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Our keywords: Student-researchers, Creatively-teaching, Creatively-learning

Who are we?

Student researchers: 
Andrew Year 11, Chris Year 9, Martin Year 11, Harry Year 9, Patrick Year 9, 

Teacher Researcher: Karen Riding

Head of French

Bishop Wordsworth’s School, Salisbury

ksr@bws.wilts.sch.uk
Creative partner: Sarah Fletcher 

Consultant Research Mentor

Institute of Mentoring and Coaching, Bath

http://www.TeacherResearch.net
What did we set out to achieve? 

Aims: 

· to create a more ‘receptive’ space for student research in a traditional grammar school where there was little emphasis on student voice.

· once we had helped students establish this space we aimed to help them research aspects of creative teaching and learning in their school.

Objectives:

· to develop students’ values, skills and understanding as researchers

· to enable them to research creative teaching and learning in school

· to co-publish a paper in a journal to disseminate our work together

· to create a website celebrating our research together funded by CARA 

How did we approach our aims and objectives? 

With determination and enthusiasm drawing on Karen and Sarah’s experience as researchers to research mentor boys and enable them to research mentor other students in turn who would investigate creatively-learning and –learning.

What are the outcomes of our project?

· We are going to publish our co-written article in Teaching Today for tomorrow AND we have submitted another version of our paper to Educational Action Research. Fingers crossed – decisions soon …

· The students are showing signs not only of being able to research their creatively-learning but of developing skills to help them lead research.

· Each student has created a website to represent action research into creativity in teaching and learning in KS3 and 4 lessons at their school.

· We are creating a website to disseminate our research to colleagues in and it will be linked to http://www.TeacherResearch.net and the school’s website.  It will be a focus for discussion about teaching and learning.
Where did our CARA project take place?

Bishop Wordsworth’s Church of England Grammar School is a voluntary aided selective school for boys aged 11-18 years of age. You can find out about this highly successful school at in the latest (2006) OfSTED report: http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/reports/index.cfm?fuseaction=summary&id=126508
Here is an extract – and we are enormously proud of the section in bold!

'We have been really pleased with the progress our sons have made. The school provides an excellent environment to help them learn.' 

'We feel immensely fortunate to be able to send our two sons to school each day fully confident that they will be safe, happy and well taught.'

'We are delighted with the extra trips and visits – broadening our son's life experiences and balancing the large amount of time spent on academic study.' 

The students confirmed these parents' views wholeheartedly. They spoke very appreciatively of their dedicated teachers and the additional support they receive when needed. The students are proud of Bishop Wordsworth's and what it stands for. One said, 'I can't imagine myself being anywhere else'. They are keen to succeed, work hard and make outstanding progress during their time at the school. There are many impressive features that combine to make Bishop Wordsworth's an outstanding school. 

Standards are exceptionally high. The personal development and well-being of the students are impressive. The outstanding curriculum, including its recent focus on languages and the international dimension, effectively prepares students for the future. Leadership and management are excellent. The headteacher, senior team and staff share a passionate commitment to the school and give their time generously to run out-of-hours activities. The headteacher has an inspiring vision for the school, seeking to provide the best all-round education in an ever-changing and competitive world. Potential innovations are researched thoroughly. The school is engaged in a healthy debate about the effectiveness of teaching and learning styles for its students. 

A small group of students is researching how you can judge learning in a lesson and the learning approaches that students like. 

The quality of teaching and learning is good. Teachers have excellent subject knowledge and clearly aim for high standards but many lessons lack the range of learning approaches featured in the students' research. The governors actively support the school and are well organised and not afraid to question. Since the last inspection, standards have risen even higher and great strides have been made in eliminating the widespread problems with accommodation, although some remain. Bishop Wordsworth's capacity to improve yet further is excellent.

How did our project start?

You need to scroll back 7 years to find the origins of the CARA project – to a time when Sarah and Karen started work together at another Salisbury school and Karen was revealing a passion for enabling students to voice their ideas:

‘It was in the back of my mind. There was something missing in the Gifted and Talented programme – we needed a link between staff and students ….’

Sarah and Karen collaborated to enable a mentoring programme to evolve. You can read about Karen’s research to improve her practice at her school at http://www.TeacherResearch.net and also Sarah’s role as a research mentor. 

When Sarah moved to Bath Spa University she recruited Karen as a tutor to assist with running the MA programme, which was offered in school contexts. 

While Sarah was at Bath Spa Karen wrote to her and asked her to train some boys as action researchers. These boys were in Karen’s group students at her previous school and with delight, Sarah and Karen saw that they might like to become research mentors too. They leapt at the chance and with some research mentoring from Sarah were soon mentoring students at Bishop’s:
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Student researchers: The next generation …

The boys who were research mentored by Shane and Alex, who in turn were research mentored by Sarah and Karen, became the student researchers in our CARA project.  Paddy, Harry and Chris co-wrote the article for publication and Martin and Andrew whom the boys invited to join them in research were the first to join a workshop run by Sarah to create their own KEEP websites. 

Sarah has pioneered the use of KEEP Toolkit templates for representing the action research by teachers in UK schools but this was a first with students!

During the CARA funded project, each of the students developed a personal website which represented their own definitions of creativity, definitions by others which they found informative, photos depicting creativity and most importantly, a research diary about their creatively-teaching and -learning.

 Andrew’s KEEP Toolkit snapshot on creativity 
http://www.cfkeep.org/html/stitch.php?s=71202207329871&id=93361546558665
Patrick’s KEEP Toolkit snapshot on creativity

http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=8521460311973
Chris’ KEEP Toolkit snapshot on creativity 

http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=33864247830458
Harry’s KEEP Toolkit snapshot on creativity 

http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=37601552938671
Martin’s KEEP Toolkit snapshot on creativity

http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=6452053791333
How will we celebrate the entirety of our project on-line?

We intend to create a website that represents all the various activities and aspects of research that have occurred since our CARA project began in October 2006.  This website will be constructed by Sarah using the same KEEP Toolkit templates that the students have use.

This website will be linked to the V-mails as well as to the students websites and will be the focal point of presentations of our enquiry to colleagues at Bishop Wordsworth School, colleagues in local schools and at national and international conferences on educational research.

With Sarah’s support and experience we have successfully submitted a proposal to present papers at the conference for the British Educational Research Association at the Institute of Education, London (September)

 

Which questions did we focus on in our research?

· What do we understand by creativity? 

· How can we work creatively to undertake our own research?

· What creative learning opportunities exist in our school and what is their impact upon learning?
Which other teachers did students work with in their research?

· Three Departments within the school (Humanities, Science and Maths) 

· The Headteacher, Senior Leaders of the school supporting research

· A new generation of student researchers, who were recruited by the 5 students after presentations to their peers during Year assemblies. 

What did we DO in our CARA 2 project? 
· Work in school began in October 2006 until December when Karen Riding left to have a baby (began her maternity leave from the period between January and April 2007) – we were the only CARA funded group who evidenced that research mentoring is clearly generative!

· Our project was intensively engaged with in the Autumn as we knew there would be a hiatus of several months while Karen was on leave. 

· Karen worked very hard with the boys assisting them in undertaking research into what constitutes a ‘good’ lesson in their eyes at Bishop’s.

· The boys collated their research and with Karen’s support and some additional mentoring from Sarah on the day presented their research findings to the whole staff in November. After the presentation to staff we held debriefing sessions and Sarah interviewed some of the staff to find out what they thought about the quality of research by the boys.

· In order to represent the students’ research about creativity in a form that could be shared within and beyond Bishop’s school, Sarah ran a workshop for the boys to help them master the technique of creating KEEP Toolkit snapshots.  Sarah is already addicted to creating these!

The KEEP snapshots which have been developed by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (http://www.cfkeep.org) enabled the boys to engage critically with their own work as well with one another’s.  This facility was maximised when Sarah created v-mails (video embedded in a form of e-mail) using KEEP technology.  This allowed her to send clips of video taken during interviews of staff with whom the boys had worked as they researched creativity in class. Three v-mails were circulated – one in January 2007 and two in June. 

· Sarah was also busy, redrafting the article we had co-written for an academic journal when we received feedback asking for changes. Fortunately Sarah was able to find us a top flight journal that wanted to publish our writing in its original form with contributions from us all. On the strength of seeing a draft version of our paper we were invited as a group of co-researchers to present our research at a conference at the University of Cambridge.  We sent two proposals to present at the Annual Conference for the British Educational Research Association too and heard that both proposals have been accepted – how exciting!  

· During Karen’s absence until April activity slowed down in school but it didn’t stop.  Sarah met Andrew in April and they talked about how the research into creativity might be represented on each of the students’ websites – an idea that began in earnest in April, when Karen returned.
Sarah got underway redrafting our original paper and resubmitted our paper to Educational Action Research and we hope it will be published.

· Since that start of the project, students have explored what creativity means to them by answering questions that our project mentor Dr Cain has posed.  Of course, the CARA project isn’t just about our students’ development.  We engaged with Tim’s challenging questions as well!

· Throughout the project and carrying on the work of the first generation of student researchers, Shane and Alex, the current generations have  sought support from their school, enabling them to undertake their student-led research into learning and teaching. Getting feedback and stimulating new ides and new knowledge about creativity has been an activity since student research began and this year is no exception. 

· The students recruited further generations of boys to work alongside them in undertaking their research and in this sense their research is student led. They are increasingly taking initiative not only in recruiting other students but also in finding staff willing to help them undertake research in lessons (in Maths, Geography and Science Departments)

· The students have researched into how learning takes place creatively with these teachers; interviewing them and other students in class and designing questionnaires as well as seeking to video sample lessons.  

· They presented their research to year assemblies and in a major stride towards student led research ran a discussion forum to investigate how a group of five more invited students perceived ‘good’ teaching. Chris and Sarah both took notes of the comments made in the forum and swapped versions to create a combined overview (this is included in the redrafted paper submitted for publication in an action research journal (also on the home page of  http://www.TeacherResearch.net)

Has our work impacted upon teachers and students?

Teachers:

Through student-led research teachers have been offered an opportunity to reconsider the role of creativity within their own pedagogy. The research has also provided a forum for the sharing of good practice between Departments.

New ideas have been taken on board by classroom teachers as a result of this work and new dialogue has opened up between teachers and students. 
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 Shane expertly fields teachers’ questions

Students:
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 You may need a hand to describe creativity! 
Through research they now have a different relationship with their school as active and aware learners. They are becoming more aware of how creativity can support them in their learning, and how they can create opportunities for this themselves instead of relying upon teacher-led input. They have had an impact upon their school’s ethos which is reflected in the OfSTED report that is mentioned at the beginning of this report.  Most fundamentally, they have changed their own and others’ perceptions about what the role of a student is. Students are not just receivers of existing knowledge. They create knowledge.

How did we build upon existing knowledge about creative learning?

A major consideration was to reflect upon other’s definitions of creativity.  The Internet was a fund of ideas and the students reflected upon and challenged the various definitions they encountered as they defined and refined their own understandings. They explored how they each perceived creativity and Karen, Sarah and Tim drew on their knowledge of research writings into creativity to support this process. We turned to examples taken from “Journey: A handbook to support the exploration of creativity in schools.”  We were particularly struck by this extract and how its message resonated with action research we were undertaking with student researchers:

“Creativity is a term that is used frequently in education without full agreement about its meaning… Teachers (and students) have to come to their own understanding and engage with the concept personally if they are to “own” it” (p.16, 2005)

We then sought to answer the following questions through our project, as we considered creative teaching and learning processes happening in our school 

“How do we know when creativity is-or isn’t happening in the classroom? How can we see creativity happening? How can we recognise the various stages of the creative process?”  (p. 22, 2005)

How have students developed their knowledge about creativity?

Alone student researchers have explored what creativity ‘is’ to them. They have used image and words to explicate this concept and communicate ideas.

Together as researchers they have explored each other’s views, discussed these, challenging and endorsing one others’ perspectives and new ideas.

Within an e-based forum in V-mails created by Sarah Fletcher they have responded to Tim Cain’s questions about creativity and creative learning.

With teachers at Bishop’s they have explored creative learning practice

With peers they have looked at where creative learning takes place within their school

With the Senior School Leaders they have asked for time and a forum to disseminate their findings (this has been unstintingly and generously given)

Within classrooms as ‘receptive space’ (our submitted paper is about this!) for understanding how creativity is enabling effective teaching and learning.

“To revise in DT, we were asked to look around the room and link objects in it to our own learning for revision. I now look around my room and associate my chair with X and the computer with Y. I won’t ever forget these associations, however much I might wish to in the future” 

(Year 11 student reflecting on creatively-learning revision techniques)

Outside classrooms as a focus to explore creatively-teaching and learning:

“The thing I remember most is when we went to the cathedral with our Art class. We could use the surroundings to inspire us... being outside of the classroom really brings what we are doing to life... more of it please” 

(Year 9 student reflecting on creatively-teaching on a field trip)

We asked the school to reflect on how creativity is enriching teaching and learning and to join us in investigating where creativity is already developed.

Even the ‘best’ action research is rarely a simple victory narrative!

If you are thinking of organising suitable conditions in which student research can take place bringing groups from different years together can be difficult:

Different groups working together sounds great, but try getting them into the same room at the same time!  It’s probably better to set aside lesson time for the group to meet as a whole, to spend time with one another and a research mentor rather than trying to squeeze opportunities for meetings in lunchtime:   

The timetabling of meetings for the student researchers at lunchtimes was problematic - lunchtime clubs, school trips and other commitments seemed to sabotage every meeting with one member or more needing to excuse himself. 

This led to a discontinuity with the work of the Creative Partner as the group had to negotiate why it was meeting each time, and to agree in advance if a meeting was needed. Accepting that not all could meet every time was an important step forward, alongside finding different ways of communicating such as e-mail when physical space could not be shared. Unfortunately the boys did not respond to emails from the Creative Partner except occasionally

Bringing new and established researchers together can cause problems …

Enabling different year groups of student researchers to come together to work allows the research to gain a wider perspective and to draw upon a wider range of skills and ideas brought by different members. However, the internal politics as leaders in each year group vied for leadership caused serious problems in forging a shared identity. When the group of established researchers from year 9 recruited older students to work alongside them but  a fraught relationship developed between the old and the new, both hoping to “run things”. Establishing roles is best done through on-going negotiation with regular reviews by the students about whom should lead in any particular activity. The teacher needs to assist the group to learn how to relate to each other so cooperative relationships are established from the outset of research.

What did we set out to research?

1) How can students continue to develop the sterling work by previous generations of student researchers in Bishop Wordsworth School?

2) What can student researchers tell us about creatively-teaching and –learning and how does this enable this school to improve its practice?

3) How can we represent our emerging knowledge and understanding in a format that might assist other schools, policy makers and also action researchers to develop much more creatively- teaching and -learning? How can we use the format to initiate dialogue about ‘good practice’?

What are our findings?

1) How can students continue to develop the sterling work by previous generations of student researchers in Bishop Wordsworth School?

· Students at Bishop’s became researchers in a very supportive school culture that sustains a ‘receptive space’ for their voice to be valued.

· Support by the HeadTeacher and senior staff is crucial to the research.

· Support from a research mentor remains central to on-going research.

· The presence of the teacher researcher strongly impacts on the boys’ willingness to undertake research and they appreciate her support.

· Students who become research mentors for one another can sustain student research from year to year and from generation to generation.

2) What can student researchers tell us about creatively-teaching and –learning and how does this enable this school to improve its practice?

· Student researchers can offer perspectives on creatively-learning and creatively-teaching which would not otherwise be available to teachers. 

· They can investigate the impact of creative teaching interventions on their learning as well as how they engage creatively in their learning.

· The positive impact of students’ research finding rests with teachers who are open to reflecting on their practice and who are willing to use creative teaching techniques in class and, where appropriate, outside.

· Students can utilise digital technology to investigate, represent and disseminate their on-going investigation and create a forum for debate. 

3) How can we represent students’ knowledge and understanding in a format that might assist other schools, policy makers and also action researchers to develop much more creatively- teaching and -learning? How can we use the format to initiate dialogue about ‘good practice’?

· Students can be trained to use KEEP Toolkit templates by a research mentor who is skilled in their use.  The templates enable students to use text, still image and video to represent their research into creativity.

· Students can co-write articles for submission to professional journals.

· Students can participate in presentations at conferences with teachers.

· Students research can be represented in their own websites which in turn can be linked to the school’s website and other suitable websites.

· Students’ websites can become a focus for debate about teaching and learning with peers and also with teachers, parents and governors too.

Which research approaches were students encouraged to use?

· Semi-structured interviews with both teachers and students

· Videoing sample lessons from the students’ eye view and analysing what they saw alongside the teacher involved

· Compiling and distributing a questionnaire based on students’ attitudes to creative learning opportunities

· Asking samples of students to create a “learning diary” in which they could record how their learning had taken place and what their feelings were about this

· Sharing of the learning diaries with the teachers involved for feedback and to look at teacher vs. student expectations about learning

Alongside the students’ work, Sarah Fletcher has developed the use of video-mail as a way of distributing key video clips of the research to the research group and to interested individuals. She has also demonstrated the Carnegie Foundation KEEP Toolkit snapshots to develop an e-based forum for the boys to record their ongoing research and to share this with the wider community.

How have we validated our research?

Asking teachers at Bishop Wordsworth’s School about the usefulness and impact of the students’ research has been a process embedded in our work. The two v-mails circulated on June 3rd by Sarah encapsulated two teachers’ perspectives and throughout the project teachers’ opinions have been sought:

http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=83500256839674
http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=52741774593239
Asking other students about the impact of boys’ research voice and any subsequent impact upon teaching has been a crucial validation exercise:

“The teacher arrived and we had all turned our chairs around to face the opposite end of the classroom… the light was better that way and we could see the classroom displays to help us instead of having our back towards them. The teacher arrived and seemed unfazed by our actions. He moved to the back and talked to us from there. Later, when we were working by ourselves, he sat behind us at the front of the room and said at the end of the lesson how this had allowed him to see us working a lot better than usual. Now the classroom has changed for the better” 
(Year 9 student reflecting on a recent classroom experience)
The website that is now under construction to celebrate our project is offered to schools, policy makers as well as other researchers as focus for dialogue. 

http://www.cfkeep.org/html/snapshot.php?id=40899012275877
Our Partnership

Partnership between Sarah Fletcher, Karen Riding and the first generation of student researchers was established long before the CARA project began. 

The second and third generation of student researchers who were recruited into the project needed to learn how to undertake action research and work collaboratively within the research group. There was a transition period as the group incorporated more researchers. This altered its dynamics and tensions were not resolved between two of the researchers who both wanted to “lead”.

Sarah’s role has been crucial in guiding the project forward and in giving the student direction when needed. She has been able to mentor the students and Karen in her role, and has provided the group with ways in which to represent their research within the e-based forum we mentioned earlier. She has been on hand to create opportunities to disseminate ideas from our research in national and international forums including BERA and CARN. 

Karen’s role has been crucial in giving the project its direction and vision. She has worked valiantly to initiate and sustain research by students in her school. 

Tim Cain’s role, as CARA mentor has asked the group to examine its work and its impact and has sought to clarify the outcomes of this project. The three-way dynamic between the creative partner, the in-house teacher researcher and the CARA mentor have all provided the project with different viewpoints which we believe has served to strengthen the students’ work.

The way ahead …

The school is now looking to use this project as a starting point for more research by students in 2007-2008, during which time creative practice will become part of the Departmental review process. This will mean that the student-researchers will work alongside the Leadership Team to explore good creative practice within a specific Department, and students’ views about this. 

Sarah and Karen acknowledge invaluable support (and challenge!) offered by

CARA Project Mentor: Dr Tim Cain

Lecturer and researcher

University of Southampton, UK

t.cain@soton.ac.uk
They also wish to thank CAPEUK for the support and guidance offered and for administering the CARA2 grant that has made this project possible for us.

Useful resources:

Websites:
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 http://www.TeacherResearch.net
 http://www.StudentsResearch.net
 http://www.cfkeep.org
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