Section 1
Think Before You Do

Effective, meaningful, manageable and achievable research doesn’t just happen.
It is the result of the careful consideration of the context in which you are
working in, and is linked to your own inspirations and aspirations. In addition
to the careful identiﬁcation and clariﬁcation of your research focus, your success
will be based upon your reading around the subject to select from existing ideas
and ﬁndings in order to be able to conﬁdently determine what should be asked;
of whom; and how the evidence might be collected. If you allow yourself to
stand back from the process, it should be possible to perceive parallels between
planning for research and planning for teaching.
This section of the book explores the initial research planning processes, taking
you from the identiﬁcation of the initial ideas through to the point where you
have clariﬁed the purpose of your research and have assimilated the lessons
from existing theories and ﬁndings from published research.
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The Beneﬁts of Practical
Research

This chapter provides an examination of the need, for those working in schools and
colleges, to develop and utilise research skills for their own personal professional
development and organisational improvement. Whilst this chapter will not tell you
what to do or how to do it (later chapters will do that), it will provide you with an
appreciation, hopefully an understanding, of why. Developing an understanding of
why you are doing something will allow you to gain much more from the activity.
By engaging with new ideas and research ﬁndings to develop new practices and
evaluate curriculum change, educational practitioners (such as yourself) will be better placed to formalise and enhance personal, and organisational, reﬂective practice.
Excellent teachers improve their effectiveness, that is, how well the learners are
learning, by asking the right questions and reﬂecting on the responses in light of
what they have previously experienced and read about, before deciding upon a speciﬁc course of action. In many learning environments (classrooms) you may only
have a fraction of a second to cycle through these processes. In order to become
‘effective’, in this sense, it is appropriate to deconstruct these processes, slow them
down so that the different elements can be appreciated, valued and practiced. In
order to be able to scale down to the micro-decisions, made constantly during a
working day, it is appropriate to examine the processes on a much grander scale,
to ask ‘bigger’ questions and formally gather evidence to analyse in order to draw
robust conclusions – make the ‘right’ decisions.
By the conclusion of this chapter it is anticipated that you will have considered and
be able to:
◆ understand how research can be used to inform and improve practice;
◆ understand the value of embedding and evaluating initiatives; and
◆ appreciate the value of the processes of educational research to the school/college practitioner.
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There are an increasing number of pressures on those working in the education
profession (and those in training to join!) to become more ‘research active’ in order
to inform and develop their own practice. All phases of education – higher, further
and all stages of the maintained sector (primary and secondary) – are not only
enhancing the professional and academic credibility of the entry requirements; there
is also an increased expectation for the demonstration of the impact for continuing
professional development (CPD).

The move toward a postgraduate profession
In the maintained sector, pre-service qualiﬁcations are increasingly being delivered
and assessed at postgraduate (that is to say ‘masters’, level), with post-degree level
qualiﬁcations for entry to the teaching profession changing to accommodate this. In
Scotland, at least, you will now be awarded a PGCE (postgraduate certiﬁcate of education) for achieving qualiﬁed teacher status (QTS) with a masters level award and a
PGDE (professional graduate diploma in education) for a purely professional (that is,
non-academic) QTS (Souter, 2007). The bodies in England responsible for funding
and supporting the quality of CPD provision for teachers, the Training and Development Agency for schools (TDA) and the General Teaching Council for England (GTC),
are both leading the profession towards masters level in service professional development. The TDA, through its subsidisation of masters level study as part of the
postgraduate professional development (PPD) initiative is attempting to ensure that
school teachers develop the skills to enable them to become more rigorous in the way
that they perceive, reﬂect upon and analyse the impact of educational initiatives that
they are involved in. Although signiﬁcant funding has been made available (TDA,
2007) and tangible professional and ﬁnancial beneﬁts have been shown to accrue to
participants, the uptake is still relatively small. The GTC approach, through the
Teacher Learning Academy (TLA) takes a rather more direct approach. In order
to progress up the pay spine teachers have to demonstrate their impact within (and
beyond!) their school. Level 3 within the TLA criteria (GTC, 2007) equates to
masters level study in which teachers are expected to apply appropriately rigorous
approaches to gathering and analysing evidence of their ‘impact’.
The National College for School Leadership (NCSL) has well established professional qualiﬁcations for school leaders, National Professional Qualiﬁcation for
Headship (NPQH), which has now reached such blanket coverage for prospective
school leaders that additional qualiﬁcations (such as educational masters) to enable
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employers to distinguish more effectively between the candidates. The qualiﬁcation
for departmental subject leaders, Leading from the Middle (LftM), has also reached a
point where holders of the award are expected to convert it into ‘academic currency’
through gaining accreditation within a masters qualiﬁcation. Pay and professional
progression are increasingly being employed to encourage teachers to develop additional reﬂective and analytical skills. Within the maintained sector, teaching is
increasing moving away from being a graduate profession to becoming a postgraduate
profession.
The post compulsory education (PCE) sector has taken a similar position to the
TLA, indeed more so as it also sets criteria for the professional qualities on entry to
the profession (SVUK, 2007). At the diploma (level 5) stage, the stated requirements
(SVUK, 2007) for accredited programmes are consistent with the research expectations to be found within professional masters courses within education. As a result
of the establishment of these national criteria for both pre- and in-service training
provision the academic rigour of courses is being more fully recognised in the level
of academic award and along with this comes a heightened awareness of the role of
research activity as an integral skill development aim for all budding autonomous
learners in this sector.
In higher education the role of research activity is complicated by the academic
expectations of the sector. Whilst it is acknowledged, as Hattie & Marsh suggest:
Universities need to set as a mission goal the improvement of the nexus between research
and teaching . . . . The aim is to increase the circumstances in which teaching and research
have occasion to meet. (1996: 533)
The precise nature and focus of this research is less clear. Academics are expected to
possess subject expertise within a ﬁeld of study and to develop this expertise through
further study and research, in doing so extending the boundaries of the ﬁeld and
enhancing knowledge within the subject. This ‘new’ knowledge will then be used
to inform the content of their teaching. However, to be an effective teacher of their
subject they also need to be aware of, and be able to develop further, the effectiveness of their knowledge/skills transfer to their students. University academics are
expected to both be effective researchers within their subject and effective teachers
of their subject. Until the establishment of the Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (ILTHE) the focus for training in higher education was
strongly biased towards the research requirements. Currently the Higher Education
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Academy (HEA) offers accreditation for courses (HEA, 2007) which support the
development of the student learning experience – a pedagogic rather than subject
focus. This distinction is crucial when focusing upon the precise nature of research
which underpins personal professional development as a teacher (in any phase of
education).

Towards research informed practice
Over the past few decades ‘research evidence’ has increasingly been used by policy
makers, nationally and locally, to encourage particular ways of working within education. The educational agenda, from the nature and construction of the curriculum,
through approaches to pedagogy to the training and deployment of professionals working in education, is justiﬁed and driven by ‘best practice’ as deﬁned by
local, national and international research. Systematic inquiry designed to unveil the
‘best’ ways of achieving desired outcomes. Research methodology (as opposed to the
approach) focuses upon the identiﬁcation of sources of evidence and how it might
be gathered, and is explored in detail in section 2; where issues of qualitative and
quantitative evidence will also be addressed.
The literature on forms of education research is rich in terminology (jargon) which
attempts to explain the perspective from which the research is performed (paradigms –
the research model). In an attempt to obtain clarity and establish lines of demarcation, approaches which would otherwise be seen as complementary are treated
almost as incompatible. Positivism, which takes an objective perspective of evidence,
focusing on the measurement of outcomes in order to predict and identify patterns
(Cohen et al, 2007), is made distinct from interpretive approaches, which concentrate
on interpretation of evidence and bringing meaning. On the whole, research evidence only becomes ‘useful’ (to individual schools, departments or teachers) when
ﬁndings are explained, interpreted and contextualised. At a ‘research aware’ level,
this interpretation may be overlaid by the political perspectives of the researcher
and the way that they view society and social interaction (for example, Feminist and Marxist research). This ‘political perspective’ often provides a guide as
to how the researcher views and constructs ‘knowledge’ and is referred to as the
epistemology.
Reﬂective practice, which can lead into an action research approach, may be
described as phenomenological, in that it values the importance of the study of
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phenomena through direct experience, which is then interpreted and used as the
basis for future understanding or modiﬁed actions. Smyth (1989) succinctly presents
it as a four-stage model:
1.
2.
3.
4.

description – an evidenced commentary of the current situation;
information – interpreting the evidence for meaning;
confrontation – explaining the evidence and the progression to this point; and
reconstruction – suggesting possible ways of progressing from this point.

For the teacher, there are clear parallels between this model and the reﬂective teacher
model inherent in current school-based education. As a paradigm, it is worthy of
further consideration. It does not preclude the adoption of positivist or interpretive
approaches, indeed it is enriched by the inclusion, and it also offers some degree of
connectivity to approaches which teachers have some familiarity with.
If we accept that research does inform practice in the ﬁeld of education, a focus
on the technologies underpinning effective learning and teaching might lead to the
reasonable assumption that there will be an emphasis on action research. The implication being that research will inform practice through an iterative process based
upon a developing synthesis of theory and practice. In the longer term this may
well be an appropriate position to take, but it does imply that all research activity
concerning change or improvement must be dynamic in nature and implementation. As teachers we can appreciate that assessment can be for different purposes,
but equally valid, the same is true of research. Assessment for learning (formative,
diagnostic) can immediately be seen as being part of a continuous process. Whereas
assessment of learning (summative) relates to a speciﬁc point within the learning
process (and not necessarily an end point). Equally, it would be entirely valid to
perform a research activity at any given point within a ‘learning’ or ‘development
cycle’ in order to, perhaps, determine the most appropriate course of action from a
range of alternatives; or to evaluate the impact of an initiative against an appropriate
set of success criteria. In each case the research activity is being used at some level
to inform a potential future course of action.

From teacher to researcher
Whilst teacher qualiﬁcation relies upon meeting government determined professional standards, Taber’s (2007) ‘weak’ model of the teaching profession, research
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proﬁciency provides it with depth, robustness and a sense of potential future
progress. To support this, research should be viewed very much as a process driven
activity. Whilst the outcomes of individual research studies are important and can
have a signiﬁcant impact on future actions, the process provides a tool that can
become an essential element of a teacher’s long-term development aspirations. It
is perhaps helpful to begin with a very simplistic comparison of the teaching and
researching processes (Fig. 1.1). When contemplating a change it is always worth

Phase

Teaching

1

Pre-assess the children to ensure that
the ‘starting point’ for learning is
revealed and review the National
Curriculum documents to clarify
expected learning. Establish learning
objectives.

Perform a contextual analysis to clarify
the issues that the study will focus on
and review any relevant national
documentation to reveal the wider
background and influential factors.
Establish key research questions.
What am I trying to find out?

2

Read subject material (schemes,
subject association journals) to collect
ideas on how the concepts and skills
might be taught and the possible
approaches to teaching and learning.

Read the literature on relevant theories
to establish a wider conceptual
perspective for the study and published
empirical research to review potential
outcomes and possible methodologies.
What do I already know?

3

Use contextual knowledge of the group
to be taught along with reading of
pedagogic texts to establish and clarify
the teaching and learning strategies to
be employed to meet the learning
objectives. Construct the means of
assessing learning and record the
assessment outcomes.

Use knowledge of the context and
research population along with reading
from the research methodology literature
to establish and clarify the research
methodologies to be employed to gather
evidence to address the research
questions. Construct the research tools.
How can I find out what I need to know?

4

Evaluate the outcomes of the learning
against the expectations of the learning
objectives and evaluate the pedagogic
qualities of the teaching.

Analyse the outcomes of the research
against the key research questions using
the theoretical/empirical expectations
from the literature. What have I found
out and what does it mean?

5

Draw conclusions as to the learning
that has taken place and the
effectiveness of the teaching. Make
recommendations for future teaching
and learning.

Draw conclusions from the analysis of
the research findings. Make
recommendations for future action.
So what and what should I do about it?

Researching

Fig. 1.1 ◆ A simplistic comparison of the teaching and researching processes

[15:53 6/12/2007 5086-Burton-Ch01.tex]

Job No: 5086

BURTON: Doing Your Education Research Project

Page: 8

1–15

T H E

B E N E F I T S

O F

P R A C T I C A L

R E S E A R C H

/

9

identifying the similarities and differences between what you are already doing and
what you need to be doing – it is a concept which lies at the heart of formative
assessment – assessment for learning (AfL).
Since ‘research’ is very diverse collection of approaches and frameworks, it is important to offer a restricted perspective of the nature of research to achieve some level
of ‘manageability’, particularly with the novice researcher in mind.
Whilst the model in Fig. 1.1 does not provide exact parallels between the teaching
and research processes, there is sufﬁcient connectivity to see it as a starting point for
development. Equally, it must be acknowledged, there is not an exact link to Smyth,
as Smyth’s model relates to a speciﬁc point in an otherwise dynamic process – the
reﬂective interlude between period of activity. Indeed, the teaching column is open
to question in that it suggests a single learning cycle, but perhaps this is realistic if
it assumed that a ‘lesson’ is made up of a series of learning cycles, some focusing
on individuals, some of groups and others on the class as a whole, which is perhaps
more representative of the complexities of a lesson format.
Phase 1 holds the key to success; if the lesson (or the research) is ill-founded, the
remainder of the process will either be inefﬁcient or ﬂawed. The social constructivist
view of teaching holds that we ﬁrst establish the existing understanding and skills
levels of the learners, before constructing the learning opportunity. If the learning
is based upon the teacher’s assumptions of the learners there is likely to be a degree
of mismatch, but as time and resources are clearly a factor in this equation, there
needs to be an appropriate balance between assumption and assessment. Similarly,
whilst the research needs to establish a clear focus for the research effort it should
not attempt to pre-empt the research outcomes. In both cases, reading around the
likely issues will enable the teacher/researcher to identify the key factors that need
to be addressed – either in terms of the learning or research – so that clear learning
or research objectives can be established.
Whilst the wider reading indicated in phase 2, may frequently be sidelined by the
experienced teacher, it should be regarded as an essential requirement for both the
novice teacher and the novice researcher. For the novice the learning inherent in the
process is just as important, in the long term, as any outcomes that may arise.
The third phase focuses on the question ‘how will I gather evidence?’ – the
teacher’s question of ‘how will I know what they have learnt?’, translates as ‘how
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will I know that I’ve answered my research questions?’ for the researcher. In
both cases, phase 4 represents a matching of expectations against outcomes using
the evidence that is available and the ﬁnal phase uses this as a basis for future
action.
Although it is helpful and possibly reassuring to realise that there are similarities in
the process which allow for the possibility of a more successful transfer of skills from
one context to the other, it is also important to recognise the differences. It would
be all too easy for the experienced educator to fall in to the trap of treating research
activity with the contempt of perceived familiarity. As all teachers are individualist
in their approaches to teaching and learning (no two lessons, however close the
planning, will ever be taught identically) these differences need to be acknowledged
and highlighted within the learning processes.

Individualised learning
Whilst learning frequently takes place within a group experience (a class) for reasons
of economic, as well as educational, efﬁciency, this form of collaboration, in addition
to the motivational impact, also provides important opportunities to share, trial, test
and demonstrate individual learning. It is important to note that this shared learning
experience does not need to mean a shared content, indeed there is often more to
be learnt from the experience when the group does have slightly different learning
needs and interests.
A strength of personal professional development, as an issues-driven research focus,
is that it allows for (if not encourages) a collaborative approach to discussing and
sharing understanding of the underlying factors. If, for example, ‘poor classroom
behaviour’ is perceived as being a generic issue for the organisation or the group
of teachers who are working together which needs to be addressed, the views of
teachers should be aired to consider the extent and possible factors impacting on
the unwanted behaviour. It then allows different teachers to explore the possible
impact of these various factors and contribute to a more informed debate with a
view to approaching this through more detailed and differentiated (by context or
precise focus) research. As the research activity should be based upon individual
and contextual needs, duplication of effort can be avoided with the potential to learn
from each other. Even in cases where the conceptual focus (for example, the use of
the same behaviour strategy) is the same, the uniqueness of each learning situation
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(for example, age of class, learning environment or subject area) will individualise
the learning experience.
Even without a clear ‘personal need’, organisational and departmental development
plans offer opportunities to identify issues which can used to stimulate both personal
and organisational growth. It is also worth noting that this does also offer a wider
audience from which to receive feedback and support. It is always worth mapping
personal development plans (PDP) and aspirations against the needs of the organisation in order to ﬁnd areas of joint interest and compatibility which should lead to
greater opportunity and access to valuable resources (such as time!)

Base-lining and evaluating impact
Education, due in no small part to the wealth of research evidence driving developments, is rich in new initiatives. All too frequently the ‘new’ simply overlays
existing structures, systems and approaches with only passing regard to the overall
compatibility and coherence to those impacted upon. The adoption of new ideas
is most effective when a clear ‘starting point’ is identiﬁed to allow a more harmonious co-existence of the current with the new – a meshing rather than a grating.
To be conﬁdent about accurately identifying the current disposition of the situation
(for example, a classroom, subject, department, school), self-evaluation is an essential ﬁrst step. If you have a destination in mind (the ‘new initiative’) the journey
will be much more successful if you have a clear idea of where you are starting
from (again, the parallels with the learning/teaching process should be immediately
apparent).
Most incidences of ‘change’ in educational settings have three distinct opportunities
for research activity:
◆ Where are we? (static base-line assessment)
◆ Are we getting there? (dynamic tracking against clear success criteria)
◆ Are we there yet? (dynamic – completion of tracking or static re-establishing of a ‘set’ position)
For a number of years, schools in England have been driven by school improvement
plans (SIPs), policed by centralised inspection regimes (Ofsted) which call on schools
to clarify their strengths, weaknesses and goals through self-evaluation forms (SEFs),
which are then checked through direct observation. Increasingly the process is driven
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by a greater reliance on evidence generated within the school with comparisons to
wider collations of ‘comparative data’. It is the nature of this evidence base and
the interpretations that can be placed upon it that offer signiﬁcant opportunities for
personal and organisational development.
For all those operating as teachers within educational settings, all initial training
processes are constructed around the concept of self-reﬂection and personal responsibility for professional development through some form of mentoring or coaching
process. But whether the focus for development is on the organisation of the individual, research activity is at the heart of the process. For this reason alone it can be
appreciated that the value of developing educators in the skills of researchers is not
a purely academic exercise to give credibility to training programmes, but rather an
essential skill necessary for the future development of the education sector and the
professionalism of those working in it. Whilst it is acknowledged that the delivery
of effective learning may be placed into the competent hands of education technicians such as high level teaching assistants or trainers, teachers are increasingly
being required to rely upon skills developed through contextually focused research
activity in order to accurately assess a situation, choose an appropriate course of
action and evaluate the impact. These skills, which can be honed in the learning
environment, are becoming an essential for those in and aspiring to educational
leadership.
Essentially making changes to the learning environment or the wider organisation requires a signiﬁcant investment in resources, time in particular. So before
doing anything particularly drastic it is worthwhile establishing a precise need to
ensure that any initiative that may be implemented is appropriate to the need,
addresses perceived weaknesses and builds upon strengths and areas of conﬁdence. A well directed research activity should establish that what is thought to
be the problem does not, in reality, turn out to be simply a symptom of a bigger
issue.
Frequently organisations have little control over the initiatives that they are required
to adopt and fail to invest time in gaining an understanding. This lack of knowledge can lead to a superﬁciality in the approach and result in poorly constructed
implementation. By engaging with the research underpinning the initiative, ownership can be taken leading to greater personal and organisational investment. This
can be further supported by constructing research informed tools for tracking the
implementation process.
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Learning teacher, learning school, learning
organisation
The concept of the learning organisation is not new but is quite ﬁtting for the
education sector, being, as it is, in the ‘business’ of education. All those working in
the education sector should be focused on the learning of their students (admittedly,
there may be a dual focus in the case of universities) and to best achieve and maintain
this emphasis, everybody within those organisations must continuously focus on
their own learning. The successful adaptation to change and uncertainty, which
schools and colleges strive for, is most likely to occur when sufﬁcient and appropriate
learning takes place throughout the organisation.
Although research activity can only ever claim to be part of a range of learning
opportunities, its impact can be signiﬁcant. It can be used to identify speciﬁc needs
in oneself and others, and also to explore deﬁciencies and untapped potentials.
Professionally focused inputs (such as ‘tricks for teachers’ forms of CPD) can be
embedded and their longer term impact on educational quality evaluated. Links
between processes, skills and strategies applied to the learning environment and the
wider organisational needs can be identiﬁed and developed (for example, linking
strategies for motivating staff and students) to offer a more coherent approach.
Above all else, research activity makes you think more deeply about what you
are doing, to evaluate impact and applicability, and to consider alternative options.
By encouraging a more healthily sceptical view of innovation it is possible to develop
within the professional staff a more enduring and robust capability for change.

Learning check
An important question to ask is – ‘what is your motivation for developing your
educational research skills?’ As we see with our own learners, the more that they
can see a purpose for the learning and can appreciate its applicability to their wider
needs, the more highly motivated they will be. Whilst there will always be some
element of ‘learn it for the test’ within education, the superﬁciality of this approach
and the transitory nature of that learning in our memory is often a woeful waste
of effort in the longer term. Those who learn and apply research skills as part of
their initial professional development for the education profession will perhaps need

[15:53 6/12/2007 5086-Burton-Ch01.tex]

Job No: 5086

BURTON: Doing Your Education Research Project

Page: 13

1–15

1 4

/

D O I N G

Y O U R

E D U C A T I O N

R E S E A R C H

P R O J E C T

Proficiency in the use of
research as a professional
development tool
Able to use research to improve practice
To gain greater understanding of a particular
area related to your teaching specialism
Academic credit towards a qualification

Fig. 1.2 ◆ Level of engagement with research activity

to focus on embedding and developing the core technical skills in the early part of
their career and may not perceive research activity as a crucial aspect of their own
early progression.
Figure 1.2 offers a hierarchal means of viewing your own engagement with the
importance and applicability of the research process. There is likely to be a base
line of completion of academic credit, but this really needs to be perceived as a
reward or acknowledgement of competence that is a goal in itself. At the lowest
level of effective engagement it may simply be considered as a tool to access a more
secure understanding of a particular aspect of teaching or learning (or educational
management) which is relevant and speciﬁc to your individual needs at this point
in time.
Using research to improve practice can be viewed in two ways. Firstly in terms of
being able to engage constructively with published research through having sufﬁcient understanding of the process to be able to critically review ﬁndings. Secondly
in terms of being research active and being competent in the use of a narrow range
of skills which enable you to track your own progress and development and challenge yourself through the incorporation of a wider range of ideas gained through
reading. In effect, a fully committed reﬂective practitioner, through the use of action
research methodologies.
Ideally the value of research as a tool for learning will be such that you will consider it as a primary choice and a means of driving and support your own personal
development and the development of your organisation.
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