so that presented
a challenge for the future development of the project and something |
needed to control as the study progressed.
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There was a realisation amongst the participants that it is difficult to
integrate planned feedback into class delivery. Teachers felt that they had
always given feedback but there was a new realisation that it may not have
been effective feedback and that they now needed to work on getting it

more planned and focused in their class.

| think this phase has been invaluable and timely now for data

collection as theyoéve [-nipaiodt Ehayc her s ] had a |
can see how |l ong and difficult it takes to i
(Researcher Journal, 27 November, 2014)

Researcher Learning from Preparatory Phase of Study
My observations from this period were that teachers were willing to get

involved in the project. The practical element, the AfL feedback
intervention, was a positive way to approach this idea of promoting a
professional learning community within the case study institution. Two
teachers, Susan and Una, met me on a few occasions during this period to
discuss the feedback intervention. The reason for the difficulty in meeting
the other participating teachers was the fact that there was no time
allocated within the existing timetable. The two people also work in other

places and find it a barrier to meet outside of class time. Overall, | felt it

‘N

was a good d6ébreaking ind period for the
for the group involved. The teachers and | were getting accustomed to the
idea of working collaboratively on a teaching and learning intervention in
the case study institution. The teachers were trying all the strategies but
felt this did not work very well and so when | met with Susan and Una in
November there was a decision that we would focus on one first and then
come together in the teacher discussion group session and discuss its
influence in the classroom. This decision came from the group themselves.
The following is a diagram outlining the actions that took place within this

phase.
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Invited FET teachers to attend an introductory session on the research project
Spoke to teachers individually about it

Facilitated teachers in an exploratory session to think about what feedback
AUQUSt means for them in their practice and how they deliver feedback in their teaching

2014

Agreed to focus on feedback in their practice
Experimenting with Wiliam’s (2010) four feedback strategies

September -
December
2014

* Held a meeting with 2 of the participaitng teachers to discuss the strategies

* Agreement from the group that each of the four strategies be implemented
separately and for the group to discuss each one afterwards

DO RITEY « Oniy two teachers could attend this meeting which is a consideration for future work

2014

Figure 9 Actions During Preparatory Phase

John Gardner (2012) acknowledges that the majority of research looking
at Assessment for Learning (AfL) has taken place mainly in the compulsory
phases of education (primary, lower and upper secondary). The focus of
this research project is to explore ways of promoting a professional learning
community among teachers in an FET context through using an adaptation
of an AfL strategy [feedback] as a conduit and enabler of the process.
Black and Wiliam (1998) define assessment for learning as,
6...encompassing all those activit

students, which provide information to be used as feedback to modify the

(@}

teaching and learning activities in which they ar e engaged
Wiliam 1998, pp.7-8). Assessment becomes formative when the evidence
is used to adapt the teaching methodologies to improve learning. As |
explored the AfL theory and literature in advance of this research project,
this for me was the central attraction, when teachers use class activities to
change, alter or leave the same teaching practices to improve the learning
for students. Derrick and Ecclestone (2008) point out that, 0.

teachers, students and designers of qualifications and summative tests
equate formative assessment with continuous or modular assessment,
which merely comprises summative tasks brok en up 1 nt o

(2008 p.11). Assessment for learning is a time-consuming teaching

practice that uses assessment in class to assist learners to move to the

next step in theirtr | earning. The

€S unec

(Bl ack

many
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n
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definition of assessment f or kingermlr ni ng
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interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers, to identify
where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how
best to @&t Whahie critecdl in this definition is that AfL is a
Opr ocess 6 aneventhieiga strtategy that is built into teaching and
should occur seamlessly. Teachers fully engaging in AfL pedagogies will
need to plan the learning environment and the activities/tasks they set for
their learners. Teachers will need to be awareofand assess t
understanding as they are learning. The final step in this process is
teachers needing support in channelling learners to enable them to reach

the final piece in the jigsaw of their learning (Gardner 2012).

The knowledge and skill base of the teacher is paramount for AfL to take
place functionally in a classroom (Shepard, 2005). Teachers need to have
an in-depth knowledge of their subject area to deliver this type of classroom
activity. Swaffield (2011) highlighted the point that expertise needs to be
recognised in colleagues and this expertise needs to be nurtured and
shared among colleagues. Often the required expertise can be among a
collective group of teaching staff in a work setting. This is a further reason

for promoting teachers collaboration and sharing on practice in this project.

he

It i's the researcher 0s oepperiericeofor FETh a t

teachers working in Ireland. It is generally accepted and stems from
traditional classroom practice that we are not used to working

collaboratively on our teaching methodologies and strategies.

3.3 Assessment for Learning Strategies
Wiliam (2011) onegotiablen @ d s tf i & te e gdineosn

identify and clarify the successful standard, effective classroom dialogue,
formative feedback, encourage students to engage in peer assessment

and activate students as owners of their own learning.

3.3.1 Standards and Criteria
Surprisingly, sharing learning intentions with second level students is a

recent phenomenon (Wiliam 2011) in the UK. Several UK districts have

instructed schools to Opostdé a | earni

and every class (p.56). However, Wiliam (2011) states that this has often
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|l ed to Ot @ahmeniissm not wh a't he had
clarifying, sharing and understanding learning intentions and success
criteria. Students need to be cognisant of the standards criteria for the
learning that is taking place (Wiliam, 2008). Boud (2000) further develops
this point when he points out that students need to be able to identify the
standards criteria in order to take responsibility for their own learning.
Students need to learn how to keep track of their progress in order for them
to become independent learners in an independent society (Black et al
2004,Boud2 000) . 6But the real value

standards expected so that they can supervise themselves and improve

i ntend

may | i e

the quality of their own assignments priortosubmi t t i ng t hemdo ( Gi bb

Simpson 2004-5, p.20). Providing examples of material that illustrates the
difference between grades or the difference between analysing and
describing something often makes the point more powerful (Specialist
Schools and Academies Trust, 2008). Engaging learners in the design of
the curriculum is also recommended by Srinivasan (1977) and Wiliam
(2011). This resonates with the cognitive theory of learning in that the
|l earner needs to find &édmeani regaters
need to have control of what they are learning. Once students and
teachers are cognitively aware of where they are going in their learning,
the next stage in the | earning pr
their learning. One way of doing this is through the medium of effective

classroom dialogue and high order questioning.

3.3.2 Effective Classroom Dialogue and Questioning

The second non-negotiable strategy identified by Wiliam (2011) is the
practice of dialogue and questioning in classrooms. From the Working
Inside the Black Box study (Black et al 2004), the authors discovered that
teachers do not really plan or think about devising questions for their
classes. They suggest that more effort be put into framing the questions
to allow for deeper understanding of a topic. The follow up activities of this

type of questioning will facilitate greater learning and understanding. The

n what

ocess i

authors suggest a role-change inthe t eacher , 0. ..the teach:

their role, from presenters of content to leaders of an exploration and
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development of ideas in which allstude nt s ar e i netall2004,d 6 ( Bl ac
p.13). Marsh (2007) agrees that high-order questioning and problem-

solving techniques should be used in the classroom and thataé r eper t oi r e 6
of questioning techniques needs to be developed and teachers need to

share these with colleagues (Derrick and Ecclestone 2008) through

learning and sharing opportunities among teachers. Wiliam (2011) also

makes this point that o6...teachkhko coll ab
good quepi8). oAcsador(di ng to Wiliam (2011),
provide a window into students6 thinking
arecruci ally 1 mportant i f we are to I mprove

(p.77). There are two reasons to ask questions: to cause thinking to take
place and to provide information for the teacher about what should occur
next in the lesson (Wiliam 2011, p.79). The outcomes of using dialogue in
the classroom are that o6...people |l earn,
evaluate their learning, as well as appropriate subject knowledge and

f ormal assess menandEcclestorne 200& @71) Effeative i

O
>~

feedback was the planned AfL intervention that was implemented for the
purposes of this project to provide a framework to promote a professional

learning community in the FET case study institution.

3.3.3 Formative Feedback

There is a strong suggestion in the literature that feedback, written or oral

is one of the major tools of AfL (Hattie and Timperley 2007; Shute 2008;
Sadler 1998; Bloxham and West 2007; Harlem 2012; Carless 2003, 2006;
Cramp 2012; Brookhart 2011). Students engage more productively in
improving their work when they receive comment only feedback (Black et

al 2004). What is essential, however, is the quality of comments: the
feedback needs to identify what still needs to be learned. As the authors
say, O6. .. f eedbtahcikn ksihrogu Itdo ctaauksee pl aced and
distinctive stepintheprocess of | e &tran200d,p.44). (\\Béna ¢ k
attention is brought towards the excellence and problems of a task it helps

to develop the learnersd own understanding of quality and how to

distinguish quality in their work (Derrick and Ecclestone 2008).
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Often feedback is not read and not even understood. That is why the

0l anguage6 of feedback is critical, 0.

the teacher in language that is already known and understood by the

| ear ner d998, 5.82) IBeaokhart (2011) also makes this point that

the most important characteristic of feedback is that students understand
itanduseit(p.34). 6 The tone of feedback, whether
convey your confidence Brookharh20119353).dent as

| mmedi ate feedback i mproves student perf
receive feedback fast enough then they will have moved on to new content

and the feedback is irrelevant to their ongoing st udi es. . . 6 ( Gi bb:
Simpson 2004-5, p.19). Brookhart (2011) also comments on the timing of
feedback, 6For any student work, feedbac
still remember what the assignmp84.t was an
The way feedback is delivered can be differentially effective (Hattie and

Ti mperl ey, 2007) . The instruction and
together according to the authors. 6 Feedback has its greates
a learner expects a response to be correct and it turns outtobe wr ong 6
(Hattie and Timperley 2007, p.95). The authors argue that the learner will

be motivated to try and get it correct the next time. There is great concern

when the student does not understand the feedback given; little or no

learning takes place if this happens. Looking for help is also a positive sign

(Hattie and Timperley 2007) as it shows that students are working towards

self-r egul ati on. However , antigstaforehdstoc!| assr oc
occur. Feedback should not only state what is wrong but in order for it to

become formative and effective, it must provide a strategy as to what has

to be carried out next in order to complete the task successfully. There is

also a danger of giving too much written feedback and Wiliam advises that

feedback needs to be short and focused.

The table below describes possible responses to feedback. There are
eight things that can happen and six of them are not effective (Wiliam 2011,

p.115).
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Change behaviour
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Feedback indicates

performance exceeds goal

Exert less effort

Feedback indicates
performance falls short

of goal

Increase effort

Change goal

Increase aspiration

Reduce aspiration

Abandon goal

Decide goal is too easy

Decide goal is too hard

Ignore feedback

Ignore feedback

Reject feedback
\e

Table 8 Possible Responses to Feedback

Only two of the eight responses above (those in italics and bold) will have a
positive effect on student performance. The other six will have no effect
and in fact could lower performance and contribute to low retention rates
in classes. Wiliam (2011) concludes that the whole purpose of feedback
should be to increase t hewnerdhip df¢hait s 6
own learning - that is learner autonomy. In order for students to improve

their performance and achi

real ly eve,

concepts and ideas
The intervention in this research project was the introduction and delivery

of effective feedback into an FET context.

3.3.4 Peer Assessment
Black et al (2004) highlight a number of interesting points about peer-
assessment;

1 students may respond to critical feedback from peers more
quickly than their teacher

1 students will use a language that is understood by their peers

1 peer assessment puts the work i
and teachers can be free to observe this activity and use it to
adjust teaching

Gibbs and Simpson (2004-05) make the point in relation to feedback and
peer-assessment in that it is better to get poor quality feedback from a peer
than to get high quality feedback from the teacher weeks after the task in
hand. Wiliam (2011) has reviewed the evidence around collaborative
learning and he reveals that it is 6 . one of the
the hi

as to why this is the case (pp.133i 134);

story of e ¢.u38)aHeipreserds fourmais fackorsc h 6
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1. Motivation i itis often in the student& own interest to make an effort
to support peers

2. Social cohesion 1 they care about their peer group, which leads to
increased effort

3. Personalisation 1 students learn more because their more-able
peers can engage with the particular difficulties a student is having

4. Cognitive elaboration i those who provide help in group settings are
forced to think through the ideas more clearly

It is clear that the above factors are also relevant for professional practice

learning among teachers. Oner eason f or thi armameg-6defsf e
because of the change in power relationships (Wiliam 2011). Wiliam

identifies two core elements for effective peer learning to occur; there must

be group goals and there must be individual accountability. Wiliam warns,

however, that peer assessment needs to be promoted in a way that it is

geared toward improvement rather than evaluation - this can be particularly

powerful as students can often be more direct with each other than a

teacher can or dares to be. Peer assessment is also very valuable for the

|l earner that i s giving the help because
learning intentions and success criteria but in the context of someone

el seds p.wd)r kvwhen (students master the technique of peer
assessment they are building up the necessary learning skills to become

owners of their own learning through self-assessment.

3.3.5 Self-Assessment

Student self-assessment is concerned with whether students can develop
sufficient insights into their own learning in order to improve it. In 1994
Fontana and Fernandes carried out a study that demonstrated the potential
of student self-assessment in raising achievement (Wiliam 2011). When
students are engaged in assessing themselves they become self-regulated
learners. Boekaerts (2006), cited in Wiliam (2011), states that self-
regulated learning is when the learner is able to coordinate cognitive
resources, emotions, and actions in the service of his learning goals
(p.147). However, self-assessment does not happen easily. In order for
self-assessment to take place students need to develop the skills in this
area, especially low achieving students. The literature states that

transparency is vital for students to know exactly what it is they have to do.
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They need to see exemplars of work and what the standard is they are

working towards. Boud (2000) highlights that learners need to have a self-

belief in their own capacity and then they develop skills in self-assessment

and self-evaluation. Derrick and Ecclestone (2008 p.74) highlighted that
selfassessment needs to be part of for mal
related to the task of teaching of a curriculum, whether imposed or
negotiat ed wRushton (200%p. $08) cite0Biggs in 1998 that

0...the =effectiveness of formative asse
studentdéds accurate perception of t he garfy
address itbo. The o6gapd is referring to
currently understand and what they next need to understand. This is a

highly complex skill and a difficult one to teach to students, especially low

achieving students.

3.3.6 Critiques of Assessment for Learning

Shavelson (2008) referred to his experiences of formative assessment

afterworkng on it for several years, O6...o0ur
that formative assessment, like so many other education reforms, has a

long way to go before it can be wielded masterfully by a majority of teachers

to posit p.29¢). Bennets (B8011) highlights a number of critical

issues with the theory. Il n his opinion the term 6for
not yet form a theory of action and tl
instantiations®é or components to be in p
study it. Bennett also feels that the benefits of AfL will vary greatly in kind

and size depending on the students and the teachers involved. With AfL

we are trying to make inferences about what our students know and

understand. Bennett warns, however,that t hese i nferences ar ¢
very nature..uncertain and al so subj epcl8). to uni
Bennett (2011) feels that these inferences we make on our students are,

in fact, assessment and that relevant measurement principles should be

attached to it. According to Bennett the basic definition of educational

measurement amounts to four activities; gathering evidence, collecting

evidence, interpreting evidence and acting on evidence (p.16). He feels

that too little emphasis is placed on interpreting the evidence. He repeats
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at |l ength that AfL is an o6inferential pr
absolute cernaemttyalwhwand &rc®tl?d) nadbieengd ( Hat t
achieved by any one learner. It is a question of validity. There is a fear

among AfL advocates that if measurement is associated with AfL in order

to show its worth, the validity of the theory will be affected. He concludes

t hat Af L-inipsr ogréevwesrok and t hat we shoul d be
claims for it and our expectations of it (p.20).

3.3.7 Summary of AfL Theory

Swaffield (2011) states that the process of AfL is being applied to both the

professionals and the learners within the teaching environment. Teachers

need to begin to see themselves as learners again in this process. They

need to devise rich, high order questions and begin to collaborate with

colleagues on their success and failures. The ethos within the learning

environment is changing to becoming more self-evaluative and using

feedback as a very valuable tool to aid learning and improve performance.

She states that teachers and | earners ne
what is important in learning, deciding how best to take forward developing
insights and wor ki ng p.&44)e Thisesrwhatthis r eal i s e
research is trying to achieve in this project by introducing authentic AfL

strategies into an FET setting and working with practitioners on its

successes and failures. This required a space for teachers to engage in

dialogue about their practice, a space for professional learning to be

discussed and to occur. It was envisaged that the use of the focused

intervention in this research would develop a collaborative environment for

teachers to learn from AfL theory and practice and become enhanced
practitionersasaresult. Swaf fi el d concludes that as a
AfL enactments, meaning they are true to form and not tokenism (Wiliam

2011), studentsd |l earning i mproves, 6. ..t
attainment as measured by tests, and most importantly their growth in

becoming moreself-r egul ati ng, aut @Addmous | earner s

Therefore, in this research study, a lot of time was given to the
implementation of each feedback strategy - four strategies over two
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academic years - and allowed the teachers to embed the teaching and
learning intervention into their practice in a genuine and real way. Swaffield
states that teachersd motivation and pr a
AfL practices. Relationships between teachers and learners are
transformed and placed on a more equal footing, and the culture in the
classroom is dramatically transformed. The central aim of this research
was to provide a space and opportunity for FET teachers themselves to
enhance learning in relation to their practice through sharing their
experiences of the implementation of the AfL feedback strategy in their

classrooms.

However, it was i mportant that the teache
a project. Weiner (2009) suggests that organisations whose readiness and
commitment to change is based on wanting to display cooperative and
championing behaviours by promoting the value of change to others rather
than having to or ought to by management and leaders in their work
context. | felt at this stage in the research that there was a readiness
(Weiner 2009) present from the participating teachers. The teachers were
critically examining and thinking about the design of the project and how it
would successfully be implemented in relation to their own practice and

classrooms.

3.4 Conclusion
To embark on this research, a teaching and learning related intervention

was identified for implementation by the teachers in their classroom. A
Ospirit of i nquiryd approach (Heywood 20
researcher and the corresponding responses, interpersonal dynamics and
objects of engagement with the intervention formed the focus of the
research. The main purpose of the preparatory phase was to satisfy the
need for relevance and determine if people were willing to get involved.
The framework for the research design project (fig: 5), that was established
having read extensively on the subject of teaching and learning, was the
foundation for this process of inquiry that we were aiming to embark on:

how best to promote a PLC in the FET context. There was a depth and a
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wide scope of thinking that took place from this extensive reading and the
developing of the model of framework informed the study in a deep and
progressive way. It was expected that this would support the teachers and
the researcher to understand how best to implement a PLC within this
context. The methodological approach, design, methods and processes of

the project are reviewed and discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter Four Research Methodology and Methods

4.1 Introduction
This research explored ways of promoting a professional learning

community within a FET unit in Ireland. At the outset of this research
process, | observed that a culture of discourse on practice was mostly
absent in the case study centre given that there was little or no in-depth
dialogue on teaching and learning actively happening amongst us as a
teaching staff. From reading the relevant literature | identified a guiding
idea for the research project: that an intervention directly related to
teachersbo p r a cTt dlasseoomi nmight thélpe to Hitiate the
development of a professional learning community within the FET centre.
The researcher aimed to interrogate the different phases of the research
to answer the question how can | promote a PLC in the FET setting. A
starting point for this must be teacher interaction, which is the basis of a

PLC as premised in the literature (Vescio et al 2008).

4.2 The FET Case Study Centre
The case study institution is a small rural FET centre in the west of Ireland.

The centre is operated by the local ETB. It offers programmes under the
DoE funded initiatives of VTOS (Vocational Training Opportunities
Scheme) and BTEI (Back to Education Initiative). The centre also caters
for literacy and community education. VTOS is a full-time programme
offering a range of programmes at QQI levels 4 and 5. It is aimed at early
school leavers and the long-term unemployed. The BTEI programmes
offer similar programmes at QQI levels 4 and 5 in a part-time mode to allow
greater access for those who cannot commit to full-time education. Under
the BTEI scheme there is an emphasis on engaging people to return to
education that may already be in employment and who want to up-skill or
reskill in a particular discipline. The centre offers programmes that are in
line with demands of the local economy, which vary from year to year
depending on uptake of programmes. Programmes include Business,
Healthcare Support, General Learning, Horticulture, Catering Support and

Agriculture. The centre has one full-time staff coordinator and nine part-
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time teachers. The centre has 20 full-time students and on average 60

part-time students on an annual basis.

The research questions aimed to investigate and analyse what happens
when a teaching and learning focused intervention was introduced directly
into the FET classroom and the influence this has on promoting a
professional learning community within the FET centre. The intervention
was an adaptation from the theory of assessment for learning (AfL) where
FET teachers were invited to introduce planned feedback strategies into
their teaching practice. The impact for them, as professional FET teachers,
and for overall learning within the classrooms was the focus of the
research. The research was carried out using an action research approach
within a case study, involving experienced FET teachers from one FET
institution. The objectives of the research were to answer the following key
guestion and associated sub-questions:

How can | promote a professional learning community in a rural FET centre
in Ireland? In an effort to explore ways of promoting the PLC the study
involved teachers introducing a planned teaching and learning focused
intervention into practice and sub-questions asked:

1 What experiences unfold for individuals in the action research project?
1 What happens to the professional engagement of the FET teacher?
T What happens to studentsd engagement witdt
1 What experiences unfold for me, the research practitioner leading the
project?

In this chapter a rationale for the methodological approach used is
presented. Arguments are made for choosing a qualitative approach to the
research, through applying an action research strategy within a case study.
The main data-collection methods employed for the research were semi-
structured exploratory interviews and teacher discussion groups. A critical
element of data collection was also my involvement as participant and
researcher and so my own reflective researcher journal was a key item of
data collection for the research project. This process is set out with
information on developing the themes for interviews, designing the

questions in preparation for interview, then carrying out the subject
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interviews, analysing the data, and finally presenting conclusions in a
report for this dissertation. How the participatory research sample was
decided upon, as well as the steps taken to ensure validity, reliability and
authenticity of data are also documented. The pertinent ethical issues are

offered and related actions set out.

The overall aim of the research project was to discover ways to promote a
professional learning community among teachers in an FET context. When
you are working in an educational institution, it is not effective to work
singly; the institutions need all teachers teaching in a similar way and with
similar core values and interests (Grundy 2011). This research follows on
from a small-scale study that asked FET teachers about their knowledge
and practice of AfL in their classrooms?. | decided to expand and develop
the research further T to set about exploring and analysing what happens
when we introduce AfL-adopted teaching interventions into the FET
classroom. A single case study research design was employed for several
reasons: it was most appropriate to examine a social phenomenon, a real-
life event, and a variety of evidence was collected and collated to produce
key findings from the research (Yin 1994; VanWynsberghe and Khan
2007). The action research approach involved a practical activity on

feedback that included a number of FET teachers and the researcher.

Six experienced FET teachers participated in the study and all of these
implemented the designed teaching intervention into their practice. The
research took place over two academic years where data was gathered
through a variety of methods; interviews, teacher-discussion groups,
documents and researcher journal. The FET teachers were interviewed
following the implementation of the intervention. The teachers also
engaged in teacher-discussion groups where they discussed the teaching
i nterventions and their effective
discussions can generate more critical comments than interviews (p.311)

and so it was hoped that a combination of these data collection techniques,

2 Masters in Education 2012
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including my reflective researcher journal, would generate rich, insightful

data for the research study.

4.3 Research Paradigm

A paradigm is a set of beliefs (Guba and Lincoln 1 9 9 4 ) . ol t
worl dview that defines, for I ts
i ndividual 6s place in it, and the

and its parts...@p.107). The research paradigm adopted for this project is

constructivist in nature, as it arises from the aim of gaining a better in-depth

repres

hol

range

der ,

(

understanding of the worldview of FETt eac her s 6 pearoifgessi onal

practice. In constructivism,t he i nquirer i s seen

otal it atandLincoln B394 @alld) of the inquiry taking place. The
researcher is dealing with human beings and their emotions and feelings
as well as their epistemological stance, and this will all play a role in the
research relationship. Constructivism is an appropriate paradigm for this
research because t he i nclusion

important for the inquiry as the participant and inquirer work together
towards a greater, more sophisticated understanding of a phenomenon of
teaching within an FET context. The research explores ways to promote a
professional learning community among teachers an FET centre.
Interactions among study participants and researcher play a pivotal role

within constructivist research. Creswell (2007) states that research within

this paradigm relies upon research

phenomenon under investigation, leading the researcher to look for wide
and varied complexities in creating meanings from the research rather than
seeking findings that are narrowly categorised. This research relied on the
teachersoé views of their tTenarddrforrmg
as the researcher to identify and analyse potential ways of promoting a

professional learning community within an FET setting.

4.4 Research Methodology
Qualitative research is difficult to describe as it encompasses a multiplicity

of approaches (Flick 2007) but there are common features that are

identifiable:
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Qualitative research isintendedtoappr oach t he worl d dédout there
in specialised research settings such as laboratories) and to

understand, describe and sometimes explain s
theinside6 i n a number .¢(fx) di fferent ways

Flick (2007) explains that qualitative research analyses the experiences of
individuals or groups and these experiences can be related to their
personal or professional lives. Qualitative researchers must
@concentrate on r ef |l exibjectvitiesinavgypthay i ng t he
make it possible to understand the tacit motives and assumptions of their
participantsé (Hatch 2002, p.9). As Creswell (2007) concurs, qualitative
researchers must acknowledge that their personal backgrounds and
experiences shape their interpretations of the data being studied. It is for
these reasons that it is imperative that the researcherisvery Opresent 6 e
involved with the participants and the phenomenon being studied (Hatch
2002) and that the researcher should & s p e extended periods of time
intervie wi ng par t(p.i5). dlasrdseakeldproject spent extended
periods of time interviewing research participants but also spent valuable
time with the teachers in teacher discussion group sessions which added
great insight intothet eacher s6 thinking, | nheer per s o

impact of the intervention in the classroom.

For the purpose of this project qualitative research was determined as the
most appropriate methodology to employ in order to gather the necessary
data to help answer the research aims and questions. The objective of the
research design was to get an in-depth understanding of what happens
when a teaching and learning focused intervention is introduced into the
FET classroom. What happens to the learning dynamic for both teachers
and students? How does learning unfold in the classroom, and how do

teachers and learners respond to this intervention?

Touse FI i ck 6s ( 2 0,0a8 resear¢her,avsaes, dunpi ckingdo
teachers create their meaning of the wor
personb6s experiences around a particular
analysing social phenomena. The design and approach to this research

was given deep consideration from the outset of the project. Having read
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extensively in the areas of teaching and learning, with a particular focus on
adult teacher learning, the research design and approach was decided on.
The participating teachers and the researcher agreed to adopt the
principles of the theory of assessment for learning (AfL) of Dylan Wiliam
(2011) to suit the FET context in which the research was taking place.
Wi liambébs work was carried out at
So it was necessary to adopt his theory accordingly to become relevant for
the participating teachers and their learners in this project. What resulted
from this were the four specific feedback strategies that would be
implemented into practice during the life of the project:

1. Time in class

2. Focusing on whatos next
3. Feedback to the task

4. Asking questions

Participating teachers had their own unique and specific method of
implementing each strategy, which added to the deep insight that was
achieved from the instance of the research. For consistency it was agreed
that each strategy would be implemented for a specific time frame in the
two years and that teachers would then collaborate to discuss that
particular strategy and engage in dialogue and discussion during teacher
discussion groups on adjustments and the next steps in the project. This
cyclical-process approach, involving the constant and consistent
participation of the teachers, added a solid method for the research and

worked extremely well in practice (McNiff 2002).

Robson (2011, p.399) outlines seven steps that should be kept to the fore
when carrying out data collection. | found these guiding principles very
useful to keep me as the researcher as it prepared me to be focused and
organised in planning, conducting and analysing my research design and

data collection.

94

second



Chapter 4 Research Methodology and Methods

Robson’s Seven Steps to Data Collection

1. Know what you are doing before starting the data collection. Research aims,
questions, methods and procedures

. Negotiating access

. Get yourself organised — devising a schedule for interviewing

. Pilot if at all possible. It is important to have a trial run

. Work on your relationships

. Don't just disappear at the end

N[(fofa |~ WIN

. Don’t expect it to work out as you planned. Not everything will run smoothly,

be flexible and take note.
X, e

Table 9 Robson's Seven Steps to Data Collection

Research Approach 1 Influence of Critical Theory
The research approach for this study draws on the spirit of and is informed

by the critical theory method. This constructivist-based research intended

to gain a deeper understanding of the worldview of FET t eac her s 0

professional practice. It explores ways to empower FET teachers to
engage in a professional learning community in their FET setting. Critical
theory is understood in the context of the empowerment of individuals
(Denzin and Lincoln 1994), empowerment to keep alive the hope that
things can change (Brookfield 2005). According to Denzin and Lincoln
(1994) this research approach is a discussion of participants as critical
researchers. As they explore their work they begin to see themselves in
relation to the world around them. Taking a critical theory approach
encourages and allows practitioners to challenge their positionality in
relation to praxis. As the research study progressed | observed the teacher
participants develop as critical researchers as they explored their teaching
practice in a focused and in-depth way; they challenged their existing
practices in relation to the world around them.

|l 6ve been carrying out the one t
couple of weeks. The teachers have been very willing to engage

with this process. Points they have raised include: discussion in

class, giving confidence to weak learners, teachers have a better

sense of knowing, it has led to reflective practice, formalising
feedback in the class, teachers getting feedback from their
learners. | am observing that teachers are thinking about their
practice in a focused way. (Researcher Journal, 8 May 2015)
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| was confident then that the seeds were sown for an ethos of professional

learning. Through their new informed knowledge, practitioners began to

see the similarities and differences in their cognitive structures and started

to use this knowledge to improve and change practice; they were learning

from their own practice and from their peers. Teachers had new ways of

doing things and honed their existing skills, wh i ¢ h pr odwiduale d O
freedom6 (Cohen 200 7)) . Teachers wiekrée oafl | otwkear
possibilities (How 2003). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) emphasise the work

of Patti Lather (1991) in catalytic validity which points to the degree to

whi ch research O6movesd6 those it studies t
way it is shaped in order for them to transform, a point also documented

by Cohen et al (2007), resulting in practitioners gaining self-understanding

and self-direction. Blake and Masschelein (2003) define critical theory

whereby the involvement and engagement in the reality under investigation

IS not an obstacle to, but a prerequisite of, their objectivity. There is an

emphasis on communication and interaction within this research, a

dialogue back and forth leading to a better state of knowledge (How 2003).

Bl ake and Masscheleinés (2003) ©pivotal p
thatit envi sages a hutghatstistnfoned bya sbappered ,
experience (ph5).tThedeacherdinitaslreSearch experienced

a sharpened knowledge and involvement of the delivery of effective

feedback in their practice.

Cohen et al (2007) discuss ideology critique and they draw on the work of
Habermas (1972) and discuss his four stages of ideology critique: to
describe and interpret the existing situation, to reflect on why it has evolved
in this way, to set about altering or changing the situation, and to evaluate
the outcome (pp.28-29). McLaren and Giarelli (1995) put forward the
concept t hat critical theory is | eading
empirical investigation, the task of interpretation and a critique of this
r e a |l pi2). yhos in(their opinion results in improved human existence by
viewing new knowledge for its emancipating or repressive potential.
Critical theory allows teachers to become self-c r i t i cal , to have a

eyed on otative conalusions @rookfield 2005).
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Denzin and Lincoln (1994) put forward a seven-step framework for critical
theory and | am arguing for an alignment of this research with that

framework and so within critical theory.

Critical Theory This Study
Denzin and Lincoln (1994)

1. Production of more useful This study is contributing to useful and relevant
and relevant research research on work by encouraging and allowing
on work the time and space for teachers who are working

together to collaborate on their practice.

2. Legitimizing worker There is an abundance of expertise already

knowledge in existence among our teaching practitioners.
This research is recognising that expertise
and knowledge.

3. Empowerment of workers Teachers are empowered as they are engaged
in change within their own practice, something
that is not directed from external management
or the Department.

4. Forced reorganisation of While | believe the term ‘forced’ is a strong way of
the workplace describing this, there is definitely a reorganisation of

the workplace in that teachers are now reorganising

themselves to collaborate with colleagues.

5. Inspiration of the When teachers are taking part in research and
democratization of science | legitimise their own knowledge they are in a better
space to take on wider educational research.

6. Undermining of technical The teachers are carrying out the research
rationality themselves, as they are well-trained workers in
their field.

7. Promotion of an awareness | This study is aiming to develop an expertise within
of worker cognition teachers to learn to teach themselves. Learning in
the workplace is becoming a way of life, a pivotal

part of the job.
N »,

Table 10 Critical Theory Matrix

In summary, critical theory is supportive of the concept of teachers locating
their work in a transformative praxis. The theory encourages dedicated
space and time for teachers to collaborate on their practice, which
recognises the existing expertise among the participants involved. This
leads to empowerment of the people. There was a focus on teachers
learning to teach themselves. Critical theory research involves taking part
in a process of critical world making, guided by the shadowed outline of a
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dream of a world less conditioned by suffering. The approach is guided by

hope.

4.5 Case Study Research
Case study resear ch ask gYin®R00d)wafterahed o6éwhy 6

researcher has limited control over how events unfold and the focus of the
study is on a o6cont ermpaneeeal-yi preocomearndw(
2004, p.1). Cousin (2006) states that it is important that the research focus
is within a édnaturalistic settingdé to gai
under scrutiny in its own habitat (p.423). This project asked FET teachers
to implement planned teaching interventions into their practice and to
examine its influence on teaching and learning. What influence does this

have on the professional learning within the case study institution?

According to Yin (1994), the case study O. .. contributes
knowl edge of individual,, organisational,
there is an i nnastteamd scionep Iteox 6s canduanld eprh e n
they all ow i nvestigations t o 6l . .retai
characteristicsofreal-l i f e ep.23). {Tle 8asd study organiser wants

to give readers of the research the expl
that they can share in the interpretation of the case, adjudicating its worth
alongside the resear c her 6 Z0@p u44).n This research asked
teachers to implement planned teaching strategies into their practice; it is
set in a real-life setting. Teaching and learning are complex phenomena i
it is challenging to understand them. The case study method has the
potential to generate insight into this area of research, and as the
researcher | was trying to understand the very complex social phenomena
of teaching and | earning and what it 61l o0
happens to the professional engagement of the participating teachers and
the case study institution when we worked with the intervention in an
intensive way. Case studies allow the researcher to explore in depth a
program, an event, an activity, a process, or one or more individuals
(Creswell 2003). Often the cases are bounded by time and investigators
collect detailed data using a variety of methods over a sustained period of
time (Stake 1995). Cohen et al (2011) cite Hitchcock and Hughes (1995)
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who highlight several hallmarks of case study research; rich and vivid

descriptions of events, chronological narrative of events, it focuses on

individual actor(s) or groups to understand their perceptions of events and

highlights specific events that are relevant to the case, the researcher is

integrally involved and the write up of the report tries to portray the richness

of findings that were found andt he f i ndi ngs @eakforal | owed
t hemsep98)s &aqde studies provide O6...uniqu
people in real situations, enabling readers to understand ideas more clearly

than simply by presenting themCowent h abstr
et al 2011, p.289). This project involved real teachers in real classrooms,

and the teacher s 0 reflectoom of what hgppened duang a tr ue
this research project. As the researcher, it was important for me that

participating teachers did not thinkt hey had t o dwantédetxt r a wor

to be seamless and valuable for them as teaching practitioners.

VanWynsberghe and Khan (2007) offer a prototype view of case study
research that allows for variability (p.4). They present seven common
features in a prototypical case study. This prototype provided guiding

principles to align this research within the case study research strategy.
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Contextual Details

Natural Setting

Boundedness

Working Hypotheses and lessons learned

Multiple data sources

Extendability

Explanation

The case study calls for an intensive and in-depth
focus on the specific unit of analysis and requires a
small sample size

This Study

This study took place in one FET centre. Six
experienced FET teachers were engaged.

Case studies aim to give the reader a sense of ‘being
there’ by providing a highly detailed, contextualised
analysis of ‘an instance in action’. The researcher
carefully delineates the ‘instance’ defining it in
general terms and teasing out its particularities

This study reveals genuine examples of practice and
the reader can read about ‘actions’ in class.

Case study researchers choose to systematically study
situations where there is little control over behaviour,
organisation or events. Case study is uniquely suitable
for research in complex situations because it advances
the concept that complex settings cannot be reduced
to single cause and effect relationships

This study did not control classroom events and the
interaction between the learners and their teacher
unfolded naturally without interventions from the
researcher. The study took place in the natural
setting of the FET classroom and centre.

Case studies provide a detailed description of a
specific temporal and spatial boundary. Attending to
place and time brings context to the structures and
relationships that are of interest.

The study took place in one FET centre over a
three-year period.

Researchers can generate working hypotheses and
leamn new lessons based on what is uncovered or
constructed during data collection and analysis in the
case study. The entity under study emerges throughout
the course of the study and it is this surfacing that can
bring the study to a natural conclusion.

The teacher-group sessions continuously contributed
to the ‘working hypotheses’ of the theory and a lot of
new learning took place during these sessions.

Case study routinely uses multiple sources of data,
which develops converging lines of inquiry, which
facilitates triangulation and offers findings that are
likely to be much more convincing and accurate.

Multiple sources of data were used for this study;
semi-structured interviews, teacher-group sessions,
documents, researcher journal.

Case studies can enrich and potentially transform

a reader’s understanding of a phenomenon by
extending the reader’s experience. The case study
researcher seeks to articulate relationships in context
often with the hope that the context and relationships
may resonate with the reader.

This study took place in an FET setting and should
extend to other similar sized FET educational
institutions.

Table 11 Prototypical Case Study
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According to Yin (1984), there are three types of case study: exploratory,
which acts as a pilot to other studies, descriptive, which presents a
narrative account of events and explanatory, which is testing theories. This
case study falls under the descriptive realm, as | give a descriptive
narrative account of how FET teachers implemented a planned teaching
and learning intervention into their classroom. The research question asks
how can | promote a professional learning community in the FET case
study institution. When we introduce a teaching and learning intervention,
what happens to learning in the centre as a result, and what happens to
student sé engagement with and understanc
influences, if any, does this activity have in relation to promoting the PLC
in the case study institution?

4.5.1 Prejudices against the Case Study Strategy

There has been disregard for the case study as a research strategy. It has

been viewed as a 0l ess desirabl ade form of
insights into this view. Yin argues that too often rigor in designing and

implementing case study research has not been adhered to. Researchers

have been 6sloppyd and have all owed bias
and outcomes. As the researcher in this project, | was highly cognisant of

these views on case study research and kept them to the fore at all times.

| collected and stored data meticulously with interview transcripts

transcribed by the researcher verbatim. | planned and implemented the

data collection as per outlined with research participants and this plan was

never deviated from. There were no delays at any stage in the data

collection process, and teachers commented that the time involved in the

research had passed quickly. Every item of data was taken from

transcripts or from teachersénotes given to the researcher, and so |, as the

researcher, was avoiding bias by using a rigorous approach. Another

reason for concern is that case study research does not offer broad

generalisation. How do we know that the outcomes from this research will

be the same or similar to other identical or similar cases? Yin (1994) offers

a reason for this in that o6...case studi e

to theoretical propositionsplnAthimdot to poc
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complaint of the case study is that they take too long and that they produce
very large amounts of documentation. Nisbet and Watt (1984) identify the
weaknesses of case study research in that they are not easily open to
crosschecking and may be selective, biased and subjective and are prone
to issues of observer bias (p.293). Because of this, researchers using the
case study research method need to be integrally mindful of these issues
and to constantly check in this regard. The authors (Nisbet and Watt 1984),

cited in Cohen et al (2011) do highlight however, that case studies can

6...embrace and build in unanticipated

which can all add to insightful data from qualitative research. Yin (1994)
reassures us that this is not necessary in case study research, that careful
planning and meticulous collation of data can counter balance these
issues. Cohen et al (2011) recognise that case study research has
particular advantages to educational researchers (p.292). They cite
Adelmanetal( 1980) in that case study

that they provide a natural basis for generalisation. The authors feel that

their strength I|ies in the o6...attenti

c a s @.892).( Case study research often recognises the complexity of
social truths and is very mindful of that when collecting and analysing data.
They are a 06s inggpts flom casecstudyoesdarch can be

interpreted directly and put to use. Case study research often presents

empirical research in a very Opublicly
t he

dat a

serving multiple audiences and makes

best, they allow readers to judge
(Cohenetal 2011, p.292). Stake (1995) states that the function of research
is not necessarily to map and conquer the world but to &ophisticateéthe
beholding of it (p.426).

At all stages in the research | was very mindful of the prejudices that are
outlined in relation to case study research. | was extremely conscious of
bias in this research, particularly because | am a work colleague of the
study participants. To ensure that bias was not present at all times, as the
researcher, | was meticulous about the planning and data collection as the

researcher. From the very start of the research | informed the teachers
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that we would be carrying out the research for two academic years, and
they were informed of the necessary commitment in terms of one to one
and group interviews that would take place. This careful preplanning and
communication of participant demands also ensured that time did not
become an issue. During typing of the interview and teacher discussion
group transcripts, the researcher crosschecked that they were accurate by
listening to the recording against the typed transcript. This researcher
wanted to recognise the 6écomplexity of s
responses involved and so allowed the research to be accessible
(Adelman et al 1980). Transcripts were shared with the interviewees.
During each teacher discussion group session, | shared my emerging
findings from the research at various intervals with the participants, who
fed back their responses to the group, and this further validated the data
findings. To improve validity further, data transcribing was performed
immediately in order to keep up to date and to control the large amounts of
documentation collation that is required in case study research.

4.6 Action Research within a Case Study

I will now explain the rationale behind my decision to use an action
research approach.  Action research has quite distinct defining
characteristics: it has a practical nature that involves change in a cyclical
process and includes participation (Denscombe 2010). Further, it involves
an enquiry into your own work, conducted by the self, into the self (McNiff
2002). In this case study it was others and myself in the institution. Action
research is open ended; it does not begin with a fixed hypothesis but with
an idea that you develop (McNiff 2002). The research process is the
developmental process of following through the idea, seeing how it goes,
and continually checking whether it is in line with what you wish to happen.
It is a form of self-evaluation. Action research alwayscont ai ns a d&ésoci &
i nt ent 6200Q)Man Mtentidn that one person improves their work for
their own benefit and the benefit of others. If one can improve and
understand what they are doing better, there is the potential to influence
the situation one is working in (Carr and Kemmis 1986). McKensie et al

(2012) discuss action research becoming participatory action research
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depending on who is invol veAdtitsimosteach of
participatory, researchers engage with participants as collaborators who
can inform project design, propose methods, facilitate some of the project
activities, and i mportantly review and
(McKensie et al p.12). For this research | engaged the participants as
collaborators who certainly contributed to the project design and facilitiated
the project activities of implementing the planned teaching and learning
intervention. The participants also supported me as the researcher in the
review and evaluation of that process. The authors highlight the work of
Clark (1972) stating that a planned and structured intervention is executed
as part of the action phase, with clearly defined roles for the participants
and the researchers. During this research project | was guided by the work
of Jack Whitehead (2006) and his action plan framework. He asks anyone
engaging in an action research project a number of questions, two of which
| focused on in particular; what issue am | interested in researching, and
why do | want to research this issue? As previously noted, my objective
was to consider ways to promote a professional learning community within
the FET teaching profession. | saw that there were very little opportunities
for teachers to getinvolved in dialogue around their practice within the case
study institution. | noted that there was a wealth of insightful knowledge
present among the teaching team and so | set about exploring
opportunities to share that knowledge among the whole centre. Time was
not being made for this type of activity. | sought to share my values
regarding the benefits of teachers talking and sharing practice ideas and
examining opportunities to collaborate. | wanted to take a practical and
validated teaching and learning intervention (feedback) and work with this
as the focus for the research project. The aim was to explore what
happens to teacher learning when we introduce a planned teaching and
learning intervention to the FET classroom. What happens to learning and
professional engagement within the case study institution? To continue
with  Whitehead® questions, why did | want to research this issue?
Because | have a very solid belief in AfL theory and considered it was a
very practical, suitable and progressive teaching and learning

methodology. The planned teaching and learning intervention in this
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project was feedback, which is a pivotal element of AfL theory. The

practical, everyday use of the intervention was a positive way to engage

teachers in the research and the use of the intervention and the project

itself would provide opportunities for the research participants to develop a

new focus on teaching and learning. Whitehead and McNiff (2006) discuss
Oexperiencamgaoheseh§ contradictiond in
tension of holding together the values that constitute their humanity and

the experience of their deni al bun thap this afténi stneulates

action or change that often @nable the value to be lived more fully in

practiced( p. 4) . My O61living contradictiondé wa:
in AfL theory in my practice than what | was currently doing, and | wanted

to engage with the theory more with my colleagues.

4.6.1 Critical Perspective on Action Research Strategy

Action research involves partnership relationships and subsequently
makes research matters ambiguous. Denscombe (2010) asks who is in
charge, who calls the shots, who decides on appropriate action and who
owns the data. These are imperative questions that need clear, sensitive
discussion between all partners in the research from the start. In August
2014, | invited teachers to an initial session about the research. | clearly
outlined the plan of the project in that | was inviting teachers to participate
in a two-year research project where teachers would implement a teaching
and learning focused intervention into their practice. | stated that one-to-
one as well as discussion group interviews would be carried as a method
of data collection. While | pointed out that as the researcher in the project,
would give guidance on appropriate action, it was also stated that as
research participants they could get involved in the action elements of the
project throughout its lifetime, to shape the research so that it suited them
in their context. My objective in this was to encourage the research
participants to get deeply engaged and involved so they had ownership
and thatthey approached the study with a Ospi
2009). It has been argued that ownership of the research process can be
contestable within the framework of the partnership relationship between

practitioner and researcher (Denscombe 2010), however, for this project it
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was encouraged. Participating teachers were informed that data collection
would form the basis of an educational dissertation. Grundy (2009) in
discussing quality educational reform states that action research
0éprovidepransepl e$ fpd%) and that one df these

(@)
—~

principles is participation. She discusses how change is dependent upon
ownership of the change, which depends on patrticipation in the decision
that led to that change by those most affected (p.35). Other criticisms of
the action research methodology are scope and scale where the work-site
approach affects the representativeness of the findings and limits
generalisation (Denscombe 2010). The author also points out control and
workload being a disadvantage of the method. Impartiality is a key factor
in carrying out action research as it is challenging to detach oneself and be
impartial in your approach to the research. From the outset of this project
| was cognisant of these critical factors and continuously checked that
these factors were not influencing the research in any way. The action
research cycles are discussed in detail in chapter five. The diagram below

outlines in brief the three cycles as they were designed.

Phase 1 (Jan-May 2015) Phase 2 (Sep 15-Jan 16) Phase 3 (Feb-June 16)

* Implemented 2 feedback * Implemented 3rd * Implemented 4th feedback
strategies (Time in class and feedback strategy strategy (Asking questions)
Focusing on what's next) * (Feedback to the task) * LO Project

* 2Teacher group sessions | « Teacher group session *  Final teacher group session

* Firstround of one to one * Second round of one to * Third round of one to
interviews one interviews one interviews

L * 2 Whole centre activities * Whole centre activity

Table 12 Action Research Cycles

Grundy (2009) assures us not to be concerned with teachers naming
themselves as action researchers and st
reform is not dependent om3%nThiswasarti cul a
the guiding ethos adopted for this research. In essence, participation in

the research was to bring about responsibility and to allow autonomy to

develop.
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4.7 Data Collection Methods
According to Cohen et al (2011) case studies often have many elements

operating within the single case study and as a result there are many data
collection methods and many sources of evidence recommended. This
study used a variety of data collection tools: semi-structured interviews,
teacher group discussions, researcher journal, and participant notes in the
form of a teacher notebook and documents.

4.7.1 The Research Interview

Kvale( 2007) asks oO01lf you want to know how i

and theirlives, why not t all)k Thehuman canbveesatichads
a basic method of interaction that we use every day in our lives. We get to
know people through conversation; we learn about their experiences,

feelings, hopes, desires (Kvale 2007). The research interview goes

(p.

beyond the everyday conversation and 6. .. becomes

and listening approach with the purpose of obtaining thoroughly tested
knowl edged ( Kyv aldoeghe iht@rGieiver plgys a more passive
role in the conversation than one would in a normal conversational

interaction (Loxley et al 2010, p.4). In the research interview a stage is

being set up where the interviewer

i s in

director of the performance as 6 The r esear ch | nvieawr vi ew i

where knowledge is constructed in the inter-action between the interviewer
and the intervi eteTdsaripkwaslaaon-prébability
purposive sample, with interviewees being selected because they had a
specific contribution to make and because they have 6 uni que
(Denscombe 2010) into the phenomena under investigation.

4.7.2 Why Interviewing for this Research?

Loxley et al (2010) point out that if you want to understand the personal
and subjective experiences of your respondents, their perceptions and
emotions around a particular topic, and if you want to explore in more detalil
a particular answer to a particular question, then the research interview will
provide the answer to these needs. Meanings and issues can be explored,
ambiguity is reduced and answers can be probed and compared, which

leads to more sophisticated interpretations of the data. People in general
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find it easier to express themselves orally rather than in writing (Loxley et
al 2010, p.6). As the researcher in this study it was necessary for me to
gather the personal and subjective experiences of the teachers and hear
what it meant for them to be engaged in the research project. | wanted to
gather data that would enable me to explore the professional learning as a
result of the teachers working collaboratively and what experiences unfold
as a result of their engagement and responses with the intervention. For
the purposes of this research individual interviews with participating
teachers took place at particular intervals in the life of the project. It was
agreed with the teachers and the researcher that interviews would take

place on completion of implementing each of the four feedback strategies.

Timeline of Interview Schedule

Mar - Apr 2015 Nov - Dec 2015 Apr - May 2016
Interview One following Interview Two following Interview Three following
implementation of implementation of implementation of

strategies Time in class strategy Feedback to strategy Asking
and Focusing on the task questions
what’s next

Figure 10 Timeline of Interview Schedule

Teachers were aware that an interview would follow once the feedback
strategy was implemented for the specified timeframe. It was important to
facilitate research participants to attend at times that were suitable to their
schedule and other work patterns and this required planning and
preparation (Denscombe 2010). An interview schedule was designed
using a two-column table with one column stating the prescribed research
questions and the next column rewriting those questions using more
interview style language (See appendix 1). This was important as it gave the
researcher the opportunity to ask several questions in order to gain as
much insightful data as possible from the teachers. The interview schedule
also helped the interview run smoothly and keep to time. In particular, I,
as the research interviewer, aimed to decipher the thoughts and feelings
of the teachers involved on this focus on feedback in their practice. As the

interviewer | was activel y f ol |l owing up on the

was seeking to 6clarify and extend

p.4) to gain further depth of knowledge from the teachers.
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4.7.3 Teacher Discussion Groups

Focus group interviewing can be described as an informal discussion
among a group of selected individuals about a particular topic (Wilkinson
2004). The aim of focus groups is to describe and understand meanings
and interpretations about a specific topic from the perspective of the
participants in the group. Kitzinger (1995) highlighted that in focus group
discussions people are encouraged to talk to one another, to ask
questions, exchange anecdotes and stories and gaining access to such
variety of communication is useful because people6 s knowl edge an:i
attitudes are not entirely encapsulated in reasoned responses to direct
questions (Kitzinger 1995, p.299). While focus groups were not employed
in their strictest method for this research project, the setting up of the
teacher discussion groups were informed by focus group data collection

methodology.

Using the teacher discussion groups as a method of data collection was a
very important factor in this research; it was an opportunity for teachers to
discuss the planned intervention and how it is working and to encourage
the teacher learning and engagement that was being promoted by the
instance of this project. Ki t zi nger (1995) noted that 6
can generate more critical comments than interviews6(p.311), and so | as
the researcher was confident that a combination of individual interviews
and the teacher discussion groups would generate rich, insightful data for
the study. Throughout the period of the research a number of teacher
discussion group sessions took place and these sessions were arranged
around the work patterns of the participating teachers. Before data
collection began a number of teacher discussion group sessions took place
during the preparatory phase of the study. This allowed for informal
discussion among the research participants on the particular topic
(feedback) to occur (Wilkinson 2004). Looking back at these sessions, |
realised that they allowed for interpersonal familiarity and encouraged a
range of responses to gain insight into 6 éunder standing of at

behaviour s, opinions and pelvedénpthei onsé o

109



Chapter 4 Research Methodology and Methods

project (Kitzinger 1995). Once ethical approval was granted in January

2015 it paved the way for the commencement of data collection.

Timeline of Teacher Discussion Group Session Interviews

March 2015 May 2015 January 2016 June 2016
Group session Group session Group session Group session
following following following following
implementation of implementation of implementation of implementation of
strategy one strategy two strategy three strategy four

Figure 11 Timeline of Teacher Discussion Group Sessions

4.8 Triangulation, Validity and Reliability
The concept of triangulation requires re:

the activities in their research to include several data collection

methodologies (Flick 2007). Triangulation enhances the quality of the data

i n gualitative research, 6. ..triangul at
different levels, which means they go beyond the knowledge made

possible by one approach and this contributes to promoting quality in
researchoé (BIl)ck 2FO0GT7c,k p(.2007) uses Denz
triangulation as O0...the combiaoithea i on of
same phenomenad (207 n Accondinglt® Fliok, (20Qv),
Denzinds critics would argue that triang
more comprehensive and grounded grasp of the phenomena under

investigation as the validation of outcomes from the research (Fielding and

Fielding 1986; Silverman 1985).

For the purpose of this research, four data collection methods were
employed: one-to-one interviews, teacher discussion group sessions,
documents from teachers and researcher journal of observations and
reflections. In using these methods as researcher, | was aiming to view
happenings from more than one perspective (Denscombe 2010). However,
there are steps that the researcher can take to show that the data was
interpreted and analysed with rigour at each juncture of the data collection
stages. | wanted to gain a deep understanding of what was happening and
to explore data from different perspectives or situations. Once an individual
strategy was implemented a one-to-one interview was carried out with

participating teachers in the study. In order to explore responses further a
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teacher discussion group session was scheduled with all participating
teachers in the research. Right throughout the life of study | kept a detailed
researcher journal that documented observations and responses from
interviews, group sessions and other moments of discussion during the
data collection phase. Documents such as lesson plans, feedback
templates and evaluation sheets from teachers (see appendix 6) were
discussed and examined throughout the data collection period (August
2014 to June 2016). The benefits of all the data collection methods and
the associated triangulation allowed me to get a fuller picture that focused

6éon producing complementary data that e
the findingsd Defiscombe 2010, p.348) and thus added confidence in the
research data and findings. This in turn validated the data for me as the
researcher.
Case Study Data Collection
Individual interviews One to one interviews with each of the participating
teachers took place following the implementation of
each feedback strategy
Teacher Discussion A teacher group session took place with all participating
Group Sessions teachers following one-to-one interviews to discuss the
strategy and teachers responses on how it worked in the
class. See appendix 3 for guiding questions.
Participating teachers were involved in designing
teaching tools throughout the life of the study as well
additional projects on learning outcomes of modules
Researcher Journal A detailed researcher journal was taken throughout the
data collection period on observations during individual
and focus group sessions as well as other moments
and developments in the timeframe of the study )
Table 13 Triangulation and Data Collection Methods
Researchers often struggle with issues that compromise the
trustworthiness of qualitative research findings (Elo et al 2014) and so Elo
etalst ate that trustworthiness of qualitat
by using terms such as credibility, dependability, conformability,
transferability, and authenticitydé (p. 1)

being part of all stages of a research project from data collection to
reporting of results, and they argue that it is critical to scrutinize
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trustworthiness at each phase with great attention. Throughout this
pr o] datatcdlection period every effort was made to validate the data
and ensure validity and reliability. This meant also specific strategies to
eliminate bias by using the same schedule of questioning with each
research participant and employing the same amount of interview time with
each participant. According to Oppenheim (1992) as cited in Cohen et al
(2011) there are several causes of bias in interviewing: poor rapport
between interviewee and interviewer, changes to question wording, poor
prompting and biased probing, alteration to sequence of questions,
inconsistent coding of responses, poor handling of difficult interview
(p.205). To reduce biased responses Cohenetal( 2011) suggest O6ca
formul ati ondé a@ifthe neanigytsicrgstalscleas and thonough
training of interviewer so that an interviewer is more aware of the possible
problems (p.205) and so in preparing the interview schedule | was
cognisant of how questions were created and that they related to the AfL
strategy that was being implemented.

During data collection my guiding principle was that the data was
reasonabatye dacduappr opr i2610)e At all(tiDeshn s c o mb e
was aware of the need to ensure that the
and checked in accor p299i Itabhiewpdthisiby pr act i ¢
ensuring transcripts were labelled in named folders so it was clear and

easy to access the data at later stages in the research process. This
research was 6grounded aenxdt eeampivel gali nd af
(Denscombe 2010, p.299) as the research project took place over two

academic years and extended periods of time were spent on location which

bui 't a 0det aiwhatwhs lampenad durimg tibe pwjéct. This

adds credibility to the research (p.299). That said, | was an integral part of

the research in three ways that needed to be carefully managed: | was

facilitating the research in the centre, | was a teaching colleague of the

research participants and more critically, | was the leader in the centre.

This situation can raise the issue of reliability and questions if the research

would translate the same or similar if the same instruments were used by

different researchers. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) there is a way
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of working towards reliability in qualitative research and that is
dependability, which they state, d°rincipally, these revolve around the
demonstration that their research reflects procedures and decisions that
other researchers can O6seed and evaluate
reputable and reasonable decisionso p.300). In order to achieve reliability
in this research | gave an explicit account of the methods used, and the
analysis approach. Further, all areas of decision making are documented
which is demonstrating in as much detail as possible the lines of enquiry
that led to the particular conclusions (Seale et al 1999, cited in Denscombe
2010). Lincoln and Guba (1985) discuss transferability and ask the
qualitative researcher to what extent could the findings from your research
be transferred to other instances (Denscombe 2010, p.301). This was a
guiding focus for me as the researcher T how can this focused activity on

feedback in our centre be transferred to others centres of FET.

4.9 Ethical Issues and Considerations
Dealing with ethical related actions needs to be incorporated into the

research from the early stages of developing the theme and designing the
research questions, right through to the final phases of analysis and
reporting. The integrity of the researcher is brought into question as the
researcher may only hear what they want to hear and ignore other
elements of the phenomena being investigated. | have worked with the
research participants for over 10 years and as Kvale (2007) points out if

the researcher knows the respondents too well it will be difficult for a
profession a | di stance t éthdrele antad inerveewen aam |, 0
involve a tension between a professional distance and a personal
friendshipdé Z9KWmaolrede20@©, apr.oi d t he Ot ensi
by Kvale above, for the purposes of this research it was vitally important to

firmly outline the framework of the relationship between the researcher and

the participants from the very beginning of the study where the researcher
stressed that the relationships developed in relation to this research were

based on professional teacher-to-teacher interactions. | have always been

a teaching colleague with the members of the group as well as the leader

in the centre. |feel our existing teacher-to-teacher interactions were based
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on trust and mutual respect and so posed no tensions in relation to the
project. The resulting research was collaborative in nature rather than a

Or eseegraahdrci pan tAnotherclzalerge, @acdeding to Kvale

(2007) is how to act &éneut r.ahichmgednswhi | e

not to advantage some members in the field and disadvantage others or
not to become party to a conflict bet ween member s 126).
The nature of this study was reflective, as the study participants
implemented new teaching interventions and reflected on their practice.
This type of activity can bring many emotions to the participants. However,
as the participants are experienced FET teachers working together for over
a decade, | was confident that exposure to discomfort and distress was
limited. Ethical considerations focus on three areas: securing consent from
the participants of the interview process, ensuring the right to and
protection of privacy (anonymity) and seeing that the respondents need to
be protected from harm (Fontana and Frey 2005). For this research,
teachers were invited to participate in the project and a particular effort was
made informing them of their voluntary engagement in the research. The
participant consent form (See appendix 5) was clear and succinct and
teachers were aware of their obligations in the research but were also
aware of their rights as a participant in that they can withdraw from the

project at any time and their data will be omitted from the final dissertation.

t

h e

f

b «

€

BERAOGs Ethical Guidel i nes B)guidedkEtdeuc at i on a

data protection protocols and research ethics applied in this study. Every
effort was made to inform participating teachers of my obligations as a
researcher to protect their privacy and anonymity, and in the case of the
latter | used pseudonyms throughout the written thesis. | informed the
participants that it was also my duty to protect them from harm (Fontana
and Frey 2005). To embark on this research, it was necessary to gain
ethical approval from the National University of Ireland, Galway. The
committee did query how I, as the researcher, would deal with the power
relations that will exist in this project. To address this issue, | was
cognisant of how power relations are linked to pre-established roles,
positions and relationships (Banegas and Villacanas de Castro 2015). As

the manager and leader of the research participants and having a
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managerial role in the case study institution, at all times | was vigilant about
not abusing the power relationships that already exist and in this regard,
not to cross any ethical boundaries. As the teacher leader in the case study
institution there was potential for a natural conflict of interest to arise.
However, | was very aware and mindful of this and planned all events of
data collection to suit the participating teachers. Moore (2012) discusses
being an ¢6éinsiderd and having to
discusses recruitment dil emmas and
who were | i kelldy Far this rasgarch, ¢ idvited pll teachers
working in the centre during the academic years 2014 1 2015 and 2015 1
2016 to participate in the project. | did not know who was going to get
involved and | recall that | was surprised at the uptake. | discussed with
the participants about the collaborative nature of the research and the
influences my roles (teaching colleague, researcher and leader) within the
centre wil/ have on the project.
understand the power dynamics at wor kdé and so |
60élinked to maintaining confident
2015). Asaworkingunit,t we al ready had a very
Tolhurst 2002) relationship with each other that was characterised by
mutual respect. At the induction workshop of the project, | highlighted to
the teachers that the benefits to us in our practice would be positive.
However, | also highlighted that the benefits to me personally were that |
was going to achieve a PhD qualification. My guiding premise in relation
to my positionality within the research project was that this project should
be 6émemorabl e, engaging, and mea
honesty, teachers and | e an earendss aof
et hical dil emmas around agentsbo
Villacanas de Castro 2015, p.64). | felt that |1 could offer particular
knowledge and expertise that will support this project group. However, |
was hoping that at different times other members of the group would take
the lead in relation to different elements of the action being undertaken
(Kemmis and McTaggart 2005) and this did happen in relation to additional
projects that evolved within the centre; whole centre activities around

assessment and a learning outcomes project.
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During the data collection period, teachers were encouraged to bring their
ideas to the project and | encouraged them to decide how the study should
unfold for them individually and as a group. This happened quite early in
the project during the preparatory phase when teachers decided on how to
implement the AfL intervention into their classroom and how it would
develop within the research project. As a result, the participating teachers
had ownership of the research project and there was a continuous
emphasis on shared planning.

Privacy in data management is a critical element of research methodology
and so research design needs to include stringent controls of data storage.
All data gathered from interview and teacher discussion group sessions
were recorded. Following each recording they were transferred to a
password protected computer belonging to the researcher, which was
backed up on a regular basis. The researcher transcribed all recordings,
and thus provided further anonymity for the research participants. The
researcher journal was kept safely and data storage was handled with the
utmost care and attention, by keeping text files and recordings in password
protected computer devices, throughout the life of the research so that

none was lost or tampered with.

4.10 Data Collection Schedule and Processes
During data collection, | carefully planned and meticulously collated the

data (Yin 1994). | was highly aware of this issue and so set about having
a strict schedule of data collection events based on the academic year.
From the start of this research project | was cognisant that | was asking my
teaching cohélemgmeith oy esiaéch. Given my own
experience as an FET teacher | felt in order to start an initiative in an FET
centre it is best to do this at the beginning of the terms in the academic
calendar. The data collection schedule was designed accordingly.
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Feedback Strategy No. 1 - Time in class (after mid-term break) )

Feedback Strategy No. 2 Focusing on what's next (:

=

February
2015

Recorded 1st group session with teachers on the planned interventions
and 1st Individual participant interviews

Recorded 2nd group session with teachers on the planned interventions

Regrouping with teachers on the planned interventions to implement
Feedback Strategy No. 3 Feedback to the task versus the self
(after summer break)

2nd Individual participant interviews

Buiquosuel] - S9)0U JaYdIeasay

Recorded 3rd group session with teachers on the planned interventions
Feedback strategy No. 4 Asking three questions (After Christmas break)

3rd Individual participant interviews

Final 4th recorded group session with teachers on the planned interventions)

Figure 12 Data Collection Schedule

This timing worked very well within the FET context. Teachers are often
planning the delivery of their modules around identified terms in the
academic year (highlighted in figure 12) and so it was a positive method of
knowing when to introduce the planned intervention. This further validates
this research as it shows that this kind of activity in an FET centre needs
to be planned and not sprung on the teachers mid-term when they are
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already in the flow of teaching for that term. Johnson and Smith (2008)
discussed implementing an intervention and carried out evaluations at key
times of the academic year, wh a't

ser vi ce &) whigcheltowed thém to determine the effectiveness
of instruction. This allowed the teachers involved in that study to adjust
and make changes at key times in the academic year in order for the
student to progress successfully. | gave the participating teachers control
over the project and this allowed them to dictate it in many ways to suit
their own practice. Carl Rogers (2002) discusses the facilitation of learning
beingabout permitting individuals t
directed by their own interests. Rogers also advocates the unleashing a

sense of inquiry, opening everything out to questioning and exploration.

t hey

He argues that out of such a context

creative scientists and scholars, and practitioners, the kind of individuals
who can live in a delicate and ever-changing balance between what is
presently known and the flowing, moving, altering problems and facts of
t he f ut u mhasds whapl wan&d to achieve in this project: | wanted
the participating teachers to unleash a sense of inquiry in how they deliver
feedback in their practice. The aim was to facilitate them to do this in a
way that best suited them in their practice. This was important for me as
the researcher in the project, that the teachers would generate the spirit of
inquiry themselves, from themselves in their practice. | wanted them to

have ownership of their own changes in their practice.

4.11 Data Analysis
In qualitative research, the researcher is often left with pages and pages of

written text. The generally accepted approach is that the researcher codes,
categorises and makes sense of that written text (Loxley et al 2010).
Approaching the data analysis for this research was a lengthy and rigorous
process. It was a continuous interactive process, which began in earnest
when interviews and teacher discussion group sessions were taking place,
and also when interview recording were being transcribed. Researchers
who carry out their own interview transcriptions can continue to add hidden,

rich detail to the data, which will contribute to the later stage of analysing
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(Kvale 2007). As the researcher | could remember the social cues of the
respondents during the recorded sessions. Over time, | reflected | was
getting a real feel for what the respondent was saying and doing as

evidenced in my journal in March:

Teachers can see the benefit of collaborative teaching. Itis not easy and
it takes time but as one teacher noted in the group session this will get
easier as we progress with it. The collaborative tasks allowed them to
gain deep meaning and understanding in their practice, an opportunity
that they did not have before (Researcher Journal, 7 March 2016)

Data analysis for this research involved a three-step process: reading
transcripts to identify and organise the data into codes, collation of those
codes in a suitable format for analysis for writing the thesis at a later stage
and narrowing down the codes into themes. In order to organise the data
into codes | read the transcripts numerous times in order to get an in-depth
understanding of what the data was telling me. This involved several
readings of the transcripts and taking notes in the form of key phrases or
actions on the extended right-hand margin, where a large space was
available for taking notes.
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RS What do you think of the two strategies we have focus on
so far, time in class and focusing on what's next, what are your
4 views on them so far?

) well as of implementing them the students have engaged AN
6 and have taken a lot of what is on board the class has a maturity
7 and an ability to take on feedback which is gooq—_bompared to
8  other classes that | have had, which is good.So the two

9  strategies are working, they are fine and them to be bracing the

10  idea of discussion and feedback and embracing feedback as a

1 eolecﬁve]

12 S Did you prefer one of the strategies over the other or did
13 you notice a difference or any examples of how it worked well or
14 didn't work well

15 J | think, once I, the subtle differences | formally introduced S

16  the and told them what | was doing in terms of, not telling them

17 what we are doing here but told them that in the particular

18  classes a certain period of time of the class is feedback. They y e

19 were a little bit shy in terms of....1 told them | was going to IR T

20  engage in a two way situation of giving them feedback in front of ‘ ! 2 o
21 each other, looking at the strengths and weaknesses of what [ ‘
22 they have done so far| They seem to embrace it and find it a 1 o {
23 very valuable addition to the course because | think they, some e

24 felt they were not getting that from anywhere else and they took it | -\~ l

25 all on board)One student had a negative at the start and then leoe 7]

26 apologised and said that | was 100% correct and actually he Lo ke oAk RIAN
27  valued the feedback that he got.

28 S So they are certainly responding to the strategies you
would feel?

J They are certainly responding and the two, in terms of the J
31 two strategies, it depends [it's trying to work out what best suits B e s ol
32 the dynamic of the class and sometimes the idea of givingthem |~ 1« ..

33 the formative way or actually discussing and giving them, telling ML AL weove e

34 them it is feedback tends to it worked for these guys j

35  whereas not so much the way, not knowing that they b’ el -
O vos
o Qous! \
Shudle K

Figure 13 Interview Transcript

The transcripts were read again to ensure that no key elements were

omitted from the dat a. This is defined i
how you define what the data by2007, are ana
p.38). According to Gibbs (2007) it O6éinvol v
one or more passages of text or other data items such as parts of pictures

t hat, in some sense, exemplify the same
(p.38). Codes started to develop and appear, telling me a story of what

happened in this research. The codes that emerged from the data of all
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my perspective, are as follows:

Sharing Pursuing new More focus Honing skills Investment Thinking
knowledge about practice

Changing Student Frustrations Awareness Mindful Opportunities
involvement

Outside Movement Reflection Broadening Collaboration Openness

influences perspectives

Relationship Leadership Intervention Enrichment Dialogue and Planning

building discourse on

\_ learning 3

Table 14 Initial Research Codes

The next step in processing the data was to categorise the coded data
(Gibbs 2007) i quotes from the teacher and teacher discussion group
interviews. This was a very complex and lengthy procedure of setting up
individual

spreadsheet documents for each interview and having

worksheets within the workbook for each individual teacher.

121



Chapter 4 Research Methodology and Methods

i) Mg —
Draw Page Layout Formulas Data Review View
ol s = — — e
u*~‘ v 3{’ St Arial v||12 A~ A~ = | = N D =79 Wrap Text
1} Copy ~ N
Pasti v v ilvl A |v = = = &= #= - v
sk <’ Format B|I|VY B == =|= = == Merge & Center
B8 : fx pg.110-12 it got me out of my comfort zone and made me interact a bit better with the ¢
A B c D E
1 Codes Quotes Category Quotes Category
pg. 4 119-122 | thought they were
very good and positive and | think it
Sharing helped to assess tutors to chat a bit
about things, it had a positive
effect, like we had something to do
and discuss as a team which | think
2 can only be helpful going forward. organisation
< 3 Pursuing new knowledge
~—
Q pg. 2 35-40 Yea, you always seem
— to have patience but | think it
"% increases your awareness to be pg. 2 66-69 | think so, yea,
— that bit more patient. | was just because even in the
thinking into the future, this word Business Administration
= More focus feedback, maybe, one of the now | am thinking of this
(o] questions | was just thinking maybe feedback very early in the
t to ask the students what do they module whereas | wouldn’t
7 think when they see this word teacher have been thinking that
@ feedback? What do they expect response early about it say a few teacher
= ] 4 from it? intervention years ago. response
(o] pg. 3 101-102 Am, I think it
(] Honing skills probably helps to try and be more  teacher
o 5 current with your teaching, response
(8]
— 5 164-165 | think we have to
© Investment Pg. g
Q make a bit of time for itand itis not
g 6 easy to make time. It's informative. organisation
pg. 3 105-107 Oh am, it's amazing
Thinking about practice sometimes when you look at your
notes or excerpts how the years go
by and something that you think is teacher
7 pretty new might be 4 years old response
pg. 2 53-54 | think it just
. . .1 10-12 it got me out of my helps you to have more
Broadening perspective |°¢
9 porse comfort zone and made me interact teacher interaction with the teacher
8 a bit better with the students. response students, response
P 9 Outside influences
4 » Teacher Session 3 P Inter 3 Kinter 3 B inter 3 JInter 3 T inter 3 Alnter 3
Ready

Figure 14 Collation of Coded Data

Quotes were then taken from the interview transcripts representing the
codes identified. While this iterative process was lengthy it was necessary:
it helped organise the data so as to make sense of what the teachers were
saying. On closer examination of the coding | found there was a lot of
t he nire @dereta
t hemat 2007, p.3@)e aATkiHis

described as data-driven coding, also known as open coding. The ethos

overl ap 1in codes so |

establish a frame wo r k of

behind this method is that you have an open-mind when you are looking at
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the data; you are waiting to see what the data tells you. But Gibbs (2007)

warns that we need to review the data without any preconceived ideas of

what we are going to find. This | found challenging as the researcher as

you are so immersed in the data all along and you are trying to have an

objective perspective of what the research participants are telling you. He

advises that we O0éstart by reading the t¢
happenpd4bgd ( Wisker (2008) draws on the v
ideas for drawing conclusions from qualitative data. Robson suggests to
Oérecogni se and devel op patterns SO0 t h
responses together because of their similarity and frequency, cluster them

and bring them together because of their relation to a limited number of

f a ct p32@).0So,(while | had already identified broad codes there was

a need now to arrange these codes in a more organised way. This is where

| developed a categorization of codes:t hey needed to be darra
more meaningfulsystem. 6 Codes t hat are similar kinds
about the same thing are gathered together under the same branch of the

hi er ar c hy20@,(pG3).bTinese was a need to group the 24 codes
intablel4i nt o | arger, Oparent 6 ndsochgagm | or e mer
had to look at what the data was telling me. The end result of this was a

categorization of codes that were reflective of the data.

As this project was deeply focused on the participating teachers in the
study a teacher practice related code emerged as a parent code.
Participating teachers talked a lot about students and their involvement in
the study and in their learning in general. The learning environment related
code features new collaboration activities between students and teachers
and about feedback in practice. The third parent code was the context and
change related code. This code highlights data from the text that identifies
teachers broadening their engagement with teaching and seeking
opportunities for collaboration and change. Gibbs (2007) identifies many
benefits of developing a categorization of codes: it keeps things tidy, it can
constitute an analysis of the data in itself, it prevents the duplication of
codes, it helps you to see the range of possible ways things could be and

it makes possible certain types of analytic questions (pp.75-76). | began
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to see patterns and comparisons and found explanations and began to
build the analysis from that. At the end of this iterative data analysis

process the categorization of codes for this research looked like this:

Categorisation of Codes

Teacher Practice Learning Environment Context and Change

Reflective Practice Student Involvement Investment

Mindful Relationship building Collaboration

Sharing Intervention Change — new ways of doing
More focus Enrichment Broadening Perspective
Pursuing new knowledge Dialogue & discourse on learning Movement

Thinking about practice Planning Openness

Honing Skills Outside Influences

Belief in Student — Partnership
Opportunities

Frustrations

Figure 15 Categorisation of Codes

The three 6 par e nt Geacheo gracsce, (earning environment and
context and change) were not prioritised in any order but were evidenced
in varying degrees with the three cycles, critical and unique, within the
findings. By spending time developing this categorization of codes | began
to delve deeper and ask what is happening in the FET case study institution
as the intervention was developed. This process started off with 24 codes
but having developed the above categorization there were now three to
focus on: teacher practice, learning environment and context and change.
This made it much easier to handle and process the data. The approach
was to look at the data as chronological comparisons and the tables that
had been used to gather quotes representing the various codes were
allowing this to happen. The participating teachers worked on this project
together over two academic years and | wanted to capture the story the
data presented. What were teachers saying during the life of the study,
what were the participatiwerperegatier soé vi
so determine the answers to the research questions of what happened.
The chronological comparison happens by reading across the rows (Gibbs
2007) of what the teacher said, for example, about sharing in their practice

at the start of the study and towards the end of the project.

Data analysis can be a very difficult and time-consuming aspect to
qgualitative data resemmeh.ic lanhdi snétrute
(Basit 2002, p.152). According to Basit (2002), you need to code your data
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in order to organize and categorise themes that emerge from your
research. Basit refers to McCracken (1
qualitative data is to determine the categories, relationships and
assumptions that inform toldéngenera,pmndent s o
of the topic in particular (p.143). By coding the data you are putting
meaning to the words spoken by your respondents and how their meaning
will fit into the overall phenomena you are researching. Basit (2002) cites
Seideland Kele ( 1995) where they see O6...the ro
relevant phenomena; collecting examples of those phenomena; and
analysing those phenomena in order to find commonalities, differences,
patterns and 14t rAs tbe raseaecked, | regded to make
sense of the codes and categories that | created for the research analysis.
This process involved the identification of relationships between items of
data across the participating teachers, noticing relevant phenomena in
identifying the codes and analysing them in the excel sheet across the six
teachers over the two-year period of the research in order to find
commonalities and differences, which concluded in identifying patterns and

structures in the form of the categorisation of codes (figure 14).

4.12 Methodological Limitations
According to Denscombe (2010) there are four bases of judging the

credibility of research: validity, reliability, generalizability and objectivity.
With a qualitative study it is challenging to prove the validity of your
research (Lincoln and Guba 1985), as there is a need to persuade and
assure readers that the data are reasonably accurate and appropriate
(Denscombe 2010, p.299). In this study | continuously checked and
rechecked that the data was produced and therefore interpreted accurately
within good practice guidelines. This was achieved through the
triangulation methods employed for the research. Another issue is the
need to ensure the reader that the data is reliable and trustworthy. In this
study this was achieved by detailing the processes that were taken to
initiate, carry out and implement the research procedures. This research
has outlined in chronological detail the process that took place over the
two-year life of the project. This research project has revealed an explicit
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account of the methods used: analysis and decision making that took place
(Seale et al, 1999 as cited in Denscombe 2010), in order to show
trustworthiness and reliability on data collection. In the conclusion chapter
the project limitations are outlined.

4.13 Conclusion
This chapter has presented a detailed description of the methodological

approach employed in this research. The constructivist approach was
identified as the research paradigmast he i ncl usi on of
and opinions is important for the inquiry. The respondent and inquirer are
working together towards a greater, more sophisticated understanding of
a phenomenon of teaching within an FET context. The chapter discusses
the influence of critical theory on this research project. The strategy
employed in this research project was action research within a case study
and the reasons for this choice have been argued. Data collection methods
of interviews and teacher discussion group sessions as well as the
researcherdos reflective journal f
one-to-one and group interviews utilised were argued as appropriate
methods to gather the main data for this study: how to promote a
professional learning community among FET teachers in the case study
institution. This chapter has outlined how the research data was gathered,
checked and triangulated in order to ensure that the research was carried
out with integrity, validity, and reliability and without bias. The approach to
data analysis is described as well as ethical issues and considerations that

were considered and managed.

The next chapter will present the data that emerged from the action
research cycles that took place over the life of the project. There is a
description of what happened in the three identified categories of findings,
as well as a description of the events or key happenings in each cycle.
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Chapter Five Action Research Cycles

5.1 Introduction
This chapter describes the case study story that evolved over a two-year

period. The chapter presents the three cycles of the action research
project that took place within the case study institution: action research
cycle one between January and May 2015, action research cycle two
between September 2015 and January 2016 and action research cycle
three between February and June 2016. The findings are presented from
each cycle and these emerge from the coding and categorisation process
described | the previous chapter into three main categories: teacher

practice, learning environment, context and change.

The teacher participants in this study were given random pseudonyms that
were selected with no specific rationale in mind. The pseudonyms given
to the research participants were as follows; Kevin, Mary, Susan, Una,
Breda and Sean. When a quote is used from one of their interviews or
from the teacher discussion group sessions their full name was used, which
interview it was (1st, 2nd or 3rd) and the line number on the transcript.
Names were not abbreviated in the text, as there was a need for the
teachers in this study to 6standéd
as they formed such a foremost part of the study. It was hoped that the
reader will get to know the six participating teachers and their individual
personalities and ways of doing as the research was undertaken as part of

practice (Denscombe 2010, p.127) within a case study approach, getting

t he O0éstufdetcaieln to unravel the compl exiti

tendencies to O0éemphasi ftherelatoeshipgand ai | e d

soci al p rp®3).e Sogretlsedregentation of the findings | am to
reflect what happened for the individuals as well as for the intervention as

it was implemented.

According to Hagevik et al (2012) action research has been considered a
way for teachers to inquire into and improve their practice (Carr and
Kemmis 1 986 ) . The authors descrip®
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promote a cyclical process of improvement that includes describing a
pr obl emtds. The problem that was being addressed in this
research study was how can | as the leader in the case study institution
promote a professional learning community among the case study FET
teachers? My observations were that there was very little or no explicit
practice within the case study institution of teachers engaging in dialogue
about their practice. | proposed to instigate an intervention, AfL feedback,
which was practice based and asked teachers to implement it into their
practice in a planned and focused way. The research questions that
guided my action research study were the following;

What experiences unfold for individuals in the action research project?
What happens to the professional engagement of the FET teacher?

What happens to studentsd engagement witdt
What experiences unfold for me the research practitioner leading the

project?

T
T
T
T

Carr and Kemmins (1986) state that action research aims to improve
practice, understand practice and improve the conditions in which the
practice takes place. | was hoping that we could improve and understand
our practice through developing a professional learning community
initiative among the FET teachers in the centre.
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Action Research Cycles within the Case Study Institution

Phase One (Jan - May 2015)

Implemented 2 feedback strategies
(Time in class and Focusing on what's next)
2 Teacher discussion group sessions
First round of one to one interviews

Phase Three (Feb - Jun 2016)

Implemented 4th feedback strategy
Final teacher discussion group session
Third round of one to one interviews
Whole centre activity
LO Project

Phase Two (Sep ‘15 - Jan ‘“16)
Implemented 3rd feedback strategy
Teacher discussion group session
Second round of one to one interviews
2 Whole centre activities

Figure 16 Action Research Cycles
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Outline of Action Research Cycles within the Case Study

The diagram in figure 16 is a summary of how the action research project
developed and evolved during the two-year period of the study. Once
ethical approval was granted in January 2015 phase one of the study
commenced. During the first phase, Getting Along, (January to May 2015)
participating teachers implemented two feedback strategies; we held two
teacher discussion group sessions (March and June 2015) and carried out
one to one interviews. Teachers during this phase were starting to talk
about their practice. They were beginning to share and explore the uses
of the planned intervention. There was relationship building taking place
as well as teacher collaboration activities. Teachers during this phase
started to voice their challenges and difficulties in their practice and the
teacher discussion group session offered practical solutions to these
probl ems. I felt that we had really Obr

was for these reasons | titled this phase Getting Along.

The second phase, Making Headway, took place between September

2015 and January 2016. Teachers implemented a third feedback strategy:

we held the second teacher discussion group session and second round

of one to one interviews. During this period teachers were involved with

two parallel whole practice related activities. These involved the whole

teaching staff within the case study institution redesigning theirc our s es 6
assignment briefs and assessment criteria. Teachers started to engage

with the intervention and the collaboration that it involved in a positive way.

They started to approach the intervention in their practice in a collegial way.

This, ultimately, resulted in the teachers engaging in reflective practice.

During this phase, the teachers started to talk about the student s 6 | ear ni ng
which was a positive sign of teacher e

p r a c tliwasefdr these reasons | titled this phase Making Headway.

The third phase of the study, New Habits, took place between February
and June 2016. During this period the implementation of the fourth
feedback strategy took place and we held a teacher discussion group

session and the third and final round of one to one interviews were carried
131



Chapter 5 Action Research Cycles

out. The final phase in the study showed a change in habits from the
participating teachers. Teachers were being supported in their practice,
which resulted in less isolation for them. There was a realisation that you
can learn from your colleagues which results in a deepening of practice.
However, more critically, there was a whole centre approach emerging
from the data around the teachers involved. It was for these reasons | titled

this phase New Habits.

The teacher discussion group sessions took place after the implementation
of each feedback strategy where we came together in a sharing
collaborative manner to evaluate our actions and activities and discuss

iIssues and concerns within the participating group.

The chapter will now present the findings from each of these cycles.
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5.2 Phase Onei January to May 2015

Getting Along

6l't (teacher discussion group sessions) gets peo
everyone can be off on their own little tangent, | think it actually grounds us a little

bit into what we are doing and weéfereévébtndopne
Interview 1)

During this phase teachers were implementing two of the feedback
strategies, time inclass Jan-Mar 2015) and focusi-ng on wt
May 2015). We held two teacher discussion groups in March and May to
discuss these feedback strategies: their implementation processes and
influence in the classroom. Individual one to one interviews with the
participating teachers also took place. One of the initial tasks during this
period was to organise the first recorded teacher discussion group session.
Il noted in my journal that this proved ve
time for everyone, coupled with the mid-t e r m b pp.a6lk)énd(only
five of the six were able to attend. This is a reality of trying to engage in a
professional learning activity in a rural FET centre when teachers are often

working on part-time contracts.

The first teacher discussion group session took place on the 2" of March
2015 with five of the six participating teachers attending. Susan was not

available. The plan for the session is outlined below.

Teacher Discussion Group Session 1

March 2nd 2015
4-5pm

Layout
Brief introduction on study
* Consent forms
* Recording the session
Discussion on the feedback strategy
VTOS teachers - feedback on their experiences with the planned feedback
interventions; tell a story around feedback in your class
Feedback strategies — what one to take next
Engaging with the literature
Schedule of interviews and next teacher group session

Figure 17 Plan for Teacher Discussion Group Session 1

The teachers in attendance were Mary, Breda, Una, Sean and Kevin. The

format of the teacher discussion group session was very open and relaxed.
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My opening question was to ask the group to relate their experiences of

how the feedback strategy was going in the classroom. People were quiet

and a little resistant. Kevin was first to respond and he said that he will

0 é mak e an Teaehér fdismussionbgrouf session 1, p.1, 39) to start the

discussion. He mentioned that he gave group feedback to his students on

a particular topic in his subject discipline. There were some weak and

some strong students in the class so he felt he needed to make sure that

his feedback would not have a negative influence on the students and so

he said, 0 | chose this one [esdbackstrategyl]tw ery eas
understand and maybe it would give weaker students abitofconf i dence é 6

(Teacher discussion group session 1, p. 2, 46-48). Kevin discussed how he carried

out one to one feedback with studentsandh e 6¢é f ound that it wa
t he word, a bit 6dead?d, you Kknow, t hey
chattingoras ki ng many questions. I t hought i

gr oup s deacher disdusbion droup session 1, pp. 8/9, 312-315) and he
decided from this that in future he will focus on group feedback in his
practice and he said, 6 Y e a, | t hcentrdte oh theagrolpl partcob
t h e c | Taasher discussién grdup session 1, p.10, 375-376). During this first
teacher discussion group session Kevin led the discussion and was open

about his classroom challenges.

6éthey donét | i kgoodahegyeurcanauselmoreéand t i s

more to show everyday problems like in the college to show drawings,

tables or anything you use, if you could get that across in a simple

fashion, they might concentrate more on actually doing the maths, you

know, it oftencr ops up, so where affKevinh going to use

Teacher discussion group session 1, p. 13, 476-483)

During the initial stages of the discussion Kevin asked an enlightening
question, 6AmM | right in saying that the fee
from t he st ud eTathe distussion gronpaessionu,tp. @0r 360-36(1)
and this was followed by others opening up about their experiences. Sean
highlighted the challenges he has had in his class where students were
very demotivated and he felt he could not implement the feedback

strategies the way he wanted to.

6Yes, because -mess oftatterdansep ther vaayd lihad to
manage in terms of who was coming in, who w
associated with having to deal with, having to go over certain things
again, not being able to organise the class in such a way that you
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were actually f $ehn, ©eadher giscussiop graum 6  (
session 1, p. 3, 85-89)

6You couldndét before because you were pushed
done, get it done, where the main focus is your descriptor and getting

t hat done, so you donot have&eat,he time to doc
Teacher discussion group session 1, p. 4 122-125)

However, since the new term (January 2015) he was more able to engage
in the feedback strategies with his class as he felt the student was
Omat uri ngo i asthe grogect developed;itwasn @b out student

readiness to engage in this type of learning.

6...there is a maturity develemming, the | ear
whereas before | think the learner could be immature in terms of their
approach, in terms of feedback, in terms of

what | have noticed is that there is a light going off; this is the approach
to a new level, to what they were u s e d S¢an, deacher discussion

group session 1, p. 11, 392-398)

Sean also observed how the cognitive development of the student has an

influence on how they can engage with the feedback.

0 éow they are able to assess their learning and | am able to give

feedback as it comes so today we had to review a meeting, to assess

what was learned and what was gained, what we were going to do

with that, even to a poi Bdan,Wwachdr questi ons we.
discussion group session 1, p. 3, 107-110)

As a result of this, his students

6éare more interested, they are able to refl
them to ask questions to geSeanf eedback on t
Teacher discussion group session 1, p. 3, 115-117)

Mary was also focusing on her practice and taking student needs into
account when reviewing the strategy. The need to cater for all in her class

and to be aware of all levels in her class was important to her.

ol dondt ignore the strofocgsimronthe es, but | cer
ones that are weaker for fear that they will give up or find themselves

really losing track of what they are supposed to be doing so | try and

keep a close eye on them to make sure that t
(Mary, Teacher discussion group session 1, pp. 7/8, 273-278)

Mary told the group how at the beginning of her classes she would give 10-

20 minutes to go over what was covered in the previous class.

6So | go back on what we have already done t
give them the opportunity then, at that point say, feedback to me if
there are any problems with any of the stuff or queries and how they
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t hi nk it Marg sleachermiscdssidn group session 1, p. 7,
246-251)

Mary also resonated with Kevin when he discussed giving one to one

versus group feedback. She too felt that feedback delivered in group-

sessions was more amenable for the student. She found with the one to

one feedback students literally close down andthey dondt know wha
say.

6l dondét know why but they seem to be more a
session setting than iif | taMaey, them and do i
Teacher discussion group session 1, p. 8, 287-289)

Breda added to the discussion when she says that feedback can be
influential for studentsoprogress.

60nce theydve had feedback as well and they
progressing, once they know they are progressing then they can focus

on what they are going to do n e x Brdia, Teacher discussion group

session 1, p. 12 448-450)

To develop the effectiveness of the feedback strategies Breda responded

by saying how she engaged the students in the different strategies.

01l 6d ask them how i s delrenowleforithenery, i s everyt
do they need it changed in any way, because of the different learning
styles as wel |l you want to know that they ar

(Breda, Teacher discussion group session 1, p. 10, 384-387)

At this stage of the discussion the focus moved to the students and their
progress, and this was reflected upon by Una. Una identified ways in which
her practice is now more focusedand t hat she is getting a

opportunity to ask students questions about their learning.

0 Hdes take time for them to feel comfortable to tell us stuff and us to
engage with them as well. Not only is it their own learning to learn,
but becoming more confident in talking to us, just the relationship is a
bi g dJeaaTeéchef group session 1, p. 11 417-420)

During the discussion Una was the first to express real frustrations with
absenteeism in the FET classroom and this resonated with Sean6é seported
challenges previously. She described a situation where she had planned

a feedback session with her class and how it did not go well for her:

ol had spent the night before planning how
feedback and got it ready and had a structure in place ready to do it
but when | arrived in then the people that had actually completed the
task the week before were not in and it was
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done that were in. So that meant that the feedback meant nothing to
the group t hldng Teacher dischssian gréup gession 1,
p.4, 152-157)

The limitations presented by the context were starting to emerge towards
the end of this teacher discussion group. Adding to U n a féustrations was
the feeling of having made such an effort in her preparations for a feedback
session and then she felt she was unable to implement it. She also
highlighted another situation where she had given feedback on an exam
that students had undertaken. It took a lot of time, 20 to 25 minutes out of
class. If you are under time pressure this will be challenging. She felt it
was good for students however, and they
t hough | was f i ni s h &dehcherdiscassiodgrotipbessiong,s | i ke t
p. 5, 188-193). Because students were aware of their exam results they now
knew what they needed to get in order to complete the module

successfully.

6éthat they actually |l earned something from
and the usefulness of exams and real life and connecting that way.

But what | did find that some of them really took it on that because

their exam was not good, they had to do good in other areas, that

maybe they were a little lax about things (Una, Teacher discussion

group session 1, p. 5,183-188)

During this first phase | distributed 2 articles to the group on AfL and

effective feedback; Changing Classroom Practice (Wiliam 2008) and

Feedback (Brookhart 2008). Una discussed how she tried out another AfL

strategy from the reading of this literature | gave them. She attempted to

engage students in peer assessment and had set up an activity in class to

do this. And whil e she admi stglentshat it
60éseemed quite competiti oulpofentialfleacoul d s ¢
good learning exercise for students and that shewould 6 é Il i ke to try t
Mo r @&e@cherlgroup session 1, p. 15, 546-547).

At the end of the teacher discussion group session it was agreed to focus
on the second feedback strategy, focusing on what is next, until the end of
the term 2015. There was a lot of time spent trying to organise the next

date to meet for the teacher group session; this was finally agreed.
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My thoughts on the teacher discussion group session

In this first teacher discussion group session there was evidence of
teachers sharing experiences of their practice, in the particular elements of
their practice that involved feedback. One thing that was very obvious was
that there were struggles 1 to accommodate the strategy within their
practice, to get students engaged and to change the habits of learning and
participation of the students. However, looking back there was very good
sharing of practices - what worked and what did not work in their
classrooms. There was evidence of teachers asking for ideas and help,
and the teachers appeared to be becoming more in tune with their teaching
- how they deliver and interpret feedback in their classroom. The teachers
were beginning to think in a more deeper and questioning way about what
was happening for them in their classroom and discussing this with their
colleagues. There was also evidence of teachers focusing on the needs
of students and there was some evidence of opening up dialogue with
students in a new way. For me as the researcher this was encouraging as
they were positive steps that the teachers were taking towards building a
community of practice within the case study institution. This was informing
for research question on how do | promote a PLC in the case study
institution. This period in the study led strategically into the start of

conducting the one to one interviews with the teachers.

As part of the research design | decided to interview teachers individually
on their experiences of working with the intervention and being involved in
the study through one to one interviews. This triangulated the research for
me. The first round of interviews with teachers took place in April 2015 and
they lasted approximately 20 minutes. The purpose was to capture what
was happening for the individual teacher in their classroom and specifically
to explore the observations from the teacher discussion group in March
(See appendix 1). So the objective was to determine how individuals were
engaging with the feedback strategies in their classroom. In addition, how
were their students responding to the strategies, what changes were they
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making to the strategies to suittheirlearn e r s 6 natse ek@oPed within
the interviews their teaching practice and how they felt it may be changing
and why. Finally, | included questioning in the interview that focused on
their response to the teacher group session that was held in the previous

weeks.

In additional to teacher discussion group sessions and one to one
interviews and as part of the data collection design, | gave the teachers a
small notebook as a tool to jot down ideas and thoughts as they participate
in the study. It was made clear to the teachers that it was not a diary and
they were not expected to share the notebook at the end of the study. It
was just a tool to help them think and track their thoughts during the project.

Teachers generally welcomed this activity during the first interview:

61 " m j ust didnj areflectivg todl; i riedly i a reflective tool.

I've never taken the opportunity to, although 1 like to reflect on my work

this is makingmedoi t whi ch cannot be a bad thing at a
Interview 1, p. 6, 193-196)

6Just to spenideal btit|l efbdokneet teven though |
write that much | would still and something will come to my mind about

it and | would write it down and | think Oh vy
so | just think having a bit of reflection on it as well is a good ide a 6

(Una, Interview 1, pp.7 /8, 272-276)

Although not mentioning the notebook, Kevin highlighted that being
involved in the study, O6émakes me think,
to maybe rush forward that you have to reflect back and just think of this
stuffd and continued by stating that you
class is coming along with you (Kevin, Interview 1, p. 2, 52-64). Breda also

talked about thinking about practice,

6ésometi mes after class you go home and you
class has gone and what you could have done better or what you

shoul dnét have done or what you could use ne
good for me as well listening to that and because you do go home and

think, wel!/l that didnét really work, what <ca
Interview 1, pp. 6/7, 221-228)

Evidence was that the intervention was allowing teachers to think and
reflect more on their practice and on student learning. Teachers talked
about being more aware of their practice now as a result of being involved

in the study and looking at feedback in a planned and focused way. This
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was new for the participating teachers. Teachers discussed having a
greater sense of knowing what was going on for the student. In an evolving
way the participants became more mindful and aware of themselves as
teachers. Jarvis (2010) cites Brookfield in stating that 6. . . t eac hi

human project and in order to be good teachers we have to know ourselves

ng i ¢

and understand our strengths and seek to

184). Una reflecting on her teaching states:

6Before you woul d do elatkofyaut mindthatwoul dnét

that is what you are doing but now | think it brings it to the fore and
you are more conscious that this is what you are doing and you are
wondering what the kind of response will be from them, from the

be i1

studentas well soitkindof wor ks | i ke thatoé (Una, Il nter vi e

70-75)

6ébut it definitely makes you mindf ul
can improve your own teaching and the feedback that you are going

to give to them. Il can see how it would

1, p.2, 55-58)

o6 Wel | it impacts in a sense that | have

on, other than delivering, what's going on for the student. It gives me

wh at

wo r k

a ser

a sense of where each onp.3i9%%at ... 6 (Mary, |

Breda spoke of how after the first teacher discussion group session, she

and one of the other participating teachers had a chat:

6And actually one of the tutors that i
having a discussion yesterday and she was saying sometimes after
class you go home and you reflect on how the class has gone and

what you could have done better or what

what you could use next time. So that was good for me as well

listening to that and because you do go home and think, well that

didndét reall yl wloor kt,0 whhaatn gcean tpgp. ( Br eda,
6/7, 221-228)

Breda learned that she is not alone in her anxieties of how a class may not
have gone so well, that others are in the same situation sometimes and so
there was a sense of not being so isolated. So even at this early stage the
teachers were sharing their thinking and reflecting with each other. They
were engaging in dialogue on their practice, which is essentially opening

their practice to others.
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I n Brookfiel dos cr |heretemstothe expdriencetof
colleagues having a positive effect on our reflective practice. He states
that we will become more aware of our own practice by examining and
engaging with colleagues, we will look at our practice
(Brookfield 2005). Developing the theme of reflection and thinking on her

practice and the impact of time for dialogue Una observes:

o1t ( wiscassidn gnoup sessions) gets people kind of focused
even though everyone can be off on their own little tangent in it
sometimes but no, | think it actually grounds us a little bit into what we

are doing and webdbve never done anything

actually focus on our, how we are getting on with the students, how
we give feedback and itods actually

devel opment as wel | I t hink. It gi ves

Interview 1, pp. 3/4, 110-117)

As part of this research, relevant short articles on feedback and reflective
practice were distributed to the participating teachers at the first teacher
discussion group session. Brookfield states that relevant literature can
furnish teachers with a wealth of knowledge and insight into teaching
practices and teaching situations. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) also
suggest connecting with the latest research evidence. However, these
articles were rarely discussed during the one-to-one interviews or teacher
discussion group sessions. At this stage in the study there was limited

evidence of participating teachers actively engaging with the literature.

In the interviews teachers welcomed the sharing that was happening in
relation to their practice. Mary stated that teachers would learn from each
other as a result of the teacher discussion group sessions. And t
are going to learn from each other different strategies, different techniques,
different ways of doing and that way you can take that and build on it from
t h e maydintefiiew 1, p. 5, 169-172). Teachers began to notice and copy
what other teachers were employing in their practice. The discussion
group also opened up the whole area of teachers being able to see what
is happening in other subject disciplines outside of their own and some
began to look for ways of integrating course content to make learning more

meaningful for the student.
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6 Wel | |l i ke that as | said earlier if we coul d
and what didnét wor k and redahlaterviewhanges wer e me
1, p.7 256-258)

Sean also made the point that when we observe what other people are
doing fAeéeit ben elfitervitwsl, p.g,246-24f)) o n e éfée a(c her s di d
just share good practice but also highlighted areas of practice that they had
tried out and did not work so well which is all positive, progressive dialogue

around professional practice learning.

What was apparent to me as researcher, even at this early stage was that
teachers discovered a new focus in their teaching as a result of
implementing the feedback strategies. They were highlighting many wider
issues such as discussion in class giving confidence to weak students,
teachers having a better sense of knowing their practice, teachers getting
feedback from students, listening skills, applying the strategies at different
stages of the studentsé a b Mdryitalkgd.about focusing in and getting a
sense of where they [the students] are at and where to take them next
(Interview 1, p. 3, 104-106). In this phase of the study Kevin saw the potential

of using feedback strategies on a topic that has always proved challenging:

ol just wanted to concentrate on this partd.i
improve our feedback situation and help out with this understanding
of & and solving problpeds4) (Kevin, Interview

Besides the usefulness of feedback, the quality of the feedback and how
it is given was another point of emphasis. Susan brought this up in her
interview stating that the study has made her think about the quality of
feedback that she gives, that there is a new focus on how she relayed the
feedback to the students. She also points out that it was good to have
feedback mioseddfiom maul r sopmpertant forstedendsss it i s
but was also necessary under QQI assessment procedures, as per
guidelines in syllabus material. Susan discussed listening to students in a
more focused way now because of using the feedback strategies and how

this has definitely affected her approach to teaching:

60Only in that it is kind of formalising the
you are just being a bit more formal about it. And then | suppose the
other thing is the listening. You know you are listening more to what
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the students say. So this definitely has affected my approach to the
teachingi we 61 I see does it wor3k82-401)( Susan, | ntervi

In this first interview Susan was explicit about being open to the idea of

sharing practice:

60r maybe there is something that somebody el
yea, that should work in my <c¢lass. So, y ea
(Susan, Interview 1, p. 4 138-140)

Explaining more deeply about the usefulness of feedback Breda
highlighted the positives of having new and different ways of engaging

with the content with the students:

6éit opens your mind to different ways to uc¢
stuff. ltés just nice to have different way
sticking with the same ideas and the same delivery and the same

feedback and I think if you have different ways of giving feedback and

even receiving feedback from your learners as well there is a chance

of getting more informatiormp.4pl6xh waysd (Bred
115)

What was significant here was that teachers were thinking about their
practice in a way that they had not done before, or certainly never been in
dialogue with their peers before about their practice. During the interview
Breda mentioned that she now stops and thinks about where she needs to
focus and that this helped her to structure her teaching better instead of
just Oploughingd through the @taview i cul um

1, p. 4, 122-126).

It was observed at this time from an in-depth reading of interview

transcripts that there was a change in focus from the teachers towards

catering for student engagement and student learning. Breda stated that

sheis more likelyto6 é st op and think where ndou need
identify the challenging parts of the syllabus for students and that way you

can Oéstructure your teaching in a bette
what 1is required from what eBvedainteiend ul e y o u
1, p. 4, 122-126).
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Both Breda and Kevin welcomed the new approaches to teaching and
learning, and to learn new teaching strategies to support them in their

practice.

6l tds just nice to have different ways of th
just sticking with the same ideas and the same delivery and the same

feedback and I think if you have different ways of giving feedback and

even receiving feedback from your learners as well there is a chance

of getting mor e i nBreda, Imartiewd,p.4p10F h waysod (

115)

Sean talked about the feedback strategies helping him to structure his
feedback in class better and identified t
probably a |ittle bit Inagevene p.HdDaNo) nor mal
Seani ndi cated that as teachers we need to
t he dynami c Iefviewtl, h. & 31-64). Kevin €tateé the following,

0l definitely (see) an Kempnterdew®pnesnt i n my
33).

At this stage in the research the participating teachers were beginning to
show signs of habitual sharing with the other teachers in the group. There
was a new aspect to their practice and it was very evident that teachers
realised they were learning from sharing with their colleagues and the
teacher discussion group session was allowing them the time and space
to do that.

Mid-way through phase one it became evident that there was now a more
explicit focus on the student and their role in the learning process from
participating teachers. Data from the interviews indicated more explicit
references to the students and a constant effort to improve student
learning. Teachers also observed a level of maturity in the students and
an enhanced confidence as a result of the focused intervention. The
feedback strategies were engaging students and this developed an
increased interest from students. Teachers spoke about their students
being O6freerd t o Alocedalogue vwatnsiudepts angthee s s .
significance of having collaboration with students as well as with teaching

colleagues was now happening.
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6éwhen s he ]Was abke towataliset it kind of gave her the
confidence to say something. Soithasthat ki nd of knock on eff ect
(Mary, Interview 1, p.2, 55-57)

6é and then | got into discussion with the s
to me as to how they would prefer the class structured. And | went

with that and it wor ke dmustedifiérentbatd | t hi nk it v
because it was their idea tShsanyj seem to go

Interview 1, p. 2, 36-40)

Later in the same interview Susansaidé é get t i n g studénesjmmorg t h e

involved in what we do and how we structure the class and how we

approa ¢ h t Isusam, ghtendew ope, p. 2, 67-68). Breda focused on a similar

point stating that o6ééthey Iike the inter
being listened to (Interview 1, p. 2, 45-48). As a result of this Breda states that

students are more in

6écontrol of their | earning so they will be &
on the area that t heBredarnterviewolrpe3, i nterested i n
95-97)

Una also discusses the feedback strategiesandt h e st endagemerg 0

with them. She highlighted t h a t someti mes you have 06¢éi
rel ati onshi pintewiewtllp. 3,t7d7e) iméoi@ler (0 get them fully

engaged with the feedback. She also shared that it takes time for students

to feel comfortable to tell us stuff and thatt he o6r el ati onship s
(Teacher group session 1, p. 11, 417-420) for them. Seéan discussed having to
consider O6éthe characters and the demogr e
t hei r ag eintegiewa,p.p 30019 (

When FET teachers are considering their relationships with students in this
way, they seamlessly are also considering their needs (Knowles, 1980).
This relationship building resonates with Swaffield (2011) when she states
that relationships between teachers and students are transformed and
placed on a more equal footing, and the culture in the classroom is often
transformed. Asaresultof t hirslatianshpwé acher s are o6rea

A

into theirstudents 6 needs i n a new way.

The students that present themselves in FET often have significant
learning needs and experience many forms of disadvantage (Coffield et al
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2004). According to the authors, social class and initial experiences of

education are well documented as being the major catalysts for engaging

in life-long learning (Rees et al 2000, Aldridge and Tuckett 2006).

Therefore, itis important that a different and more collaborative relationship

approach from traditional mainstream schooling to learning is adopted. It

is generally acknowledged that FET students need opportunities for one

to one learning with their teachers and the many supports that this offers.

These teacher student relationships play a pivotal role in the success of

the students 6 | o uroughetheir lifeHong learning. Such relationships

can influence their personal identity and their overall attitudes to learning,
6...the rel ati ostudehtd p s p dred avreaIln iadent i t vy,
material and cultural surroundings and dispositionstole ar ni ng6 ( HodKk i n s
and Bloomer 2002 as quoted in Coffield et al 2004). The relationships that

were emerging for teachers and students in the case study institution were

a positive development at this phase in the study.

Looking back at this time teacher collaboration was beginning to happen
on a more regular basis in the organisation as a whole. Teachers were
talking more about doing things together as a team. There was a
realisation that there are many benefits in working closely with colleagues
and trying to integrate modules as much as possible across the awards
being studied in the centre. As a result, there was a broadening of the
t e a ¢ hperspsctive and a form of investment accompanied this or a

60 mo v e nokunder8tanding that working with colleagues is beneficial.

In the interviews Sean talked about working with colleagues and how
i mportant this is and that i tinteiviewl,0é& good ¢
p. 4, 133-137). Kevin also mentioned this point by stating that the teacher
group sessions wer e hel pi ngg Ott drac hceansndu r
(Interview 1, p. 3, 97-98). Mary mentioned that as a result of being involved in
the study that the teaching staff is communicating more (Interview 1, p. 5, 160-

161) as it is an opportunity for teachers to learn from their colleagues.

6l tds actually good because | think that at
as getting feedback from students you are getting feedback from
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coll eagues. And vyou Susap Inferei@ewlnp. ng fr om

4, 134-136)

While findings presented so far in this first phase have been very positive,
there were also many frustrations articulated by the participants that can
impede progress and development. There were many factors identified by
participating teachers at this stage that contributed to the frustrations.
There were factors related to the characteristics of the FET student. There
were also factors related to the FET education system and particularly
employment contracts for teachers working in the sector and the part-time
nature of teaching positions, which work against team meetings and

collaborations.

Absenteeism among students was a constant factor and source of

frustration in the interviews held during this phase;

0..there is a lot of absenteeism, coming in late, leaving early. That
was doing my head in a bit. | was finding it hard to keep my own focusé
(Mary, Teacher session 2, p. 8 219-221)

Teachers felt that because of the high level of absenteeism among the
target group it had a negative impact on their practice and desire to improve
it as well as on their peer students.

t hemo

Another issue that arose was the differ e n t |l evel s of student s

engagement.

6é because of the way the classroom was

something different and it is just time consuming to go around to them
individually. And sometimes you just get caught up with a student and

then the next thing nyltawviewdb p.k 814 i s 1.

Breda highlighted the struggle of outside influences, such as external

summative assessment and how the curriculum often gets in the way;

06...you do have your curriculum that
to get through that and for your exams and sometimes you have to
focus more on what they need to know to get through their
assessmentd (Brmb8§4a46-149nt er vi ew 1,

Motivation levels of the students were often at a low-ebb and sometimes

students were really not interested.

set

306 (Su

you hayv

6ébecause they are so |l ow in motivation for

boardé(Breda,p.3162163) vi ew 1,
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| observed that teachers were often becomingd6 st uck 6 and coul dno
forward. They were aware t hadtocorhei s 0i s 0
up with ways to work within the FET sector as this is what we are faced

with daily. Teachers felt they were working hard on their practice and

improving, but for what? | observed in my journal Sean6s f r ustr ati ons

this phase in the study:

6 felt a little surprised at his negativity. He had just finished class and

he had a full class but previous absenteeism he was frustrated now

because he had to catch up with those that were absent. He talked

about the FET learners not really wanting to engage in their learning.

I was not prepar ed (Researchet Jownallnld¥gati vityo
November 2015)

As a capstone to phase one we held the second teacher discussion group
session in May 2015. | was excited about this second discussion group as
the previous discussion session went very well and | could see the benefit
of teachers having the opportunity to engage in discourse on their practice.
During the discussion group session, through facilitation, | probed deeper
into the areas identified in the previous interviews and meetings that were
driven by the momentum of the project. | wrote in my journal that 4 was
difficult to arrange this meeting and had to change the date three times to
try and suit everyone in order to get full attendanced(Researcher Journal,
28t April 2015). This shows the need for a structured approach and time
for this type of activity to support interventions being introduced. It must
also be acknowledged that it was near QQI assessment time so demands
related to the exams were prioritised. The session was for one hour as

previously agreed. The plan for the session was as follows:
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Teacher Discussion Group Session 2

May 7th 2015
4-5pm

Plan

* Your own learning to date from using the strategies & any new learning you would
like to achieve (10 minutes)

* Feedback — each teacher give a brief report on what they committed to trying out
during the period since the last teacher group discussion. The rest of the group
will listen and then try to offer support in overcoming some of the challenges in
implementing the strategies (25 minutes) *Will put this on a flip chart for circulation

* Video clip (3 minutes)

° http://www.journeytoexcellence.org.uk/videos/expertspeakers/
feedbackonlearningdylanwiliam.asp
© Discussion on clip (10 minutes)
* Action plan for September 2015 (10 minutes)
© Asking three questions
° Task vs. self

Figure 18 Plan for Teacher Discussion Group Session 2

What was noticeable within this session was that there was evidence of
deeper thinking, more elaborate ways of doing and more openness to
ot hersé per spet adgeneekdeepanidg of pdaetiaes Often
teachers will discuss more of their feelings around their teaching practice
in the company of their colleagues (Kitzinger 1995). In this second teacher
discussion group session Susan reflected on having received feedback
from her students on the layout of her assignment brief and how she needs

to go back and structure it in a more student friendly way.

6But maybe | need to |l ook at that brief and
usingonthatb r i e f é 6 Téa&harsliscussion group session 2, p.
11, 330-336)

This also prompted her to look deeper at all her teaching aids and to really

make sure that they are student friendly.

6éand maybe that i s s otmgructuiethgbrief need t o | ook
so that it is like a checklist so that they can very simply go through the

different tasks on the briefand tickoffandany t hi ng t hey haveno6t tick
off then it is their responsibility. If there is something they missed. But

maybe | need to look at that brief and maybe the language | am using

on that brief to for mat of (Sushng br i ef i snodt
Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 11, 330-336)

The purpose and value of feedback as a two-way process was also being

realised.

6Yea, so far up to now, I now realise that &
feedback in both directions but principally 1 suppose giving them
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feedback but maybe not doing enough of asking them for their
f e e d b Kewik, Beadher discussion group session 2, p. 4, 102-105)

Others wanted to know more about feedback as a teaching and
learning strategy and they started to engage with the literature. Mary,
through engaging with literature, was more aware of the language

and approach that she uses in giving feedback to students.

6But one thing after reading the hand out yo
descriptive comments and | remind myself constantly that when | am
giving feedback that | am aware of the language of how | do this
a ny mo WaeypTedcher discussion group session 2, p. 7, 205-208)

This deepening of awareness did not just focus on feedback but other
areas of their practice too, such as catering for different student needs,

teaching strategies and assessment.

o} then deci ded t hewayodf dpprdachimpitwmase t he best
me being more aware of the sensitivity but reading their body
| a n g u Bare Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 3 85-87)

Susan exploring the issues of clarity of language in assignments briefs has
her eye on colleagues for feedback:

O6Well, the brief | feel is clear but maybe it
look at it, maybe | am using the wrong language or the format or

somet hingd ( Susan, grouesessibne2rp. 1bj442c ussi on

445)

Sean shared his thoughts with the group, highlighting that he knew that he

has to focus more on certain aspects of his assessment procedures:

6And what I am finding now and even some of
the transparency is not there even for my own work. And | have left

huge voids where |, even though | know the learner has learned it,

trying to show some independent person who comes in (external
authenticator) and |l ook at the stuff because
t hat shows this |l earning. | tubs putting mys
p 0 s i tSeao,Téachér discussion group session 2, p. 15, 431-437)

6You have to find a means, something in the n
all link up so whether it be football, done deal, whether it be Massey

Fergusons, whether it be drifting, something that brings the group

dynamic together and that you can then interact with that in some

means to bring your topic alive, whether it [
(Seéan, Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 9, 274-279)

Breda sought outnewwaysofi mpr ovi ng studentsdéd: |l earnin

0Yea, |l 6ve | earnt that the feedback hel ps.
students it actually helps me to organise the class a bit better because

you are getting it from their perspective and not just my perspective

and sometimes there are things that | miss out on as a tutor, you know

coming from their perspective, youbre moul di
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needs, needs | woul dnodt have seen if I di dnd
(Breda, Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 2, 56-62)

6l would love to see if and try and get more
i f I canot get a group motivated to get i nt
(Breda, Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 5, 136-139)

Una reported refining and polishing her adaptation of feedback and

modifying her teaching approach to improve learning for students.

¢ dondét know i f you can put it in a box and
feedback. | think it is going to be more rounded and mixed, using all
different ones dependent on the group and depending on what you
ar e d bnanrga@her(discussion group session 2, p. 6, 177-183)

Kevin further into the discussions stated that as he tried out the feedback

strategies he realised that you must involve the students.

6émight have to stress it in the beginning o
know that feedback tends to have a positive outcome on education or

an i mpr oviKewn, Tedcleedistussion group session 2, p.

22, 646-648)

What was happening was that the planned intervention had an influence

on the teacherséengagement with and thinking of their practice. Teachers

began to think about their practice in a more focused way. What was

significant here was the opportunity to share this new thinking, doing and

approach that arose at the discussion groups and its informality; this gave

everyonea Oboost 6. evidefice ef a growmg confidence in their

capabilities as teachers to stand up to the challenges of their role within

the FET centre and their identity therein. Seén says in this second teacher
discussion group session, 61 woul d say we are independ:¢
€ our aut on oThtye natsrTeaéné dilssion group session 2, p. 25,

741-742). He adds O0éthis is the way we are goi
it as a group but it i s aTeaohergroupsegsenr y body d
2, p. 26, 756-759). It is important to contextualise these statements from

Sean. They followed a discussion about the prescribed layout of

assignment briefs that had been issued to us from our ETB. Teachers now

wanted to design their own assignment brief for our centre, which was felt

would be more learner centred. Seanremindsusal | t hat 6éwebve al

it [teaching] for ten odd years but we are now dealing with new elements
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and new subject material...(Sean, Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 17, 508-

509) and we can embrace that in an autonomous, professional manner.

Susanbs focus throughout this phase of t h
concrete, practical supports and aids for receiving feedback from learners.
Thiswas a particul ar i hetolten taked priorfto ttfus an d s ¢
study on the challenges of recording feedback, which is a requirement for
QQI assessment procedures. She tells the group about her new focus on

this area:

6So what |1 6ve done out of desperation is pul
the next 7 weeks because that is what is left and | have put down each

week what we will be covering in class for the next 7week s and | 6ve

gi ven t he m(Sesarg Tepches distussion group session 2,

p. 2, 43-47)

She also wanted to engage her students more in her class and so she
invited them to feedback on the structure of the class. The outcome was

very positive for all.

60 What I did is try to get the students invol
the class themselves, so we had group discussion and | gave them

feedback and I listened to their feedback and we actually did structure

the class | feel i n a Tweaclerdistussion suited them b
group session 2, pp. 1/2, 32-36)

Susan feels very strongly about students taking responsibility for their own

learning and again discusses the disruption that absenteeism plays in her

classroom.

& but if there was some way we could engender that sense of team

that i f somebody doesnét turn up in class the
to answer to they actually have to answer to the re s t of the ¢l assb
(Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 23, 691-694)

A point also raised by Mary;

6And reminding the students that they have t
it is their journey and you are there as their co-pilot to take them

through that j o u r rMTeagh@ér diccussion group session 2, p. 7,

212-214)

She also highlights the importance of planning and to have a plan in place
with your | earners. She very openly say.
now, how do we get you from theretoh er e ? 0 She talks about
bridge to reach their goal, step by step and she feels this is working (Teacher

discussion group session 2, p. 3, 95-97). As well as this focused planning
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contributing to the enrichedopehressr ni ng e
about sharing on their teaching has also supported this. Una refers to the

planned intervention [feedbackf 6 openi ng things up6é in pr a
deep transparency is developing between students and teachers.

6But | do think it opens things up, | think i
as wel I ; I wondét say honest but open and Kkir
of, of what goes on and especially if you are talking about results

...but like everything is kind of out there and they know what is

going on, ités not I|ike a secret |like it was
think that is maybe good, it gives them a bi
(Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 18, 539-545)

Another significant feature of the discussions during this phase of the study
was that teachers were beginning to talk about working as a group to

overcome challenges in the FET classroom:

6And | think it would be a great idea i f we
a group about how we get the studentstotake r esponSadami | i tyd (
Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 5, 144-146)

What was happening was a new sense of relationship among the

participating teachers. Susan did not only want collaboration among

teachers to develop but also among the students themselves in order for

them to feetktamd@ sense of O
6Coll aboration amongst us but also amongst t}
a sense of team. Like, the biggest motivation for your students
because they donét want to be Il etting the r
(Susan, Teacher discussion group session 2, p. 26, 768-771)

As the researcher, | was aware that during this second teacher discussion

group s essi movenantdakingplace fvithia the group.
6l feel theresidbstant do pgteathgrpreeetlnd act i vi ty,

to discuss feedback in the centre and there was a lot of discussion on
how we as teachers are trying to improveourpract i ced ( Researcher
Journal, 7 March 2016)

There was a palpable new confidence evident amongst the teachers
compared to our teacher discussion group. Dialogue emerged at this stage
aboutt he case study centreds assessment n
suggestion that the whole staff get together to design an assessment brief
template for everyone teaching in the centre to use. This would show

consistency and it hopefully would alleviate confusion for learners.

60l would say we ar e ,inthdtey aiorbeyias on our own
a FE centre é if we decide as a group this is the way we are going to
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doitthent h at 6 sSeah,iTemehér digcussion group session 2, p.
25, 741-745)

Seén felt there was strength in being unified, it was important for learners
to see the same professionalism from the centre as a whole and not just
individual teachers working. From this discussion in the teacher discussion
group session it was agreed that it would be a good idea that at the
planning meeting for the new academic term (September 2015) all teachers
in the centre and not just those involved in the study, would come together
to design a centre layout for the assignment briefs that teachers give to
learners which was a very good example of professional collaboration
emerging in the case study institution.

At the end of phase one, patrticipating teachers also discussed the many
opportunities that are there for working and teaching in this way. What was
6ringingd through from transcratths
stage was the support that the teachers wanted to offer each other as
teacher colleagues. The doors were opening to a conversation on practice.
This collegiality added great value, weight and understanding for
participating teachers. Breda observed this.

6So | would Il ove to see if and try
I do i f aproup motivated tggettinto what they are doing, not
to | et yourself get dragged down wi

discussion group session 2, p. 5, 136-139)

154

and

t h

o

f

get

t

m

as



Chapter 5 Action Research Cycles

5.2.1 Researcher Reflection at this stage 1 Getting Along

At the end of phase one, wh i ¢ h | have referr,éfdlt
quite excited that we had arrived at this stage, that we will be moving onto
phase two and planning the implementation of the next feedback
strategies. | was delighted that the teachers were willing to get involved
and that the project was working on the ground. What | mean by that is
that my idea for the project was possible and so | was relieved. Of course
the initial phase had its challenges but there was a willingness to work
through them. At the end of this phase from the findings there was an
increased level of dialogue on practice among the teachers participating
as a group; the teachers shared and explored issues they were
experiencing in their practice. Through the co-construction of knowledge
and collaborative engagement that evolved from the dialogue amongst the
participant teachers an inevitable sharing happened. Bolam et al (2005) in
their extensive study suggest that there is a very positive influence on
teaching practice and morale as a result of teachers engaging in
collaborative sharing teaching activities. A parallel different dialogue was
also happening between students and teachers. The general consensus
from teachers at this time was that the practical nature of the intervention
[feedback] was a good way to engage teachers as it has direct relevance
and practical application. It also did not over extend or impact on the
participants in terms of their daily practice and routines. There was no
articulated expectation of change or disturbance. The participating
teachers decided on how the teaching and learning intervention, the four
feedback strategies, would be implemented, and so from the start there
was participant ownership of and active involvement in the process. There
was a realisation that teachers need to get feedback from learners through
listening more to their concerns and needs and this resulted in an
increased focus on planning fort he | ear ne mghdir clasesr
Relationships were strengthened between teachers but also between
teachers and students. At all times, | realised that in order to attract and
engage teachers in a process of action research over two academic years

the intervention had to be relevant and adaptable to everyday practice
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(Learning Policy Institute 2018), |whil st
context. At this stage | was confidentthatwe had Obr oke groun

things were happening.
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5.3 Phase Two i September 2015 to January 2016

Making Headway
61 think we have so mbydoingthlis psdjettel thinkitisreallpyt her

important because you are not working in isolation, you are working as at e a mé
(Mary, Interview 2)

This phase of the research involved a number of activities. Whilst the
research intervention was progressing with the participating teachers
implementing the third feedback strategy into practice, feedback focused
to the task, in September 2015 the centre had two whole centre activities
that involved all teaching staff. The second round of individual one to one
interviews took place in December 2015 and the third teacher discussion
group session took place in January 2016. The participating teachers were
implementing the third feedback strategy into practice, feedback focused
to the task.

At the beginning of each academic year in the centre a teacher-planning
day takes place. These planning days normally finalise timetables and
discuss activities that will be coming up in the following term, QQI
assessment dates and other administrative details. Following the second
teacher discussion group session in May 2015 it was agreed that at the
next teacher-planning day in September 2015 the whole team come
together to design an assignment brief template for the centre that will be
used in all classes. This would provide a uniform approach from the
teachers to the learners as many teachers had observed that many times
their learners are not completing their assignments, as sometimes they do
not understand the brief. The layout of the brief and how accessible it is
for the learner was seen as the problem. While this was a small activity for
the whole centre, in many ways it showed that the teachers were taking
ownership and leading as a group. It is important to state here that this
was the first time in the centre that the teachers came together to work on
a teaching and learning problem or issue. Over the two sessions the
current template was re-designed to include elements that the teachers
agreed were more suitable for the cohort of learners in the centre. | noted

in my journal that

6éteachers engaged with weledapgydosk i mmedi at el )
launch into it. It was a very positive exercise; the teachers engaged

157



Chapter 5 Action Research Cycles

immediately and collaborated well together. This is an encouraging
sign and shows a willingness to get involved and to improve things for
the better6 ( Re s e ar c ®Audust,R01B)al , 2

During the first meeting it was agreed by the group to meet towards the
end of September 2015 with completed assignment briefs and tasks. It
was agreed that assignment briefs should be as transparent and clear as
possible for the students. | noted in my journal at the time that teachers

0 é ft @vhership over this exercise, they had taken control over the

design of the template and run with it. This resonates with the
literature (Fullan 2000, Loughran 2010) around learning about
having ownership and control over activities and course material
(Research Journal, 24 August, 2015)

The September 2015 session was collegial in nature. Teachers shared
their assignment briefs, worked together to make sure learning outcomes
(LOs) were covered and checked that the language used was learner
friendly. In many cases in the past teachers were using text from the
descriptor in their briefs and now they agreed to use the descriptors as a
guide to design briefs using an alternative language accessible to learners.
There was dialogue on the use of language in briefs and the layout,
especially across the various levels and standards. One of the teachers
commented that it was good for us to think outside the box and freshen up

things a little. | noted in my journal that

6Teachers wer e very opamd lobking fars ki ng guestio
clarification. The session was very busy, active and teachers came

away feeling it was very worthwhile. This is important that they can

see meaning in the intervention and process that we are doing,

coll aborating on our practice and engaging i
(Researcher Journal, 24 September, 2015)

Another suggestion from the teacher discussion group session in May
2015 and agreed subsequently in September 2015 was the need to let
learners know that teachers are concentrating on giving feedback in a more
focused way. All teachers agreed to talk to their classes about feedback:
when they give it, how they give it, what learners need to do with that
feedback i another significant development forthet eacher s6 approac

in the case study institution.
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Parallel with telling the students about the focus on feedback the project
continued and in November and early December 2015 the second round
of one to one individual interviews were carried out. These interviews
focused on how the teachers were implementing the third feedback
strategy, feedback focused to the task. The teachers were still struggling
with building the relevance for the learning and engagement of the

students.

This is what Sean said in his interview;
6They donét get it, they dondt understand
them the question in terms of their learning they are not able to...their
concern is very much getting it done. They are not concerned in terms
of what t hey Shaa\neerviewe2ap. 2) 86el@) (

However, despite these struggles during the second round of interviews
with the participating teachers there was an acknowledgement of their
increased thinking about effective and sharing practice. Breda also
commented on sharing and how new knowledge can support her to do

things better in her own classroom.

6Good, yea, itds nice to see especially when

doing the same sort of modules that you are doing, you can see the

different ways of preparing things that people have and delivering and

SsoO on. ltéds nice to hgreand shaeew diedsds fr om
(Breda, Interview 2, pp. 4/5, 145-149)

Una expanding on her learning from others felt that reflection is a positive
activity for teaching and highlighted that rarely there is time given to this
type of activity:

61 t hi nk iagmoutlaurrwgrk dr spénkling a bit of extra time
reflecting is a positive thing so whether it is feedback or whatever

that 6s what is good about the meetings as
time to talk about your teaching and the
happen in a meeting, we wo ul(dha 6t have it

Interview 2, p. 8, 276-281)

Una again spoke about the notebook:

t

eac

0l tds good for organisation, it gets everyon

get a chance to integrate and overlap where you can see things where

you dondét get a chanced226)Una, I nterview 2,

6Just to spend a bit of ti me, the Iittle
write that much | would still and something will come to my mind about
itand | would write itdownand Ithihnk Oh yea t hatwbaevem poi nt or

so | just think having a bit of reflection

(Una, Interview 2, pp. 7 /8, 272-276)
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Parallel with becoming more reflective, teachers were building their
awareness o f their studentsdé | earning,

more focused way.

ooki

6éand what | di scovered with this student i

precise and everything has to be very, very logical so now | know that
when | am dealing with that student | have to be very aware if anything
is out of order or out of sequence,
anotheré (Susan, {43 erview 2, p. 4,

While Sean was very frustrated at the start of his second interview he did

discuss how he is looking at the learners now in a more in-depth way and

or
136

if 106

reali ses that 60éthey are alll di fferent,

(Interview 2, p. 3, 105-106). He acknowledged that with some learners you
have to approach things more strategically.

6 So wind ybu have to be a little bit more gentle with them, some
you have to be [Sean, thterview&,pp.3i4, 106106  (

Honing skills and thinking about practice in a more focused way. Sean

states that the study:

6éhas given me taraflecogn gifierentways to ygive

feedback which is always going to make

it also 6égives me time to Se@nfl ect
Interview 2, p. 4, 101-108)

During this time there was also a continuous and increasing evidence of
teachers sharing more in their practice. Teachers were really beginning to
open up to each other on their teaching and move away from isolated silos
of individual classrooms. Mary discussed in her second interview how the
teacher discussion group sessions were an opportunity to raise challenges
that one was having with particular subject matter and that it was great to

on

get together and Oputting i tntervew2 pt he

4.120-125). There was evidence of teachers noticing what other teachers
were doing and considering taking on ideas for the future. Teachers were
more able to see what is happening in other subject disciplines outside of
their own and to look for ways of integrating course content to make

learning more meaningful for the student.

During these second phase interviews, teachers openly looked for more

support and feedback on their own ideas. For example Susan wanted
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some feedback on her feedback form that
mind é input on the design of the form a
I can p untervietvh @.14/8160-162) and she also raised this point in
one of the teacher discussiongr oup sessi ons. She was 0:¢
[feedback] would just become a natural exercise that is done after every
as si gn meve20p. 269-62). In interview two Una talked about how
she now really concentrates on the language that she uses with students
in her class and mentioned tobkietof 6éyou n
phrases and wa yWa,liteview?, @ y185t187). Wng fedls that

she has become more focused in her practice:

6l just think I am more conscious of what |
I say it...but I dmore foaused, tryintaget, | 6 m defini tely
woul dnét say a reaction but Il 6m trying to se
get for the different things that | say or how it works (Una, Interview 2,

p.3, 93-100)

Teachers highlighted how the feedback strategies engage the learners and

i n some way ebestinnheitleadinga Mhey were engaging in

open dialogue with their teacher in a wa
The barriers of the teacher/student relationship were different and a

60 c o nv er ssahappenimgdaboutaheir learning in a safe environment.

Kevin (Interview 2, p. 2, 45-46) observed students having more of an interest

and they are not as 6éworriedd about chal

a point also raised by Mary:

6éand | t hi n lpprehdnsion thdt bolds themrbaclagoes
and it allows t hem Maw, Intewiew2pr. 248 onf i dent 6 (
50)

Breda said that she could now visibly see learning taking place in her class

as a result of using the feedback strategies in a planned way:

6Definitely, yea, and they |iked the idea as
along with the task and getting feedback as they were doing it,
because they were getting the feedback while they were doing it they
woul dnét forget what t e phdad26f o dod (Breda,

It is more a partnership according to Una:

0él do think getting them involved more inst
person giving the feedback, the tutor, that if the students are all
involved in it | think t p&tl58161y!l d wor kdéd (Una
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Kevin also stated that using the planned feedback strategies has supported

him in his relationships with the students. He says that the planned
strategies have been O6éan aid towards t
l i ai sing and rel ati o ResiMIhtgisw 2,Wwi2t3635)t he st uc
However, Una also made an interesting point about relationships in relation

to one of the planned strategies that was used in the study. The third

strategy, focused feedback to the task, often distorted the facilitative

relationship that we are discussing above. She talks about how the

students someti mes did not l' i ke the o6formal

directing all the discourse to the task and not to them.

6...relationships I think is a key kind of tI
the relationship but they want to talk to you more maybe informal, and
directing it at the task is kind of being quite cold and moving away
from that. That is what | found that they wanted to say it more
personally and they bring themselves into that. And then if you step

awayfr om t hat and talk about the task, wel/l I 6
think the relationship, when you have the relationship with the

students it can someti mebnaklmervewery hard to se
2,p. 2,57-65)

Una highlighted that it takes a while to develop these relationships, often
not enough time as teachers may only have a group for a 40-hour period

over a few weeks.

o1 am starting fresh with them and al so | ne
is a new relationship with them and that takes a while as well for them

to know me and my methods and things | ike th
p.3, 86-89)

K e v & oan gee an improvement yea, maybe more of an interest, they are
not as worried abiaewiéw2a. b gad)andBreddsedshi nk o6 (

an increased student involvement in her class.

60They al so twavauneans to anhead because they got
the task completed and knew that they were doing OK because of the
feedback givend Bréda, Interview 2, p. 1, 19-26)

The practical and useful nature of the intervention was still recognised by

Kevin, and Una found herself using the strategies as they fitted:

6énow that we have used them, I|like, there is
have it there now and vyubna intecavievd2, hel p but wuse
p. 2, 39-41)
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During the second round of interviews teachers spoke about the teaching
team in the case study institution and how important it is to develop a

culture of o6teamb6é within the teaching st

@but certainly | oftateam,ouidrk ay ateamar e par t

you work together as a team of people with no particular person being

the | eader. I think we have so much to offer
that opportunity for everyone to sit down and say, well this is the way

| 6ve idomend this is the way I do it or 1 6ve |

must try it that way and see if it works. So doing that | think is really
important because you are not working in isolation then and you are
working as teamd p(4MBQ-14Q) I nterview 2,

Una discussed an example of further signs of teachers collaborating when
she talked about how the teacher discussion group sessions give people a

chance to talk to colleagues.

6You dondét get a chance becausd we are all d
di fferent days we donodét actually get a chanc
covered a lot of issues that people were having maybe sitting at home

maybe if they were doing it themselves and | think that was time well

s p e rUnhadIntérview 2, p. 6, 205-209)

There was more discussion on how engaging with the research and the
planned intervention has enlightened their perspective on good teaching

and;

6éis making me research a I|ittle bit more on
and the relationship of students; you know sometimes when you are

doing maths it is very easy to forget it from the point of view of the

student (Kevin, Interview 2, p. 3, 70-74)

All during this time there was an opening and examining of their own

practice and looking at ways to improve. Una points out how it will be hard

now not to use these feedback strategies. Mary raises the point that she

is all for change, 06éif it works then us:
ol d ways when ot he mnewsayp, 5258 praciiceaghisov e o6 (

s h o wsmoaemehtd towards talking about teaching and more open

communities of practice (Vescio et al, 2008). It is about building your

human capital and investing in your practice (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012).

Susan develops this idea even further when she states;

6éit was good but I think we are developin
outside of that say with the structured report with work experience and
communications and | thought t hat mi ght be
covered communications so when you have an understanding of the

modul e i tos mu c h mor e easy t o identify ar e
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collaborate but | think that is a great idea (Susan, Interview 2, pp. 7/8,
272-278)

Susan is broadening her perspective here by not only thinking about her
own module but also thinking of other modules that the learners are
studying and where they can be integrated. Once she has an
understanding of other modules it opens up opportunities and possibilities
of teachers integrating modules collaboratively. Vescio et al (2008)
discuss collaborative efforts in teaching being characterised by open
practice, displaying evidence of sharing, reflecting and taking risks (p.84).
InBolame t @00%) study they reported that collaborative efforts having
avery oOOpositive impactb. in Brre eofd fzer
interviews and also in a teacher group session. She reflected that you are
notbéon your ownéd and that 0 éindriews,
p.5, 163-166) when referring to the assignment brief task that took place

during the study and how positive that was for her and the whole centre.

Awareness of the value of the teacher discussion group sessions as a
support to a team was realised;

6 Wel | I wo a ulsdtill havihge¢hose group sessions so that,

its great. Rather than, | know we have our meetings but when you

have a group session |ike that itos
conversation with each other and helping to develop around each

otheras wel | so | think it wo uBreda, wo r k

Interview 2, p. 5, 176-181)

And so teachers could see the value in participating in this type of practice.
It was the first concrete signs of the teachers recognising their membership

of a community of practice (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 2002).

During the second round of interviews many expressed concerns about
students that were not taking autonomy over their own learning. Getting

learners actually engaged with learning was still a challenge for Sean.

obser ve

great

6Some of them just do not get the idea of

and they find it very hard to make that connection. So in terms then

of giving them a sense of what they have done or asking them to

review what they have done,theyj ust d o rSéan, Inteeiew 2, t & (
p.15-11)
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Sean continued in this vein and stated that his studentsar e 6j ust not a
for itd and he feels that the attendanc
[feedback] i s &6 not g o iThegchallenge elatedkodabsenteeism
and lack of student engagement is a particular challenge in the FET sector.
There are also identifiable levels of student ability within one class and their
ability to engage in the learning process itself, as they are often
unmotivated. Teachers highlighted that there are very low levels of student
autonomy within the sector, which often alters the way they teach, as the
curriculum needs to be covered within certain timeframes. Teachers were
getting an opportunity to express their frustrations of working within the
sector with their colleagues in a safe place and also an opportunity to

address the issues with support from their colleagues.

The third teacher discussion group session took place on the 28™ of

January 2016. The plan for this third teacher group session is outlined

below.
Teacher Discussion Group Session 3
January 2016
Plan

* Presentation to teachers on research to date (15 minutes)
* Discussion on presentation (15 minutes)
* Review feedback strategy, task versus the self?

* Review two collaborative sessions we did in August around the assignment brief
and in September on the content of the assignment briefs?
* Action plan for January to May 2016
° Asking three questions
- 7

Figure 19 Plan for Teacher Discussion Group Session 3

The session started with an overview of the research to date. The aim here
was to show the group the work that we had been involved in; this was an
effort in keeping them involved with my objective of the research but also
their i nvolvement in it too. Il noted i n n
that they were on the last strat e gRes@arci{ Journal, 7 March, 2016). | gave a
presentation of the work to date and then asked for feedback from the
group on the presentation and the work that we had been doing. The group
then discussed strategy number three, feedback focused to the task and
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the collaborative sessions we held during phase one of the study. We then

discussed an action plan for the final stage of the research.

A feature of the teacher discussion group was the extent of focus on

absenteei sm and Eeftediv@nessimpgha dassroom. Theree i r

was a lot of discussion on how we as teachers are trying to improve our
practice. But absenteeism is such a problem that sometimes it is difficult
for teachers to engage in constructive teaching as time runs out. Not for

the first time, Sean pointed out very early in the third teacher group session,

60ébut the problem in our case is t

about our | o Isen, Taasher diseussian graaip séssion(3, pp.1/2, 38-
39). Teachers felt that because of the high level of absenteeism among the
target group it had a negative impact on how they teach their classes and
also a negative impact on learners that attend regularly. Itis a whole class

problem acknowledged by Susan;

6 think we need to focus, like a lot of focus has been on us improving

on our practice and us getting feedback and us making sure but it is

kind of being a bit wasted if the st
are impacting not just on the teacher but on the rest of their class

mat es 6 ( Su s distyssiom graup dession 3, p. 2, 62-67)

Kevin previously had an idea that grew with the study about informing
learners about indicative content of modules. He presented it as a possible
solution to some of the challenges being verbalised in the group. On
discussing this further it was decided to try and introduce a small classroom
based intervention on explaining learning outcomes (LOSs) to the students.
The approach was to engage learners in dialogue around the LOs of
module components at the start of a new module. With this in mind |
decided to ask Sean, Una and Breda to carry out this project, as they were
all starting new modules. The outcomes of this intervention are discussed

later in the next phase of the research.

During this teacher group session Susan introduced a feedback form that
she had devised (See Appendix 6) for students. | noted at the time that there
was a very good r espons e feédbackroolt Ale
teachers had a look at the form and said they would like to try using it and
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Susan was happy to share the form and requested that they also improve
the form and share it back. These were very positive engaging signs from
the teachers engaging in a climate of practice sharing and embedding

practice.

0There was a very good response from the fee
myself on a completed task in Communications and received a lot of

good information from learners, including that they do not like to self-

assess. This is interesting as maybe we need to teach our learners

this (to self assessMaih Z0Bg sear cher Journal,

Often the issue with our students is their fears about education and as a
result they feel they are alone in their difficulties. Susan acknowledged this
and she feels that the enhanced feedback strategies can help with this

issue;

6ébut there are a couple of students in the
issues and confidence issues so | think concentrating on the task is

so much easier on them. | would have fed back from this feedback

form and would have said that some people have problems so it

me ant then that they are not the only peopl
(Susan, Teacher discussion group session 3, p.9, 333-338)

Another revealing point made in this teacher discussion group session by
Susanwast he growing sense of teacher respol

learning;

0And | do say if ismefaulk | wilalwayosayf usi on t hat
that in a class because it is my business to get it straight. So if

there is unanimous confusion in class it is obviously that | am not

i mparting the i nfSosamma@eachey discussionr ect | y 6 (
group session 3, p. 9, 340-344)

The teachers were now pursuing ways of improving the learning

experience of the students. Susan states that when we try out these new

interventions in our practice that we can adjust and tailor them to our own

practice as we develop our skillsint hi s ar ea. 0éi f you use
seeé ways that i tTeacleragioup dession 3, @14, b18-319.d 6  (

During this session Breda talked about how the students are responding

very positively to the third feedback strategy, focusing on the task.

& was giving them feedback as they were in the process of doing the

task and they like that fact because they could fix it while they were

doing it instead of g oBradagy Tehchear k to them | a
discussion group session 3, p. 9, 346-349)
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Kevin pointed out that there was a lot of chat going on in the class now in
relation to the probl ems fitt matbit wthey ar e
discussion in class giving them confidence for shy and weak learners so

trying to get the good side o ut 0 (Teachehdiscg8s$don group session 3, p. 1,

11-14). Kevin stated that this gives confidence to the weak and shy learners

and they are engaging in dialogue with their peers on the subject material.

He mentionedt hat t he O0émor al e s Beacadliscisston be very
group session 3, p.1, 18) as a result. Susan also made reference on how the
students with | ow | evels of confidence 0
the people that were actuall y T Tesaceral | y ner
discussion group session 3, p. 3, 119-121). Susan and | discussed a piece of

work that we had worked on collaboratively with a group of learners. |
mentioned in this session that o6ééit wasn

that and it would be very easy just to go back and do our own thing. Doing

collaborative teaching takes effort and i t Teaaher d@seussidngrampe 6 (

session 3, p. 8, 295-297). But Susan points out that it will get easier and will

al so be 6l ess stressodo f or cdntewsewitheéhrss . I me
type of coll aborative teaching work we \

our s el Teacse&dibcusgion group session 3, p. 8, 299).

Sean articulatest he need for a O6regul aré approact

in the centre, as the learn e r needs t o see a 6consi s

throughout 0. Breda al so disgussorgroup hi s poi
session;
ol think the meetings we had where we were
together and stuff that really helps to collaborate as such that we are
al | wor ki ng al o nBgedat Teahesdisoussiorl groope s 6 (

session 3, p. 1, 31-33)

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) when referring to knowl edg
note that professional teachers already treat their classrooms and schools
as O0sitesd ofWe can keansvery geldl framowithin our own
institutions. Vescioetal( 2008) state that we 6éshould
in making decisions based on their contexts, their goals, current and new

professional knowledge, and the needs of t heipB9).sTtheident s o
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widening of perspectives through collaboration generated a deeper
awareness of the studentsodé workIl o

For example, Una suggested streamlining the assignment tasks.

& we are doing the assignment brief would we have a calendar of
when we are handing out (briefs) for the full time because if they said
they had 6 alna, Gehaher digcussios grou session 3,
pp. 7/8, 270-273)

During the third teacher discussion group session the group were
continuing to air their frustrations on absenteeism and the general teaching
situation of the FET teacher. However, the tone had changed a little and
there was evidence of searching for ways to solve the problem. The idea
about the LO strategy on engaging LOs of modules with students is an
example of this. Teachers were also devising feedback tools and sharing
them with an expectation of feedback from their colleagues. Dialogue
within the third teacher discussion group session was dominated by a need
for a whole centre approach to teaching and learning and how the
assignment brief task was a progressive step in that direction. There was
a palatable openness emerging. Members of the group talked openly on
how the feedback interventions were working in practice and how they
were supporting students in their learning. The group noted that the whole
intervention was particularly supportive for weak learners. There was
general consensus that the feedback strategies, and the nature of the

intervention, encourage a focus on the students and as a result other

ad

aspects of the teachers & pr acti ce was Atlhe fimegfeli mpr oved

there was a renewed energy and enthusiasm amongst the teachers.

6 She [ Susdevisgd ahfeedback form for the learners on
completion of a task. Some were reluctant to fill it and that was fine.
However, she got a lot of information about her students learning as
a result of content in the feedback form and has made changes to
practice where possible. This was very insightful. She was also able
to ask how to move forward with a particular situation, which was
clearer to deal with [now] as it was now written down on the feedback
form. The final interview with Kevin was also very good, better than
previous interviews with this teacher. He talked about a move in
|l earnersd | earning and how it al so
(Researcher Journal, 17 November, 2015)
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5.3.1 Researcher Reflection at this stage 1 Making Headway

At the end of phase two, whichlhaver ef erred t o as é|making

felt that now there was something happening in the case study institution.
There was increased engagement from the teachers. This phase of the
study was very busy as we carried out extra activities as well as the
planned data collection gatherings. At times | felt overwhelmed trying to
coordinate everything and making sure that things ran smoothly and that
teachers were informed at all times about what was taking place during this
phase. This was a particular challenge as additional teachers were joining
the group with the additional activities and | wanted them to feel safe and
welcome into this established group setting. At the end of this phase two
there were significant, albeit small, changes taking place. Teachers were
engaging in deeper dialogue that reflected a whole team approach. A
particular contextual factor was that teachers needed the time to get
together as teacher colleagues. So the steps in moving the project along
were slow and incremental in nature and this evolved organically. | realise
now that this slow pace allowed for deeper engagement by the teachers
ast hey 601 oo0s eneaydof doihge iLookinf backethls alowed
initial capacity building for engagement in the project. Fullan (2005) as
quoted in Stringer (2013) defines capacity building in education as the
concept of 6édevel opi nig dispositons, cskills,|
knowledge, motivation and resources 1 to act together to bring about
posi ti ve c hlnnhgeegard( pgarticpating teachers were now
shaping the research project. They were sharing their learning and
deepening their practice knowledge as a result. In terms of action research
theory the participating group were taking control of their work and the way
they conduct that work and the research process was allowing them to try
out new ways and practices. Feedback was relevant and important for
them in their practice. This was emerging as a significant driver during the
study. Another important point is that this was a local project, in that it was
not a measure sent down from senior management or department level.
Teachers didnoét |appreathessdteachimg ipt rhaec téih

dimension - there was a deeper understanding of what was shared and the
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di scussion delved into the O&Iwywdre
developing collective ability (Stringer 2013). There was an increasingly
high value placed on sharing of practice knowledge and so the time spent
in the teacher discussion group session evolved as a time of personal and
professional growth. They were bringing about positive change. The
teacher discussion group sessions were valuable occasions for teachers
to converse on their practice in a new focused way. The sessions and the
emerging feature of collegiality afforded opportunities to seek and get help
with many teaching challenges that they faced on a daily basis. Teachers
discovered that feedback to students about their work does help their
learning and that providing effective feedback is far more difficult than it
appears (Wiliam 2011, p.107). There was a realisation that feedback only
functionsf or mat i v e hfyrmaéoé fed badk to the learner is used by
the Il earner in improving pe rOveoal, ma
were all beginningtoworkasa 6t e a c hi .nNew anel axtngd projects
ont he wunitds ass édappened and thisyrahoveed that the
activity and dialogue about their practice as teachers was becoming more
open and transparent. | felt there was an increased focus on their learnersé
learning needs and how their teaching practice influences this. The
teachers explored their work in a focused way, they challenged their
practice in a way they had not done before and they embraced that activity.
The teachers were free to discover this in their own way and it was
unrestrained which lead to a form of emancipatory action (McLaren and
Giarelli 1995).

Incebd
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5.4 Phase Three i February to June 2016

New Habits
o1 would say wéearaa seh avreg ihrsgan, Téaeharrdistusdsiof
group 4)

This phase involved the participating teachers implementing the final
feedback st r at egy, asking que s tHere teachers
were asked to consider devising high as well as lower order questions on
course and assessment material in order to gain knowledge on the
studentsdo deeper undeDugng toia thirdregd fireaf
stage of the study a number of the previously referred to activities took
place in the case study institution. In February 2016 we carried out a whole
centre activity on the assignment briefs and some teachers took on an
exercise to try and engage students in LOs of modules during this period.
The fourth and final teacher group session took place on the 4™ of June
2016 followed by the one to one individual interviews with participating

teachers.

The whole centre activity involved all of the teaching staff sharing their
assignment briefs for the January to June (2016) term for their respective
modules. The idea behind this was that teachers would get into small
groups and discuss the briefs with their teacher colleagues, seek feedback
and change as necessary. The focus of the activity was to assess if the
language in the brief was accessible to learners, if the LOs were all covered
and to also seek out opportunities for collaboration on tasks where
teachers are teaching the same group of learners. This activity was not
confined to the research participants but was open to all teaching staff in
the centre. There was a very positive response and | do think the study
did play a part in this, as one of the participants did not hesitate to

collaborate with a new colleague. | noted in my journal the following;

We worked for an hour and a half and that teachers were very busy.

During this session there was a new teacher to the team who had only

recently joined the centre. I notedthathegot o6ri ght i nto i
to talk to an experienced teacher in the centre and also discussed

teaching collaborative opportunities with Susan who was teaching the

same group. (Research Journal, 7 March 2016)
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It was agreed to plan a similar activity in September 2016 and January
2017.

During the third phase of implementing the planned feedback interventions
in the case study institution, as reported earlier, the teachers were
becoming frustrated with absenteeism in their classroom. As suggested, it
was decided to carry out an initiative on learning outcomes of modules with
learners as a possible response to the absenteeism issue. It was
discussed amongst the teachers that an opportune time to introduce LOs
to learners was at the start of a new module. Una and Breda both agreed
to implement this exercise. Una mentioned how she would not normally
give out the LOs to doeumennaedis afsf ipgutitsi mg
(Interview 3, p. 3, 96). Some students liked to see what was going to be
covered and when, while others were worried to see all that had to be done
in front of them like that. However, Una states that it was a very positive
experience for her as the teacher and for the learners involved,;

6...we went through each |l earning outcome a
ticking them off, yes | know that one, | know where that is and if they

werendt they would nearly go on to the compu
see, double check. So it really worked wel (Uba, Interview 3, p.

4,127-130)

Una continues to discuss how she felt there was a real transfer of learning
and how this type of teaching activity c

as it i s f ana Interhiety3, p.£@3x1Mer 6 (

6So there was a real transfer of |l earning, t
will fit in and | can use this for the other module and also more so for

the part-time students, if | brought in an assignment would | be able

to practice on that what we are doing in class you know so you know

to i mprove documents or sométléS ng | i ke thatd
170)

Bredads comments on this L Orepewadjithect was
LOs with her | earners she said they | ook:¢
foreign la n g u a gineemwielv B, p. 4,130). Her approach to introducing LOs

to learners was to show them at the beginning of a module and then to

reviset hem at the end. She highlights that
what they had learned through those learning ou t ¢ 0 nBeeganter{iew 3,
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p. 4, 133-134). However, she goes on to state that if she was doing that
again, having discussed with Una in a group session, she would review the
learning outcomes throughout the delivery of the module and not just at the

beginning and the end;

O0What | would |Iike to do through a
was that maybe as | d6ve covered the
you go through the course, just say this is what we have

coveredé.and then they can see it as

doing it at the b&aepwviewsjpndgl3a4l@® t he end?d

Breda spoke about the fact that when learners have access to the learning
outcomes it is nearly like a checklist for them to make sure that they have
covered all elements of their course. It is also giving autonomy to the
learner. | mention in the interview that this is something that all teachers
in the case study institution could be introducing.

6l think that is something that we
with their students around the learning outcomes. | think that is a
suggestion that we will bring backt o t he r e mterviewf3, pt he mé
5, 153-155)

Unbeknown to the teachers, although this LO activity is a recognised
element of AfL theory, it was a teaching suggestion that arose as a result
of the teacher discussion group. Thi snewda sa c dor téachery
involved, as we did not normally give learners LOs of modules due to the
fact that we considered the language as too academic and so lacked
meaning for learners. This kind of language can actually disengage and
demotivate FET learners in their learning (Sotto 2007). Looking back, |
consider that this initiative brought the teacher student relationships to a
different level; students were more informed, engaged and they were
taking ownership and responsibility for their learning. Likewise, teachers
realised that learners can take this information on board when presented
to them in a planned and meaningful way. The learners seemed to have
traversed a gap in their learning once they understood LOs for their
module. Once learners are aware of the LOs of a module they have a
much better understanding of the module, and can apply this new
knowledge to other modules in their major QQIl award. Threshold concepts

come t o mind htreshgld conbeptiisardngfornaativé in that

an

(

al |,

once understo o d , it | eads t o a significant
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understanding of t he s ubj pX00).0Tedchtrs ppodedthd 0 1 3

once students understood the learning outcomes for their modules there

was a O6significant

assessment associated with the module.

changeo6 dulmandtheei r

The fourth and final teacher group session took place on the 4™ of June

2016. The session started with an overview of the data collected for the

study.

Outline of Data Collection for the Research

August 2014 - June 2016

N

(August 2014 - December 2014 ) /August 2015 - December 2015 i
‘Thinking’ about feedback and you * August - 2 sessions here on assignment briefs
tried out a few of the strategies ) \- November - second one-to-one interviews

[ N i B
January 2015 - June 2015 January 2016 - June 2016
* March - first group session * January - third group session
* April - first one to one interviews * Session on assignment briefs
* May - second group session * May/June- third one to one interviews

\ K LO Project

* June - fourth group session
N /J

Figure 20 Teacher Discussion Group Session 4

We then quickly moved on to getting into small groups to discuss a number

of questions that | had prepared for the session.

Teacher Discussion Group Session 4

* What do you think the evidence is?
* How do you feel as a teacher in FE now?
* What has changed?

L

* Looking back over the project - how do you feel about it?
* What are your thoughts? Why do you think this?

* Do you look at or approach things differently now?

Figure 21 Discussion Questions for Final Teacher Discussion Group Session 4

The purpose of these questions was to get as much insight and

understanding from teachers on their responses to the whole research

study and activities; using the planned teaching and learning intervention
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(feedback), engaging in the teacher discussion group sessions and what

did it all mean for them as practicing teachers.

T e a ¢ hrespossiés around the project to this point were that it was a very
positive and an awareness-raising experience. They welcomed the
support from their peers; however, they still found it challenging to structure
and document feedback in their practice. The group responded by stating
that feedback needs to be integrated and seamless. It was a very practical
activity and they liked that about it and they felt that they would continue
with the focused and planned elements of feedback in their practice in
future. The group felt that in some ways, the study was a form of teacher
development and it brought about a lot of teamwork. They felt a greater
confidence in what they were doing and that discussions are a two way
process between students and teachers. When | asked them about how
they feel now about their teaching they stated that, they realise the need
for adaptability working in this sector. There was a new focus on listening
more to thestudentand a realisation that it 6éédoe
| asked them what has changed, if anything. They felt they were more
informed, more aware and that we have learned from the process.
Teachers talked about needing to plan and prepare more and to spend
more time on introducing modules to students. The group welcomed the

holistic approach that developed as a result of the study.

6The final teacher group sessiyon was very pos
| was tired as it was also the end of the academic year. | observed
that the teachers talked a lot and gave very positive responses and
reflections to the whole project. The language they were using i
awareness, development, collaboration T were words to use to

describe the projectdé. "W2Researcher Journal,

As the conversation progressed in this teacher discussion group session
the discussion on practice was very collegial. Mary commented that it was
nice to know that the teachers in the group cared about how | teach that
0 é p eofihd teachersjc ar e about how Teacheddiecussary | ob é 6
group session 4, p. 5, 169-174) and that she felt supported as a result of that
and was more inclined to talk about practice and to seek help when
needed. There was a realisation that while at the start of the project the
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focus was on feedback strategies, there was nowa O s hi f ttieeir t owar ds

effectiveness as teachers. Una highlighted this point in the final teacher

discussion group session;

61t was a
on the sta

ocC
f 6 ( ToamSedsienr4, pdg, 30t-308)si on ¢

f
i
Breda stated this point;

ol think for me itébs, wha't changed for
awareness from the feedbackf r om t h e Tedcheddescussisnd (
group session 4, p. 14, 522-523)

Susan talks about how the feedback strategies gave her an opportunity to

us on the studegfodaus but in fact

6égo back and i mprove on the Inegiew3 | 6m del |

p.7, 256-258) and in the final teacher discussion group session she
concurred with this;

6The other thing that was good about that wa
guestions [strategy no.4] | had to think about the delivery of the
modul e so that was kind of good for me, a Kkir
Teacher discussion group session 4, p. 9, 314-316)
Teachers continued to discuss their teaching methods and ways that they
can be improved. Teachers did not just share good practice but also
highlighted areas that they hadtri ed out and di dndt wor k s
times the tone was positive; there was progressive dialogue on practice as
teachers. Persistenceandhavingt o 6st i cké with wth i dea al
the learners was an interesting comment.
6But if you did it at the start, |ike I i d
j eena mack, I dondt know any of these an t h
when they are actually able to tell you, Yes, this is what we have done,
they are actually gettingarealsenseofac hi evement as well so0o6 (Un

Teacher discussion group session 4, p. 10, 356-360)

Another example of teachers now thinking about their practice in a new

way is highlighted in the following quote from Susan;

OFeedback to me was atovwhe ptedenmbutlf eedi ng back
have realised that the studentsd feedback (t

(Susan, Teacher discussion group session 4, p. 8, 303-305)

Mary is also now very happy with this type of activity in the centre and in
her practice. She welcomes it, it is practical, everyone is participating and

ultimately, it is for the greater benefit of student learning.
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6éwhereas with this, t hiicsit iavplyes oach 1i's mor e
everyone, it involves a team, it involves individuals and it is for the

benefit of Mdrye Teacheudiseussios groud session 4,

pp. 1/2, 36-38)

Susan is moving a step further again when she discusses that we need to
find a meaningful way of introducing the LOs to learners in order for them

to engage fully in the modules that are being delivered to them.

6l f there was some met hod of relaying what
[are] in a simple way to the students then they would have a better

under standi ng oSusant ieachemdisdusdion @grour

session 4, p. 10, 343-346)

Breda has been more aware of her learners learning, she was looking out
for it in a new way. She talked about how learners learn in different ways

and that she

6émight have to adapt to the way [she] teach
especially with some of our groups who are so varied in levels, some

can be getting it just like that and others you need to approach it

di f f e rBeedat Tegcher discussion group session 4, pp.14/15,

525-530)

Sean welcomed the opportunity to share in practice and felt this was the
way forward for their practice in the case study institution as he stated,;
OWell for feedback and any kind of trair
strategies should be done with this way o f bringing people ol

(Teacher discussion group session 4, p. 1, 29-31).

Mary makes a point about the students now knowing where teachers are
coming from;

6éthey have a sense of that and maybe they a
giving feedback whereas if it is too structured, you know handing them

a piece of paper, what did you think, tell me and put it down there,

then nothing comes bac k t o Maty,elTea8her(discussion group

session 4, p.2, 43-47)

She also describes a situation with one of her students where she has seen
real progression not only in the student.

personal development.

6l f you take for instance E, | sat with E the
on amazing and when | sat and spoke with her and | said look back
where you started E...and | took her on the journey of Youthreach and
how she started there and then moving on to here and that she is
doing fantastic and | could see her beaming and | knew this was doing
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est eem a n(dleacheo didcussioa group good o6

her sel f
, 111-117)

session 4, p.

Honest interaction and reporting of learning amongst the group was now
evident. Susan revealed in this group session that she made a mistake
with one element of the assessment documents for one of her modules
that she was delivering; o1 mades a big 6
breakdown over it, it was just at the time thatith appenedél just t hot
had ever yt hiTeader discosgoe grotip ession 4, f. 18, 668-670) and

goes on to state that she wondét make t hat

Currie (2008) states that there is a need to provide a safe and open

learning environment for adult learners. Teachers in FET need to be

responsive to a variety of learning histories presenting in their classrooms

and so create an environment t hat i's O6safed anc
Crowther et al (2010) also make this point stating that a key contributor to

this safe environment for learning is the curriculum, which should be

flexible and openly discussed with both teacher and student agreeing on

the content. In the literature review of this thesis authenticity in teaching is

discussed. Cranton and Carusetta (2004) define authenticity in teaching

as;

6...a cluster ofawarenessandbringmdtlzatselfd t o sel f

into teaching, understanding of learners and our relationships with

them, a positioning of ourselves within a context and taking stances

on issues and norms in the workplace and in our social world, and

finall vy, engaging in critical reflection on
(p. 288)

The authors discuss being genuine and open in your teaching and being
6socially situated©o. I felt that teache
life of this research project. Teachers felt comfortable in the process that

was used around asking teachers to try out a new teaching methodology

in their class. Mary spoke about how it was a form of internal continuous

devel opment and that she would have felt
had come in, | i ke Teahardisdussibnigréuesessoosmpa,b ody 6 (
14-15). This is important as teachers felt more at ease with this type of

learning rather than an external body coming into the centre. There was a
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sense of interest coming from the participating teachers as Sean talked

about in this final teacher discussion group session;

6 . . cleadyt the evidence is there that there is a sense of
interestéevidence that people have shown be
people have i nter esSeanaleathetdisaissiont hey cared (

group session 4, p. 5, 154-160)

And teachers wanted more of thistypeof activity; O0This is wl
important that we can have more gett o get her s Brddd, feahert hi s 0 (
discussion group session 4, p. 18, 655-656). Sean clearly noted that a change

was happening; O lchanwrnplbce caay ewaveathave | e:
(Seén, Teacher discussion group session 4, p. 2, 53) and Una makes a similar point

in the same group session;

6éli ke CPD, staff development, rather than j
also a big learning curve for the staff | think. We wanted to try and

improve student feedback but in fact maybe we improved the way we

appr oac h Urahleachgrgiup Gession 4, p. 8, 292-295)

There was a sense of teachers taking a step towards being in charge of
their practice and their own learning. They realised that they had power to
make the change internally in the case study centre. Teachers were
beginning to talk about investing in their practice and continuing this type

of teaching and learning activity into the future.

6 Co u | idcorpoeate 5 or 10 minutes session on feedback into the

teacher meetings, just an on-going if anyone has developed forms

and to kind of and | think about sharing and adapting templates or

strategies to your o wn dsdudsianagtoupon é ( Susan, T ¢
session 4, p. 15, 557-560)

However, Sean is still frustrated in the final teacher discussion group
session when he makes the comment that s

get 6 feedback;

0é my view is that the | earnagaoeshas not chang
not understand what feedback is, they justdon 6 t  dSean, Teathér (
discussion group session 4, p. 2, 53-56)

All the participating teachers from time to time throughout the study felt

these frustrations, and maybe it is a realisation of the reality of teaching?

However, it is a positive sign that teachers are willing to discuss these

frustrations in an environment that they feel is safe and are willing to try

and overcome this. An observation from my research journal was that
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teachers dalked about the negative challenges of their practice more in the
teacher discussion group sessions than in the individual interviewsd They
felt comfortable airing these views with their teaching colleagues rather
than directly with me 1 the centre manager. There was an
acknowledgement of the support that we can offer each other as teaching

colleagues.

Breda reflected on the support and statedthati t was O6ni ce to ha
di scus s i 0 rBreda Deachertdiscusstondgroup session 4, p. 7, 256-262), a

point also raised by Una;

6Good support and a good focus because we do
that either and if we have a meeting we are just going through an

agenda so it was good time out to just focus on that which we probably

would not have done otherwise. It was constructive as well, | think

everyone got s 0 méng, hTeachgr discussionafoupi t 6  (

session 4, p. 8, 282-286)

Susan often looked for support from the group and mentioned on several

occasions about getting support from colleagues.

6l't might be good as part of a staff develop
li ke 16d Iike to know what ot hers felt abou
coul d it be dev 8dsanpTeatherodisagsiontgroupe 6  (

session, 4, p. 11, 383-385)

The final round of the one to one interviews took place during late May and
early June 2016. In these final interviews many teachers were really

content with their work in relation to feedback over the two years.

60ne of the things that stick out for me the
thing, about how we give feedback to the students, because | think

that is really key to keeping the student on
p. 5, 160-163)

The teachers revealed that they are now preparing their class material now

in a more focused way and incorporating feedback into their lesson plans.

06So overall, the whole process has been an a
process where youod6re having tbowl ook at how yo
you ask for feedbapkplo-bb2Mar vy, I nterview 3,

Mary highlights that

0éit i s that awareness raising in you that
whatever it is to the student, keeping the criteria up there, up front, the

whole time but tailoring it to the students understanding and

k n owl eMagygerierview 3, p. 4, 123-126)
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Susan is also being reflective and aware when she talks about what she is
going to do next year in her practice. So she is looking forward with her

new learning;

6But n o whanweakeeloing that nextyear | will be more aware

that | need to be sure that they are sticking to your content as well you

know but in general can Susaminteréesw ot her opportu
3, p. 5, 180-183)

Kevin states t harmorebaéard of the Whels cirgleoad

| earners because t her e KavisintesviewSp.4®4-huge sp
116). Participating teachers spoke about the feedback strategies being

very wuseful for them in their practice.
and | think it was benef iKevh mtérvieW3oprs5 us al |,

168-169). Susan also made this point;

6l found it really valuable, every time | b6ve
an opportunity to go back anndthe mprove on the
mo d u | Susal, Interview 3, p. 7, 256-258)

Thinking more deeply, Breda talks about the need to focus on the learners

in this third interview;

6l think it opens your eyes a | ot more into h
and even seeing it from, well | always did try and look at things from
the students6é point of view anyway, to see hi

up. But I think to implement it you really need to concentrate on
putting it i ntBoedayloterview8,p.2%58-65p1 and (

This quote is very much grounded in her practice; it is not emotional but a
practical statement of ways to move forward with her practice when she
states that feedback needs to be built into the class plan. In my literature
review John Hattie (2013) and his views of learning were reviewed. He
describes |l earning as the O6...process 0
knowl edge to then move to deep or concept
is discussing students here but equally | believe that the teachers in this

project moved to deep learning about their practice.

Brookfield suggests that we look at our practice through the eyes of our
students. This was evident during the final phase of the study where there
was a realisation about being aware of howthelearn er s & s eldnat hi ngs.

discussed learner centeredness in her third interview when she talks about
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the LO project that she was involved in. She states that the project was
ver yalbblded and dmade sensed and spending t

in the classroom is very positive.

ol t hi nk ialble andsit males senseal doing the learning
outcomes and spending some time with that, i
review when you recap and starting out, and

people in, what we are going to be covering instead of just springing
somet hi ng n eUnma, lotarview I3,g0.n80286-291)

Kevin highlights that he is now O0éthinkir
module whereas | would not have been thinking that early about it say a
few years ago (Interview 3, p. 2, 66-69). Susan gives a very solid example of
how one of her feedback tools supported her weak students. Her feedback
form gave weak students an opportunity to show where their difficulties are
in their learning and she was able to adjust and approach this now in order
to improve learning for students (Interview 3, p. 4, 128-133). Teachers were
beginning to look for signs from students about their levels of ability and
as a result were able to support and help those students in a more enriched

way;
6So one student where you might put out ther e
the question straight and this student will respond and give you an
answer. Where another student on being asked a question might be
hesitant about answering so right away it gives you an indication, OK
I need to check this, | need to probe this a
3, p.2, 44-49)

Mary continues in the interviewthby stati

non-verbal or quieter ones in the group, as she wants to make sure that

they are oO6withé her.

6But we have to remember t hat peopl e are coc
corner s, s o what mi ght suit one student W C
anot her é So vy ou rbhangeor fix d sodhhttalestudents

ar e under Bdryalintehiiew 8, . 3,(94-99)

Towards the end of the research project, there was a lot of discussion
about embedding their learning about practice and that it should not now
stop as the study has come to an end. The focus and development was
different for everyone. Una talked about continuing to include planned
feedback all the time and that she will look at things differently and will be
more conscious of feedback when starting modules with new students

(Interview 3, p. 1, 15-19). Kevin resonated with this point when he states the
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foll owi ng, ol think it probably helps t«
teaching0 (Interview 3, p. 3, 101-102). There was also evidence from the

interviews about trying new ideas and techniques in class because they

saw that it worked and i mproved students
to concentrate on ad Hrmddaigervigwts,a.t2, 73-78).t o my pl
Una mentioned that we all want our classes to work better in order to

enable students to progress and to provide them with opportunities to

|l earn; 6éso anything |Iike that that hel p:
st ud e nntergiet & (. 7, 274-277).

In the final interview | asked Breda what were her thoughts on the group
activities that we have been doing throughout the project and her response

was very positive, practical and focused on the benefits for her practice;

o} | i ked tithsalike pbtteng o unarny brains together and

coming up with a solution, whereas you know you are thinking from

different angles as well, lots of people will see things that you have

mi ssed and it was great to cBrede, t oget her and
Interview 3, p. 3, 101-105)

Teachers at the start of the project were willing to get involved and could
see the potential benefit for both themselves as teachers but also benefits
for the students. By the end of the project, there were very solid examples
of practice development and collegial sharing taking place. A deep sense
of appreciation of what it means to share and the spirit of sharing was

evident.

There was now a new level of openness with the students where teachers
were engaging them in areas of the curriculum that would not have

happened before and this was evident from the sharing of LOs activity;

0 A ntheht definitely said to me that was a good method to engage

learners and to see the transfer of learning and for them to be able to

mxand mat ch, yea this wildl be very wuseful h
Interview 3, p. 5, 172-175)

Wiliam (2011) discussed sharing learning intentions with students in the
UK and that schools n e e d t oleardipgoobjéciives at the start of
classesbuthefeltt hi s was often onl yealgmegting k end an

the objective of students clarifying, sharing and understanding learning
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intentions of classes. However, what Una experienced with her group was

not Ot okenismd but cl ear | ggnisant ofdhent s beg.
standardsoé criteria and ultimately, began to take a step towards taking

responsibility for their own learning.

6But we all want to our classes to work bett
make sure the students progress, to offer them the best opportunities,

so anything like that that helps you as a teacher and involves the

student séd (Unpa7,274-2yT)er vi ew 3,

Susanés focus throughout this study was
tools for getting feedback from learners. She often talked prior to the study
on the challenges of recording feedback, which is a requirement for QQI

assessment procedures.

6. . .but it definitely was advantageous and
guestions that | want answers to that will help me improve the delivery

of the module for the next time | am doing it. And rather than giving

spontaneous feedback it made me think what kind of information |

wanted from the students rather than me giving them feedback, it was

about me listening to their feedbac k 8usaf, Interview 3, p. 6, 205-

210)

Black and Wiliam (2009) discuss eliciting, interpreting and using
information from students that will inform the next step the teacher needs
to take in the <cl ass. Susan discusses
designed and the strategies that we were implementing and experimenting
with in the project support her in eliciting, interpreting and using information

about her learners.

6l think those two tools now wild/l help me to
delivery of a module it will give me tools that | can actually get a really

good feel for where the students are at and what issues need to be

deal t Interviewt3dp. 7 260-263)

| observed at this point in the study that the focus on student learning was
becoming deeper. Teachers talked about this in the interviews and in the
teacher discussion group sessions. Sean talked about a student being
oenlightenedd when he -eaddandtassesgand back an
refl ect hi mself 0 n Inwrkiesv B, p. h, @5-17h @and thdt e ar ne d 6
learners were learning a lot from having this feedback conversation. Breda
also mentioned confidence developing in students stating that the
feedback improves their confidence and students realise that they can
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actually learn and progress and they begin to work harder because they

know they can do it (Interview 3, p. 2, 42-47). Sean mentions that this new

knowl edge for |l earners is allowing them

more learning on board as a result (Interview 3, p. 3. 92-95). Susan makes
this insightful comment about the sustained benefit of the initiative as a

result of being consistently implemented for two academic years;

6Yea, because they are getting more used
what they are being asked. And I think it is really important to keep
saying in feedback that it is OK to be critical, because | do think that

students thinkéresistanceéthey think somethi

as something that is negative, whereas | am trying to highlight that
criticism for us is positive because it gives us an opportunity to get rid

of, improve, get rid ofp7285252st onfusiond (Il nte

Breda refers to the students6appreciation of the new approach having

engaged in formative feedback with her learners;

6éthey kind of stand back and they realise

that improves their confidence a lot and they start to and really work

mor e at it because they thibrdda, wel | actuall

Interview 3, p.2, 44-47)

Una comments on how the feedback strategies were planned over the two-
year period. She felt the planning was

6égood because it gave everyone a chance
some weeks are different, so that was a good idea. Also, it was

matched with meetings, that worked as well so you just had to get

anot her hour, so the logistics worked |
(Una, Interview 3, pp. 6/7, 234-238)

This is an important point to highlight as it shows that the planning of these
teacher discussion group sessions to get teachers working together to
promote a professional learning community needs to be embedded in

practice.

Throughout the various discussions with teachers in interviews and the
teacher discussion group sessions teachers talked about a need to invest
in their practice and with any investment there is time involved. It is not
something that will happen immediately, results are not instant. Teachers
were aware that this planned intervention will not make all their teaching
challenges disappear but instead could see that in time and with practice
their teaching methodologies could improve the overall learning for both
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teachers and students in the case study institution. Susan talked about
the team aspect of practice in her interview and said that it is important to
do things as a group rather than working independently (Interview 3, p. 7-276-
278). Kevin mentioned t hat 6lt got me out of my <co
me interact a bit better with the students (Interview 3, p. 1 10-12). Una talked
about going beyond the delivery of modules but looking at the bigger

picture in terms of the case study institutiond s  @urpose - learning.

& think not just feedback, | think we can improve the overall and
improve the way we present modules, what we do, how we set up the
structure of the BTEI, the part-time, VTOS and things like that. | think
we could get a lot more out of them instead of just seeing is the
student happy, what about the learning? Are we transferring the
learning, are we getting the point across, is there enough feedback
and so on. We can actually improve, there is another step. And that
i s good (Uns IntendewB,f. 9, 354-361)

Kevin pointed out that, o1 t hifrdm we have
meetingsjé 1 t 6 s i n finerviema (. 5, 184e165). And others agreed:
6Just in gener al it is nice wlen we get tog

l earn new things but to see how everyone el se
like a peer support kind of thing because you can have good days and

bad days. And if things are getting you dov
right for you at least if you talk toyour peer s, theyoll say you ca
anot her a fBreda latenhew 3, p.&b, 174-181)

Teachers engaging in dialogue with their peers needs trust, support and

care (Hargreaves and Fullan 2012). The dialogue happening among the

teachers was supporting deep relationships that were fostering a

collaborative culture in the case study institution. Freire (1970) argues that

true dialogue requires an O0éintense fait!l
to make and remake, to create and re-create, faith in their vocation to be

more fully humandéd (p.90). An environment
a climate of mutual trust that ultimately leads to closer relationships

between the people involved (p.91). True dialogue needs engagement in

critical thinking, thinking that is characteristic of solidarity (p.92). There

was a sense of teachers taking the first step in taking charge of their

practice and skills and this extended to suggesting ideas for the centred s

next academic term;

ol suppose, w h then iswraybevtow ived predeat the
modules, what we do first, what we do next and so on so that the links
ar e mor ®naflitewievd3) pp(8/9, 314-316)
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Una was very happy to engage in this project with her colleagues, which
was personal development for herself but also professional development

for her place of work, the case study institution.

6But | do think bringing in our briefs and di
together, it gave a good sense of team and community and overall

if the students see that, it makes us more aware of what is going on

and | think that is really good because you can integrate much better

i f you know whJaa, Intengew 8,@.i8n269-3630 6 (

Sean feltit was Oéextremely positive just t o h
col |l abor at intarvew 3vp4elnss®). (Little (2006) discusses

building teacher learning into the school workplace. She is referring to

giving schools an opportunity to learn and collaborate internally and not

externallyby 6 é a |l | o c a tsgage gnd tollanseo,other kinds of activity

that expand the opportunities for teacher learning in the course of on-going
schoolp.21li)f.ed She feels that this wil!/l | e c
teachers & t hi nki ng anldi ttthled Gae rpsodatng Wwith e .

Mary when she spoke about the teacher discussion group sessions;

6And | think those group sessions as well 0 |
collaboration that we might not otherwise realise and | think there is

loads of scope for collaboration but it takes a bit of work and it takes

ti me as well but it can be vMaryy good then wt
Interview 3, p. 5, 151-155)

Susan and Breda alluded to the opportunities that exist for the case study

institution when this type of activity takes place;

60Huge opportunities and | think what it does:s
less work but | think the work you are getting is more quality and

also it, yea, | just generally think it is useful, you know collaborating,

integrating different modules, makes that connections with other

modules and it also, they are more focused, like the thing is you

get a much more quality report because they are doing it in two

dff erent cl assesd 5 asl-4a90), I nterview 3,

0And | think everyone was getting something
and the chance that we got to play around with it. | think that was a

good thing, with it being a study it was experimental and youwe r e n 6 t

coming in getting something like sent down to you, you have to do X,

Y and Z. So that gave people power over it and | think that is what is

good and | think people were willing to put in their own ideas and say

how it workedd {4 UB6§-274) nterview 3,

In the above quote Una also made the valid point that this was not an

Oexternal 6 project, something that was 0:
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else. This was an internal project that developed from the participating
teachers within the case study institution and as a result teachers
benefited from that. Mary also makes this point when she discusses how
coming to the teacher discussion group sessions allowed the sharing of
knowledge and it gave an opportunity to look at practice and new ways of

learning (Mary, Interview 3, p. 4, 147-150).

5.4.1 Researcher Reflection at this stage T New Habits

At the end of phase t hr eenewwhhiatvast
excited that we had completed the three action research phases with
relative ease and | felt that the project was valuable and practical for the
teachers involved. | felt that the teachers still had energy for this concept
of working together and sharing practice in order to improve teaching and
learning in the case study institution. 1 felt this final phase of the study
showed evidence of further changes in habits among the teachers. There
was a certain opening up and many reported less isolation in their practice
and profession. They all spoke about learning from their colleagues and
dialogue within the meetings. And importantly at this time, teachers
extended this professional learning out to influence learners in the
cl assrooms. The participating teeé
throughiagdbél éanis rat her t hateachmngd of
content approach (Jarvis 2010). Participating teachers welcomed the
support that the project was giving to their everyday practice. There was
a deepening of practice occurring among the teachers with a focus on
learning. Through the teacher discussion group sessions teachers
engaged more deeply in conversation and dialogue on their practice and
this helped them embed the intervention [feedback] activity and habitually
into their practice. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) refer to building human
capital; tol ook at individual sé6 strengt
discuss these with peers and to build the capabilities of yourself and your
colleagues (p.154). The teachers realised that the potential for the whole
centre i n t his type of coll abor
collaboration and collegial dialogue in an effort to improve teaching
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practicesd (Clausen et al 20009) Was ver

observation was that the teacher discussion group sessions built their own

mo d el of coll aborative practice ahd deve

tsownprocesso6 (Ful | and teaZ2l®@ Became cobfideht)
Throughout the project teachers in the group were learning about the
importance of effective pedagogy it hey wer e becomin|g
|l earner6 (Loughran 2010, p. 37) arnd
helps to highlight teaching as an educative process. They aired their
frustrations but they also talked and discussed ways to at least try and
improve their situation. Towards the end of the project there was evidence
of the teachers thinking of the whole centre and not just their individual
practice through the practice of being reflective practitioners. As Brookfield
(2005) st ates being a oO6critically ref|l
your practice and see what you do in a wider perspective (p.16). There was
a beginning of a process of collaborative learning in their place of work;
ultimately, engaging and participating as a group of teachers on their

practice in the FET context.

5.5 Conclusion
This chapter presented dat a from t he teachersb

practice over the two-year life of the project. The participating teachers
were involved in this project for two academic years. Due to the way the
changes happened, there was a need to present the findings in a way that

t he ¢

how

ective

di scu

was capturing all of t he t e a deelmgssrd adtidn® abguh t s

using the intervention in a meaningful way and engaging in a collaborative
project with their teaching colleagues. The project involved three stages
of an action research project placed within a case study FET institution
and within the three stages there was obvious and definite developments

that inform the conclusion to the project in the next chapter.

5.5.1 Final Reflection
The following diagram (fig: 22) is a visual of the developments that took

place in this research project.
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Intense Process

Features:

e Intervention
* Knowledge/Feedback
¢ Individual Freedom

Process

* Purposeful Activity
» Sharing/Opening Up

3
z.
>
(o]
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®
D
Q

* N « Deepening of Practice ,2;’

* NewEngRapons  Collaborative Learning

» Capacity to Change
» Professional Learning

Figure 22 Developments that took place in this study

On reflection it was an intense process where | constantly had to keep the
project on track. | reminded the participating teachers about the
intervention and engaged in discourse with them on its progress within

their practice at all stages during the project.

The initial stage of the project, called Getting Along, had some defining
features. This stage was very much characterised by the individual
teacher, with a focus on their individual skills and personalities. The focus
at this stage was developing and working with the teacher and the
intervention [feedbackl and t he teachersdé prior knowl
chosen intervention played a critical role in that the teachers had the
individual freedom and openness to work with feedback in their practice.
There was the beginning of teachers engaging in dialogue about their
practice. This gave the participating teachers a positive start to the project
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that allowed the teachers to progress with it and to get along with their
colleagues in the study. They were empowered by their willingness and

openness to improve their practice.

The spirit of inquiry that initiated the project was the feedback intervention.
It developed and progressed the individuals involved into the next phase
of the study, Making Headway. The teachers had a purposeful activity to
engage in, on their own and with their teaching colleagues. At this stage
the teachers were beginning to open up and share in their practice in a
purposive way. The teachers were succeeding with the intervention and
with developing the community level of their practice. This progressed to
a deepening of practice that led to collaborative learning among the
teachers. The spirit of inquiry was the guiding feature of the project. There
was a deepening of teacher dialogue about the feedback strategies and
their impact on learning. There was a deepening of teacher dialogue,
which focused on student needs and their learning. This phase showed
evidence of a deeper focus on the learning environment including student-
teacher relationships. Towards the end of this phase the teachers were
looking outward towards the whole centre and thus adopting a whole

centre approach to their practice and teaching activities.

The project continued to evolve and progress to the final phase of the
study, entitled New Habits. At this juncture in the project what was evident
was that there was new learning and engagement taking place among the
study participants individually, but more critically among the whole centre.
At this stage the spirit of inquiry had developed into whole centre learning
around feedback and its delivery. Capacity building and a change in
professional learning defined this stage. New habits were forming among
the teachers and the whole centre. There was new collaborative teacher
dialogue taking place. This was evidenced in their confidence in using the
strategies and in their openness to engage in discourse on teaching and
learning. There was deep and purposeful sharing of practice taking place.

This all led to new habits in reflective practice for the individual teachers
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involved, which contributed to their personal and professional practice

learning in the centre.

This project was a process where each phase fed into the next steps and
actions that were going to take place. The spirit of inquiry guided the
project through all phases, which was a process of learning for the
teachers involved. In this project the individual had to learn how to engage
in a learning situation in their place of work. This led them to engage in
their work at a community level and ultimately, reaching out to the whole
centre involving all staff, students and stakeholders in the case study
institution. | feel it was important for the participating teachers and me to
go through the process of the three phases. It was important for teachers
to be willing and ready to progress through the phases. It was important
that this process was facilitated at all stages of the project. It was a
dynamic practice that resulted in teachers displaying the features of a
professional learning community i shared values, collaborative practice,

deprivatising of practice, focus on student learning and reflective dialogue.

The next chapter will present the main conclusions as well as some

recommendations for future work in this area.
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Chapter Six Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

ATeaching is such a complex craft that one |
to master ité, but by rigorously focusing
practice, teachers can continue to improve throughout their

career. Therefore, we need a commitment from teachers d not

one to attend a certain number of hours of professional

development per year but a career-long commitment to the

continuous improvement of classroom practice, as well as an

agreement to develop their practice in ways that are likely to

improve outcomes for student s 6 ( @011) i am

In the rural FET centre where | have been teaching and managing for a
number of years, there were few opportunities for the teaching staff and |
to engage in educational discourse about our classroom practice. | was
seeking ways to address this situation and to promote the concept of
teacher dialogue through engaging teachers in a professional learning
community (PLC). However, | knew that in the educational context of our
centre and the FET sector, this could not happen without deep thought and
planning. In order to embark on this research project and PhD study | had
to consider the teachers involved, their working patterns and their teaching

backgrounds.

The research set out to investigate how to promote a PLC in a rural FET
centre in Ireland. The underpinning assumption here is that the PLC is
made up of groups of educators who collectively examine and improve their
own professional practice. The PLC concept is closely related to a learning
community. These learning communities provide opportunities for
teachers across a school system to learn and think together about how to
improve their practice in ways that lead to improved student achievement
and learning (Annenberg Institute of School Reform 2004). In an effort to
promote a PLC in the case study institution this project described the
involvement of six participating teachers, and this researcher, working
closely together for two academic years on implementing a planned and
focused teaching intervention [feedback] into the FET classroom.
Throughout this exploration changes in the teachersé pr act i c-es, t eacd

student relationships and whole centre change were identified. As stated
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previously, | was motivated by a desire to enable teacher dialogue and
deepen engagement with teaching and learning within the case study

institution.

This chapter seeks to answer the overall research question of how do |
promote a PLC in the case study institution. When a planned and focused
teaching and learning intervention is introduced into practice in the FET
case study institution;

What experiences unfold for individuals in the action research project?

What happens to the professional engagement of the FET teacher?

What happens to studentsd engagement witdt
What experiences unfold for me the research practitioner leading the

project?

T
T
T
T

Through answering these research questions the actual problem and
challenges involved were further understood. The chapter will review the
key findings and discussions already presented. The chapter will discuss
the possible influences of the study as well as its limitations. There are
suggestions for future research work in this area. The chapter concludes

with some final reflections on the whole research process.

The research question posed for this action research case study was how
do | promote a professional learning community (PLC) in the FET context,
and so the lens | was adopting for this research was the theory associated
with PLCs. PLCs are characterised by a set of attributes (Merriman,
Bausmith and Barry 2011): shared values, focus on student learning,
reflective dialogue, deprivatising practice and a focus on collaboration
(Vesio et al 2008) and for this project this was my operating version of the
PLC. | read extensively in the areas of teaching and learning, and the
theory associated with the PLC, and with my research problem as its focus,
| invited participating teachers to introduce a relevant teaching and learning
initiative [feedback] (Wiliam 2011) into their practice and to discuss its
effectiveness on their practice in their FET institution. | did this in an effort
to give participating teachers a forum to start engaging in dialogue on their
practice. The rationale for choosing feedback as the intervention was
because teachers already engage in feedback in their practice and so they
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were comfortable and confident using the intervention from the start. The
intervention had meaning for the teachers. This resulted in early
successes, which was important for sustaining the project in the case study
institution for two academic years.

6.2 Features of this Research
Particular features of this research study that contributed to its successful

implementation in this FET educational context were the following: the
design of the intervention, the design of the data collection instruments and
the action research approach to the project. The design of this participatory
research project allowed a lot of freedom and openness on the intervention
and how it unfolded throughout the life of the study. This was significant
as teachers then freely shaped its course and so had ownership over the
project and the process. The collaborative team approach to its
implementation was another feature. Engagement with the intervention
varied greatly between the teachers: there was flexibility to allow some
teachers develop their individual skills of applying effective feedback in
their practice while other teachers practiced the skills of teacher

collaboration. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) acknowledge that change in

educational ref orm i s a Omovement O

occurrence and remar k t hat successful

people to act in support of a shared common cause in the future, even
though the immediate steps are psychologically difficult or dangerous in

the beginningd (p.151).

The design of the data collection instrument greatly aided the project and
contributed to its successful implementation and the effective outcomes. It
was at the teacher discussion group sessions that the seeds were planted
and nurtured that enabled teachers dialogue, sharing and learning from
each other on their practice. These teacher discussion group sessions
offered opportunities for teachers that they did not have before. Hence,

possibly a new culture of practice was emerging.
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The methodological approach to this study, action research, was a suitable
and contributing feature. This action research project was practical in
nature by using the meaningful teaching and learning intervention that
involved changes in a cyclical process and included participation
(Denscombe 2010). Through the action research approach it involved an
enquiry i nto one &edbythewself, ntothekself. Teacmesu ¢
involved in this study were examining their practice in a focused way. They
were engaging in reflective activity. This type of research is open-ended
and can be an idea that you develop over time (McNiff 2002). This action
research project contained an element of social intent, an intention that |
as the researcher wanted to improve my work for my own benefit and the
benefit of others (McNiff 2002). All of these features contributed to the
research in a positive way and allowed the study to flow throughout the

whole process.

The planned teaching and learning intervention [feedback] gave a constant
focus throughout. The intervention already had meaning for the
participants and so their existing knowledge formed a solid foundation for
them to engage. The freedom allowed the teachers to engage in the
intervention in a way that supported them in their practice and contributed
to the success of the study. As the project progressed through the three
action research phases there was a sharing and open-mindedness
(Loughran 2010) taking place within the teacher group because of this
purposeful activity. They were responsive and receptive to the activity of
teacher dialogue on classroom practice. There was a deepening of
practice where collaborative learning was taking place. Teachers were
planning their feedback delivery in their class in a new way, it was no longer
an ad hoc activity. Teachers were discussing feedback with their
colleagues and with their students in an effort to gain better understanding
about their teachingand | ear ni ng. There was a Ot hir
on effective feedback and what it looks like in practice.  This led in the
final phase of the project where teache

l earning and énewbdb capacity in their prai
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In the literature review of this thesis | referred to Heywood (2009) stating
that in order to make changes in an educational context, schools and
institutions should 6 gener ate a spirit of i
introduce into the case study institution activities associated with a PLC.
The research design generated a spirit of inquiry based on feedback
delivery in practice and this focus on feedback gave the project a solid

foundation for dialogue throughout.

Although part of the research design, a promoter for participant
involvement in this project was the planned and structured teacher
discussion group sessions that took place. The purpose of the sessions
was for teachers to meet and discuss freely the intervention that they were
engaging with in their classroom. These were the first sessions that
teachers in the case study institution were involved in that had as its focus
teaching and learning. During the sessions, the teachers discussed how
the studentsd | earn, ways tsmdentsoahd
how the students learn with each other. There was a drive towards giving
students an opportunity to learn better. The group during these sessions
did not discuss other administrative issues around teaching and working in
an FET centre, and this is noteworthy. The focus was always on teaching
and learning and where the intervention functioned well and areas it was
not successful, all shared in a collegial and open way among the group and
so teacher learning on their practice was happening. The teachers
engaged in educational discourse on their practice and the practice of their

colleagues.

As a result of their experience on the project the teachers examined their
current practice of giving feedback subjectively and then began to explore
creative ways of delivering and receiving feedback in their classrooms. An
ethos of sharing was underpinned by a practice-focused discourse,
emerging through creative engagement with the intervention within the

case study institution. An open-mindedness of how the intervention could

be i mplemented all owed for o6dnew and

be open to new ideas and thoughts that one may not have previously
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ent er t ddughmard 2010,(p.206). This engaged the teachers in a
learning process of what it means to engage in professional learning.
Teachers also engaged in learning conversations with their students
(Brookhart 2011) through the feedback intervention.

Therefore, the research study with the teacher group sessions in particular,
afforded the group the opportunity and freedom to engage in some
professional discourse with colleagues around their practice. Learning to
think for oneself involves becoming critically reflective of assumptions and
participating in discourse to validate beliefs, intentions, values and feelings
(Mezirow 1998). The teacher discussion group sessions afforded the
participating teachers the opportunity to engage reflectively with their
assumptions and ways of doing and to share and validate their beliefs and
values. Through the collaborative process that emerged teachers engaged
with a toolkit of strategies [feedback] to optimise their learning and so their
learning about teaching and their practice deepened. Shared experiences,
good working relationships based on trust, and people taking personal and
social responsibility for their actions as well as being transparent, all
support the cause of a change in practice taking place (Hargreaves and
Fullan 2012, p.151). In essence these sessions contributed, alongside the
feedback intervention, to plant the seeds for teacher dialogue about
teaching, learning and therefore, their professional practice. Teachers
were more connected with their teaching and during the study it was
recognised that learners responded and engaged better as a result. The
initiative was having an impact on the classroom. My guiding definition of
the PLC was resonating here: teachers were sharing their values, they
were focusing on student learning together as a unit, they were engaging
in teacher dialogue in a collaborative and essentially, deprivatising practice
within the case study institution (Merriman, Bausmith and Barry 2011).
There was learning taking place among the participating teachers. There
was a new focus on student learning. There was involvement from the

participants.
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A significant outcome from the project was the learnersd learning
relationship with their teachers, as exemplified by the sharing of the
learning intentions and opening up dialogue in the classroom (Wiliam
2011). The planned intervention [feedback] allowed students to focus on
their learning. There was a realisation of an opportunity for students to
improve. The feedback strategy gave the students a voice that allowed
them to engage in learning conversations. This contributed to an enriched
learning environment for teachers and students. As a result students
became more confident, freer and more open about their learning. There
was a lot of evidence of collaborative learning taking place and the new
enriched student teacher relationships were the catalyst for this. The
planned intervention of feedback strategies equipped students with a
method to engage in discourse about their learning that they had not
experienced before. Strengthening the voice of learners is a challenge for
both policy and learning providers (Coffield et al 2004, p.46). The authors
refer to discussions that were held in the British House of Commons in
2006 stating that O6ééstudents views do no
need time, space, encouragement and organisation in order to be able to
produce and cr eat e6) tTheanteeentop in this pporest 6 ( p . 4
gave learners an opportunity to engage in discourse on their learning with
their teacher and the teachers reported that student confidences and work
rate grew. All this led to a holistic learning environment for both teachers
and students, where both teachers and students were allowed to learn and
grow together.

| want to return to the research question, how do | promote a PLC in the
FET context? Vescio et al (2008) promote the instance of giving teachers
an opportunity to share in their practice, as there is a focus on student
learning and how to improve student learning for all. It requires
collaboration and engagement in reflective dialogue among peers and
colleagues and a deprivatising of practice (King 2016; DuFour and Mattos
2013; Hattie and Timperley 2007). | discovered that in promoting the
features of a PLC in the case study centre a dynamic process took place.

At the beginning the project required a building up of capacity among the
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individual teachers to prepare them for the professional activity of engaging
in collaboration and sharing with their colleagues. The use of the
intervention allowed the teachers to think deeply about their practice on
feedback. They developed language and insight into engaging in
discourse within the group. A feature of this was their freedom to
experiment and trial with the intervention being employed. This developed
skills in the teachers to move to a broader level of engagement with the
intervention and to work with their colleagues at a more community level of
practice. There was purpose in their activity; they were sharing and being
open about their experiences. A deepening of practice was emerging and
teachers were learning collaboratively. This led in the final stages of the
project to new learning and a new level of high-order engagement. A
culture of professional learning was developing in the project that was
resulting in a whole-centre learning environment. The process was spiral
and interlocking (see fig: 21) in nature in that each stage of development
was feeding into the next, where skills were being developed and built upon
over the life of the project. The spirit of inquiry approach adopted for the

project drove this.

This research suggests that the use of a teaching and learning intervention
that has meaning and focus for the participants was a trigger and was
essential to promote the fundamental features of a PLC in this FET
institution. The use of the feedback strategies facilitated teachers in
discourse on their practice of feedback. This followed an opening up,
freedom and deprivatising of their practice and opportunities to engage in

collaborative and reflective exercises.

As the researcher in this study | recognised that this cannot just happen in
isolation; support from management is essential. There was a need for
structured facilitated space, and time needed to be given to teachers to
fully participate and engage. The teacher discussion group sessions
enabled this. Towards the end of the project, as the teacher discussion
groups developed, the participating teachers engaged in reflective

dialogue and shared their values among the group.
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Asteacherswor king in todayds society it is im
in our professional capital and that of our colleagues (Hargreaves and

Fullan 2012). Itis agreed that continued learning on the job with colleagues

allows the profession to foster, strengthen and maintain professional
capital. Har greaves and sFup ploarnt doins ctuhses |t
(p.17), evidence from top performing schools in the OECD. The authors

provide us with an inspiring quote 1in st
about improving as an individual, raising the performance of the team, and

increasingqual ity across the whole professioné
di scusses professional |l earning working
a result of work with, and/or by, teachers (p.201). Furthermore,
professional | earning bringsroohow O6éexpe
change might best be implemented in our own context and practiced

(p.201). The learning that took place for teachers in this project was very

much through the O6processd and how t hat
practice. As this project evolved it was about tapping into the capacity and

collective ability (Stringer 2013) of the teachers and so began to build their

professional capital as teachers. Accepting responsibility for directing our

own professional learning is a critical element of teaching (Loughran 2010)

and this project realised that aim for the teachers involved.

It is my opinion that the positive progress that was made in the final stages
of the study was because of teachers being in an encouraging, learning
space as a result of engaging in this collaborative activity during the life of
the project. This was a teaching and learning focused project, taking place
in their own place of work with their own colleagues. Teachers were free
and open to design how it unfolded and developed. They drove the project
in the direction they wanted to and so as a result it fitted into their FET
context. The positive nature of the project was due to teachers sharing
core views and commitments and taking a dynamic and flexible stance
towards their practice and regularly questioning and challenging their
teaching habits (Little 2006) in the whole case study institution.
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However, very early in the study | realised that there was a need for
leadership and facilitation in order to develop the project in this contextual
space. The time allocated and spent on the study, two academic years,
was valuable and necessary in order to fully implement and evaluate the

process that was being researched and ultimately, learn from its findings.

Teachersdisc ussed the project being 1| nt
6é.with this [the project], this approach i
everyone, it involves a team, it involves individuals and it is for the
benefit of the studentso6 (Max ¥4, Teacher gro

15, 36-38)

What emerged from the project is that the defining features of the PLC -
shared values, collaborative practice, deprivatising of practice, focus on
student learning and reflective dialogue were beginning to naturally and
organically develop among the teacher participants over the life of the
project. This was the beginning of a dynamic process that could potentially
have a lasting mark (Little 2006) on the teachers involved. The theoretical
framework that | developed in chapter two of this thesis (fig: 5) informed
and guided the project satisfactorily and gave academic insight to the
project. A social constructivist intervention, that had meaning for the
teachers, was introduced as a spirit of inquiry to engage teachers in
discourse about and on their practice. Purposeful time and facilitation had
to be allocated for it and there was a need for teachers to be self-directed
in order for them to be autonomous. There was a need for teachers to be
ready and willing to engage. This process needed to be supported and
facilitated by leadership. Right throughout there was a focus on practice
through the feedback intervention. So in essence, this study was a stage

of a lifelong process of change.

6.3 Contribution to Knowledge
There are a number of contributions of this small-scale research project.

While the findings are unique to the case study institution, rural FET
centres are very similar throughout Ireland in terms of the number of
students and teachers attending and working in centres. The work patterns
of FET teachers are also similar. While it is difficult to state that the
research is generalizable it is certainly transferable (Denscombe 2010) in
terms of the FET context in Ireland.
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The national FET Strategy (2014-2019) has outlined five strategic goals,

one of which is quality provision. The aim of this goal within the strategy is

that O0éFET will provide high quality edu
and wil |l meet the appropriate national a
(DES/SOLAS 2014-2019, p.32). The rationale for carrying out this

research was to generate empirical research in the FET context in relation

to ways of promoting a PLC and therefore, quality teaching and learning

within the case study institution. The
learning practices and processes within their classrooms. The research

has contributed in this area by portraying potential ways to improve

teaching and learning for the FET student and the FET teacher and so

promote the teachersod professicatimel pract i
in the history of FET in Ireland and this research will help deepen

understanding and knowledge on promoting quality of the teaching and

learning experiences within the sector.

The very recent FET Professional Development Strategy (2017-2019) is
underpinned by a number of principles; sector driven, holistic approach,
evidence-based, flexible and accessible and future focused (p.9). This
research has contributed to a number of these principles; this research took
a holistic approach to the implementation of the intervention among the
participating group, it is evidence based and emphasised the importance
of planning such an activity in practice. But most significantly the project
intervention was flexible and accessible to the case study institution and
the research participants, and emphasises a varied method of delivery of
PD in the FET sector today.

As the researcher in the project | have extensive knowledge of the field of
adult learning and the life of the FET teacher having worked in the sector
for 17 years. The participating teachers in the research have also worked
over a decade in the case study institution and so offered knowledgeable
and experienced insight into this research in terms of how the intervention
can be introduced into practice. It is also important to note that their

willingness and commitment to the research and the intervention were
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profound; their beliefs and values towards professional learning was very
prevalent and so embarked on the research project with that assertiveness.
It is hoped that the findings and subsequent discussions from this thesis
will inform future policymaking decisions that are pertinent to the FET

sector.

However, for me as the researcher the resounding feature of this project
was the element of freedom that the participating teachers had to influence
and design the way that they approached the teaching and learning
intervention in their own classrooms. This gave the teachers ownership
and autonomy. This freedom led to the other emerging minute-change
processes that took place; collaborative practice, sharing, whole centre
approach, reflective dialogue, reflective practice. This was all context-
specific to the case study institution. The timeframe of this project, two
academic years, was a suitable timeframe for teachers to engage in the
project and time for the intervention to be implemented. Fullan (2007)

states that,

0l mpl ementation for most changes ta
can we consider that the change has really had a chance to become
i mpl emented6 (p.67)

Fullan (2007) has carried out extensive work in the field of change

processes in relation to education reform and he informs us that the

kes

6édynamic of factors that interact

change are too overwhelming to compute in anything resembling a fully
determined wayo6 (p. 64). H eand-fast rales
but rather a set of suggestions or implications given the contingencies
specific to | ocal s i t udentiiies threeghasgep in
the change process;

1. Phase one is often labelled initiation, mobilization or adoption, is the
process that leads up to and includes a decision to adopt or proceed with
a change.

2. Phase two is the implementation or initial use, usually lasting 2 or 3 years
and involves the first experiences of attempting to put an idea or reform
into practice.

3. Phase three is often called continuation, incorporation, routinization or
institutionalization and refers to whether the change gets built in as an
ongoing part of the system or disappears by way of a decision to discard
or through attrition (p.65).
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For this research, a facilitator and a group of teachers initiated a program
of change when we decided to look at feedback in our teaching. We then
moved on and implemented its use over two academic years and in
essence we experienced putting an idea of reform into practice within the
case study institution by firstly initiation in the classroom and then

impacting on the whole centre.

6.4 Limitations
Price and Mur nan (2004) define researc

characteristics of design or methodology that impacted or influenced the
i nterpretation of t he f i neT)nBesearthr om your
limitations need to be highlighted as part of any research process
(Denscombe 2010) and this research had a number of limitation areas,
most notably the scope and depth of the project and the use of action
research and case study methodologies. The main limitation areas for me
as researcher were the sample size, lack of prior research in the
educational context and the concept of self-reported data (Price and
Murnan 2004). The research sample was a purposive one, meaning that
the participants were selected in a purposive manner; working in the case
study institution during a specific timeframe, qualified to work in the FET
sector and members of the Teaching Council. These criteria had the
potential to exclude other key personnel that work with FET learners, for
example, administration staff, guidance counsellors and literacy support
workers. This research would not be considered generalizable as the
research took place in one small rural FET centre with a small number of
teachers. However, I feel the teachers
valuable insights into working in FET in Ireland today. | feel that the
research data is certainly transferable - results may not be similar if the
same methods and techniques were implemented in another FET setting
but new insights and information will be gathered that provide ways of
promoting a PLC in an FET setting. There is limited empirical research on
FET in Ireland and so this was a limitation in that I did not have access to
context specific literature that would have supported the project design and
implementation. This research relied on self-reported data from the
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research participants and so adds anot he
limitations. The research did not engage FET learners directly in the data
gathering. It would be worthwhile and interesting to add this dimension to
the research. The case study institution was my place of work, where |
hold a management position, and | engaged my teaching colleagues in the
project. This could have had its challenges being working colleagues and
the power relations (Banegas and Villacanas de Castro 2018) that may
occur as a result. However, | feel as the researcher that this also generated
opportunities for the study; existing, strong working relationships, trust and
familiarity amongst the participating teachers. The project had its limitation
areas, however they did not impact on the overall research findings and
conclusions that are being put forward. Many of the limitations are also

possibilities for future research work.

6.5 Critical Reflection
As the researcher in this project, | set out to examine ways of engaging

FET teachers in dialogue on their practice. My rationale for doing this
was that | found in the case study centre where | worked and managed a
small rural FET centre there were few opportunities for the teaching staff
to engage in dialogue on their classroom practice. In the literature review
of this thesis, | documented an extensive reading of literature around
teaching, learning and PLCs to inform and guide me as the researcher for
this PhD programme. A core element for teaching in the 215 century is
that the profession needs to engage in discourse on their teaching
practices. | embarked on a journey of looking at ways to promote a PLC
in the case study institution, as the fundamental characteristics of the
PLC are reflective dialogue and collaboration. | learned through the
action research process of this study that one way to promote a PLC in
the FET case study institution was to use a well-grounded teaching and
learning intervention to generate a spirit of inquiry that acted as a focus
throughout the life of the project. This gave the participating teachers and

| a solid framework to work from during all stages of the project.
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So why is this important and what does it mean for me as the researcher?
Over the two-year life of the project, | explored and examined ways of
promoting dialogue and collaboration in the case study centre in an effort
to engage teachers in their professional learning. Throughout the life of
the project, | was analysing and reconsidering the actions and
occurrences that took place. | was questioning the experiences that the
teachers were having individually and collectively. | also questioned my
own experiences of what was happening in the project. This was all in an
effort to enhance the professional practice of the teachers and to give the
case study institution an opportunity to participate in discourse on
teaching and learning. Ultimately, this led to improved teaching in the
classroom where student performance and student relationships were
enhanced. This was very encouraging and positive for me as the
researcher as it meant that the approach taken was something that can
be replicated within the case study institution and potentially, to other
similar FET centres.

Now | ask myself, where to from here. At the final stage of the action
research project the teachers involved had developed a depth of new
habits in their practice. They had experienced a depth of new
professional learning and teacher engagement. However, | realised that
in order for this to be sustainable in an FET centre there is a need for
constant focus and facilitation from leaders. It was also realised that the
teachersdidnot o6arri ved at this state of havincg
instantly 7 there was a lengthy process that teachers went through,
learning along the way, of how to actively engage in the professional
learning community in their place of work. The spirit of inquiry [feedback]
employed throughout was a strengthening feature of the project as it had

focus and meaning for the participating teachers.

6.6 Future Work
Further education and training has been delivered in the Irish education

system for decades. However, it is only in recent years that the sector has
been granted the solid structure that it so necessarily required. The
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development and publication of the FET Strategy in 2014 marked a pivotal

time in the sectordéds history. Up to re
empirical research carried out on the sector in Ireland and it is also limited

in the European and International context. This is a critical time in the

St at eds history t o expl orad itamdny ex ami ne
characteristics and nuances. There are a number of areas of research that

could be explored that would give the sector the much-needed insight that

it deserves.

Leadership

This research was carried out with a steady and constant drive and effort

from me as the researcher to ensure that the planned teaching and learning

intervention was implemented into practice. There is potential for leaders

(PLC Principals, Centre Coordinators and Directors) in the sector to take

on a leadership role in developing teaching and learning practices in an

FET centre using an approach similar to this action research project.

However, there is a need for leadership training in order to realise this. It

would be interesting to explore ways that this can be achieved in the sector

given its current structure; work patterns of teachers and funding to the

sector. Wiliam (2011) advocates that teaching is a learning profession and

that teachers need to be commi t t ed t o-l @an gébc ac erami t ment
improving classroom practice. Cosan, the national framework for teachers

learning, provides a long-awaited opportunity to affirm the value of
teacherso |l earning and acknowl edgte t he f
teachers undertake for their own benefit and that of their students. | believe

that there are opportunities within Cosan to facilitate this type of project for

future practice and possible accreditation.

Continuous Professional Development (CPD)

The recently published FET Professional Development Strategy (2017)

discusses professional development in the sectorand hi ghthe ght s 0¢é
i mportance of professional .deesteategyp ment a s
states that in addition to the formal training programmes that are available

t o teacher s, it can al so i nclude 6éoth
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professional exchange, practitioner research on best practice, and self-

reflectiond (p.17). There is a need

t

explor e ways that the sector can engage

professional exchanged6 that they

FET teacher to examine practitioner research on best practice and how do
we instill in the profession the need to self reflect? This research has
highlighted one potential way of doing this but there is a need to examine
alternative methods. | feel this is critical in this sector as the teaching
professional currently working within the sector are not all traditionally
qualified in teaching strategies and methodologies. Results from the
strategy outlined that two thirds of respondents from their study (67%) are
qualified to Level 8 and 9 on the NFQ. The survey also asked respondents
about their confidence levels in their subject discipline. The results from

this section are interesting.

ar e

60Overall, the skills profile suggests

confident i n kil areamsuch @$ condnsumidatiord skilts,
teamwork and customer service, as well as the core teaching/training
skill areas. Far fewer staff are highly confident in some technical skills
(such as planning and budgeting, quality assurance). There is also
less confidence in terms of ICT and, in particular, the use of
technology to enhance learning. Skills such as addressing literacy and
numeracy issues and dealing with challenging behaviours are also

a

o |
FE

r ef

WO |

more clearly evident as a2eas for devel opmen

How can the sector provide this type of professional development and

learning, together with accreditation and other learning to its workforce?

Reading of the literature

A limitation of this research was the limited evidence of teachers reading
theoretical literature relating to teaching and learning, although there were
many instances of sharing. One of the findings from this research is that
many FET teachers involved were slow to engage with the relevant
literature on teaching and learning in their practice. However, some did
and it had an impact on change. It would be interesting to explore ways
that this can be developed given that it is a critical part of the jigsaw in

terms of being a reflective practitioner (Brookfield 1995).
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Rural and Urban Contrast

This project was carried out in a small rural FET centre in a remote part of
the west of Ireland. It would be important to examine if a similar type
activity can be simulated in a large urban centre of FET.

6.7 Final Reflections on the Process
This research journey has been a very positive experience for me as an

FET teacher. My experience of completing a Masters in Education in 2013
i n many ways ignited the O0research bugé
examining and exploring teaching and learning in an in-depth way. |
enjoyed talking to teachers about their practice and hearing their story. |
felt | had knowledge to offer and new knowledge to learn. | did comment
that in many ways it was at this time that | really learned how to learn.
Having completed the Masters research | really wanted to continue and so

embarked on the process of becoming a part-time PhD student.

The part-time structure of engaging in research is very challenging. Trying
to manage working full-time and carrying out research at this level is
difficult. However, | really could not have conducted the research in any
other way. The very intimate and full engagement that | had with the
research participating teachers was imperative to get that deep insight from
the research and to get the project embedded into practice in the way that
it did. | feel the fact that | was there every day, teaching and working
alongside the research participants greatly contributed to the success of
the project. This was a project that developed from within, from the bottom
up, driven by me as the researcher and the teachers involved.

The action research approach to the research was an appropriate method
employed for this project. The research did not use an action research
methodology in its strict criteria but used an action research approach
within a case study framework. | felt that this approach greatly added
value to the overall project. It allowed the teachers to learn and share so

much about their practice.
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The teachers and | benefitted greatly from this research activity. There
was full engagement throughout and we all learned a great deal about
ourselves as professional teachers and about teaching and learning. In
the case study institution today we are continuing with the sharing of
practice and dialogue around our practice that the research was hoping to
achieve. | feel as the researcher in thi
mar ko6 (Little 2006) on ourthepseedsffe@s si on |
promoting a PLC in an FET centre. My core values and beliefs around this
research project were guided by the fact that | felt there was very little
dialogue happening amongst the teachers where | work, and hold a
management position, about teaching and learning. There was very little
professional discourse about how our students learn, how we can improve
the climate for learning, how as teachers we can support and learn from
each other. This was my personal motivation to lead change and build a

community of learners.
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Appendix 17 Interview Schedule

Research Question

Interview Schedule 1

April 2015

Interview Question

What happens when we introduce AfL focused
teaching and learning practices into the FE classroom?

¢ What did you think of the two strategies (time in class & focusing on what’s next) we implemented?
* Did you prefer one over the other?

*  What/any difference has it made in your classroom so far?

* Have you made any changes as a result of using these- or are you using them as agreed?

What happens for the learning process among
teachers and learners?

* How did the learners respond to the strategies?

* Any examples of where it went well or didn’t go well?
* How do you feel about using the strategies?

* Have you noticed any change in the learners now?

What influence does the AfL focused intervention
have on improving professional engagement for
the FE teacher?

* How do you think it impacts on your own teaching?
* Has it had an impact on your preparation and approach to teaching?
* Have you noticed any change in your thinking about teaching?

What influence is there on students
with their learning?

engagement

* Have you seen any impact on the students
* Are they engaging with the strategies?

learning?

What happens in the case study FE institution as an
educational organisation, as a consequence of the
teaching and learning focused intervention?

¢ What do you think of the group sessions we've had to date?

* Do you think it has any impact on the centre as a whole?

* How do you feel about working more closely with your colleagues and if so how?
* Can we improve those sessions in any way?
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Appendix 2T Focus group guiding questions

Teacher Group Discussion 1
March 2" 2015 4-5pm
Layout

1 Brief introduction on study
o Consent forms
0 Recording the session
1 Introduce T and Ato group i small discussion around feedback from
them
1 VTOS teachers - feedback on their experiences with the planned
feedback interventions; tell a story around feedback in your class
1 Feedback strategies i what one to take next
1 Engaging with the literature

Schedule of interviews and next teacher group session
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Teacher Group Session 2 May 7t 2015 4-5pm
Layout

1 Your own learning to date from using the strategies and any new
learning you would like to achieve (10 minutes)

1 Feedbacki each teacher give a brief report on what they committed
to trying out during the period since the last teacher group
discussion. The rest of the group will listen and then try to offer
support in overcoming some of the challenges in implementing the
strategies (25 minutes) *Will put this on aflip chart for circulation

1 Video clip (3 minutes)

o http://'www.journeytoexcellence.org.uk/videos/expertspeaker
s/feedbackonlearningdylanwiliam.asp
o Discussion on clip (10 minutes)
1 Action plan for September 2015 (10 minutes)
o Asking three questions

o0 Task vs. self
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Teacher Group Session 3 January 2016
Layout

1 Presentation to teachers on my research to date (15 minutes)

1 Discussion on presentation (15 minutes)

1 What did you think of the feedback strategy, task versus the self
strategy?

1 What did you think of the two collaborative sessions we did in
August around the assignment brief and in September on the
content of the assignment briefs?

1 Action plan for January to May 2016

0 Asking three questions
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Teacher Group Session 4 January 2016

Outline of Data Collection for the research
August 2014 —June 2016

January 2015 - June 2015

* March 2015 - first
group session

*  April 2015 — first
one to one
interviews
May - second
group session

August 2014 — December 2014
* ‘thinking’ about
feedback and you
tried out a few of the
strategies

Discussion — Teacher Group Session 4

. L&l))oking_})ack over the project — how do you feel * How do you feel as a teacher in FE now?
about it?

. ?
* What are your thoughts? Why do you think this? What has changed?

* Do you look at or approach things differently now?
* What do you think the evidence is?
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Appendix 371 Participant invite letter

OE Gaillimh

NUI Galway

Dear

I am currently enrolled as a part-time student on the PhD programme in the School of
Education at NUIG. My supervisor for this study is Dr. Mary Fleming. My research to
date has been exploring the area of teaching and learning in the FE sector in Ireland. |
am hoping to engage professional, qualified FE teachers in this study by asking them to
use a planned intervention in their classroom practice and to examine the impacts these
interventions have on teaching and learning.

This is a very exciting and critical time in the history of further education (FE) in Ireland
with the recently published FET strategy 2014-2019. One of the five core goals of the
strategy is quality provision and | am hoping to debate this issue to see if the planned
interventions will lead to quality provision that FET are referring to. There is also very little
research carried out on FE in Ireland or in our neighbouring countries.

| am inviting you to participate in this study for a number of reasons;

1 You are currently teaching on the VTOS and BTEI programmes being held in the
centre and are timetabled there for the next two academic years while the study
will be taking place.

1 You are a qualified teacher and are registered with the Teaching Council

I am inviting you and your colleagues to participate in this study which involves
implementing a planned intervention into your classroom practice. | then propose to carry
out one-to-one interviews on three periods throughout the academic year. | also plan to
hold three focus group sessions during the same period. It is hoped that we will learn a
lot from these focus group sessions where teachers can collaborate and discuss the
interventions and how they are working for you as an individual teacher and for the
learners.

A determined effort will be made to ensure that the all findings are treated confidentially.
However, full anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the context of the study, as you are
all currently working collaboratively together. The findings from the data collection will be
used in the final dissertation for the award of PhD. It is very important that you are aware
that you can withdraw from the study at any time and there will be no consequences. |
am very aware that teacher s éedfyomaretéashinddnmi ted and
other schemes outside of the centre. If you have any questions or concerns about
participating in this study, please do not hesitate to contact me or alternatively, you can
contact my supervisor, Dr. Mary Fleming mary.fleming@nuigalway.ie.  Participants can
also contact the Research Ethics Committee at NUI Galway if they have any issues with
this study that concern them. If you are interested in participating in this study you can let
me know in person or email me (sorcha.otoole@gmail.com) within the next two weeks
and | will arrange the initial information session. However, | would like to reiterate that
you are under no obligation to participate in this study.

Thank for taking the time to read this letter.

Kind regards,

SorchaO6 Tool e

Enc:  Participant Information Sheet
Appendix 47 Participant Information Document

238


mailto:mary.fleming@nuigalway.ie
mailto:sorcha.otoole@gmail.com

Appendices

OE Gaillimh

NUI Galway

Dear Research Participant

The following document is a research participant information sheet. It is envisaged that
this information sheet will help to inform you on your decision whether to participate in the
research.

Dissertation Title:
Teaching and learning focused interventions in the further education (FE) classroom i the
impact on professional practice learning

Primary Researcher:

The primary —researcher in this study i
Coordinator of a Further Education Centre in Ireland. The researcher completed a
Masters in Education from TCD in 2013 around the impact of assessment for learning and
feedback strategies in the FE sector in Ireland and is expanding the research topic from
that degree.

Aims of the Research Project:
The researcher in this study is purporting to explore ways in which teaching and learning
can be enhanced within the further education (FE) sector in Ireland. The aim of this
research will be to investigate and analyse what happens when we introduce a teaching
and learning focused intervention directly into the FE classroom. The proposed
intervention is an adaptation from the theory of assessment for learning (AfL) and will
involve the introduction and implementation of AfL strategies within the FE classroom. FE
teachers will be invited to introduce planned AfL strategies into their teaching practice and
the impact for them, as professional FE teachers, and for overall learning within the
classrooms will be the focus of the study. The researcher is proposing to carry out this
research using the case study method, involving experienced FE teachers from one single
FE institution. The fundamental principles underpinning a professional learning
community (PLC) will be used in the development of the intervention so that teachers
collaboratively engage as they introduce and implement the AfL intervention. The
objectives of the research are to answer the following key questions;
x  What happens when we introduce AfL teaching practices into the FE classroom?
x  What is the impact on the understanding of the learning among teachers and
learners?
x What impact does the AfL intervention have on improving professional
engagement for the FE teacher?
x What is the impact on studentsd eng
learning?
x What is the impact on the case study FE institution as an educational
organisation, as a consequence of the teaching and learning focused
intervention?

Data Collection

Data collection will take the form of one-to-one, semi-structured interviews and focus
group sessions on three occasions throughout the academic year, over 24 months. The
primary researcher will also ask research participants to take a diary/notebook throughout
the data collection period. All interviews and focus group sessions will be recorded on

S Sorcha

agement v

digital recording equipment . DrafinPoliaycoo ®@atad ance wi t

Retention (2006), NW Galway REC expects research data to be securely held for a
mini mum period of five years aft er (Natidna
University of Ireland Galway, 2006, p. 1). Following this five-year period, all data (hard
and soft copies) will be erased and destroyed confidentially and with due diligence.

Confidentiality and Anonymity

For the purposes of this study full anonymity or confidentiality cannot be guaranteed as
the sample group is of a small size and findings from the data collection will be included
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in the final dissertation. However, personal names or any unique identification will never
be used in the text in the dissertation. The researcher will use a unique identifier code
while transcribing all the interview and focus group recordings in order to reduce the
likelihood of identifying a participant.

Risks to Participants

There are limited risks to participants who get involved in this study. However, during
interviews and focus group sessions you are required to discuss and reflect on your
teaching practice and this may prove challenging for some participants. If participants
find being involved in the study too challenging there are no consequences for departing
from the study and support will be made available to you through the primary researcher
and her supervisor. Participants can also contact the Research Ethics Committee at NUI
Galway (091 495969) if they have any issues with this study that concern them.

Research Benefits

There are many benefits to the study participants that may get involved in this research.
However, | would hope as the primary researcher that your professional practice would
be enhanced and consequently improved as a result of participating in the study. It is
hoped that you will gain a greater understanding of teaching and learning from being part
of the study that wild.l | ead t o-2019) within theé FE
sector. Your involvement in the study will greatly contribute to a field of research that is
not greatly documented in the Irish context of further education. Finally, you will get an
opportunity to work collaboratively with colleagues over an extended period of time and
be part of a teacher learning community.

Participant Rights

Your participation in this study will be completely on a voluntary basis and there will be no
prejudice against you should you decide not to participate. If at any stage you wish to exit
the study you can also do so without prejudice from the primary researcher and the
associated supervisor. You can inform the researcher of your feelings at any stage during
the research period. All recorded data and notes will be securely stored and password
protected on the researcheroés | aptop.

Communication of Findings

The results and findings from this research will form the basis of a dissertation that will be
submitted to the School of Education at NUIG for the award of Doctorate of Philosophy in
Education.

| would like to thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet and should you
need any further clarification please do not hesitate in contacting me in person, on my
mobile or by email. It is also possible for you to contact the primary supervisor of this
research project, Dr. Mary Fleming, mary.fleming@nuigalway.ie.

Sorcha O6Tool e
087-6359645
sorcha.otoole@gmail.com

240

provisio


mailto:mary.fleming@nuigalway.ie
mailto:sorcha.otoole@gmail.com

Appendices

Appendix 57 Participant Consent Form
OE Gaillimh
NUI Galway
Research Student Sorcha O6Tool e
Supervisor Dr. Mary Fleming
Programme PhD (part-time)
College NUI Galway
Dissertation Title Teaching and learning focused interventions in the

further education (FE) classroom i the impact on
professional practice learning

Please read the following statements and indicate your agreement by signing below
| agree to participate in recorded one-to-one and group interview sessions with the
above named research student under the following terms and conditions

1 Consenti the participant may withdraw consent to be interviewed or the usage
of recorded material at any stage of the research process

1 Confidentiality i the original recordings and notes will be made available upon
request to the named supervisor and the members of the examination board

1 Anonymity 1 the participant can request to have their identity hidden for the
purpose of the research. However, full anonymity cannot be guaranteed in this
study due to its small case size.

1 Review i the participant has the right to review the transcriptions from the
interview and focus group recordings and insert clarifications or corrections where
necessary

1 Purpose i the recorded material will be utilized by the research student for
research relating to the pursuit of a PhD degree at NUI Galway

1 Analysis 1 the recorded material will be transcribed, coded, categorized and
interpreted in accordance with the recommendations of the School of Education
at NUI Galway.

1 Publication 1 extracts of the analyzed material may appear in the dissertation

1 Security T all recorded material will be backed up, stored in a secure place and
be password protected

1 Storage i all recordings will be stored post qualification for a period (5 years)
necessary for NUI Galway

Participant Signature:
First Name:

Surname:

Address:

Date:

Mobile:

E-mail:
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Appendices

Appendix 6 - Feedback form

Feedback Sheet

How did you find the task set for the assignment?

Are there any tasks within the brief that you are not confident about?

What tasks did you not enjoy about the exercise?

Why?

What tasks did you enjoy?

Why?

Can you see the relevance of the task to the module?

Comments

Name of learner Date:
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