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Teaching and Learning Action Research at Notley High School & Braintree Sixth Form

Throughout this academic year, all classroom-based staff (teachers, learning support assistants, cover 
supervisors) will be participating in the school’s new ‘action research programme’ which is aimed at further 
enhancing teaching, learning and student achievement through professional development.  In simple terms, 
the aim is to promote and further develop great teaching for the benefit of our students.

There has been much educational research into the key characteristics of professional development for 
teachers which lead to enhanced classroom practice.  Martin Higgon, Assistant Headteacher summarises 
these characteristics below, taken from the literature review he carried out for his MEd during the last 
academic year.

From the MEd research that Martin Higgon carried 
out with Notley staff last year, it became clear that 
our 2014-15 professional development programme 
should have specific characteristics in order to have 
the greatest possible impact for staff and students.

“By the end of the academic year, we will 
have collectively carried out a significant 
amount of action research which should 
make a difference to the quality of 
learning experiences for our students” 

Robin Newman 
Senior Deputy Headteacher

Martin Higgon, Assistant Headteacher

To enhance our classroom practice and lead 
to improved student outcomes, CPD would 
involve… 

• starting with the end in mind; 
• working collaboratively, with peers; 
• mentoring and coaching if appropriate; 
• engaging with external input – either from 

“experts” or from their writing; 
• operating over time – two terms minimum; 
• practical and classroom based learning. 
 

 
 

Features of our CPD 
programme 
• Choice – within areas our own self 

evaluation/faculty reviews suggest we could 
improve; 

• Classroom-based; 
• Collaboration with colleagues – cross-faculty 

and in-faculty; 
• Differentiated – set own objectives; 
• Flexibility of activities. “Staff will be expected to feedback to 

others about their action research, and will 
have opportunities for their research to be 
certificated with the University of Cambridge 
if they wish” 

Martin Higgon
Assistant Headteacher
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Some of the activities which staff are likely to participate in, include:

• Peer observation in trios
• “Lesson Study” – collaborative lesson planning
• Self observation using IRIS lesson observation software
• Collaborative observation in another school (e.g. primary school) or department
• “Masterclass” from an “expert” in the area you are researching into – during a twilight session or the CPD 

day in February 2015
• Reading from educational books, journal articles or blogs
• Coaching to support progress towards own action research 
• Using social media - tweeting/blogging about ideas/progress
• Sharing of ideas through department meetings and feedback sessions later in the academic year

At the centre of this professional development programme is the concept of ‘action research’.  Each member 
of staff will be participating in their own action research during the academic year, with support from other 
colleagues in their teaching and learning action research group.

Why action research?

• Being at the forefront of educational research is inspiring and means that the quality of teaching is more 
likely to keep improving within our school

• Research facilitates reflection on classroom practice and the more action research we do, the more 
reflective we become

• To engage with the wide variety of educational research that is widely available enables us to be more 
informed before developing an aspect of our practice 

• It means that there is a real focus on pedagogy within our school
• Students are likely to achieve more and will have better learning experiences if we are able, through 

research, to find out what works best in our classrooms
The themes for the teaching and learning action research groups, with the lead facilitators are:

Kim White Scaffolding and differentiation; building success in the classroom

Fiona Old Promoting independence - handing over the responsibility

Caroline Owst Success through risk - developing a growth mindset

Holly Sutton Motivating disengaged boys

Christine Lester Successful progression between KS2 and KS3

Alex Shephard The ? Factor

Annabel Stringer Lessons in literacy: the nature of the literacy curriculum

Natalie Short H.E.L.P. - How Excellent Learners Progress

Robin Newman Numeracy across the curriculum - developing mathematical skills with our students

Based at the University of Cambridge Faculty of Education, CamStar (Cambridge School Teachers 
and Research) is a national network of primary and secondary schools who believe school-based 
enquiry to be the foundation of sustainable professional development for teachers at every stage of 
their career. (from CamSTAR, The teacher research network handbook)
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Planning 

Influencing Investigating 

Interpreting 

Planning Phase:

• What do you want to find out?
• Decide on your key question(s)
• Think about your methodology …. How will you find out the answer to your question(s) … Which class? 

Which students?
• Don’t forget to think about what research may already be out there that can help you get started

Investigating Phase:

• Try something out in your classroom
• Collect your data … will you do this before trying something different, or whilst doing something different, 

or after doing something different, or will you do this over a combination of the three stages?

Interpreting Phase:

• Use questions to interpret your data
• What does it mean? Why?
• Identify key messages

Influencing Phase:

• How will I use the results from my action research?
• Can your research be shared with others?
• Are there any recommendations emerging?
• Are further questions emerging?

  
We are going to be supported with our action research programme by Sue Brindley and 
CamSTAR at the University of Cambridge.  Sue will provide coaching opportunities for staff 
and CamSTAR (Cambridge School Teachers and Research) www.camstar.org.uk will provide 
opportunities for staff to network with colleagues carrying out action research in other local 
schools.

The Action Research Process
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This action research group is focusing 
on the key concepts of growth mindset.  
Staff are developing techniques to 
promote growth mindset in their lessons 
and will reflect on their progress in 
developing growth mindset, in 
themselves and their students.

“Working together, achieving together”

From the Success through Risk - developing a growth mindset action and research group:
 

“There are no secrets to 
success. It is the result of 
preparation, hard work and 
learning from failure”  
Colin Powell (US Secretary 
of State 2001-2005) 

The three great essentials to 
achieve anything worthwhile are: 
Hard work, Stick-to-itiveness, and 
Common sense”  
 Thomas A. Edison (Inventor) 

“Nothing can substitute for just plain hard work. I had 
to put in the time to get back. And it was a grind. It 
meant training and sweating everyday. But I was 
completely committed to working out to prove to 
myself that I still could do it”  
 Andre Agassi (Tennis player) 

When I was young, I observed that 
nine out of ten things I did were 
failures. So I did ten times more 
work”  
George Bernard Shaw (Playwright) 

From the Promoting Independence - handing over the responsibility action and research group:

Today… 
This action research group will focus on 
developing resilient learners who don’t 
give up easily and can work with 
minimum teacher input.  Staff are 
developing strategies to encourage 
students to value the struggle – with the 
view that when students finally get the 
right answer it feels good!

Research Ethics at Notley High School & Braintree Sixth Form

There are some key ethical points we need to ensure that we address when carrying out our action research.  
Should you wish to gather views from students, parents, carers or staff it is necessary to meet the following 
ethical guidelines:-
1. Participants need to be able to give their informed consent to take part in your research.  This means that 

they should know what their data is going to be used for before they decide if they want to take part in 
the research or not.  This can be as simple as explaining to them what you are looking into, and that they 
can choose not to take part if they should so wish; furthermore, that they can withdraw their data if they 
change their mind afterwards.

2. Participants should be anonymous, and their data treated as confidential in most cases.
3. You should never break any promises, and not make any promises which you cannot keep, for instance 

around anonymity.
4. If you wish to publish your work, for instance through CamSTAR, please ensure that your participants are 

aware that this is part of your plan and that they are happy to proceed on that basis.

If you are unclear about the best way to proceed, please speak to Martin Higgon or Robin Newman and also 
consult the more detailed guidance on research ethics.

Adapted from Bell, J (2010)  Doing Your Research Project, 5th Ed, 2010, pp59-60 (Maidenhead: Open 
University Press) 
(Available in the staff CPD library).


