Methodology of Action Research and Justification
“Action Research is undertaken by a person who is normally both the researcher and practitioner … that is to say, the researchers seek to discover how and in what way(s) some aspect of their teaching is effective. Armed with this knowledge, they can make informed decisions whether to change their current practice.”   

Varma and Mallick, 1998, p. 193
Clearly, this definition by Varma and Mallick is the point for educational professionals, particularly the aspect of making “informed decisions whether to change their current practice.” Were there no imperative to change or confirm existing practice, there would be little point. Certainly the intention is a noble one.
However, action research as a research method does come in for criticism, particularly from the scientific community. As per Cohen and Manion (1994, p. 193) some of the criticisms are:
· its sample is restricted and unrepresentative
· its objective and situational
· its findings are not generalizable but generally restricted to the environment in which it is carried out
There is certainly a degree of truth in these points. However, while I recognise the limitations of the study in terms of size (the study is small in scale and carried out with a particular and unique group of individuals), context and length of time, I would argue that through triangulation of the data collected (to be explored in more detail later), I am building a degree of rigour into the process, which will enable other professionals to consider to what extent they may apply the findings to their own context. Clearly, I would like the lessons learned and outcomes of this study to be useful and transferrable to other contexts, as this is one rationale for the study, while nonetheless being conscious that the results may not replicate exactly, since there will always be significant differences in context, situations and individuals. 
Nature of Research
“Research is best conceived as the process of arriving at dependable solutions to problems through the planned and systematic collection, analysis, and interpretation of data. It is a most important tool for advancing knowledge, for promoting progress, and for enabling man to relate more effectively to his environment, to accomplish his purposes, and to resolve his conflicts'” (Cohen and Manion, 1994, p.40, citing Mouly, 1978).
Mouly seems to indicate that as individuals we are constantly striving to solve problems and make sense of our environment and/or situation. This view is confirmed by Cohen and Manion (1994, p.1), who argue that in attempting to make sense of our environment, the three aspects of experience, reasoning and research “far from being independent and mutually exclusive … these categories must be seen as complementary and overlapping”. Indeed, without recognising that one's experience has an intrinsic role in both the choice of research topic and its implementation, the value of any research would be seriously undermined. Likewise, the conclusions drawn and reasoning applied to any data collected are inextricably linked to previous experiences and biases. Cohen and Manion argue that these past experiences are used to validate any data collected. 
Cohen and Manion (1994, p.4) also note that “whereas experience deals with events occurring in a haphazard manner, research is systematic and controlled”. 
This brings us back to Mouly and his assertion that research carried out in a “systematic and controlled” manner is a “most important tool for advancing knowledge and promoting progress”.
As a researcher, this latter point “promoting progress” is my primary aim. As a teacher I do not want to stand still, accept the status quo, believing that my learning is over and any progress I enable the children to make is therefore limited. Rather, I believe that as a teacher, every day is a learning opportunity and that there may be new, better and more effective pedagogies to build into my practice. I hope also to be able to contribute to the learning and progress of other teachers.
Furthermore, Mouly asserts that research must be “systematic and controlled”. In my opinion, it is only through a systematic and controlled approach that this research will have any degree of rigour and hence be respected by the wider educational community.
The Nature of Research as it relates to this enquiry
According to Verma and Mallick (1999, p.1), “Simply expressed, research involves finding out something which was previously not known, or shedding fresh light on an issue or problem.” 
The research involved in this enquiry has several connected strands:
· Issues for boys in school per se and writing in particular
· The use, and role, of ICT as a cross-curricular tool
· The pedagogy of peer tutoring
· Target setting and Assessment for Learning 
Many of the issues highlighted above have been extensively researched and discussed. In relation specifically to the gender gap in writing between boys and girls, while many theories have been put forward as to the reasons for this gap, little concrete advice exists for teachers as to how this gap might be addressed. Likewise, there has been extensive research done into the use of target setting and Assessment for Learning (AfL), as well as the use and role of ICT as a cross-curricular tool. While I would not claim that using each of these strands in combination will necessarily prove the one true answer to this significant (and international) issue or “find out something which was previously not known”, I hope that researching this new approach will provide teachers with an alternative approach, “shedding fresh light on an issue or problem”, which they may be able to apply to their situation/context, either in its entirety or by applying aspects to meet specific needs.
Verma and Mallick (1999, p.2) further note that “Research as a human endeavour is often characterized by its persistent and organised effort to extend our knowledge and understanding about the world in which we live.” 
Clearly I am keen to extend my own knowledge and hopefully at the same time provide additional insight for colleagues. However, it is not the pursuit of knowledge merely for the sake of it. Through increasing my knowledge of how boys' writing may be improved, I hope to be able to learn the answers to a number of different questions (see below – as per Needs Analysis), in order to then apply that knowledge in formulating future school development priorities and planning:
· Is gender the only issue causing boys to lag behind girls in writing?
· What impact does incorporating ICT have on boys' attitudes to writing?
· How do boys cope with being peer tutors and being tutored by boys?
· Do boys learn better from their peers rather than from adult teachers?
· Do boys as “teachers” learn/assimilate better?
· Would implementing this approach at an earlier stage help to close the gender gap?
· What impact would this have on teaching and resources?
· Does the type/role of ICT in the programme make a difference?
· What makes the greatest difference to boys' writing – ICT or peer tutoring?
The answers to these questions and any further insights/results I am able to determine will be shared with a number of different stakeholders, including:
· the Headteacher and members of the Senior Leadership Team (SLT), both of whom are acutely aware of the gender gap, particularly for children entering our Reception classes, and are also keen to address the gap as effectively as possible. In addition, the results/insights of this research will contribute to priorities for the School Development Plan.
· Subject leaders, who would be able to build any relevant insights and results into subject-level Development Plans, and allocate resources accordingly.
· Class teachers, who may be able to incorporate any results into their day-to-day planning and pedagogies, ensuring a more consistent approach.
· Teaching assistants, who are often required to work with small groups of children with a particular need.
· The Governing Body, in their role as critical friends, when monitoring and evaluating results and strategies. 
The significance of context
The aim of this research is to establish whether a peer tutoring approach to meet specific Literacy needs, combined with ICT, will improve boys writing. The school context is very unique:
· Boys attainment in writing is significantly below that of girls throughout from Reception to Year 6 (41% gap in Reception closing to 26% in Year 6)
· Greenleaf is a multi-cultural school, with approximately 70% of children of Asian background
· More than 25 different home languages are spoken, with many children entering school with little or no knowledge of spoken English
· The school is two-form entry, with a nursery.
· Greenleaf is situated in Walthamstow, east London in one of the most deprived areas of the country.
· 13% of the children are eligible for free school meals – this is less than might be expected and reduced as many parents are reluctant to claim.
· 32% of children have a special educational need, of whom 1.5% have a Statement of Special Educational Need. 
· Many of the children in this study (particularly the cohort from Year 3) are on the Special Needs register, although not with severe need.
· Children have regular opportunities for paired and collaborative working as part of the curriculum.
· Children have regular weekly lessons in ICT in a well-equipped ICT suite. However, there is less obvious use of cross-curricular opportunities for ICT.
· All staff are enthusiastic and open to new ideas and ways of working.
· The Headteacher and Senior Leadership Team provide strong leadership and direction.
The points stated above represent the many variables associated with this research study. I recognise that these are variables outside of my control, but which I will take into account when interpreting the data and drawing conclusions.
As stated, this research is very much designed to meet the needs of a certain context – Greenleaf Primary School – and the various stakeholders within it:
· The Headteacher, who is keen to close the attainment gap between girls and boys in writing.
· Likewise, the Literacy Subject Leaders and class teachers, who are tasked on a daily basis with closing this gap in whatever way they can. Individual teachers have different views on how this might be achieved and hence there is a significant disparity in approaches.
· Teaching assistants, required to support individuals and groups, who may not always be given clear direction and support in moving children's writing forward.
While the context and associated variables are unique, the problems are not, so there is certainly opportunity for other educational professionals to adapt this research to meet their own needs.
Truth, validity and generalisation
Verma and Mallick (1999, p.37) note that “there is a multiplicity of truths, all of which have a legitimacy and are dependent on the positioning of each actor in the research context.” This seems to be an entirely reasonable view, recognising that whether you take the cynical view as coined in the phrase “lies, damn lies and statistics” or a more open-minded view, which recognises that there are two-sides to every story, truth is a totally subjective concept and one which relies on a person's role, perspective and agenda at a given moment in time. That notwithstanding, as a researcher, my aim is to deliver the “truth” as I am able to determine it. With this in mind, I will be seeking to validate my research as far as possible. 
There are two very different types of validity with respect to action research. Firstly, internal validity, concerned with causal effect, in which colleagues and other member of your local community are able to acknowledge that the results and outcomes from a particular research study represent the results and outcomes, which they may well have expected themselves, given their knowledge of your local context, the situation and the individuals involved. In effect, as per www.socialresearchmethods.net, “all that internal validity means is that you have evidence that what you did in the study … caused what you observed … to happen.” There is no requirement for generalisation to other contexts. However, as per Verma and Mallick (1999, p. 100) there is a requirement to control a number of “extraneous variables”, such as:

History – a specific event, action or situation outside the remit/control of the researcher
Maturation – the extent to which improvement in performance is related to the study or rather the normal maturation of the subjects.
Testing – whether any “pre-test” influences the outcome of the study, as it is possible to alert the subjects to the actual purpose of the study through testing.
Instrumentation – any use of outdated means of observation may provide unreliable data.
Regression – there is a degree of regression towards the mean in test data, which should be noted and recognised by the researcher.
Bias – in the selection of subjects. “If randomisation is not possible, matching can be used to make the groups more comparable.”
Experimental mortality – where any subjects drop out, clearly this would influence the results
Contamination – where the researcher has prior knowledge of the subjects, which might therefore effect the researcher's objectivity.
Some of these extraneous variables, as mentioned by Varma and Mallick (1999,p. 100), are predominantly common sense aspects of the research to consider, but there are some, for example testing and regression, which I was not obviously aware of previously and which I will endeavour to take account of when interpreting the data in this study.
The second type of validity is external validity, which is more concerned with the ability to generalise findings to other contexts. 
“External validity is the degree to which the conclusions in your study would hold for other persons in other places and at other times.” www.socialresearchmethods.net

 HYPERLINK "http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/"  
Generalisation, as defined by Verma and Mallick (1999, p. 198) refers to the "findings of research which can have applicability to other situations, contexts or settings. Generalisation is supposed to be a major aim of educational research." 
However, Schofield (Increasing the Generalizability of Qualitative Research, ed Hammersley, 1993, p.93) argues that “the goal is not to produce a standardized set of results that any other careful researcher in the same situation or studying the same issues would have produced. Rather it is to produce a coherent and illuminating description of and perspective on a situation that is based on and consistent with detailed study of that situation.” 
The aim, therefore, from my perspective is to provide information to other education professionals, which may enable them to apply relevant aspects of my research and findings to their own context and to test them for themselves. The onus on me, as I see it, is simply to ensure that my study is as rigorous and objective as possible in my own context, thus to provide others with the assurance that these were genuine results and findings in this particular context. Thus, my prime concern is with internal validity, since this is the ultimate purpose of my research.
In order to ensure this rigorous approach, a key aspect is triangulation of data. Cohen and Manion (1994, p.233) give a clear definition of triangulation as “the use of two or more methods of data collection in the study of some aspect of human behaviour”. The concept of triangulation is to enable researchers to confirm the validity of data collected and results presented. 
Cohen and Manion (1994, p.234) further note that “If for example, the outcomes of a questionnaire survey correspond to those of an observational study of the same phenomena, the more the researcher will be confident about the findings.” 
To be rigorous and systematic, and to ensure triangulation of data, I plan to collect a mix of both qualitative and quantitative data:
Qualitative
· Reflective journal throughout the study to note my thoughts, reflections and observations.
· Semi-structured interviews with a group of children after the research to identify where they feel they have made progress, to what extent the peer-tutoring and ICT aspects were influential and whether there has been any improvement in their self-esteem.
· Analysis of a piece of writing prior to the research and post-research to determine specific areas of need/gaps prior to the research and to ascertain whether such needs/gaps have been addressed post-research.
· Observations with “peer tutor pairs” during each session to note the working relationship, influence of the peer tutor, etc.
Quantitative
· Internal tracking data (based on teacher assessment)of the National Curriculum levels the children were working at in Literacy (writing) at the beginning of the school year, prior to the start of the study and once the study is complete.
· Analysis of a piece of writing prior to the research and post-research to determine National Curriculum levels in writing.
· Internal data about the children, such as special needs, free school meals, ethnicity, etc.
· Self-esteem questionnaire, to establish how the children feel about themselves and their learning prior to the start of the study.
With respect to the qualitative data, there is clearly a possibility that the views of the children expressed during the semi-structured interview, may be influenced by role as Deputy Headteacher. While I will make it extremely clear that I am looking for honest and open feedback, there is always a possibility that their views will reflect their desire to please me. Likewise, my “reflections” (Reflective Journal) and “observations” will to some extent reflect my own bias and subjectivity.
However, the purpose of triangulating the above data is to overcome some of these issues and thus deliver a more objective overview of the project, which I hope will show that a peer tutoring approach to meet specific Literacy needs, combined with ICT, will improve boys writing. While it may not be possible to transfer any outcomes and results immediately to other contexts, if we are able to make improvements to our boys' writing, then our prime objective will have been achieved and any transferability will be a bonus.
Interpretation and social construction
Cohen and Manion (1994, p. 36) note that “Whereas normative studies are positivist, all theories constructed within the context of the interpretive paradigm tend to be anti-positivist.” In other words, they assert that it is impossible to be entirely objective when there is a requirement, as in action research, to interpret data. 
I would argue that very few researchers, whether action researchers involved in educational research or scientists involved in scientific studies, can ever be completely objective. There are too many vested interests at stake and clearly the underlying tone of the research is that, as the researcher, you want it to succeed and prove your theories correct. In my own case, I am conscious of wishing to have an impact in a new role (both deputy head and ICT co-ordinator) and of wishing to prove myself and my theories. 
I also acknowledge that my perspectives, views and influences will have an impact on the way in which I interpret the data I collect. For example, my son has always struggled to write, despite being an extremely articulate young man, and this has caused me to have a strong desire to improve boys' attainment in, and enjoyment of, writing. Equally, I am a great proponent of ICT, so any means of interweaving its use within the curriculum is of interest to me. 
The use of ICT is, however, a social construct, which has only developed in relatively recent times. Some interesting facts in terms of ICT development and use in schools (as per http://www.timetoast.com/timelines/27704) are:
· the first pocket calculator was introduced in 1971 by Texas Instruments
· in 1971, email was invented
· the internet was invented in 1969, although the first web page (as we know it today was only developed in 1991)
· PCs were only available to buy in store from 1977
· Google, the internet search engine was introduced in 1998
· Mobile internet access was made available via the I-phone in 2007
Clearly, therefore, the premise of this research has only been possible in more recent years; moreover, it would not even have been considered as a viable theory until relatively recently. That we are so dependent today on ICT is very much socially constructed.
It is debatable to what extent the gap in attainment in writing between boys and girls may also be described as socially constructed. I am of the view that there is an element of social construct in this issue, since, were we to review our approach to Early Years education, perhaps starting formal education at a later age, then this attainment gap may not be so evident.
Hence our ability to be objective lies in the way we define specific criteria and interpret the relevant data.
Eisner concurs (Increasing the Generalizability of Qualitative Research, ed Hammersley, 1993, p.49) stating that “though we use the term objective with ease … its meaning is not particularly clear, nor .. are the consequences of the tacit, almost unexamined assumptions upon which it rests.” 
Nonetheless, to have validity and respect as a researcher, and to give weight and consequence to the research studies I have already undertaken, I will endeavour to be as “objective” as possible, adhering strictly to the methodologies and methods of action research as deemed “best practice” and will give an honest interpretation of the triangulated data in determining results, outcomes and impact. 
Ethics and influence 
In constructing this research study, I recognise that there are a number of participants who may be directly affected both by the study itself and potentially by its outcomes. Principally, these include the children and their parents, but also the teaching staff and the headteacher.
I have sought direct permission from:
· the Headteacher, who as she recognises the significant gap in attainment between boys and girls in writing at Greenleaf, has given her full support.
· The parents of the children involved. I have stressed the reasons for this project (clear noting that boys typically find writing less interesting and more difficult, and that this was one of the reasons for choosing their son to participate) and made it clear that any results/information obtained may be used internally to inform our planning, but may also be shared with other educational professionals outside the school. I also made it clear, however, that the children's anonymity will be protected at all times.
· The children themselves. While I am keen to be open and honest about the nature of this research and the reasons for it, I have been particularly struck by the ethical dilemma of explaining this study to the group of children taking part, since I am reluctant to explain to them that they (as boys) have been chosen, as typically (see Critical Review of Literature) they perform less well in writing than girls. To me, this would be a negative suggestion, which may make them less likely to wish to participate. I have therefore sought to strike a balance, as per Cohen and Manion (1994, p.347) who note that “One such dilemma is that which requires researchers to strike a balance between the demands placed on them as professional scientists in pursuit of truth, and their subjects' rights and values potentially threatened by the research.” Specifically, I have explained to the boys that they are taking part in a research project to help them with both their Literacy and their ICT skills, but I omitted the reason for selecting only boys. 
I received 100% positive response from parents. Likewise from the boys. However, I am aware that with the boys, part of the reason for their agreement/compliance is that I am the Deputy Headteacher and they would be unlikely to wish to upset me. Cohen and Manion (1994, p.350) note that “The principle of informed consent arises from the subject's rights to freedom and self-determination.” It would be unlikely therefore in this instance, that the boys would exercise their right to “freedom and self-determination” even though they were given the option to do so.
Having noted the points above, it is worthwhile to consider the extent to which a study of this nature is likely to impinge negatively or indeed directly on the rights to freedom and self-determination of individuals. While a significant emphasis in schools today is placed on “pupil voice
”, the reality is that the majority of children's time in school is directed for them by the adults and hence their involvement in a study of this nature is not dissimilar to the activities they would normally be directed to do.
Moreover, as per Cohen and Manion (1994, p.360) “a considerable amount of research does not cause pain or indignity to the participants, that self-esteem is not necessarily undermind nor confidences betrayed.” 
Hence, while clearly it is right that as researchers we consider, evaluate and address any relevant ethical issues, we should also remind ourselves that our research generally has a positive impact, often building self-esteem and improving attitudes and outcomes. 
As per guidelines published by the British Educational Research Association (www.bera.ac.uk) and in order to fully address my responsibilities in terms of ethics, I will feedback my results to all of the participants before I publish them, to enable them to comment, review and if appropriate, object to any of the findings/information I intend to include:
“To provide feedback of the results of the research to the participants, or at least the intended use of the results, including any intention to publish.” 

“The Association considers it good practice for researchers to debrief participants at the conclusion of the research”
Conclusion
As previously mentioned, my priority is to ensure the rigour of the results and outcomes of this research, which is designed to test whether a peer tutoring approach to meet specific Literacy needs, combined with ICT, will improve boys' writing. I will do this in a number of ways:
· data (both qualitative and quantitative) will be collected in a number of different ways and from a number of different sources
· this data will be triangulated to test its validity
· the results and outcomes will be checked against existing research information data to ascertain the extent to which my findings and outcomes correlate with, and where necessary move on from, existing findings.
· Elicit feedback from all stakeholders – headteacher, parents, children, class teachers and teaching assistants – to enable them to comment on the results and feedback any concerns, before the final outcomes are published. This will, I hope, ensure the validity of the results.
While I recognise the uniqueness of this study and the many context-specific variables involved, I strongly believe that the results of this study will be of significant interest to other educational professionals, facing similar problems of gender differences between boys and girls in writing (and potentially other subjects). Although it may not be possible to replicate this study exactly, due to the context and variables outlined above, the option to adapt the study in full or in part (particularly given the several discrete strands), will undoubtedly be of interest.
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