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ABSTRACT

The present study focuses on the degree to which an innovative GCSE course (the
OCR Pilot GCSE in Geography) acted as a basis for active and innovative learning.
Using a holistic framework intertwining curriculum, learning and assessment, a
collaborative action research approach was used to develop an active and innovative
learning environment, focusing on the work of two groups of GCSE students
following the Pilot GCSE course. A conscious adoption of personalised learning
approaches, linked to a radical notion of the nature and content of geography and an
alternative assessment regime, led to the development of a course founded on the
integrated use of information and communication technology alongside independent
learning approaches. These developments in active engagement were based on
student perceptions of their own preferences with regards to learning and
assessment.

The action research took place over three cycles, and the results demonstrate that
with the curriculum approach inherent in the Pilot GCSE specification, the
development of active learning and authentic assessment opportunities were not
only possible, but in keeping with the philosophy of the course. There is less
evidence that the emerging classroom pedagogy allowed students to deepen their
investigation of geography, although there is some qualitative evidence for this.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.0 Overview

This study focuses on the development of a holistic approach to the Pilot Geography
GCSE based on a consideration of curriculum, learning and assessment as
intertwined elements of a wider pedagogical model. As such, it considers curriculum,
development, personalised learning and assessment for learning as allied elements
of an emergent approach to a GCSE course. The Pilot Geography GCSE was a
Qualification and Curriculum Authority (QCA) initiative developed to offer a
modernised and alternative view of the subject when compared to the mainstream

specifications which had been available for many years.

Mayer (1998) in a paper on the cognitive, metacognitive, and motivational aspects of
problem solving argues that school students are often very good at the retention of
information as they move through their studies, based on the learning of procedures
and content in an often linear and shallow form. For example, in geography this
might include the memorization of the stages of meander development, or the
impacts of globalisation on local economic activities in the area where the students
live. But all too often this learning is not developed to aid understanding, and is not
available for use in different contexts. Mayer argues that students tend to be poor at
transferring knowledge to new situations. Tan (2007) reflects this view in the
reporting of research focusing on the development of problem based pedagogies,
arguing that there are two ‘axes’ of the mind; the first, the ‘axis of habit’ is where

learning through structured routine and memory occurs, the second, the ‘axis of



novelty’, is where learning occurs through dealing with situation and newness.
Whilst accepting that both are important, Tan argues that it is through the
generation of ‘problem spaces’, time and opportunity to engage with real world

problems, that deep learning occurs.

The views given above emphasise approaches to learning which focus on the
development of deep learning and transference, but such opportunities all too often
appear to be a long way from the day to day experience of teachers in English
schools. Galton and MacBeath (2008) identified a strong belief amongst a sample of
teachers in the secondary sector that teaching had to follow formulaic lesson
structures and teachers had little room to innovate and develop a critical
understanding of learning. Allen and Ainley (2007) believe the English education
system has seen learning ‘warped to become primarily an instrumental activity’
(p.104) where the success of a teaching career is measured merely on the results
students attain at the end of a course. This instrumentalism is then blamed for a
narrow approach to learning which is based on shallow retention of knowledge
rather than deep understanding of concepts and ideas. Even day to day use of
assessment for learning can be called into service in this instrumental manner as
evidenced by Torrance (2007) who argues that learning objectives, assessment
criteria and feedback, if used in a narrow manner can actually stall the advantages
which assessment for learning was meant to promote. Further, Wilkins and Wood
(2009) argue that the introduction of the self-evaluation form in schools has placed
an internal inspection team in each school, thereby enshrining a primary focus on

results. As Galton and MacBeath (2008, p.56) state:



‘While in rhetoric, and enshrined in the publications of the National
College of School Leadership (NCSL), we have emerged from the dark
era of managerialism into the enlightened age of leadership, Workforce
Reform seems to have driven schools backwards, at least in the
secondary sector, to a business-like concern for efficiency rather than
effectiveness, for delivery rather than growth, for executive decision-

making rather than consultation.’

What this suggests is a view of learning and assessment which has developed in
reaction to perceived managerial imperatives. Pring et al (2009) further contend that
as complaints become ever more vocal concerning the quality of learning in schools,
the general political response is to create ever more complex frameworks of
gualifications, leading to changes and prescriptions of curricula, in terms of focus,

content and approaches.

However, the apparent development of an increasingly instrumental and narrow
triumvirate of curriculum, learning and assessment seems at odds with the evolving
view of international bodies concerning the aims and rationales of education
systems. A belief in the rise of the ‘knowledge-based-society’ has led organisations
such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) to see
learning, creativity and innovation as central to economic and social success (OECD,

2008). They argue that:

‘...too many of today’s schools are not adequately fostering deep
knowledge, creativity and understanding: they are not well aligned with

the knowledge economy and society of the 21°" century’

(OECD, 2008, p.3)



In the autumn term of 2001, | took the position of subject leader in geography at a
large comprehensive school in south Lincolnshire. The school at that time had a well
developed assessment system which entailed teaching staff uploading eight to ten
numerical marks to a computer system over the course of each academic year. At
the end of the year, the data was used to calculate which students had met their
targets (based on teacher expectation) and who had not. These results were then
published to all staff each autumn, thus making public the extent to which any single
teacher had been successful in helping students reach their targets. The Key Stage 3
curriculum was content heavy and very traditional in nature and the assessment of
the learning was narrow in approach. As a consequence of the curriculum and
assessment regimes, married to the focus on test results to demonstrate
competence, several colleagues admitted that much of the learning in the subject
area was teacher led and didactic. This was not only the case at Key Stage 3, but also
occurred in an intensified manner at GCSE. Here too, there existed a traditional
curriculum which was content driven and content heavy (the department followed
the OCR Bristol Project specification), which had a largely individual, externally
assessed assessment regime. These factors had led to a tendency within the
department towards a pedagogical approach which relied on teacher exposition and

textbook work, enshrined in long and medium term planning for the course.

In the September of 2003 the department was accepted as one of the first 18
schools to teach the new Pilot GCSE qualification offered through OCR in partnership
with the Qualification and Curriculum Authority (QCA). The philosophy of the course

had been the impetus for my application to be involved, linking a more up-to-date



selection of content with a new assessment regime (discussed further in Chapter 2),
resulting in the innovative development of both curriculum and assessment. The
curriculum and assessment regimes have both been consciously developed to
encourage alternative learning approaches. It was this blend of innovation potential
across the elements of curriculum, learning and assessment which encouraged me to
become involved in the Pilot GCSE. This was important to me as a practitioner as it
was based on the primacy of experience in learning (Bennetts, 2005), and ‘deep’
learning (Mayer, 1998) which are the approaches to learning which | believe to be

most important in developing independent, critical learners.

1.1 Importance of the current research

The present research is based on three action research Cycles completed in the third
year of my teaching of the Pilot GCSE in geography. The Cycles considered here were
focused on making a conscious and considered change in classroom pedagogy in an
attempt to develop the learning of students, aiming to engender some of the skills
and perceptions which organisations such as the OECD consider to be increasingly
crucial for individuals in the 21° century, such as independence in learning, creativity

and transferable skills.

At the time of the research, Charles Leadbetter (2004) had introduced the concept of
personalised learning, based on principles of greater student voice, assessment for
learning and the development of new learning approaches. There has been much

criticism of the concept (Fielding, 2006; Campbell et al. 2007), but this research uses



some of the approaches suggested through the work of Leadbetter and Hargreaves
(2004) as part of the basis for considering a different pedagogic model for the
classroom. Bentley and Miller (2006) argue that there is a two-fold ambition for
personalisation: to make personalised learning a practical reality, and to link it to a
wider notion of personalisation of public services across society. This research was in
part focused on attempting to begin to realise on a small-scale the first ambition,
and as such move beyond case studies of isolated elements of personalised learning
towards a more integrated classroom exemplar. This was developed by fusing
elements of personalised learning with a combined consideration of curriculum,
learning and assessment to develop a contextualised model of an alternative
pedagogy to that experienced previously in meeting the demands of a mainstream

GCSE specification.

The central importance of the current research is to open up a debate about the
synergies between curriculum, assessment and learning. This is of importance given
the OECD’s (2008) assertion that learning in the 21% century needs to foster deep
understanding and creativity, a message which is consistently reiterated by U.K.
politicians (Hansard, 2009, uncorrected evidence 155). This seems at odds with
recent changes in subject specifications which only allow for a predominance of
external assessment in the form of examinations, and the related continued concern

that learning suffers as a result (Galton and MacBeath, 2008).



1.2 Outline of the current work

The current work is developed in the following way:

Chapter 2 — Literature Review: This chapter analyses the literature focusing on

curriculum, learning and assessment. It starts by considering the overarching
conceptualisation of pedagogy given by Stenhouse (1975) which offers two
alternative models of how curriculum, learning and assessment operate together as
a basis for planning subject courses, and relates this research to the more recent
focus on assessment as a part of pedagogy developed by Shepard (2000). Building on
this initial conceptualisation, curriculum is focused upon by considering the nature of
the Pilot GCSE within a historical context of geographical curriculum development.
Learning is then considered by offering a critique of personalised learning, and
understanding how it might relate to the work of Stenhouse. Finally, assessment is
considered through the concept of assessment for learning, and the opportunities it

affords for the development of learning within the classroom.

Chapter 3 — Methodology: This chapter sets out and critiques the approach of action

research before outlining the methods and sampling used to collect data. It also

considers how issues of research ethics were taken into consideration.

Chapter 4 — Results: This chapter initially summarises baseline results focusing on

the perceptions of learning and assessment in geography gained from students in

Years 7,9 and 11. These results are then considered in the development of



interventions, described, discussed and assessed across three subsequent cycles of

action research.

Chapter 5 — Discussion: This chapter develops a discussion of the results gained from

the action research cycles, particularly focusing on the development of an
alternative pedagogical approach in relation to the models of Stenhouse and
Shepard, before also considering the extent to which the pedagogy can act as a basis

for a personalised approach to learning.

Chapter 6 — Conclusion: The final chapter assesses the outcomes and potential of the

research, and also offers avenues for further research which might build upon the

research described here.



Chapter 2 - Literature Review
2.0 Introduction

The Geography Pilot GCSE offers a new and different type of curriculum in
comparison to its immediate predecessors through its focus on a conceptually driven
content which allows for, if not enshrines, a view of learning and assessment which

is based on deep understanding and alternative modes of assessment.

‘[the specification] builds upon the foundations laid in the earlier key stages of the
candidates’ geographical education especially at KS3. The depth of understanding
relating to the organising concepts required by this specification and the
transferability of this learning to different contexts will allow progression into the

post-16 phase of education.’
(OCR, 2003, p.7)

In attempting to develop a different pedagogical approach, this research considers
three main potential vehicles for change: curriculum, learning and assessment. In
attempting to develop an approach to learning in the classroom, a theoretical
framework which embraces these three areas is required, and it is therefore these
elements of pedagogy that the present literature review focuses on. Consideration is
also given to the policy contexts of the areas of curriculum, learning and assessment
as they are the contextual foundation on which the action research presented is

built.
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2.1 Curriculum

2.1.1 Introduction

Marsh (2004) highlights the difficulty involved in defining the meaning of the term
‘curriculum’. Many educationalists have offered differing definitions. Indeed, Portelli
(1987) believes more than 120 definitions exist in the research literature as authors
attempt to clarify its meaning. However, Marsh (2004) rather than giving a simple
(and potentially vague) definition of curriculum instead identifies several important
features which need to be included in developing the concepts of curriculum

planning and development, being:

- Curriculum frameworks, defined as ‘...a group of related subjects or themes,
which fit together according to a predetermined set of criteria to appropriately,

cover an area of study.’ (Marsh (2004) p.19).

- Objectives, learning outcomes and standards, the goals of the curriculum.

- The selection and organisation of teaching and learning modes.

- Assessment, grading and reporting

- Curriculum implementation

At the core of this conceptualisation of curriculum development are conscious
decisions which need to be made about the approaches to learning and assessment
driven by the philosophy of the curriculum and the intended outcomes which are
given. For the curriculum to have a coherent form it needs to take into account the

role played by the teacher, and the relationship that this role has both to the
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learning activities employed and the nature of assessment (not only as an end-point

summative exercise, but as a tool for supporting learning itself).

Shepard (2000) highlights the interdependence of curriculum, learning and
assessment through a consideration of the changing nature of classroom assessment
within the U.S. education system. She embeds the changing dynamics of assessment
within its wider context with learning and curriculum over approximately the past
100 years. The 20t century is identified as being dominated by a curriculum
informed by social efficiency, together with learning driven by behaviourist
psychological theories. As a consequence, assessment becomes a process of
scientific measurement, primarily through the use of media such as 1Q tests. (see

Figure 2.1)

The Curriculum of Social Efficiency

+ Scientific management of schools like factories

» Carefully specified educational objectives
bazad on job analysis

= Utiitarian content, antagonism towand
academic content excapt for elita faw

+ Sclence of axact measurameant, precise
standards

« Differentiated curriculum based on predicted

social roles

Hereditarian Theory of Intellige
= IQ as innate, unitary, and fixed

Assaociationist & Behaviorist Learning Theorfe Scientific Measurement

= Concept of mind replaced by stimulus-responsg
assoclations

= Ascumulation of atomistic bits of knowledge

= Leaming tightly sequenced & hisrarchical

= Limited transfer, sach objective taught explicithy’

= Test-teach-test to ensure leaming

* Teats isomaorphic with leaming

* Motivation based on positive reinforcemeant of

many small staps
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= Objective tests to measure
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Figure 2.1, Curriculum theory, behaviourist theories of learning and scientific

measurement - the dominant 20" century U.S. model (from Shepard, 2000, p. 6)
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However, Shepard further argues that through the ascent of constructivism to a
dominant place in learning theory, the validity of a learning approach relying on
behaviourism has been called into question. A new model of learning has emerged
leading to a renewed consideration of how curriculum, learning and assessment

must be jointly conceptualised within the classroom (Figure 2.2).

In this emergent model, curriculum has moved away from being characterised as
‘social efficiency’ which stresses a narrow, utilitarian focus where learning and
assessment are characterised by a content and test driven approach with
achievement at its centre. Instead, the curriculum is viewed as a vehicle for
developing all children in a wider social context which stretches beyond school, and
which challenges them to play a central role in their own learning, as opposed to
acting as ‘passive recipients’. This results in a learning approach which values deep
understanding, personal and social construction of knowledge, and an assessment
regime which is embedded in the learning process as well as acting as a summative

measure.
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Figure 2.2 An emergent 21% century model of the interdependence of curriculum,

learning and assessment (Shepard, 2000, p.8)

The work of Shepard (2000) therefore offers two contrasting approaches to
curriculum conceptualisation and development whilst making explicit the inherent
link between curriculum, learning and assessment. However, the models presented
do not allow for the role of the teacher as an important, and perhaps primary, agent
in making choices concerning the curriculum that students will follow. Teachers
should not be seen as mere deliverers of the curriculum, but as active agents who
have the professional ability and responsibility to develop a view of how they believe
their subject can be engaged with, and to make that belief concrete. Lawrence

Stenhouse (1975) argues that,
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‘...l have identified a curriculum as a particular form of specification about
the practice of teaching and not as a package of materials or a syllabus of
ground to be covered. It is a way of translating any educational idea into
a hypothesis testable in practice. It invites critical testing rather than

acceptance.’ (p.142)

Stenhouse’s view shows that we cannot conceptualise the interdependence of
curriculum, learning and assessment without including the teacher as a part of the
system, acting as a reflective practitioner who strives to develop and test new ways
of encouraging learning. In considering curriculum approaches, Stenhouse (1975)
argues that contrasting notions of education exist informing a spectrum of
approaches taken in the classroom. Firstly, he identifies the ‘objectives model’ of
curriculum, characterised by behaviourist approaches to learning, resulting in the
teacher as a transmitter of knowledge to passive recipients. The knowledge which is
transferred in this way is then tested periodically to ascertain levels of
memorisation. As a result, education can be seen as a ‘product’, the degree of
knowledge retention being the measure of success. This characterisation of
education is very similar to Shepard’s (2000) model of U.S. education during the 20t
century (see Figure 2.1). However, a second, alternative approach to curriculum is
offered, focused on the process of learning, what Stenhouse (1975) terms the
‘process model’. Here, the teacher promotes knowledge, but students take an active
role in their learning, being given problems to solve, and resources which are
contextually specific and learner-centred. As such, in this model of curriculum
development, the teacher becomes a facilitator rather than the performer through
which all knowledge flows. In this way the process model can be seen as very similar

to Shepard’s (2000) emergent conceptualisation of a new U.S. education system (see
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Figure 2.2). A third, more radical alternative is also offered. This is the approach of
education ‘as research’, where the process of making the curriculum more learner
centred is taken to the opposite end of the spectrum from the objectives approach.
Here, the teacher is actually part of a wider learner group with less overt leadership,
and the students play an equal role in developing and navigating the curriculum and
the learning and development this entails. Table 2.1 shows the summary elements
of each of the three curriculum development approaches as identified by Stenhouse

(1975) and summarised by Fish and Cole (2005).

Education as a product

Education as a process

Education as research

Intention

Intention

Intention

Teacher transmits
knowledge

Teacher promotes
knowledge

Learners explore
understanding

Locus of knowledge

Locus of knowledge

Locus of knowledge

Resides in teacher

Resides in teachers and
learners

Resides in learner group

Student activities

Student activities

Student activities

Passive learners (covers
material fast)

Active learners (active
learning takes longer)

Aware of selves as active
learners and negotiators
(this takes even longer)

Motivation via

Motivation via

Motivation via

Teacher

Own active learning

Group learning/active
learning

Sees learner as

Sees learner as

Sees learner as

Receiver of knowledge

Active seeker of
knowledge

Discoverer/reconstructor of

own knowledge

Sees teacher as

Sees teacher as

Sees teacher as
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Teller/instructor

Seeker/catalyst

Facilitator/neutral chair

Teaching activities

Teaching activities

Teaching activities

Lecturing

Facilitating learning, sets
up problems, probably
knows answers

Teacher is leader within
group but learns alongside
them

Sees assessment as

Sees assessment as

Sees assessment as

End of course tests,
summative, teacher
assessment

Part of teaching, part of
learning, formative and
summative

Self-assessment, group
assessment, aiding
understanding

Plans by means of

Plans by means of

Plans by means of

Aims, objectives, detailed
method for whole
session, summative
assessment

Aims, intentions,
principles of procedure,
list of content,
assessment as part of
this process

Aims, intentions, a
negotiated agenda,
counselling-type methods,
assessment within this
process

Use of resources

Use of resources

Use of resources

Chosen by teacher and
brought into the learner’s
context from outside by
the teacher, and thus
may not relate to
learner’s context

Learner-centred and thus
inevitably arising from
the learner’s context and
relevant to it

Learner organised and thus
chosen from the learner’s
context

View of professional

View of professional

View of professional

Teacher is a performer
whose performance is
significant in the quality
of learner’s education

Teacher is a facilitator
who sets up learning for
learners and whose input
features less in the
sessions

Teacher is a facilitator who
learns alongside learners but
this can only be on a highly
disciplined basis

Table 2.1 Three models of teaching, learning and assessment (from Fish and

Coles, 2005, based on Stenhouse, 1975, p.69-70)
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In developing an approach to the Geography Pilot GCSE, the conceptualization of
curriculum development of Stenhouse acts as an ideal model as it combines notions
of teaching, learning and assessment and provides a theoretical framework for the
development of new modes of learning and assessment linked to a clear differential
spectrum of curriculum conceptualisation. It is also important to understand how
the Pilot GCSE has come into being as a result of past curriculum development
within geography, as this sets the context for the form of the Geography Pilot GCSE

and any notion of curriculum, learning and assessment developed therein.

2.1.2 The changing nature of the geography curriculum
Marsh (2004) identifies the constant change which characterizes education,

‘Formal education in schools of the last five decades has been marked by
significant and frequent changes in its aims and objectives, its content,
teaching strategies, methods of student assessment, provisions, and the

levels of funding’ (p.79)

This is no less true of geography education than any other sector in formal
education; indeed Walford (2001) demonstrates a long history of development in
the subject within a school context from the 18" century onwards. Within a modern
context, the first real development in the approach to the subject can be seen in the
‘tension ....between regional and systematic geography’ (Marsden, 1995, p.28). In
the late 1960s, the subject saw a seismic shift in emphasis from a focus on
systematic and descriptive studies of particular regions, to one based on

guantitative methods, concepts and theoretical models. Rawling (2001) describes
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the shift as one from ‘ ...emphasis ..on the relatively unchanging features of physical
geography, on a mainly static, deterministic view of human societies and on racing
through a regionally based coverage of world geography’ (p.22) to ‘...a more
conceptual approach ... mak[ing] greater use of quantitative techniques and models,
aiming to provide geography with greater rigour and a stronger claim to be part of
the scientific community’ (p.22). This step change was mainly based on the
foundational work of Richard Chorley and Peter Haggett, two academics from
Cambridge University who held a number of teacher seminars to develop subject

knowledge and thinking.

In 1964, the Schools Council (for Curriculum and Examinations) was created by the
Secretary of State for Education and Science to carry out research on curriculum
development (Lawton, 1980). Groups of teachers were given the opportunity to

develop and experiment with new approaches to the curriculum,

‘...we are faced with what is quite a novel situation in English education, a
series of curriculum development projects in which teams of teachers are
actively experimenting with new curricula to find out whether they are

capable of being usefully introduced into the majority of schools.”
(Graves, 1975, p.102)

This research and development included opportunities for geography groups to
create new approaches, timely given the recent developments in subject
approaches. Three major curriculum projects were developed under the Schools
Council initiative each incorporating elements of the ‘new geography’ in different

ways:
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- Geography for the Young School Leaver

- Geography 14-18

- Geography 16-19

Geography for the Young School Leaver (also known as the Avery Hill Project) was
initially developed to cater for less able students who were required to remain at
school until the age of 16 after the raising of the school leaving age. One of the main
foci in this project was the creation of innovative resources (Walford, 2001) used to
change the curriculum. However, perhaps of most relevance to developing a
curriculum which moved away from the traditional regional approach were the

criteria for selecting themes. Graves (1975) identifies the criteria as being:

1. each topic should be of interest to the pupils at this point in their lives, i.e. it

should involve them, if possible, creatively;

2. each topic should be exploitable in the local situation of each school;

3. each topic should be of more than transitory relevance.

(Graves, 1975, p.126)

These themes, linked to innovative resources show an attempt to produce a
curriculum explicitly closer to the experience of students, developed through a more
innovative learning approach. The success of this project led to the Avery Hill O-

Level, standing the test of time to eventually become a successful GCSE post-1988.

Geography 14-18 (also known as the Bristol Project) was a project which focused on

mid and higher ability students, the main focus becoming the development of a new
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Ordinary level syllabus. This was eventually negotiated with the Cambridge Local
Examinations Syndicate, a major innovation being the type and balance of terminal
assessment with only 50% of the original assessment covered by an examination,
the other 50% being derived from course work. Even the examination was very
different to more traditional competitors with a focus on “...questions set to entail
the interpretation, evaluation, analysis and synthesis of provided sources which
include medium- and large-scale maps, atlases amongst other documentary

evidence’ (Graves, 1975, p.120-121).

Whilst the curriculum content of the 14-18 project was perhaps less consciously
based on the immediate experience of, and relevance to, students, the major
change in assessment regime did allow for a revision in classroom approaches. As
with Avery Hill, the Bristol Project survived a number of developments to again

become a successful GCSE course post-1988.

The Geography 14-18 project had originally been briefed to consider not only the 14-
16 Ordinary level curriculum, but also the 16-19 Advanced-level curriculum.
However, the creation of the Bristol Project O-level had not allowed time for the
latter A-level work to be developed. As a consequence, a separate project,
Geography 16-19, was created, based at the Institute of Education in London. The
16-19 project not only covered geography, but the wider curriculum. The approach
started with an analysis of the needs of students and then created a number of
courses which mirrored these needs. Consideration of changing assessment regimes
was seen as a core element of this revision. In the case of geography, the 16-19

specification stressed an enquiry led approach with the use of case studies to
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exemplify processes. Physical and human topics were treated together to emphasise
their inherent interdependence, although ‘some criticised it for its relative soft-
pedalling of physical geography’ Walford (2001, p.178). Assessment, similar to
Geography 14-18, moved away from a preponderance of external examinations,
with the Pilot, run between 1980 and 1983, utilising a 55% terminal examination and
45% coursework regime (Rawling, 2001). The course proved very popular and was

the single most popular specification by the early 1990s.

The characteristics of the Schools Council projects showed a distinct and radical
break with geography courses which had been developed previously. The main

changes across the projects included:

- an updating of course content to bring it more in to line with university geography,
and to emphasise the relevance of the subject to the lives and interests of young

people.

- an approach to learning which was more child centred, through the use of relevant
material and enquiry, project and field based learning, especially in the cases of

Geography for the Young School Leaver and Geography 16-19.

- assessment regimes which moved away from a heavy reliance on traditional
terminal examinations. This was achieved in different ways, but both coursework
and the use of original examination formats (such as the use of resources in

examinations) were central developments.

With these important curriculum developments, there was an obvious attempt to

reconsider how geography should be taught and how the role of the student should
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be conceptualised in relation to their own learning. Using the framework of
Stenhouse as a guide, there appears strong evidence of a shift from an objectives led
curriculum to a process led alternative, afforded by a shift in curriculum focus,

assessment regimes and learning approaches.

Whilst the changes brought about through the Schools Council projects were
positively received by many, there have also been a number of criticisms of the
projects. Marsden (1997) argues that the GYSL project, whilst deemed popular and
relevant, took the idea of relevance too far, leading to a lack of rigorous physical
geography and ‘hard’ content. He goes on to suggest that the ‘good causes’ (p.248)
approach to the curriculum he believes the Schools Project developments took led
to unbalanced content and process. This critique of the loss of subject content level
is also stated, perhaps more forcefully, by Scruton et al (1985, in Rawling, 2001, p.

?)

’

‘First difficult and disciplined parts of the subject are removed or downgraded, so that
educational achievement can no longer be represented as mastery of a body of knowledge.
Second, texts and subjects are chosen not for their intellectual and literary merit, or for their
ability to further pupils’ intellectual grasp, but for the political attitudes which are conveyed
in them, and pupils are taught to consider the acquisition of such attitudes as the true mark

of educational success (Scruton et al 1985, pp.8-9)°

Walford (2001) reiterates these views by highlighting the same lack of physical
geography content in the 16-19 project, whilst Morgan and Lambert (2005) highlight
a greater interest in the development of conceptual thinking within the project

which again led to a lesser focus on content. As such, they see the solution to this
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problem being the development of a ‘people-environment’ approach which

encouraged the understanding of environmental and social issues.

What is most obviously of concern within these critiques of the curriculum
developments of the Schools Council projects is the loss of some of the core
traditional content of the subject apparent in their pre-cursors. Such a loss is most
acutely seen within the degree of physical geographical content which identifiably

decreased through the Schools Council projects.

With the characteristics of the Schools Council projects as given here, they can be
seen as the foundation for the nature and approach of the Geography Pilot GCSE 25
years later. Indeed, one point to note is the fact that two of the geographers who
were involved in the development of Schools Council Projects, Eleanor Rawling and
Paul Weeden, were later to be involved in the initial planning and implementation of
the Geography Pilot GCSE, Eleanor Rawling in her capacity as subject officer at the
Qualification and Curriculum Authority, and Paul Weeden as an expert on

assessment in geography.

The Schools Council was finally disbanded in the early 1980s, a casualty of a new
political approach advocated by the Thatcher Government. This ultimately led to the
development of the National Curriculum, managed firstly by the School Curriculum
and Assessment Authority (SCAA) and then QCA (Qualification and Curriculum
Authority). This led to the centralisation of curriculum development under
government control, as the Conservatives moved from what they saw as a
relativistic and ideological curriculum to one based on ‘real’ knowledge (Ball, 2008).

During the Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s, the New Right



24

philosophy of Thatcherism had an impact on geography as with all subjects as
central management of the curriculum led to distinct political perspectives and
policies. These included a view of schools as curriculum deliverers rather than
curriculum developers, and subjects as being the process of mastering a body of
knowledge, taught through traditional pedagogies. As a consequence, teachers were
to be trained as curriculum deliverers, and their performance measured through
national testing. In this system, there was little scope for developing alternative
visions of curriculum, learning and assessment. However, in the first term of the
New Labour Government, there was finally limited scope to reintroduce curriculum
change and development, albeit controlled from the centre. At this time Eleanor
Rawling was the subject officer at QCA and she was given the opportunity to create
an innovative GCSE specification. The Geography Pilot GCSE was the result, created
by a group of geographers, including Paul Weeden and Diane Swift, and focusing on
geographical concepts, alternative assessment media and a hybrid curriculum which

allowed for some vocational content.

2.1.3 The Geography Pilot GCSE Curriculum —an Outline

The Pilot GCSE in Geography was introduced as a new GCSE specification, offered by
Oxford, Cambridge, RSA examinations (OCR), in September 2003. This was an
additional specification to three already offered by the awarding body, the result of
a successful bid which OCR had made to the QCA which had developed the
specification in consultation with members of the geography community, including

those from academia, and the Geographical Association. The Pilot initially ran in 18
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schools, acting as ‘Partnership Schools’ which played an active role in the
development of the curriculum, resourcing, and assessment of the specification. In
subsequent years, two additional cohorts of centres were included, resulting in a

total of approximately 80 schools taking part in the Pilot by September 2006.

The school within which the current research was undertaken (for a more detailed
description see Chapter 3, p.116) was one of the first 18 schools to join the Pilot, and

hence, has been involved in its development since September 2003.

2.1.4 A Brief outline of the Pilot GCSE

The Pilot course was designed to develop a new approach to GCSE Geography, with a
more limited subject content coverage than present in pre-existing GCSEs, offset by
a major development in emphasizing concepts and skills development. Whilst the
subject content was less broad than long established specifications, it was made
clear that this should lead students to a deeper learning of the more restricted

content.

In the ‘Core’ year, there was the completion of three separate areas of study:

My Place Extreme Environments People as Consumers

This was designated as the ‘core’ year since these units were compulsory and
studied by all students. The units could be taught in any order, but scale allowed
them to be used to help students to understand the interdependency between their

local area (My Place), regions (Extreme Environments) and the global (People as
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Consumers). Such use of scale was believed to act as providing a greater coherence

to the course content.

The second year focused on the study of two optional units, taken from a list of nine,
allowing time for a deeper development of understanding and research by students,

thereby advocating a critical approach to learning. The nine optional units were:

1. Coastal Management 2. Living with Floods
3. Planning Where we Live 4. Travel & Tourism Destinations
5. GIS 6. Geography in the News

7. Investigating Geography Through Fieldwork

8. Introducing Cultural Geography

9. Urban Transport — finding sustainable solutions

The mix of optional unit foci was developed to allow an opportunity for either more
academically orientated work to be undertaken, or for more vocationally centred

work to be completed, resulting in a form of ‘hybrid’ course applicable to all abilities.

Another new departure in the specification was the use of ‘organising concepts’
which underpinned the whole course. They were:

- uneven development

- interdependence

- futures

- sustainability
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- globalisation

and were intended to influence learning throughout the course, as a medium
through which students could come to critically understand and appreciate the
concepts. It was intended that learning would make explicit and frequent links to
these concepts so that students developed awareness of the organising principles of
the subject.
The assessment regime was diverse, with a great deal of authentic assessment
which was fully embedded within the course and which could be completed through
a number of different media, for example oral and group assessments. This again
was an important departure from more traditional assessment regimes, allowing the
embedding of assessment into learning itself (Eisner, 1993), and developing a
number of important elements to the process of both assessment and learning:

- assessment of life related understanding in a ‘real world’ context

- wide range of classroom techniques used but an emphasis on those

which are more open ended
- an explicit desire to fully integrate learning and assessment

(taken from Stimpson, 1996)

The inheritance from the School Council projects is clear, with elements of content
revision to ensure relevance, alternative assessment regimes and a focus on student

centred learning all apparent.
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2.1.5 Initial evaluations of the Pilot GCSE Curriculum

A number of evaluations of the Pilot were completed, beginning in 2003, each of
which added to a developing understanding of the overall successes and issues of
the qualification. The course content of the Pilot was seen as an extremely positive
element of the specification. QCA (2006) found that 91.7% of students and 100% of
teachers were positive or very positive about the overall content of the course. In
contrast, early survey work (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) showed that the teachers
involved saw pre-existing GCSEs as content heavy leading to limited learning and
teaching approaches. The Pilot content instead allowed for a wider range of learning
approaches, and also gave the opportunity for deep learning, leading to better
understanding of the subject. There was also a deeply held feeling amongst both
teachers and students that the course was more relevant, conveying better what
geography is and also allowed for more, varied, and genuine links beyond the

classroom when compared to pre-existing specifications.

There were some limited concerns at an early stage in the course. There was
mention that the course was becoming too similar to Citizenship in some places, and
there was also some concern over ‘My Place’, as this was the unit which was most
different in content and approach, and hence in curricular and pedagogic terms,
from pre-existing courses. These concerns were mainly centred on the extent to
which the local area was interesting, and the reliance on research based work which

the students might not be sufficiently able to cope with.
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The students perspective on the course content (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) showed a
great deal of enjoyment of the increased focus on genuine and critical fieldwork, and
extreme environments proved very popular (Biddulph & Naish,2004) with the
diverse approaches used in learning and assessment being particularly important
here. There was also a perceived greater choice in the medium of completing and
presenting work (OCR, 2004) which made it much more enjoyable than pre-existing
GCSEs. In the vast majority of cases, students said that they preferred their GCSE
work to that which they had completed at Key Stage 3 (Biddulph & Naish,2004).
Finally, there was a greater degree of linking between school based geography and

HE (GEES, 2006) as academics became involved in particular curricular innovations.

As a consequence, the course content of the Pilot GCSE was seen in very positive
terms, with high rates of approval, a much greater ability to approach the course in a
variety of ways, and the opportunity to help students gain a deep and critical

appreciation of the subject.

The large number of evaluations carried out on the Pilot GCSE have allowed for a rich
source of teacher views to be captured. Early survey work (RBA Research Ltd, 2003)
showed that the teachers originally involved in the Pilot GCSE considered it a radical
departure from pre-existing GCSEs, seeing the course as both fresh and exciting, and
as a proactive response to the subject’s generally low profile within the wider
educational community. It was perceived as having greater relevance, and focused

on depth as opposed to breadth.

There was a clear feeling amongst teachers of several positive impacts (Biddulph &

Naish,2004). The new, and more critical approaches were rapidly filtered into KS3
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and A-level, with more adventurous use of learning styles and more flexible lesson
planning, together with more open ended, research based work as a core element of
learning. The curriculum was seen as a whole, rather than disaggregated units,
leading to more detailed and conscious considerations of medium and long term

planning.

Finally, teachers saw the course as being more relevant (100% of respondents) (QCA,
2006), and many felt it was a major stimulus for their own careers. There was also a
100% return of departments (Biddulph & Naish,2004) feeling that their involvement

had been a positive experience.

76% of teachers felt that the course was modern and up-to-date, and there were a
significant number of findings regarding the relevance of the course. 75% believed it
was more relevant than other GCSE courses they were following, with 77% feeling
that it would be at least fairly, if not very useful to future careers, with 43% saying it
would be essential. Even though the respondents were only in Year 10, 27% were
already thinking of Geography related options at post-16. Indeed, the overall
reaction to the survey was positive, and demonstrated that the geography

advocated by the Pilot was seen in a positive light by students.

There is little doubt that the various surveys undertaken on the Pilot demonstrate a
very successful curriculum initiative. The feedback from both teachers and students
was predominantly enthusiastic and positive, following on from an innovative
approach to both learning and teaching and assessment, the foundations of which

were based on a well considered and successful content framework.
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2.1.6 Conclusion

The Pilot can be seen as a direct descendant of the earlier Schools Council projects.
This descendance can lay it open to some of the same criticisms. Changes to the
wider Geography curriculum at the start of the new millennium led to much of the
same soul-searching and criticism of the geography curriculum as had occurred in
the early 1980s. Much of this recent criticism has come from Standish (2004, 2007)
who sees the inclusion of values education and informal geographies based on the
experience of children as a weakness and ‘dumbing down’ of the geography
curriculum. He argues instead for a curriculum which centres on theories and
knowledge, quoting Arnold (1907-21) ‘a disinterested endeavour to learn and
propagate the best that is known and thought in the world’ (p.91). The Pilot GCSE did
not cover the whole breadth of the subject, and in this sense might be critiqued in
the same way as the Schools Council projects out of which it grew. However, the
Pilot sacrificed a breadth of content for a depth of understanding which itself was

linked throughout the course. As Wood (2005, p.88) writes,

.....whereas many of the older GCSE syllabuses tended to offer ‘bite-sized’
chunks of the whole subject, often with no unifying philosophy, the Pilot
GCSE has a common set of threads running through it. The five underlying

concepts are one such thread...

Aims are at the centre of these differing perspectives of the nature of the geography
curriculum. The Pilot can be seen as an attempt to help students gain a conceptual
and holistic understanding of the subject, with physical geography more explicitly

embedded across both years of study (although admittedly, options allowed a less
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developed exposure in their second year of study). However, it is also true that it
does not cover the volume of content, including lists of theories, as advocated by
Standish (2004, 2007). However, this might be that one curriculum approach sees the
aim of geography education as being the creation and development of a student who
has a large geographical knowledge, whilst the other (the Pilot) sees the aim as being

the development of a student as a knowledgeable geographer.

With a very different view of curriculum, learning and assessment, it offered an
ideal opportunity to consider changes in approaches to learning. The foundations on
which the development of a learning framework was based are discussed in the next

section.

2.2 Learning

2.2.1 Introduction — Research into learning

Learning research is an extremely complex field with different perspectives from
philosophy (Cigman and Davis, 2009), psychology (Wood, 1988), education (Jarvis,
2006) and cognitive science (Sawyer, 2006) all with views of learning as well as
methodologies of analysis. Given the approach of Stenhouse (1975) towards
curriculum, which differentiates between behaviourist and constructivist views of
learning, a model of learning was sought which puts the student at the centre of the
process. At the time at which the current research was developed, the concept of
personalised learning was being introduced to schools. Personalised learning seems

to offer a framework for developing a pedagogy which focuses on the child, with,



‘...opportunities to develop a wide repertoire of teaching strategies,

including information and communication technology (ICT).’

(West-Burnham, 2005, p.15)

Hargreaves (20044, p.10) also argues that personalised learning allows for the
development of general principles within a specific context, highlighting that,
‘We cannot specify — and should not seek — a formal definition of

personalization before we embark on the journeys of these innovation

networks. We shall discover what personalization is during the journey

itself.”
West-Burnham (2005, p.19) goes on to state that,

‘Personalization of learning offers a powerful opportunity to design
education systems around a totally different conceptual framework that

is based on scientific and social research rather than pseudo-science and

social prejudice.’
It is therefore the potential of personalised learning to act as a framework for

learning that is considered here.

When New Labour came to power in 1997 it did so, in part, with a mandate to

change and ‘improve’ education. As Tony Blair stated in a speech given at Ruskin

College, Oxford on 16" December, 1996:

‘An Age of Achievement is within our grasp — but it depends on an Ethic of
Education. That is why in my party conference speech | said that my three

priorities for government would be education, education, education.’

33
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Having laid the cornerstone of New Labour education policy as focusing on
achievement, he next outlined some of the changes he foresaw as central to
achieving this aim:
‘We will expect education — and other public services — to be held
accountable for their performance; we will urge teachers to work in

partnership with parents, business and the community; and we will balance

parents’ rights with a recognition of their responsibilities.’

This led to the centrality of a standards agenda within New Labour education policy.
Such a focus appears to be underpinned by two basic assumptions concerning the
nature of not only education policy, but wider public services policy also. The first is

the perceived economic imperative of globalisation. Ball (2008) states that

‘Education is now seen as a crucial factor in ensuring economic productivity

and competitiveness in the context of ‘informational capitalism’.’
(Ball, 2008, p.1)

As such, this highlights the perceived need to see education as an extension of the

economy, providing well trained individuals for a place in the employment market.

The second assumption which has been apparent in New Labour policies is a belief
that neither the traditional left wing policies of the Labour Party of the 1960s and
1970s, exemplified by state intervention and public ownership, nor the free market
approach of the Conservatives under Margaret Thatcher, have brought the wished
for outcomes of an efficient, economically vibrant society at ease with itself. With
the rise of a global economy, economic competition based on international

comparators of educational attainment, together with the prevailing global political
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view of education as economic subset, has also led to a sea-change in educational

policy in England as with most other countries around the world.

With this global backdrop, New Labour have focused on the level of attainment that
students achieve, not only in national testing, but also in their performance in the
PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) league tables. This has
resulted in a continuous push to ‘drive up standards’ so that the international
economic community, as well as voters at home, can be shown continuous

improvement in the education sector.

The attempt to chart a new course in social provision relied on the philosophy of
‘social capitalism’ or the Third Way (Giddens, 1998). No simple definition exists of
this political philosophy, but it is generally characterised by principles of equality of
opportunity, community, accountability, and rights and responsibilities of the
individual. At the same time it espouses the need for entrepreneurs, deregulation,
engagement with the global market, and an acceptance that public services should

no longer necessarily have a monopoly in social provision.

In 2003, Tony Blair, perhaps influenced by Third Way ideals of community, rights and
responsibilities, unveiled a new vision of education for the schools of England. This
was to be the new philosophy to restore confidence in the standards agenda, and to

unveil a renewed ‘New Labour’ philosophy for education:

‘In secondary education, future reform must have as a core objective a

flexible curriculum providing a distinct and personal offer to every child’

(Tony Blair, Sept 2003, quoted in Johnson, 2004a)
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This located education as a process which should be centred on the aspirations and
choices of the individual child within the wider social field. Whilst Blair was the initial
public face of this new approach to education, his description was underpinned by

the work of Charles Leadbetter, a policy expert at policy think tank Demos.

2.2.2 The foundations of personalisation

Leadbetter (2004) identifies two different ways in which the public good could be
served by social provision. The first centres on the notion that the state should
provide ever more effective and efficient services, success being tracked through
ever more improbable attainment targets of various types; in this way, efforts of
professionals are fully focused on delivering government ideals. The second relies on
individuals making decisions at a personal level, producing an improvement in the
public good through incremental developments. The first is seen as a ‘top-down’

model, the second a ‘bottom-up’ model. As a consequence, Leadbetter argues

‘These two approaches to innovation — more effective top-down and more
pervasive and powerful bottom-up — are not necessarily at odds. They could
be complementary. Indeed the state’s capacity to deliver better and better
services, with limited resources, will depend on it encouraging people to
become more adept at self-assessing and self-managing their health,

education, welfare, safety and taxes.’
(Leadbetter, 2004, p.17)

This is a crucial element of Leadbetter’s view of personalisation, as it highlights the
philosophy of the connected or interested individual who has a conscious desire to

play an active role in the shaping of the services provided by the state. Active
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participation by individuals in a hybrid social-market model is argued to be as simple

a system as privatisation, and by implication it is also considered to be better;

‘Privatisation was a simple idea: putting public assets into private
ownership would create more powerful incentives for managers to deliver
greater efficiency and innovation. Personalisation is just as simple: by
putting users at the heart of services, enabling them to become participants
in the design and delivery, services will be more effective by mobilising

millions of people as co-producers of the public goods they value.’

(Leadbetter, 2004, p.19)

The identification of users as co-producers is central to Leadbetter’s philosophy of
personalisation; it is the principle that the participants in public services should also
have a clear role in forming and delivering them. This is a central concept in the way
Leadbetter (2005) characterises the potential of personalisation in education, seeing
the students and parents themselves as the central resource in the process.
Teachers meanwhile are assigned the role of professional mentor, acting to help and
‘steer’ the students and parents through their use of the service. Interestingly, he
ensures that both students and parents should be seen neither as consumers (a
free-market attribute), nor recipients (an attribute of centrally provided public
services) but as co-producers of the educative system. Hence:

‘The aim is to turn passive recipients into active participants, consumers

into contributors. Children and families should be seen as part of the

larger productive system that creates learning.’

(Leadbetter, 2005, p.5)
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Leadbetter’s belief is in the development of public services systems which are no
longer identified by their ownership (i.e. public or private) but in their relationship

with those who use them, themselves being re-branded as co-producers.

Within the work of Leadbetter, there is a strong focus on learning, but couched in
the notion of engaging families, and especially parents, in the learning of children.
Hence, he identifies ‘three causes of personal under-investment in education’
(Leadbetter, 2005, p.6), being those families who believe that education is not ‘for
them’, those who believe it has little relevance, and finally those children who drop
out of the system early. Hence the role of personalised learning is ‘to raise the rate
of personal investment in education’ (p.6). As such, there is also a message that this
is not an innovation developed for the consumption of the middle classes, but is
meant to bring equity of opportunity to those from marginal and disadvantaged
backgrounds. As a consequence, Leadbetter defines personalised learning as
involving not only organisational change, but also a change in the notion of learning,

with a clear link to constructivist theories:

‘Learning is not just the successful transfer of knowledge and skills.
Learning comes through interaction in which the learner discovers for
themselves, reflects on what they have learned and how. Effective
learning has to be co-created between learner and teacher, in which both
invest effort and imagination. As a result, the learner becomes better able

to self-manage their own learning and motivated to invest in it.’

(Leadbetter, 2005, p.8)

With this as the central tenet of Leadbetter’s view of personalisation, there then

follows the need for systemic change in schools to meet the challenge of making this
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transformation reality. This leads to general statements concerning choice,
management, organisation and technology, all of which are called into action to help
make such a vision reality. However, at the core of this philosophy is the continued

pivot of the child as co-producer of their educational experience.

Campbell et al (2007) believe Leadbetter’s characterisation of personalisation occurs

at five increasingly deep levels of participant engagement:

1. providing more customer friendly services;

2. giving people more say in navigating their way through services;

3. giving users more say over how money is spent;

4. users becoming co-designers and co-producers of services;

5. self-organisation by individuals working with the support and advisory
systems provided by professionals.

(Campbell et al, 2007, p.135)

They argue that the first three levels can be defined as ‘shallow personalisation’ as
they only require the state to work more efficiently, with little need for systemic
change, whilst the ‘deeper’ levels of personalisation (4 and 5) actually require
substantial changes in the way that public services operate, particularly in the way

that professionals become advisors and co-designers, rather than experts.

In the case of education as opposed to other forms of social provision, Campbell et
al (2007) highlight a central tension in Leadbetter’s philosophy, as it is difficult for
students to co-create learning when the state dictates the content and timing of the

curriculum. This may begin to change somewhat with the introduction of a skills and
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concepts based Key Stage 3, but essentially with a state dictated curriculum, choice
and co-creation becomes restricted to the choice of courses to follow, but not their
content. They also highlight that the innovation as presented relies on the self-
motivation of students to become co-producers of their education. As stated above,
they are seen as interested individuals who are keen to make the most of their
position in the personalised system. Here Campbell et al (2007) highlight the fact
that different classes and cultures in English society have differing levels of
educational motivation, a fact highlighted by Leadbetter himself. Here, a difference
of opinion occurs, as Leadbetter sees personalisation as the antidote to inequity of
opportunity. Campbell et al, however, see it as an ambiguity which may actually lead

to increasing educational disadvantage.

Leadbetter does recognise a potential motivational differential between groups and
therefore argues that resourcing should be skewed to those who are disadvantaged
in the current system. This is supported by Milliband (2003) who believed that
targeted funding, together with a package of reforms could bring great advances in
equality of outcome within the educational system. However, as Campbell et al
state, such interventions have had a long and ignoble history, and it remains to be
seen whether personalisation will have the major desired impact, especially as it

may be serving a number of political as well as educational purposes.

Since the work of Leadbetter, some researchers have discerned a developing tension
between his philosophical account, and the government’s developing policy agenda.

Cutler et al (2007) point to the government identifying personalisation as ‘a
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mechanism for achieving an objective defined by government, a ‘personalised

service’ is a means ‘to drive up standards’’ (p.852). Further they state:

‘Quantitative educational targets, obligatory testing of pupils, and
publication of test results have been and remain a staple feature of
Labour education policy. Such policies are contradictory with ‘personal’

selection of educational objectives.’
(Cutler et al, 2007, p.853)

Hence, the features of personalisation which are accepted in political terms, are only
those perceived as a benefit in relation to standards. This then calls into question

the real ‘depth’ of personalisation, given the standards imperative.

Drawing on the work of Scottish philosopher John Macmurray, Fielding (2006)
considers how the tensions between personalisation and the standards agenda
might be played out in schools. Macmurray (1933) argues that there are two forms
of human relationship; those that are functional (or instrumental), allowing us to get
things done, and those that are ‘personal’ which are based around us becoming
ourselves through relations with others. Further Macmurray sees these two forms of
relationship as interdependent. Fielding uses this basic premise to identify differing

forms of school, as shown in Table 2.2.
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Schools as
Impersonal
Organisations

Schools as
Affective
Communities

Schools as High
Performance
Learning
Organisations

Schools as Person-
Centred Learning
Communities

The Functional

The Personal

The Personal is

The Functional is

Marginalises the Marginalises the Used for the Sake | for the Sake of /
Personal Functional of the Functional Expressive of the
Personal
Mechanistic Affective Learning Learning
Organisation Community Organisation Community
Community is Community has Community is a Organisation Exists
Unimportant / few Organisational | Useful Tool to to Promote
Destructive of Consequences or Achieve Community
Organisational Requirements Organisational
Purposes Purposes
Efficient Restorative Effective Morally and
Instrumentally
Successful

Table 2.2 Organisational and communal orientation of schools (Fielding, 2006, p.354)

Those schools which identify themselves as organisations which are focused on high

performance use personal relationships both between students, and especially

between students and teachers to ensure that functional aspects of formal

relationships become paramount. This might be played out by developing positive

relationships which are then the basis for discussion of grades and how to achieve

them. As a consequence, the school’s community is reflective of the organisation’s

purpose, making it an effective school in terms of gaining the maximum

performance in quantitative terms from the students. However, in sharp contrast,

those schools which are person-centred see the importance of personal

relationships, and these dominate over the functional. As a consequence,
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guantitative targets and grades play a minor role when contrasted with the

development of a positive community within the school.

Fielding argues that these differing school orientations lead to different
conceptualisations of achievement, with the High Performance Learning
Organisation seeing achievement as grades outcome, whilst the Person-Centred
Learning Community sees it as a wider, holistic process. As a consequence of these
different philosophies, Fielding argues that the vehicle of personalisation could lead
to a form of totalitarianism; used solely to ensure ever higher levels of attainment,
personalisation could become a teacher led process used to manipulate better and
better performance from students. This complex interplay of relationships and
educational aims also reinforces the critiques of those such as Cutler et al (2007) and
Campbell et al (2007) that the true nature of personalisation is difficult to discern

due to confused philosophical foundations.

The work of Fielding strongly suggests that the model of personalisation which might
be adopted by a school relates fundamentally to the ethos of the organisation. This
then suggests that personalisation as a practical set of approaches is perhaps not
well defined. The general philosophical approach might be relatively clear, if
contested by some, but the nature of a practical framework cannot be monolithic in
its character. This is made explicit by Hargreaves (2004), who has completed
extensive preparatory work concerning personalised learning for the Specialist

Schools and Academies Trust. He claims that David Milliband, as early as 2003 had:
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‘not laid down a detailed specification or a national strategy... [but]...
leaves the way open for the (teaching) profession to take the lead — to

define personalised learning in a way that can benefit young people’
(Hargreaves, 2004a, p.1)

This is suggestive of a social constructivist approach (Carter and Franey, 2004) where
the general scope and philosophy is laid down by the centre, but the detail of how it
is translated at a local, or even school, level is left to the professionals on the

ground,

‘We propose that the adoption of social constructivist processes will be an
essential level for schools to re-conceptualise leadership and learning in
the context of their response to a localised interpretation of a national

reform agenda.’
(Carter and Franey, 2004, p.4)

A local, constructivist approach to personalisation appears powerful, as it allows
general policy to become relevant and contextualised within the local situation.
Sebba et al (2007) completing an evaluation of the development of personalised
learning in all sectors, demonstrate this variability. The introduction of personalised
learning is seen as being positive in many ways with schools interpreting the overall
framework provided by government to suit and develop those areas they believe
need to be attended to. However, some school leaders responding to a

guestionnaire survey administered by Sebba et al (2007) found this difficult as:

‘Personalised learning does not seem to be clearly defined and seems to
mean different things at different times. It would be good to have a clear

definition to work from. (Questionnaire, primary)’
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(Sebba et al, 2007, p.18)

Others felt that the whole agenda was a re-branding exercise which merely

highlighted the good practice which was already taking place in schools:

‘I also feel that we have been working on several initiatives that | have
commented on in this questionnaire for a while but we did not label them

as personalised learning before now. (Questionnaire, secondary)’
(Sebba et al, 2007, p.19)

However, even given this reservation, many leaders included in Sebba’s research
saw the introduction of personalization as a supportive agenda to help them
develop more positive learning environments within their schools and local

communities.

Johnson (2004b), reflecting the concern that personalisation may only be a re-
branding of ideas, or a collection of the latest new ideas packaged together for
schools’ consumption, highlights the dichotomy that personalisation could be taken
either as ‘a box for a number of items of good practice which are already found in
schools but which need to be generalised across the system’ (p.17), or alternatively

as a ‘move towards a much more radical revision of school organisation and

pedagogy’ (p.17).

2.2.3 Defining the practice of personalised learning

The practical form of personalised learning, as stated above, is open to debate, as
several politicians, government bodies, and academics have attempted to outline

what they see as being the essential features involved.



46

Milliband (2004)

Hargreaves (20044a,b)

Gilbert (2006)

Assessment for Learning
a wide range of teaching
techniques to promote a
broad range of learning
strategies (inc. ICT)
curriculum choice,
particularly from the age
of 14

the organisation of the
school

links to services beyond
the classroom, involving
the wider community
and families,

Assessment for learning
Learning to learn

The use of new
technologies
Development of
curriculum models
Student voice

Coaching and mentoring
Advice and guidance
School design and
organisation

Workforce development

assessment that
promotes progress
Summative assessment
and the National
Curriculum

High quality teaching
Pupils taking ownership
of their learning
Designing schools for
personalised learning
(inc. the planning of
more extensive ICT)
Skills development of
professionals for
personalised learning
Engaging parents and
carers in their
children’s education

Table 2.3 Definitions of the practical school level basis for personalised

learning.

Table 2.3 summarises the areas which have been suggested by three of the central

figures in the development and debate of personalised learning. There are recurrent

themes across the statements, which occur at different scales (Figure 2.3).

Beyond the school — stronger links with outside agencies,

local communities and, most importantly, with parents and

carers

ICT.

Whole school — redesigning schools, changing the
organisation of the workforce, giving greater curriculum
choice, development of professionals to meet new
challenges, including the use of coaching and mentoring,
advice and guidance, student voice, and the integration of

Classroom & personal level — assessment for learning,
widening teaching and learning repertoires, learning to
learn, and greater student autonomy in learning

Figure 2.3 Common themes in definitions of personalised learning
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This demonstrates that the concept of personalised learning is focused not merely
on school organization, but on ensuring that such structures allow for a more
efficient, dynamic and motivating environment for teaching and learning within the

classroom.

For the purpose of the present study, it is at the level of classroom and personal
change that most focus will be given, together with some of the elements of school

level organisation.

Elements of personalised learning suggest the need to make the learning
environment more dynamic and as a result, structures and relationships will need to
develop and evolve to support this aim. The elements of personalisation as identified

in Figure 2.1 which would have a direct impact on the dynamics of the classroom are:

« assessment for learning
+ more heterogeneous approaches to learning

« greater student autonomy in learning

inclusion of learning to learn
Another element which will have a potential direct impact on learning but which is at

least in part controlled by policy external to the classroom is:

« greater integration of ICT
The inclusion of these five principles is perhaps unsurprising, as they are all current
research areas which have a great deal of exposure. Together they appear to offer

the recipe for a dynamic learning experience. However, of interest is the fact that
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temporaneously, they all pre-date the introduction of personalised learning as a

concept.

2.2.4 The classroom level of personalisation

Leadbetter (2005) has signalled a clear need to develop learning environments
which are based on constructivist approaches to learning. This relates well to
Stenhouses’s (1975) view of education as process and education as research, which
identify learning activities as requiring active learning (education as process) and
the inclusion of mechanisms by which students can come to consciously see
themselves as active learners (education as research). This strongly suggests that
any learning environment needs therefore to foster active learning. In addition to
this, Gilbert (2006) suggests the need for more autonomous learners as students are
seen as taking control of their own learning. Whilst Stenhouse does not make
independent learning explicit it is certainly in keeping with the notion of an active
learner who is consciously aware of their own abilities as a learner. Personalised
learning can therefore be taken as developing heterogeneous learning through

active learning approaches, and through the development of autonomous learners.
Active Learning

Scardamalia and Bereiter (2006) claim that the 20" Century has seen a prolonged
attempted shift from didactic, knowledge transfer approaches to learning, such as
Stenhouse’s (1975) objectives led education, to approaches which rely on active

learning. They define active learning as being a process where activities are student
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driven through their own interest, resulting in the generation of knowledge and
competences which come through the students’ own interaction with the learning
focus. This suggests that active learning is any process whereby students develop
understanding through their own investigation, rather than acting as passive
recipients of information. This is further emphasised by Stein (2005) who argues that
active learning is directly linked to active participation of motor areas in memory

networks inside the brain. He therefore states that,

‘Children made to sit and listen passively to teacher without active
involvement in teaching themselves have consistently been shown to lag
behind children who are encouraged to actively find out things for

themselves.’

(Stein, 2005, p.37)

Geography has a rich history of developing and utilizing a wide range of learning
approaches which reflect many of the principles of active learning. This may well
be the direct consequence of a subject which attempts to help students

understand the complexity of the world around them. Two obvious examples of

this are the use of enquiry based learning, and fieldwork.

Enquiry based learning within geography is an approach to learning which has
become increasingly popular since its adoption as part of the 16-19 Geography
Project. Enquiry based learning can take many forms, but in essence it is an
approach which challenges students to ask questions about issues and problems,
which then act as a focus for learning. Roberts (2006) highlights that enquiry

based learning can be defined in more than one way. It can be seen as a discrete



piece of work which progresses through a number of phases, or can be seen

more broadly as an approach to learning in general.

Enquiry based learning as a discrete exercise has often been linked to completion
of fieldwork (see Figure 2.4), with the generation of questions focusing on an
issue, followed by subsequent investigation and the drawing of conclusions. A
crucial element of this approach, however, is the evaluative element. This allows
for a metacognitive consideration of the learning process which has been
undertaken, thereby helping students to understand how they can improve their
learning, as well as potentially posing more geographical questions for further

consideration.

Planning the enquiry, through the
generation of questions and a method
for investigating them
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An evaluation of the enquiry, used The collection and
to consider both the process and presentation of data which
conclusions — may lead to more has been identified as
guestions. useful/important
The development of An analysis and
conclusions from the analysis |« interpretation of the data
of the data

Figure 2.4 A basic enquiry based learning Cycle for a discrete investigation (based

on Roberts, 2006, p.93)
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The second approach to enquiry based learning is one which is more pervasive
within the learning of students, and which does not take the form of single
identifiable pieces of work. Here, it is seen as more of a pedagogy which infuses
the work of students. Roberts (2003) discusses a number of approaches which
might only focus on one element of what is traditionally seen as an ‘enquiry
exercise’ such as describing a geographical feature or pattern, asking questions,
or considering geographical futures. In each case, it is the centrality of social
constructivism, and the resultant focus on students developing their own
thoughts and ideas within a framework provided by the teacher, which is the

mark of enquiry.

Another active approach to learning which is central to geographical education is
the inclusion of fieldwork. This form of learning has a long and distinguished
history within the subject (Walford, 2001), and has taken on a number of forms.
More recent approaches have tended to emphasise the quantitative aspect of
work beyond the classroom, focusing on students collecting numeric data for
statistical and graphic use once back in the classroom. However, this is only one
potential way of developing fieldwork competence. Job (1996) highlights a
number of ways in which fieldwork can be used in geography (see Figure 2.5),
from teacher dominated, quantitative approaches, such as the often used land
use survey of GCSE folklore, through to those approaches which are student led,

and include a major element of qualitative, and affective foci in learning.
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Some Types of Fieldwork
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Figure 2.5 Some types of fieldwork. Source: Job, D.A. (1996) Environmental

Education in Kent, A. et al. Geography in Education, p. 34.

Perhaps the main rationale for much of the fieldwork undertaken by students is
its utility in ‘applying ideas generated in the classroom’ (Foskett, 1997, p.189).
Fieldwork not only allows for the contextualisation of subject understanding, but
is essential for the development of skills. Foskett (1997) identifies three main

skills sets which he believes are developed by the inclusion of fieldwork:

- subject specific skills,
- wider generic skills,

- intellectual skills.

As such, fieldwork can, and indeed should, play a central role in the developing
geographical education of children. It provides not only an extension and

securing of subject skills, such as field sketching, the reading of maps, or



sampling methods, but also develops generic skills including the use of group
work, and writing skills. Finally, as Foskett suggests, it extends the opportunity to
develop intellectual skills such as problem solving. This then enables the

development of a rich and varied approach to learning.

These two exemplars give a clear view of geography teaching as an active
learning process where students have a central role to play in developing their
own learning. This then allows for students to begin to personalise their learning,

especially through choice given in the focus of their work.

Developing autonomous learners

An important element of many of the learning approaches considered in the last
section is their utility in developing autonomy in learners. Enquiry based learning,
for example, through helping students understand both how to pose useful

guestions and consider how to answer them critically, leads to the notion of the
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increasingly autonomous learner. Little (1991) sees autonomous learning as being a

‘capacity — for detachment, critical reflection, decision making and independent
action’ (p.4), and Dickinson (1995) believes that as this capacity develops, students

will develop a greater motivation to learn, eventually leading to a symbiotic

relationship between learning and living which will allow such traits to become part

of day to day life (Dickinson, 1987).
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Ecclestone (2002) has developed the notion of a form of ‘hierarchy’ in autonomous
learning (Table 2.4), moving from procedural notions of autonomy to critical
autonomy. What is important here is the changing focus of this transition, from the
use of self-evaluation of teacher determined work, with the students apparently
having some power over the rate and hence, time management of their work, to
critical autonomy, where the students are at the hub of their own learning, including
their role as curriculum developers. Ecclestone’s view of autonomy is reflected in the
work of Betts (2004), who has worked with ‘gifted and talented’ students in the USA,
and through this has identified levels of autonomy, what he identifies as ‘levels of
differentiation’. Again, there is a thread running through his conceptualisation of
autonomy which focuses on the student as an emergent curriculum developer, a
specific element of which is the role of the teacher providing choice and thereby
freeing the students to develop their own learning, rather than following a

predetermined and ‘closed’ curriculum supplied by those external to the classroom.

Hence, the notion of ‘levels of autonomy’ can be used as a potential framework for
developing student learning through increased autonomy, from a more teacher
defined structure and pace, to an environment where the students have a more
autonomous focus both cognitively and in terms of their relationship to the teacher
and other learners. This transformational process would be in part developed
through critical use of assessment for learning to support and develop emerging
practice amongst the students. This might be seen as an opportunity to develop the
Philosophy for Children concept of ‘communities of enquiry’ as opposed to a more

rigid classroom dynamic. Roberts (2003) demonstrates how some of these more
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independent structures can be developed across the whole geographical curriculum

through a focus on enquiry based learning, as described above.
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Betts (2004)

Ecclestone (2002)

Three levels of curriculum and instruction — focusing on gifted and talented

Level of autonomy

Outline characteristics

students

Level one: Prescribed Basic curriculum which involves basic Procedural Some determination of pace, timing and

curriculum and instruction knowledge and skills. Curriculum is evaluation of work, with the transmission of
developed via ‘state’ organisation. pre determined content and outcomes.

Level two: Teacher- The teacher begins to play a role in forming Personal Development based on a knowledge of one’s

differentiated curriculum the curriculum through modifications to the own strengths and weaknesses, therefore

and instruction regular format. This heralds choice, and becoming more student-centred with
introduces complexity to the classroom. negotiated outcomes and processes for

achieving them.
Level three: Learner A move from ‘consumers’ to ‘producers’ of Critical Independent, critical thinkers who are able to

differentiated curriculum
and instruction

knowledge, including affective exercises, and
a drive for student autonomy.

self-evaluate, and where formative
assessment encourages critical reflection
thereby questioning personal barriers to
understanding

Table 2.4 Synthesis of models of increasing autonomy by Eccelstone (2002) focusing on post-16 education, and Betts (2004) focusing on the

development of gifted and talented students in the USA.
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Greater integration of ICT

‘In the 19™ century the teacher was for most students the gatekeeper of
knowledge, since learners had little or no independent, ready and inexpensive
access to books. Some 150 years later, the teacher is no longer a gatekeeper, for
the new technologies have made vast sources and quantities of information
accessible to almost anyone, almost anywhere and at almost any time at the touch

of a button.’

(Hargreaves, 2005, p.22)

ICT is a major part of the lives of many young people, from the use of games consoles to the
use of mobile phones and the internet. As such, it is no surprise that there is an increasing
desire to employ these technologies within an educational context. As such, they offer

certain advantages in the classroom context (Hargreaves, 2005):

1 - Engagement and motivation: Students are generally motivated by the use of new
technologies as they find them interesting and ‘immediate’ in their effect. With support and
structuring they allow ‘live’ information into the classroom, and can be used to develop a

more individualized level of resources and information.

2 — Independence, responsibility and control: Students can be helped to become
increasingly able in accessing information and its subsequent critical use, and as such can be
given more responsibility over their own learning. This develops independence and allows
students to make greater use of the time available to them. However, the development of

ICT skills is essential if this is to develop positively.

3 — Social skills: Where computer suites are developed with students in mind, they
can offer a layout which allows pairs, or groups, of students to work collaboratively through

the use of ICT.
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4 — Participation: By allowing work to be developed in different packages, there is a
greater chance that students are able to produce varied formats of work, and a finished
guality which is not too far removed from that which could be developed by a professional
publisher. As such, this gives the opportunity for students’ work to be publicly recognized

and even to act as part of a school website.

An example of the integration of ICT into the work of geography teachers and students is
the increasing use of Web 2.0 applications. Blogs have become an increasingly popular
medium for learning within the U.K. geography teacher community (Wood, 2009a). They
serve a wide number of purposes (Rey, 2006), from posting homework to allowing students
from distant schools to peer assess each others work. One school in the Midlands makes
daily use of a departmental blog not only to post homework but to offer links to additional
resources and to link to other Web 2.0 applications to encourage peer and self-assessment.
These uses greatly augment the introduction of virtual learning environments which are

now present in most schools. As Duffy and Bruns (2006, p.1) state,

‘[blogs]...enable individuals to interact within the educational domain in new

ecologies of learning.’

The use of blogs becomes integrated into classroom activities, but actually does more than
that. Rudd et al. (2006) challenge the assumption that the most efficient and positive
learning experience for students comes from the sole organisation of that learning within
classroom environments. They envisage the use of technology as a medium for extending
the learning environment into a more collaborative and networked process, a process for
which there is some initial evidence in U.K. schools (Wood, 2009a). The use of blogs is also

allied to a greater use of the internet in general to support independent learning.
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Another recent development in the use of ICT within geography education has been the
rapid adoption of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in many schools. The National
Research Council of the U.S.A. (2006) see the development of GIS within school level
education as a vehicle for promoting student thinking, specifically spatial thinking and the
development of spatial literacy. Malone et al (2002) see GIS as a positive medium through

which enquiry based learning can occur, as they state in the introduction to their book,

...you will use GIS as a tool kit to explore many issues and, as you use GIS, you will

engage in the geographic inquiry process.’

(Malone et al, 2002, p.xxiii)

GIS becomes a useful tool in dealing with large data sets, using ICT as a way of making sense
of information which otherwise could not be utilised in learning and developing

understanding.

These are just two examples of the development of ICT use in the classroom. Tools can be
used to gain information from a wide spectrum of sources (internet), often guided, through
technologies such as blogs, which also offer a greater level of interactivity. They can also be
used to rationalise and query information, such as in the use of GIS, to speed up and

augment the capacity for learning within and beyond the classroom.

Learning to learn

Over the past decade there has been a rise of interest in the notion of dynamic

interpretations of intelligence and learning. This has included principles such as Multiple
Intelligences (Gardner, 1983) and the allied concept of learning styles (for example Kolb,
1984), indeed Hall and Moseley (2005) review 13 such models of learning to assess their

potential validity in application to pedagogy. As the development of the notion of meta-
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cognitive frameworks for learning (where students develop a notion of their learning styles,
and then go on to reflect on themselves as learners) has developed alongside this explosion
of interest in learning styles, there has been an increasingly popular trend towards the
development of ‘Learning to Learn’ frameworks. In addition, courses where such ideas are
discussed and developed with students have grown in an attempt to make young people
more ‘efficient’, and critically reflective learners. Such courses and foci rely on the student
identifying strengths and weaknesses in their learning and then using these to self-support

improvement and development in their own learning.

There is a ready appeal for using learning styles as a focus for learning as they can help
produce common-sense explanations for the differences teachers encounter in the
classroom. However, there is increasing discussion over the validity of their use, and the
ways in which such principles are embedded within classrooms. For example, reflecting on a
career in understanding the dynamics of classrooms, Hattie (2009) argues that the effect
size of following a learning styles/individualization approach is only 0.14 against 1.04 for the
effect of instructional quality (Here, an effect size of 0 equates to a lack of an effect due to
implementation, whilst a value of 1 equates to an increase of one standard deviation of the
sample). Evidence such as this begins to call into question some of the claims made
concerning learning styles approaches. A further issue in relation to learning to learn
programmes and approaches is the fact that there are a large number of contrasting
theories concerning learning, and Burton (2007) goes as far as to suggest that the success of
learning styles as a medium for learning, especially VAK (Visual, Auditory, Kinaesthetic), has

been the result to a large extent of its media based popularity.
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To make the use of learning styles even more complex, some theories tend to portray a
‘fixed trait’ model in relation to intelligence where engagement with external factors, innate
tendencies and lived experience play a major role in both preferred approaches and
potential outcomes. Other theories focus on the ‘flexible’ nature of learning, leading to the
notion that it is internally determined and can therefore be built on and developed
(reviewed and classified by Hall and Moseley, 2005). This suggests that the theories are not

foundational in an epistemic sense, as there is little common ground between them.

The above discussion suggests the utility of learning styles within the classroom is
empirically unproven at present (Hall and Moseley, 2005), but it can be claimed that by
concentrating on some of the positive elements of the approach, such as meta-cognition
(Burton, 2007; Shayer and Adey, 2002), it is possible to increase motivation and develop

autonomy in students.

Hall and Moseley (2005, p. 253) see the place of learning styles and learning to learn as:

‘...the contribution of learning styles as underpinning the strategic and reflective
thinking element of an ‘integrated framework for understanding thinking and

learning’ (Moseley et al. 2004; 2005).’

Hence, teachers should focus on variety as opposed to strengths in students’ learning:

‘the outcome of engaging with style should be strategy. The goal of ‘personalised
education’ or ‘Learning to Learn’ whether couched as learner agency or learner
autonomy, is simply freedom, and descriptions of learning style should be tools ‘to

break chains of habit and limitation’.”

(Hall and Moseley, 2005, p.254)
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This suggests that much of the recent development of learning to learn programmes has
been based on dogma and unproven successes. However, if some of the core elements
are extracted and used in a critical manner (such as a variety of pedagogic approaches,
and the explicit discussion of learning), it has much to offer in developing the learning of

students by developing and planning for a rich and varied classroom experience.

A possible alternative to learning to learn is the use of metacognition, which according to
Flavell (1979) is defined by the identification and development of metacognitive knowledge,
- knowledge about the interplay between the learner, task and strategies involved, or the
control processes people use to regulate their cognition (Schraw and Moshman, 1995). As a
consequence this focuses on the development of planning, monitoring and evaluation of
learning by the individual. Veenman (1993) extends the notion of metacognition by
breaking down the planning element of metacognition into orientation (preceding planning)
and systematic orderliness (including planning). In all of the definitions given, there is a
central process of making explicit the intended structure of learning and the subsequent
processes that are used to guide it. This is different to learning to learn in the sense that
there is no conscious differentiation of students into different learner ‘types’, but instead
sees learning as a process which must be understood and developed by the students
themselves. This then suggests the use of an explicit discussion of learning within the
classroom, and the use of metacognitive statements as a part of assessment feedback. Such
an approach could be argued to fit well with Stenhouse’s (1975) view of education as
research, as it aids students to become aware of themselves as learners, particularly in

conjunction with the use of active and independent learning approaches.
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Assessment for learning

Assessment is an explicit element in the work of Stenhouse (1975), being seen as a part of
teaching rather than a divorced process which occurs beyond the classroom as terminal
examinations or tests. Assessment for Learning (AfL) plays a major role in the developing
model of personalised learning, and is seen in much the same way as Stenhouse. As the
third element classroom pedagogy identified in the introduction to this chapter, it is

assessment which is the final focus of the review of literature below.

2.2.5 Initial results from the Pilot concerning learning and teaching

The Pilot was in part developed to widen the learning and teaching environment. There was
explicit mention of fieldwork opportunities and the greater use of adults other than
teachers in the guidance available to centres. The authentic nature of much of the

assessment also reinforced this philosophy.

Early survey work (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) showed that the learning environment was very
different to that experienced in pre-existing GCSEs. There was mention by teachers of varied
pedagogies, including a much greater focus on the integrated use of ICT, questioning (both
by teachers and students), critical thinking and research tasks. Also, there was a much more
explicit use of links both between different elements of the course, and to other subjects. At
the same time, there was explicit reference (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) to the opportunity for
academically more gifted students to increase the level of challenge, whilst also offering one
group of students with learning difficulties an opportunity to follow a course which could

lead to a GCSE qualification. There was a greater potential for deeper understanding as a
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consequence of this, and evidence from teachers that there was a resultant increased level

of retention of understanding.

Textbook use was hugely diminished (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) and was seen as a resource
to be used where appropriate rather than as a default setting. As a consequence of this,
student focus was better as they knew that they could not ‘catch up’ by using textbook

information as a standby position.

Where there were some concerns they predominantly centred on the lack of some skills
development at Key Stage 3 (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) which made the transition to the
increased skills base required of the course problematic. Although this was seen as an issue
at the start of the course, subsequent development at both GCSE and KS3 tended to remedy
this issue. It was also recognised (QCA, 2005) that the very different approach of the course
involved risk for both teachers and students alike as they grappled with a very different

curricular approach.

Finally, it was identified that there were clearer opportunities (GEES, 2006) to develop links
with higher education as the content foci overlapped to a much greater extent, leading to
some well publicised curriculum development and learning experiences involving schools

and universities.

Hence, again the evaluations were very positive about the development of learning and
teaching, with concerns being those of practitioners attempting to make sense of a different
approach to learning. However, once these initial concerns had been addressed and
overcome, the opportunities were obviously far reaching and well understood by those

involved.
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The large number of evaluations carried out on the Pilot GCSE allowed for a rich source of
student views to be captured. Once again, early survey work (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) gave
a basis for student views on the Pilot. Students in the first cohort of 18 partnership schools
had a number of positive expectations of the course, including more fieldwork (54% of
students), more interactive learning (54%), and more opportunity for personal views to be

used (50%).

2.2.6 Conclusion

Personalised learning has had a difficult birth, in that it has been seen by some in the
research community as having little research evidence to support its prominent position
within government policy. Whilst this may be true, the classroom level elements of
personalised learning such as independent learning approaches, a variety of teaching
methods, student choice in building the detail of the curriculum, and the use of assessment
for learning, are all elements of a more critical approach to pedagogy that the mainstream
geographical education research community has advocated for some time. This is
demonstrated through the evidence in this section, and the works of those such as Roberts
(2003), Leat (1998) and Wood et al (2007). Personalised learning might be seen as a political
attempt to ‘cherry-pick’ the best of pre-existing practice, but even if this is the case, it can
present an opportunity to act as a framework allied to a different view of the curriculum
and of assessment. In such a way it can play a conceptual role in moving my own practice
from that of ‘education as product’ to ‘education as process and research’ (Stenhouse,
1975). Having considered the role of curriculum and learning in this changing approach to

the Pilot GCSE, | now turn to the role of assessment.
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2.3 Assessment

2.3.1 Introduction — assessment in a performative era

Assessment plays a central role in the current education system of England. It is seen as the
barometer of success, being the foundation for important processes such as the tracking of
progress against explicit targets, and the calculating of school league table positions. Ball

(2008) argues that,

‘The value added in policy terms of the national testing regime was that the
results could provide attainment data not only to compare individual students in

their classrooms but also schools and LEAs in the form of league tables.’
(p. 112)

Further, Brooks and Tough (2006, p.4) state:

‘Assessment, and in particular testing, now defines much of what goes on in

schools, from decisions around resources to teaching strategies in the classroom.’

Ball’s (2008) notion of the purposes of testing highlights the multi-faceted nature of
assessment, with clear differences in its intended and potential uses within and beyond
schools. Externally, assessment is the basis for the public demonstration of success or
failure, for example as the primary data for deciding the position of a school within league
tables. The legitimacy of league tables is in part founded on their use in ensuring public
accountability and as a source of information for parental choice in securing a place at a
‘good school’ (Maw, 1999). James (2000) sees such performative uses as stemming from a
belief across the political spectrum that the process through which improvement can be
both secured and publicly demonstrated is through making schools work harder and hence

show improvement through examination and testing results. However, Black and Wiliam
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(2005) believe the primacy of testing ‘has obscured the role that assessments can play in

supporting learning at both the practical and policy level. (p.251).

Internally, assessment is often used for comparison against personal targets as a mechanism
for developing learning, as the basis for teacher appraisal, and as a predictor/early warning
system for annual success in external exams. Brooks and Tough (2006, p.12) argue that in
analysing the impact of the assessment regime in English education, a number of

‘unintended consequences’ have arisen, the result of attempting to improve test results:

- anarrowing of learning, with teachers focusing on the content most likely to be
tested;

- shallow learning which focuses on how the testing will occur;

- question spotting which combines the features of the two elements above;

- risk averse teaching which stifles innovation in teaching and learning.

Assessment has become a central process within learning and teaching and school
leadership and management due to the factors stated above. As such, it is of itself a
complex concept as the various tasks to which it is put require alternative facets to be
utilised at different times. However, the performative character of the present educational
system leads to a number of tensions and ambiguities within the use of assessment which
need to be taken account of and understood if robust and positive utilisation is to be made
of the substantial potential of assessment to both measure and improve learning. This is
demonstrated in Table 2.5, which clearly shows the type of dichotomy which can be

manifest between different conceptualisations of the focus of assessment.
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ASSESSMENT FOR

PERFORMATIVITY EMPOWERMENT

celebrates intellectual convergence celebrates intellectual divergence
encourages extrinsic motivation encourages intrinsic motivation
educationally/socially divisive helps widen opportunity

trusts ‘objectives’ indicators of quality trusts professional judgement
appears to raise standards enhances learning

Table 2.5 Contrasting conceptualisations of assessment (taken from Broadfoot (2007), p.67)

This then highlights the complex tasks which assessment is required to fulfil within the
present English educational system, acting as the lens through which success and
performance can be measured, but at the same time increasingly being seen as a panacea

for aiding the development of learners.

However, the emerging use of assessment to aid learning is only a comparatively recent
development. Testing, through traditional forms of assessment has prevailed as the
predominant use of assessment for a long time (James and Gipps, 1998). With the rise of the
performative state, there is clear evidence that this has led to a narrowing of learning
(Broadfoot et al, 1998). It is therefore necessary to define and characterise assessment,
before considering its ‘empowering’ potential to aid the development of learning within the

classroom as an alternative to seeing it as a quantitative and performance driven process.
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2.3.2 Defining assessment

Assessment is the process of eliciting, interpreting, recording and making use of information
concerning students’ performance on a task or tasks (Harlen and James, 1997). The way in
which the information gained is used will determine the type of assessment. The most
common typology of assessment is that splitting the purpose as being either summative or

formative.

Summative assessment (assessment OF learning) tends to occur at the end of a course or
module of work, the information gained regarding attainment being used for the purpose of
characterising the level of competence demonstrated by the student, and/or for the use of
selection, for example as a gateway to university. This process is referred to as ‘high stakes’
testing, as it is often a selection barrier to further study. Summative assessment is also used
for the purpose of standard setting, accountability, and systems monitoring and

management.

Standard setting and accountability is based upon the assumption that by making the
outcomes of education public, through assessment, teachers will alter and improve their
practice to ensure improvement in student performance. However, this does not take
account of the views of those such as Brooks and Tough (2006) concerning the unintended
and, on the whole, negative consequences of such an approach to assessment. Allied to this
is the use of summative assessment to monitor the educative system. This predominantly
occurs through the use of external testing, in the form of SATs (Standard Assessment Tasks),
at the ages of 11 and 14, and the taking of GCSE and A-level examinations at 16 and 18. In

each case, schools, LAs (Local Authorities) and the Government will have targets which need
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to be met and the use of summative assessment here will allow for the monitoring of

standards.

Formative assessment (assessment FOR learning) is undertaken within the body of a course
or module, and can occur at various intervals, but always as an integral part of the learning
process. This results in assessment tasks which provide students with information as to how
they can further their learning, and improve on past levels of understanding and

performance.

One way in which formative assessment can be used is in improving the curriculum and
teaching. This can be achieved through identifying worthwhile learning outcomes which are
then linked to a more holistic approach to assessment tasks themselves, thus leading to an
improved and broadened curriculum. This leads to a revised notion of what is useful within
an assessment task, including greater use of authentic activities which challenge and extend.
As such, assessment comes to be linked with a greater interest in higher order thinking,

problem solving and evaluation (Gipps, 1996). As Resnick and Resnick (1992, p.59) state:

‘If we put debates, discussion, essays and problem solving into the testing

system, children will spend time practising these activities.’

The other potentially powerful use of formative assessment is its use as a medium for
teacher/student dialogue and interaction. This sees assessment as an integral element of
day to day teaching, including the use of questioning, dialogue, and reflection on the part of
the students concerning their learning. This process includes the use of teacher feedback

and feed-forward, as well as self and peer assessment.

Formative and summative approaches to assessment might be taken to demonstrate two

fundamentally different paradigms in characterising the link between learning and
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assessment. Broadfoot (2007) highlights this tension between a ‘learning paradigm’ and a

‘measurement paradigm’ (Figure 2.6).

Learning paradigm Measurement paradigm
N2 Tension \ 2
Democratic D R > Authoritarian
v v
Diagnostic Non-diagnostic
Vv Vv
School-based Centralized
Vv Vv
Professional-led Bureaucrat-led
Vv Vv
Focus on process Focus on product
Vv Vv
Results/outcomes Results ‘easy’ to publish

hard to publish

Figure 2.6 The contrasting paradigms of learning (formative) and measurement (summative)

approaches to assessment (taken from Broadfoot (2007), p.79)

This shows a clear divergence between summative and formative uses of assessment. The
formative (learning paradigm) focuses on the small-scale, classroom led use of assessment
as a diagnostic process which includes the active participation of the student. The
summative (measurement paradigm) alternatively, focuses on a centralised, product led

process which provides ‘easily’ understood outcome data. However, another way of
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conceptualising this tension, is to consider the audiences which interact with assessment

(Figure 2.7)
A
formative Teaching and learning in
the classroom

g Improving the curriculum

§, and teaching

(%))

Q o

@ Monitoring and

g management

(O] .

2 Standard setting

F summative and accountability

»
L

Government/managers Classroom
at school scale and /student
above experience

Who is the assessment for?

Figure 2.7 Audiences for assessment: Conceptualising the purpose of assessment as it is

relevant to those who utilise it.

In this conceptualisation it is the audience which is most important in dictating the utility of
the different uses of assessment. At a large scale, those in government and Local Authorities
are predominantly interested in issues of standard setting and accountability. As a
consequence, they are ultimately only interested in the summative characteristics of
assessment. This is also true to a great degree for senior managers within schools, who will
likewise be interested in accountability, but who will also take a keen interest in the
monitoring and management of learning and assessment. It is only at the level of middle
managers that a more formative approach will be of relevance. Subject leaders will not only

be responsible for monitoring standards, but are charged with improving both the
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curriculum and teaching, and hence, will use assessment more formatively. At the level of
the classroom teacher, the factors already highlighted will still be palpable, but there will be
a greater opportunity for a more explicit focus on the use of formative assessment to
further learning. In this way, summative and formative assessment need not be seen as in
tension, so much as being the focus of different audiences, each of whom has a specific

interest in the use of assessment in their work.

Within the context of the present work, it is formative assessment (or assessment for
learning) which is of greatest interest as it focuses on the development of learning within

the classroom and how this relates to the notion of personalised learning.

2.3.3 Assessment for Learning - Background

The initial impetus for change in the perception of the use of assessment in England came
from two directions, one an external inspection agency (Ofsted), the second a research
report (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Ofsted published a report into standards for the academic

year 1994/95 (1996), a section of which stated:

‘Day to day assessment is weak and the use of assessment to help planning of
future work is unsatisfactory in one in five schools. What is particularly lacking is
marking which really informs pupils about the standards they have achieved in a
piece of work, and what they need to do to improve; whilst marking needs to be
supportive of efforts made, it also needs to be constructively critical, and

diagnostic of both strengths and weaknesses.’
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This reflected a consistent concern by the inspectorate that the use of diagnostic
assessment in learning was poorly developed, especially in relation to the use of comments

in feedback.

This concern was given huge support when Black and Wiliam (1998) reviewed the
international literature focusing on formative assessment This initial review led research
identified formative assessment as one of the most important potential classroom
interventions which could be used to raise standards of student attainment. This was
highlighted by claims of large ‘effect sizes’ (i.e. the extra attainment due to a particular
intervention) leading to significant learning gains across all age groups, subjects and ability

levels (but especially for lower attainers).

As well as identifying the potential of formative assessment (assessment for learning), Black
and Wiliam also identify a number of specific weaknesses in classroom assessment
practices. These can be split into three main concerns.

Firstly, assessment methods were seen as encouraging rote and shallow learning, with little
collaboration between colleagues, even where professionals signalled an interest in
developing deeper learning in students. This was compounded by a lack of regular review to
ensure that assessment tasks tested what they were developed to test.

Secondly, the management of assessment was weak. Teachers were often able to predict
students’ results in terminal examinations because their own assessments mimicked them.
However, whilst this instrumental approach was widespread, there was little development
in the understanding of the learning needs faced by individual students. At the same time,

tasks allowed for the ‘filling’ of mark books, but little analysis of work was used to help
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develop students learning. This was further compounded by the infrequent use of past
assessment data to aid teachers in planning for learning.

Finally, there was a focus on grades and marks with little concern for written feedback/feed
forward, together with comments which did occur focusing on the relative merits of
answers as opposed to specific and targeted comments to take learning forward.

As a consequence of this initial review and subsequent publications, including rapid
inclusion in the National Strategy, ten core principles of Assessment for Learning were
developed (Assessment Reform Group, 1999), intended to change the assessment discourse
in classrooms, and thereby improve and strengthen the link between assessment and

learning. The ten principles state that assessment for learning should:

1. be part of the effective planning of teaching and learning;

2. focus on how students learn;

3. be recognised as central to classroom practice;

4. be regarded as a key professional skill for teachers;

5. be sensitive and constructive because any assessment has an emotional impact;

6. take account of the importance of learner motivation;

7. promote commitment to learning goals and a shared understanding of the criteria by
which they are assessed;

8. help learners receive constructive guidance about how to improve;

9. develop the learners’ capacity for self-assessment so that they can become reflective
and self-managing;

10. recognise the full range of achievement of all learners.
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Hence, assessment for learning is a framework to give support to students, leading and
helping them to progress. At its centre lies the belief that students should be fully involved
in their own assessments. This extends from giving them mark schemes before starting an
assessment, through including them in the marking process, to feedback and target setting.
But it is not only formal assessment where assessment for learning plays a part, but in
‘informal’ situations also, such as through discussion and questioning.

The work by Black and Wiliam was founded on earlier research; of particular note that of
Sadler (1989) and Torrance (1993). Assessment for learning is closely associated with a
social-constructivist theory of learning, in which the learner is an active participant in the
construction of knowledge and understanding. This in turn rests on the student being in
ultimate control of their own studies, with the teacher’s role being one of support and
understanding the extent of the learner’s understanding, scaffolding further development
through careful task development and dialogue. This is illustrated clearly and succinctly by

Sadler (1989, p.120) who states:

‘Formative assessment is concerned with how judgements about the quality of
students responses (performance, pieces of work) can be used to shape and
improve the students’ competence by short circuiting the randomness and

inefficiency of trial and error learning’

Hence, there should be a focus not only on the products of learning, but also on the
processes used to develop those products. This then leads to a number of processes
focusing on sharing learning objectives and assessment criteria, through informative

feedback, to the development of learner skills in self-evaluating work.
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A key element of this reconceptualisation of assessment is the active process of feedback
and feed forward. Feedback refers to the process of diagnosing the relative strengths and
weaknesses of individual students be it through questioning, dialogue, or written task. This
then works together with feed forward (Torrance, 1993) which provides information to

students to help them improve their learning.

2.3.4 Assessment for Learning — Considering practice

Having reviewed the nature of assessment for learning, explicit consideration is given to the
following elements:

e Making learning objectives clear.

* Setting short and long term targets.

e Self and peer assessment

¢ The use of feedback and feed forward.

Making learning objectives clear

When an assessment is given to students to complete, they need to know what is expected
of them, in order that they can understand not only how they are expected to tackle and
complete the work, but also so that they can begin to understand the level of competence
expected of them. This will help to give them the confidence to complete the work, as they
are fully aware of expectations. This element of assessment should involve two essential

features:
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1) Discussion - A short discussion about the work is obviously useful, as it allows
students to query anything they do not understand, and also helps to build an
even deeper understanding about what is required. It may also be relevant to
model outlines or answers to give a strong sense of what a good answer, and
possibly a poor answer, would look like.

2) Mark schemes - A mark scheme can be given to each student, written in 'student-
speak' so that they have full access to it. This will begin to give them a clear
framework from which to work, so that they begin to construct a mental image

of what is expected of them.

These aspects of assessment for learning need practice on the part of the students. They will
not become immediately proficient at the skill of understanding the nature and use of
learning objectives (although some individuals might!). However, by using this approach,
students are progressively given the skills to become independent in their learning. An
example of the use of learning objectives is that given by Rooney (2007). He has developed
an approach called SPADES for use in the development of geographical descriptions,
focusing on Senses, Parts, Adjectives, Dimensions, Evidence/examples, and Spelling. This
can be used as a framework for helping students understand what is expected of them
when completing their work. This is then augmented by the use of OSCA (Our Success
Criteria...Are). Again, this supports the understanding of learning objectives, and
interestingly allows for focus on the process of learning as opposed to explicit use of levels

which might narrow the experience for students.
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Setting short and long term targets

Target setting has become one of the many core activities undertaken by all schools within
England. There is now a cascading system of targets, with schools using complex and
detailed data packages, such as that provided by the Fischer Family Trust at secondary level,
to ascertain the level of performance which both the institution and the individuals within it
should reach in any particular year. This is translated into a ‘challenging’ target which is
reported to the local authority who in turn compares the targets received against their own

estimations.

Ofsted (2003) in a document entitled Good Assessment in Secondary Schools states that,

‘Targets can mean different things. A school or subject department, for example,
will have targets to meet in terms of a percentage of pupils expected to attain
grade C or better at GCSE — and a good many more. A pupil might say, at Key
Stage 3: ‘My target is to get a level 6 for science in my Year 9 SATs’. At Key

Stage 4 pupils would almost certainly be aware of a target minimum grade for
each subject that they expected to attain in GCSE or GNVQ. At Key Stage 3,
however, the intended achievement for a pupil is much more likely to be
expressed in terms of a ‘SMART’ (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and
time-related) target, perhaps based on a particular National Curriculum level
description.’

(Ofsted, 2003, 11)

This demonstrates a tension between ‘official’ accounts of target setting within an

assessment for learning framework, which is ultimately focused upon quantification and an
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outcomes based definition, and a more qualitative, learning centred account which sees the

educative process as wider than a levels outcome.

With such a focus on quantitative targets and league table positions, target setting has
become synonymous with data and level descriptors and/or grades. It has led to a simplistic
version of the process. ‘Targets may be viewed as a system which can induce more effort
from teachers’ (Hammersley-Fletcher & Mangan, 2004, p.1). In other words, target setting
becomes a process by which teachers become the main agents for change, whilst the
students become passive recipients who should be guided to ensure a level of work which

meets their predetermined quantitative targets.

However, with such a league table mentality, where does this leave target setting in relation
to the learning of students? Target setting should not be seen as an end in itself, rather it
should serve the development of learning, and should not be held as a prisoner to the

current ‘idolatry of measurement’.

The use of feedback

'Sometimes comments can be offending - the comment says - Not thinking

enough - But | did'.

' positive and encouraging. Told what's wrong - written down or said
individually. Never embarrassing'.

Student comments from the LEARN project

Feedback is a central element in assessment for learning and a complex area for
consideration. Feedback should be specific, and should help to move individuals on. This

means that any comments should be related to targets set before completion of the
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assessment, so as to focus on the skills and understanding highlighted as important, and
there should be praise as well as more critical comments (Weeden and Hopkins, 2006;
Wood, 2009b). It can also be useful to write some comments as questions to which students
have to respond, thereby extending their thinking. Butler (1987; 1988) found that comment
only marking had a greater motivational effect in terms of assessments than the giving of
grades, and indeed, that if grades accompanied comments the positive effect of the
comments was diminished. However, Smith and Gorard (2005) highlight that where the use
of grades is suspended, there must be a replacement with useful comments. In a small scale
research project, focusing on a single school, they found that many of the comments which

replaced grades were not actually formative, and

‘When asked whether the comments they received were useful, the majority of
students felt that the comments did not provide them with sufficient information
so that they would know how to improve.’

(Smith and Gorard, 2005, p.32-33)

There should be a summary comment on where to take the learning next, so that any
skills/understanding being used can be put into a context of how they can be improved even
more — feed forward (Torrance, 1993). Whilst teachers are often pushed for time within
most curricula, it is important to give time to discussion of feedback with students as
written comments alone may not ensure progress.

In the longer term, it is important to develop layers of feedback, so that the students can
see it as an evolving situation rather than a series of isolated comments (Crooks, 1988). It is
also more effective when it confirms that the students are on the right tracks and when it

stimulates the correction of errors or improvement of a piece of work.
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A variety in modes of feedback / forward (from here noted as just feedback) should also be
considered. Boulet et al (1990) found that oral feedback had a greater positive effect than
any other form of feedback, when working with 80 secondary school students in music,
although they do not comment on any possible gender biases or differences. This then
suggests a need for a change in the dynamic of feedback, using more focused lesson time to

embed the feedback into the learning process.

It is hoped that students will develop the ability to self-assess their own work, thereby
developing a critical awareness of where they are and how they can improve, as well as peer
assessing others’ work to give a breadth of experience (see below). Teacher feedback should
contextualise the thinking and ideas of students to help them set further targets. Sadler
(1989) believes that feedback should be a skill developed in students so that not only do
they receive feedback from their teacher at the end of an assessment, but so that they are
able to assess and feedback to themselves as they complete work. This then allows students
to possess a concept of the level they are aiming for, compare the actual level at which they
are working with that standard, and therefore understand how they are able to close the

‘gap’ whilst actually completing the assessment.

Can feedback be taken in isolation from learning, or is it inherently linked to it?
Feedback should be conceptualized as part of the wider learning process having to be
contextual for the impact to be maximised. Therefore, the relationship between the style of

teaching and assessment will have a definite effect on the type and effectiveness of
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feedback used by the teacher. Askew and Lodge (2000) define the learning, assessment

relationship closely.

Model of Role of teacher and goals | Views of learning Feedback discourse
teaching of teaching
Receptive- * Expert * Cognitive dimensions * Traditional discourse in
transmission stressed. which ‘expert’ gives
* To impart new
information to others to
knowledge, concepts & * Learning is individual
help them improve.
skills and affected by ability
which is seen as fixed. * Primary goal to evaluate.
* Learning involves * Feedback is a gift.
increasing understanding
of new ideas,
memorizing new facts.
Practicing new skills and
making decisions based
on new information.
Constructive * Expert * Cognitive dimensions * Expanded discourse in

* To facilitate discovery
of new knowledge,

concepts, skills.

* To help make
connections, discover
meaning, gain new

insights.

stressed, although social

dimension is recognised.

* Learning affected by
ability which can develop
and is affected by

experiences.

* Learning involves
making connections
between new and old
experiences, integrating

new knowledge and

which ‘expert’ enables
others to gain new
understandings, make sense
of experiences and make
connections by the use of
open questions and shared

insight.

* Primary goal to describe

and discuss.

* Feedback as a two way
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extending established

schema.

process (ping-pong)

Co-

constructive

* More equal power

dynamic

* Teacher is viewed and
views themselves as a

learner.

* To facilitate discovery
of new knowledge,

concepts & skills.

* To help make
connections, discover
meaning and gain new

insights.

* To practice self-
reflection and facilitate a
reflexive process in
others about learning
through a collaborative

dialogue.

* The cognitive,
emotional and social
dimensions of learning
are seen as
interconnected and

equally important.

* The view of learning is
extended to include
reflection on the learning
process itself and meta-
learning (learning about

learning)

* Expanded discourse
involving a reciprocal
process of talking about

learning.

* Primary goal to illuminate

learning for all.

* Feedback is a dialogue,
formed by loops connecting

the participants.

Table 2.5 The links between the role of the teacher, views of learning and the dynamics of

feedback (taken from Askew and Lodge (2000))

Table 2.5 demonstrates that the view and uses of feedback are intimately linked to the

pedagogy of the teacher, as this sets the tone for the discourse. To develop a feedback

system that requires less direct time spent explicitly discussing completed work, there needs
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to be a pedagogical movement towards the Co-constructive end of the spectrum, so that
feedback becomes more informal (most of the time), and an embedded element of learning,
where a constant dialogue takes place to aid development and progress. At the Receptive-
transmission end of the spectrum, it is necessary for large scale written input to make the
‘gift’ worthwhile and this may also be the classroom dynamic where grades play a major
role in feedback with little considered input with respect to feed forward. There is therefore
a suggestion that there should be a clear level of synergy between pedagogy,
conceptualisation of learning and feedback. There is finally an explicit identification of Co-
constructivism with active student participation in closing the learning gap, whilst the
Receptive-transmission model is more closely aligned with students playing only a passive

role in extending their own learning.

Self and peer assessment.

Boud (1993) defines self-assessment as:

‘Self-assessment requires students to think critically about what they are

learning, to identify appropriate standards of performance and to apply them to
their own work. Self-assessment encourages students to look to themselves and
to other sources to determine what criteria should be used in judging their work

rather than being dependent solely on their teachers or other authorities...”

This is clearly suggestive of self assessment as an important element of feedback. Students
need time to identify any gaps between their actual and potential performance (Sadler,
1989). They need to be able to work out why these gaps occur and identify strategies about

how such gaps can be closed. However, whilst teachers can, and should, be involved in
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developing such a dialogue, the students need to work out the answers for themselves. As a
result, self-assessment becomes very important. This might include giving the students the
opportunity to mark an assessment before their teacher does, giving their own comments,
upon which a teacher can base their own observations. This gives opportunity for personal
ownership of work, and can foster a supportive climate where students can admit problems
without risk of loss of self-esteem (Klenowski, 1995).

Fernandes and Fontana (1996) considered the use of self-assessment in mathematics classes
in the 8-14 age range. The use of self-assessment was seen as positive as it shifts the locus
of control from external to internal factors. The belief in luck as a factor in success
diminishes and the belief in the importance of effort in success becomes increasingly
important.

An added element to this is the use of peer-assessment. This gives students the opportunity
to not only reflect on their own performance, but to develop alternative perspectives on the
assessment material, therefore developing flexibility. It also allows reflection of the
assessment with less impact on self-esteem as they are able to use criticism of a piece of
work that is not their own. It also helps develop discussion between students about their
work thereby developing social skills (Weeden et al 2002). However, once again, the skills
required to do this need time, both in the classroom to complete the exercise, and over a

longer time period to develop such skills.

2.3.5 Critiquing assessment for learning
A number of studies have considered the positive outcomes of assessment for learning as a
framework. Wiliam et al (2004) demonstrated a significant positive residual for those groups

who utilise assessment for learning structures when compared to those that do not. In a
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similar study, Wiliam and Bartholomew (2004) carried out a 4 year longitudinal study
focusing on 955 students in London. At Key Stage 4, the progress of top groups was 33%
greater than for those in middle groups, which in turn were 33% higher than for those in
bottom groups. However, where individualised learning and assessment for learning were
introduced, differences in value-added across the ability range were not apparent, showing

a noticeable positive impact of the learning and self-esteem of the lower ability students.

Perrenoud (1998) casts doubt on the positive outcomes of assessment for learning,
however. He introduces the concept of ‘individualised regulation of learning’, arguing that
the mere presence of feedback is not enough to make marked progress. He argues that
more important than feedback is a concentration on the process of learning itself. In this
model, the student is deemed central to the learning process, and it is stated that without
their explicit opting in to a process at a deep cognitive level, progress cannot be assured.
Hence, he argues that if feedback is to be of use, there has to be an understanding of the
cognitive processes that link that feedback to learning. He, therefore, further argues that
teachers need to have a deeper understanding of the elements that regulate and underpin
the learning process. Only through this can we truly begin to understand how to help
students to progress. As such, he sees assessment for learning as too mechanistic in its
approach.

Taras (2005) argues that the form of assessment for learning advocated by Black and Wlliam
is confused. She states that their definition of assessment is unclear, with formative
assessment being defined in two separate ways, one based on Sadler’s focus on product,
the other as a pedagogical process. There is also a more developed focus on the purpose or

function of assessments than the processes involved. Taras believes that this leads to a
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confused relationship between the two forms of assessment as they are seen as separate
systems which are only tied together through the notion of ‘formative use of summative
tests’ (Black et al, 2002, p.13). Taras advocates a return to the pioneering work of Scriven
(1967) and suggests the redefining of summative and formative assessment as
complementary. Any task, once completed results in a judgement (summative), but it is
then the process of feedback (formative) which determines the extent to which the
assessment process is embedded within learning.

Finally, Hargreaves (2005) demonstrates that as the assessment agenda has developed, it
has led to a number of contrasting perceptions of its form and purpose amongst teachers.
Her study of 83 teachers showed six distinct conceptualisations of the purpose and role of
assessment for learning (see table 2.6). These vary from those teachers who have developed
a view of assessment for learning as nothing more than a teacher led monitoring tool which
relies heavily on the use of quantitative data, to those who see assessment as being wholly
embedded within the act of learning. This demonstrates that even though assessment for
learning has been an element of official educational dialogue for a sustained period,
primarily through the medium of the National Strategy, there is still great variability in the
perceptions teachers hold. Worryingly, the positive impacts which have been identified by
Black and Wiliam will no doubt be lost where assessment for learning has been reformed

into something other than the techniques they advocate.



Assessment for learning as the monitoring of pupils’
performance against targets and objectives. Focuses mainly on

grading and monitoring.

Assessment for learning as informing the next steps in teaching

and learning. Seen as the teacher’s responsibility.

Assessment for learning as teachers giving feedback for
improvement. More developed in seeing a number of uses, but

still couched in teachers giving feedback as ‘a gift’.

Assessment for learning as teachers learning about student
learning. Begins to focus on learning as opposed to

performance.

Assessment for learning as children taking responsibility for
their own learning especially through the introduction of self

and peer assessment.

Assessment for learning turned into a learning event, i.e.

assessment as learning

Teacherled /

instrumental

Student led /

exploratory

Table 2.6: Differing views of assessment for learning

(based on Hargreaves, 2005)

The extreme student led perception of assessment for learning which is identified by

Hargreaves crosses over into the work of Dann (2002). Dann takes a view of the impact of
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assessment for learning which rather than criticising it for ill conceived definitions or being

too radical suggests rather that it does not go far enough in redefining the link between
learning and assessment. Dann believes assessment should be fully embedded within
learning, describing this as Assessent as Learning. She puts forward the concept of active

assessment, which is a natural development of formative assessment, consisting of:
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- assessment whilst teaching, leading to directing and modification of that
teaching;

- assessment by teaching, derived from an interpretation of Vygotsky’s zone of
proximal development, where once the task has been set, the teacher gauges the

amount and type of help required to ensure success.

This leads to the teacher using a form of assessment almost constantly, leaving students at
the ‘edge of their ability’, resulting in interactive assessment. Hence, the interface between
assessment and learning becomes dynamic, complex and collaborative. However, like
Perrenoud (1988), Dann (2002) does insist that unless students want to be involved in their
learning it will not work. Whilst Perrenoud assesses how learning processes affect
assessment process, Dann approaches this from the opposite direction and takes an interest
in how assessment practices affect learning processes. As a result she defines assessment as
learning as focusing on self-assessment, as it helps construct subsequent experiences.

Hence, pupil involvement in assessment becomes a feature of learning.

2.3.6 Initial results from the Pilot concerning assessment

The Pilot GCSE had a unique assessment framework when compared with other Geography
GCSE specifications. There were two distinct parts to the assessment regime, although

modularisation allowed for a great deal of flexibility.
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In the Core, assessment was conducted through:

- an external examination, based on the course content but within a pre-released
informational context (67% of the Core, or 37.5% of the complete GCSE)

- a portfolio of three pieces of work which are developed out of the course, one of
which needs to be focused on primary data collection. The portfolio should
amount to approximately 1,500 words of text (33% of the Core, 16.5% of the

GCSE)

It was possible to take this element of the assessment only, and receive a half GCSE.

The second year of assessment involved portfolio work based on the two optional units
selected for study. The criteria and format of the assessed pieces were set out explicitly for
each module and the work was moderated by the examination board in all but two units
(Fieldwork and GIS — only one of which could be selected) where the work was centre
moderated. Each unit in the second year of the course was worth 25% of the total

assessment.

Perhaps one of the most important points to note about this assessment regime is the
embedded/authentic nature of the assessment. The coursework was exactly that, work
which was part of the course, and naturally arising from learning. It was not the traditional

‘bolt-on’ piece of work which relates to the course, but is not necessarily a direct part of it.

Early survey work (RBA Research Ltd, 2003) highlighted the perceived synergy between the
course and its assessment, leading to the need for students to be actively involved

throughout the course, rather than the traditional reliance on cramming at the end of the
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period of study. Teachers were very enthusiastic about the variety of assessment
opportunities, with the clear benefit that a number of different media could be used,
including posters, presentations, and videos as well as more traditional written formats. It
also allowed the more able to develop areas of study beyond that of more restricted and

teacher generated studies.

There was also evidence (Biddulph & Naish, 2004) of full integration of assessment into the
course, with a clear focus on Assessment for Learning as a result. This was seen as a positive
development (QCA, 2004) as it reflects and develops the assessment for learning agenda
promoted at Key Stage 3. As a consequence, assessment opportunities could be more
creative. In some of the earlier evaluations there were issues about the ‘housekeeping’
elements of the assessment regime (OCR, 2004) as the framework was so different to what
had gone before. However, this appeared to be an issue more prevalent in the early stages

of the Pilot with greater familiarity leading to far fewer problems.

The examination format was also new, and the use of pre-release materials for the focus of
the exam was new for some. The exam paper for 2004/2005 (QCA, 2005) was generally well
received and the results from it were generally in line with predictions. There was a limited
amount of concern over the language level (QCA, 2005) needing to balance innovation with
access for less able students. It was also highlighted that the examination papers and tasks

continued to promote active learning.

There was clear evidence that the paper style of the Pilot was different to that for other
GCSEs (QCA, 2006). In the examination paper for 2006, there was less reliance on statistical
data, and more on alternative forms of information. Map extracts were traditional, but the

questions resulting from them were not, often requiring a ‘far more sophisticated,
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impressionistic, holistic view of the map’ (QCA, 2006). Assessment of ‘pure’ physical
geography appeared to be quite limited, physical/human interaction being a greater focus.
There was also a greater emphasis on students’ opinions about issues, as well as

understanding of issues such as bias and the use of textual analysis.

What this review demonstrates is that there were ‘technical’ issues which needed to be
addressed, but that these needed to be set against the wider issue of authentic assessment
which allowed students to subsume some of the burden into their learning, and which
allowed students to interact with the course through a number of media, thereby assessing
the whole child and their multifaceted abilities. With respect, specifically, to coursework
(QCA, 2006), students found the work they needed to complete exciting, challenging,
stimulating and satisfying. Common comments about coursework included ‘relevant’,
‘interesting’, ‘l can get on at my own speed’, ‘the use of IT is great’, and ‘able to follow up

my own interests’.

2.4 Synthesis and Research Focus

As stated at the start of this chapter, any new pedagogical approach within the geography
classroom needs to focus on the development of curriculum, learning and assessment.
Stenhouse (1975) offers three alternative models for the development of these processes
(see p.14-15), of which education as process, and education as research are two, both being
characterised by approaches which relate closely to both personalised learning and
assessment for learning. Shepard (2000) offers a similar consideration of curriculum,

learning and assessment particularly through her emergent 21st century model of these
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associated processes. However, in the case of Shepard there is no explicit place for the
expertise and activity of the teacher, whilst Stenhouse (1975) identifies the teacher as a
central factor in the development of a successful learning environment. By bringing the two
models together it is possible to present a synthesised model which highlights the
interdependence of curriculum, learning and assessment, and the central role of the teacher

in mediating these processes to develop a conducive learning environment (figure 2.8)



Teacher:

Facilitator/neutral chair
Facilitating learning, sets up
problems, probably knows
answers (in some cases)

b g

<

Learning

—Z
2

Learning:

- Learners construct
knowledge and
understanding within a
social context

- New learning is shaped by
prior knowledge

- Intelligent thought involves
‘metacognition’

- Deep understanding
supports transfer

- Active learners

- Discoverer/reconstructor of
own knowledge

- Learner-centred and thus
inevitably arising from the
learner’s context and
relevant to it.

(6]

Curriculum:

- Higher order thinking

- Authenticity between
learning in and out of school

- Enhancement of democratic
practices in a caring
community

- Knowledge resides in both
teachers and learners

- Planning by means of aims,

intentions, principles,

procedure, list of content

and assessment as part of

the process

Assessment:

- Challenging tasks to illicit
higher order thinking

- On-going, integrated with
instruction

- Formative to support
learning

- Used to evaluate teaching
as well as learning

- Assessment part of
teaching, part of learning,
therefore both formative
and summative

Figure 2.8 Synthesised model of curriculum, learning and assessment (based on Stenhouse,

1975; and Shepard, 2000)

The above synthesis takes elements of both Stenhouse and Shepard to create a model

where the teacher acts as a facilitator for learning. They facilitate learning through setting

up problems, and activities, thereby acting as a guide to the specification to mediate the
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learning experience of the students. Such a facilitating role is made easier through the
presentation of a curriculum which is based at least in part on high order thinking,
authenticity in both learning and content which accepts that knowledge and understanding
resides both in teachers and learners, and also in and out of school. As a consequence the
curriculum may be seen as enhancing democratic practices in a caring community. Finally, at
a pragmatic level planning is seen as occurring through a focus on aims, intentions,
principles of procedure, a list of content and a view of assessment as part of the learning

process.

A curriculum which enshrined higher order thinking, contextualised learning, and is in
keeping with the highlighting of democratic practices, has a natural affinity with
constructivist learning approaches. Hence, learning is identified as a process where learners
construct their own knowledge and understanding within a social context, with prior
knowledge being seen as important in shaping new learning with the ultimate outcome
being deep understanding which is transferable to other contexts. In building such learning
competences, there is a central involvement of metacognition which plays an important role
in helping individuals develop and strengthen their knowledge and understanding. As such,
whilst personalised learning may be seen as a political construct (Campbell et al, 2007) it
may well offer a positive over-arching framework for learning which relates well to factors

identified by both Shepard (2000) and Stenhouse (1975).

Finally, for any constructivist learning environment, supported by a flexible curriculum,
assessment must play a central, positive, and supportive role. Both Shepard (2000) and
Stenhouse (1975) highlight the need for assessment to be part of both teaching and

learning, an integrated process which encourages challenge, reflection, and independence.
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The importance of an explicit link between assessment and learning is highlighted in table
2.5 (p.80-81) within the specific context of feedback which demonstrates that the feedback
discourse is closely related to both the role of the teacher and goals of teaching, and views
of learning. Therefore, using the emergent model of the interdependence of curriculum,
learning and assessment the following research attempted to use action research as the
basis for moving from a more traditional, didactic learning environment at GCSE level to one

which saw these as elements of a more holistic approach.

The research question which follows from this theoretical basis, and which is the focus for

the subsequent research is:

‘To what extent can the Pilot GCSE in geography act as the basis for an emergent, active

learning environment for students?’

Leading to three sub-research questions:

1. To what extent can learning, assessment and curriculum be developed to focus on

active learning approaches?

2. What are student perceptions of a developing and reformed pedagogy?

3. To what extent does a reformed notion of classroom pedagogy allow students to

deepen their investigation of Geography?
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology

3.0 Aims and Objectives of the Research
The key research question under investigation in this thesis was:

‘To what extent does the Pilot GCSE in geography act as the basis for an emergent, active

learning environment for students?’

In order to answer this question, it was clear that various methods of data collection would
be required. It was also important that the use of particular methods were set within a
secure philosophical and ethical framework, to make the investigation both coherent and

valid.
3.1 Research in Education

The nature of research within education is both complex and contested perhaps in part due
to its synthetic nature, taking influences from a number of associated disciplines, but also
due to the dynamic interaction of a number of different perspectives which are taken in
relation to the educative process. Watkins and Mortimore (1999), in considering the
concept of pedagogy, demonstrate that different interest groups see both the nature and
importance of educational research differently, in each case their perception relating to

their experiences and particular interests in the pursuit of research (Figure 3.1).
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Practitioner

Researcher

A
A

High complexity within

situation, short-term High complexity across

immediate action situations long term

indirect contact

Policy-maker

Low complexity for all
situations short term indirect
contact

Figure 3.1 Practitioner, researcher and policy-maker knowledge

(Watkins and Mortimore, 1999)

Practitioners are characterised as being interested in practical issues, basing their beliefs on
experience, what McNamara (1991) calls ‘vernacular pedagogy’. Hence, they tend to focus
on successful interventions and developmental ideas which can have an immediate impact
on their classroom practice. They are seen as less interested in the formation and testing of

theory, or the relationship their developing practice has in relation to policy.

Researchers are seen as seeking a different form of understanding, one that is ‘multi-
contextual so as to construct an overall model’ (Watkins and Mortimore, 1999, p.12). In this

case, it is the testing of theory against empirical evidence which is seen as central as a
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process leading to generalisable understanding of the educative process. Hence, any
exchange between these two parties is potentially difficult as their innate beliefs as to what

constitutes knowledge and understanding can be very different.

A third group is now increasingly influential within the research sphere of education, the
politician/policy-maker. Watkins and Mortimore (1999) see this group as increasingly
influential in dictating the nature and focus of research dialogues, especially in their
influence on practitioners through both control of the educative process and influence
through ‘official research’, disseminated through initiatives such as the National Strategy
within English secondary schools. Research is seen as a route to better policy and change in
schools, increasingly focused on the demonstration of educational outcomes, in particular

student attainment.

The different perspectives and interests which the groups in Figure 3.1 bring to education
can potentially lead them into conflict. As a result, there are major concerns about the use

of educational research,

‘...many believe that this money is not well spent, and this was reflected in Britain
in the ‘Hillage Report’ (1998)...sponsored by the Department for Education and
Employment. First, research does not provide the answers to the questions
government asks in order to decide between alternative policies....Second,
research does not help professional practice in such matters as the teaching of
reading or pupil grouping or teaching methods. Third, research is fragmented —
lots of bits and pieces, which, though often addressing similar questions, start
from different positions or use different samples....Fourthly, research is often

tendentious or politically motivated....”

(Pring, 2000, p.1)
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As Kent et al (1996, p.289) observe in relation to geographical educational research,
‘research in geography education is sometimes thought to be problematic and open to
critique’. This extends to practicing teachers who ‘tend to be sceptical of the value of
research and have too little time to take note of it, especially when what is published is in

relatively inaccessible journals or books’ (Kent et al, 1996, p.289).

However, whilst such concerns exist, are they a basis for discounting the pursuit of
understanding in education? Obviously this cannot be so, as ‘we want geography to be
taught better than it is in order that it can be learned better than it is’ (Benejam, 1993,

p.81).

There is a clear tradition in the educational literature to develop and answer concerns
relating to classroom practice. However, to do this, it is necessary that a coherent and
reliable approach is taken within any research which allows for a valid development of

understanding, and which can be held up to scrutiny and be found secure in approach.

3.2 Methodological Research Traditions

Education is a social construct, and as such is open to the debate concerning social reality.
Cohen et al (2000) following on from the work of Burrell and Morgan (1979) identify four

assumptions made about the nature of social reality, which together characterise different
perspectives concerning social reality, and hence which directly impact on the consequent

methodologies employed by researchers.
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3.2.1 Epistemology

This is the study of knowledge, or what should be regarded as knowledge. It is a central
concern for researchers, as it is only through a constant and consistent consideration of
what constitutes knowledge that we can make value judgements concerning both the
validity of others’ research, and the methodological approaches of our own work. The
central tension within epistemology is the nature of truth, often defined as justified, true
belief. There are a number of ‘schools of thought’ concerning the form and reality of truth,
but two which are predominantly called into service within the pursuit of educational

research are the traditions of positivism and interpretivism.

In basic terms, positivism is seen as a doctrine which is closely aligned with the notion of
natural scientific enquiry and philosophical empiricism (Sarantakos, 2005). It entails beliefs
that only phenomena confirmed by the senses can genuinely be accepted as knowledge.
This developing knowledge base is therefore derived from the gathering of facts which in
turn provide the basis for laws. Thus the role of theory within this epistemological paradigm
is to generate hypotheses which can then be tested to help explain natural laws (i.e.
deductive approaches) (Bryman, 2004). As such, there is a clear distinction between
scientific and normative (what we believe) statements as the former is founded upon
observation and measurement whilst the latter may have only an anecdotal evidence base.
With the centrality of hypothesis testing, research must be conducted in a value free
(objective) way, so that the data gained is free of personal bias, and this is seen as one of
the predominant weaknesses of positivism as this may be viewed as an unobtainable goal.

As such, positivism is closely linked to the notion of objective experimentation, and is often
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characterised by quantitative data collection, as the use of statistics is seen as adding a

greater degree of objectivity and factually based analysis to research.

Interpretivism is founded on the belief that the social world does not act by the same
processes as the natural world. This being the case, there is the need for a different
epistemological underpinning. The resultant notion is an epistemology which respects the
differences between people and objects and leads to the need to understand the
complexities of subjectivity (Sarantakos, 2005). The focus on subjectivity requires an
alternative methodological and epistemological approach to that proposed by positivism in
an attempt to capture and understand the richness of human actions. This is a complex
undertaking which has led to a number of different perspectives developing within the

tradition. Two examples are:

- Hermeneutics — a methodology and theory of the interpretation of human action,
hermeneutics being defined as the theory of interpretation. Whilst textual interpretation
has occurred for many centuries, continental philosophy has seen the development of the
interpretation of human action and artefacts (Schroeder, 2005), including the analysis of
group dynamics, by generating different analytical perspectives which allow for different

interpretations of the social action.

- Phenomenology — this focuses on how individuals make sense of the world around them. It
argues that human action is meaningful in its own right and can be (uniquely) understood
by the individuals involved. Hence, it is a ‘disciplined investigation of the fundamental
structures and features of experience, basic types of experience, and various kinds of

objects that are correlated with them.’” (Schroeder, 2005, p.174).
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In both examples, there is an assumption of individuals or groups creating their own social
reality, and hence are not focused on revealing some universal external truth, but
understanding the complex interplay within a situation or issue which gives it its essential
character. As such, it is not surprising that interpretivism covers a number of
epistemological positions, as the spectrum of possible perceptual approaches will each
focus on a different aspect of the human dynamic. However, all approaches within the
tradition differ from positivism in the crucial sense that they see truths as socially

constructed and always fluid, as opposed to externally, fixed and waiting to be discovered.

This simple contrast demonstrates that there is no single epistemological underpinning
which can be used as the foundation for educational research. As a consequence, the
epistemology underlying any research must be made clear to ensure that its belief system
concerning the nature of truth is fully understood, as this will impact on the focus of

analysis and the form of any conclusions which are identified.

3.2.2 Ontology

Closely associated with epistemology, ontology is the area of philosophy which considers
the form and nature of reality. Within the social sciences this specifically focuses on the
nature of social entities. As with epistemology, ontology has a number of conflicting
theories which attempt to explain the form and nature of reality in different ways. Two such

contrasting theories are objectivism and constructionism (Bryman, 2004).
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The objectivist theory of reality argues that social phenomena are external facts that are
beyond our influence as social actors. This suggests that these phenomena are in some way

external to us, hence suggesting a real, independent universe.

The constructionist ontology suggests that social phenomena are continually created and
re-defined by social actors. Hence, not only are social phenomena created through social
interaction but they are constantly revised and developed. This then suggests that any

research is only a construct at a point in time and cannot be seen as ‘true’ or definitive.

As might be expected, epistemologies and ontologies are closely linked, as there needs to
be an explicit uniformity across the two. Hence, positivism is closely aligned to objectivism
as they both are suggestive of external realities and truths which can be ‘unearthed’ by
careful research. Interpretivism and constructionism are likewise closely matched as they
highlight the primacy of social action and construction of truths and realities which are not

universal and divorced from actors.

3.2.3 Human Relationships

In addition to any concern of epistemology and ontology, there needs to be a consideration
of human nature as it pertains to them. Again, there are different beliefs relating to the
nature of human relationships, especially as to how they relate to the environment. One
such approach is that of determinism which suggests that humans are affected by their
environmental surroundings leading to the possibility that events can be predicted as they
have definable and measurable causes (Opie, 2004). The opposing view to this is that of

voluntarism, which argues that all human action is voluntary, and does not occur within the
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bounds of definable laws. Possibilism is a third view of human relationships which sees
them as neither wholly determined or wholly voluntary but a combination of the two.
These differences are important as they impact on the foundational beliefs which
researchers bring with them to their research, the former suggesting an inherent order to

human action, the second suggestive of inherent complexity.

3.2.4 Methodology

Finally methodology, in a sense the summation of the principles above, is developed in
response to the foundational assumptions made about the reality of truth, and the activities
of humans. This leads to one set of methodologies focusing on hard, external objective
reality, resulting in scientific analysis looking for established relationships, and being driven
by quantitative methods (a nomothetic approach). The other set of methodologies relies
more heavily on understanding how individuals create, modify and interpret the world
around them (an idiographic approach). As a consequence, the methodologies employed
tend to be more qualitative in nature, whilst perhaps still including some element of

guantitative work, as they seek to understand complexity and ambiguity.

The above consideration leads to a simplified subjective-objective bipolar construct, shown

in Figure 3.2 (loosely based on Burrell and Morgan, 1979)
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Figure 3.2 The bipolar distinction between objective and subjective modes of research.

The predominant element in the model shown above, and central to any development of a

research programme, is the distinction between quantitative and qualitative approaches as

these are the physical/methodological manifestations of the philosophy underlying the

research.

Quantitative approaches are synonymous with the scientific method, and hence positivism.

There is a focus on understanding relationships between variables, based on the formation

of hypotheses and testing. As such, a mode of investigation is developed which relies on the

observation of a phenomenon or phenomena which are then recorded, classified and

interpreted. As such, Boardman (1993, p.85) suggests:

‘Quantitative research is usually described as ‘hard’ research which uses rigorous
methods of data collection and analysis, resulting in ‘objective’ findings. Research
of this kind tests preconceived hypotheses already deduced from a known body
of theory. The data collected are normally analysed for statistical significance in

order to verify, modify or reject the hypotheses.’

(Boardman, 1993, p.85)
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Hence, scientific-based research is seen as a pursuit towards an external and solid truth,
external to the researcher, and follows a clear path from hypothesis creation, through
collection of data to the drawing of conclusions based on statistical analysis. As such, the
positivist sees research as objective, and devoid of the value laden problems which are
identified through the use of more subjective techniques. However, two issues which have
to be considered in relation to this claim are firstly, the admission that any observation of a
phenomenon fundamentally alters the system under scrutiny, the process of ‘observer
distortion’ (Sarantakos, 2005, p.235) and secondly, the fact that in educational research
there is the innate involvement of teachers and students, which as independently minded

human subjects tests the degree of objectivity which is possible.

Qualitative techniques are very different, being generally characterised as suggested above
by subjectivity, relativity and the position of the individual who acts as the creator of their
own social world, whilst interacting in complex ways with other such individuals. Boardman

characterises this form of approach as:

...... aim[ing] to explore situations with a view to describing, explaining or
illuminating them. It believes in giving maximum flexibility to people when they
agree to participate in research. Questionnaires, for example, will largely free-
response, and interviews will be semi-structured or unstructured, giving

respondents plenty of scope to answer in their own way.’
(Boardman, 1993, p.85)

One major element of the qualitative approach is the dynamic by which theories and
concepts develop. As stated above, this happens at the beginning of a
guantitative/objectivist research programme, whereas in a qualitative/interpretive

approach:
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‘....theories and concepts tend to arise from enquiry. They come after data
collection rather than before it. .....Also, in the interpretive approach data
collection and analysis are not rigidly separated. An initial bout of data collection
is followed by analysis, the results of which are then used to decide what data

should next be collected. The Cycle is then repeated several times.’
(Robson, 1993, p.19)

As such, qualitative researchers aim to study all factors present within a setting, focusing on
the identification and characteristics of similarities and differences. This has led to a flexible
approach to research, and the admission that the researcher is embedded within the
context and dynamic system which they are attempting to understand. This can be seen as
a shortcoming, as it is not possible to argue for objectivity and remoteness. Hence, to what

degree does the process of research itself impact on the results gained?

Recently, there has been an increasingly vocal criticism of conceiving of educational and
more general social, approaches to research in the above simplified way. Pring makes the

case that:

‘There is a danger in educational research, as indeed in everything, of drawing
too sharp a contrast between different kinds of activity or different kinds of
enquiry. And these sharp divisions are frequently ‘institutionalised’, with
members of one ‘institution’ sniping at members of the other. Thus, in so many
theses and books, a sharp distinction is made on the basis not of
‘appropriateness to task’ but of ‘epistemology’ and even ‘ontology’. Thus, the
guantitative researchers are seen to have a distinctive view about the nature of
our knowledge about the physical and social world. And the qualitative

researchers question that view, and often reject the whole quantitative
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enterprise as ‘epistemologically flawed’. Researchers work within different

paradigms.’

(Pring, 2000, p.44)

As a result, a great deal of research in education ‘becomes polarized as either quantitative
or qualitative in nature’ (Brown and Dowling, 1998, p81). Brown and Dowling (1998, p.83)
suggest that the most productive approach is one which is ‘dialogical’, combining both
guantitative and qualitative approaches, thereby collapsing the bipolar distinction shown in

Figure 3.2.

Ercikan and Roth (2006) argue that the perceived polarisation which is often made
regarding educational research leads to a false and damaging focus on abstract

philosophical debates as opposed to well considered practical research processes:

‘The polar categorization of research in terms of the quantitative—qualitative
distinction contributes to promoting research that emphasizes a certain type of
data collection and certain construction modes rather than focusing on the

construction of good research questions and conducting of good research’
(Ercikan and Roth, 2006, p.14-15)

There is a clear statement here which argues for the generation of well considered research
guestions which then use those methods which have the greatest potential for helping
answer them, regardless of their nature. The argument made for this approach is one which
relies on the identification that all phenomena have both quantitative and qualitative
features, making their separating out within research agendas false. If this is accepted, the

dichotomy between quantitative and qualitative methods is lost, methods being seen as
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part of a single continuum as opposed to a bipolar extreme. As such, mixed methodologies

become a potential approach to any research programme.

The present study focuses on developing an approach to classroom pedagogy which makes
use of the three factors of assessment, learning and curriculum to develop the notion of
personalised learning. It is small-scale, and developmental in nature, and as such is based in
a more subjective, interpretivist approach. This gives a central position to qualitative
approaches to data collection, but assimilating the arguments of Pring (2000), Brown and
Dowling (1998), and Ercikan and Roth (2006) a mixed method approach will be pursued as it
is accepted that this will give the greatest opportunity for the most appropriate methods of
data capture to be incorporated into the research programme. Given the small scale,
developmental focus of the current research, action research has been identified as the

most appropriate methodological basis for data collection.

3.3 Action Research

Action Research is generally accepted to have been developed first by John Collier and Kurt
Lewin in the 1930s and 1940s (McNiff and Whitehead, 2005) who both believed that
individuals would be more interested and motivated with respect to their work if they had
some power to help make decisions about it. This has led to the development of a complex
suite of approaches which centre on the development by practitioners of identified issues

or problems. Hence, McNiff and Whitehead (2005) define action research as:

“...a form of enquiry that enables practitioners everywhere to investigate and
evaluate their work. They ask, ‘What am | doing? What do | need to improve?

How do | improve it?’ Their accounts of practice show how they are trying to



improve their own learning, and influence the learning of others. These
accounts come to stand as their own practical theories of practice, from which

others can learn if they wish’. (p.7)
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Slater (1996, p.296) additionally characterises action researchers as seeking ‘systematically,

critically and self-critically’, to describe and interpret the phenomena of the action in whi
they are engaged, in order to improve it’. Hence, the focus is on using practice to inform

progress and theory. This leads to a different conception of research from that traditiona
pursued by many academics, as McNiff (1993, p.39) describes, shifting from a more

traditional:

THEORY » PRACTICE

to a revised development, first put forward by McNiff (after Whitehead, 1989) as:

practice 2 theory = re-formed practice 2 re-formed theory

PROCESS OF THEORISING

Hence, action research sees practice as central to the development of theory. Within this
paradigm, it is the reflexivity which occurs through critical practice which is pivotal in

developing not only practice itself, but theory from this.

The notion of the reflective, critical professional playing a central role in developing their

ch

lly

own practice has proved a popular one, and this has led to a multitude of approaches within

different professions (Dick, 2006). In the case of geography, action research has proved

useful and popular in a number of cases at an international scale (Gerber and Williams,
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2000) as teaching professionals attempt to improve the quality of teaching and learning

within the classroom within a context where theory has little immediate, practical meaning.

As Butt (2003, p.282) states,

‘Action research is not the solution to all our (research) problems in geography
education. However, by enabling classroom-based practitioners to directly
question and interpret their own educational situations, structures and
ideologies, it does offer hope beyond those methodologies which leave such
aspects unquestioned or unresolved... Fundamentally, action research is
predicated on the notion that research can ‘make a difference’, through seeking

to find practical solutions to real problems. ’
Action research methodology may take on a different form to suit the focus of the
development of practice. As a consequence, any attempt to define action research is very
difficult as it employs many different techniques in many different dynamic contexts.
However, the basic foundation on which all action research is based is that of reflective

practice. This leads to a simple cyclical process as shown in Figure 3.3.

move in new
direction

observe
modify

reflect

evaluate

E act

Figure 3.3 An action research Cycle (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006, p.9)
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An individual starts the action research cycle by observing some element of current practice
which they decide needs to be improved. For example, a teacher might believe that
students are showing a lack of motivation within lessons due to observing that there is little
interaction and enthusiasm. Having observed this, the teacher then reflects on why this
might be the case. This reflection may include the collection of some form of baseline
information, be it through an interview with students, and/or the use of a questionnaire,
helping to inform the reflective process. Macintyre (2000) argues that the reflection
element of the cycle should also include a review of recent literature as this will enhance
the experience and understanding of the action researcher as t