Planning an Educational Enquiry – Zoë Welsh

How can I be more effective as a supply teacher?

Introduction

The aim of this assignment is to show the process by which an educational enquiry was planned. It considers the issues of 

· Choosing a research question

· Choosing which research methods to use

· Planning which data to collect

· Planning how to collect the data – diary/ narrative, questionnaire, interview.

· My own values.

· Explaining what has been learned and comparing with what’s already been written.

· Considering ethics

· Timescale

Context

I resigned my position as DH in a small primary last December after only a short time in post. I had found that despite having senior management experience in a large London primary I was unprepared for the demands of the post in terms of the hours I was expected to be at school, and unprepared for the extreme lack of work – life balance. I had unfortunately not negotiated my job description prior to taking up the position and subsequently found that I could not manage the job and a small child.

The following spring term I began work at new school, three days a week on supply. I combined this with supply in other schools, including working in Early Years  (a new area).

Although it was a relief to have a job that meant I had a better life-work balance. I missed the management aspects of my previous job, the opportunity to make a difference beyond my own classroom and working strategically with other teachers.

However before rushing into a new role I decided to take some time out, I kept up a couple of days a week supply, I wrote a couple of articles for a primary leadership publication, I was asked to do some tutoring, I decided to start this course (I decided to have another baby).
What educational enquiry? What kind of research?

At the beginning of the course we introduced ourselves and began to talk about our interests and what might form the basis of our enquiries. I had applied for the course because I wanted to learn more about Educational Management (with a long term view to having another go at a job that involved it). I felt that my initial enquiry should therefore be some sort of enquiry into an aspect of management.

Jack, our tutor, was talking to us about Action Research and I was concerned that as Action Research was about researching your own practice and I wasn’t doing any management I didn’t have anything meaty enough or interesting enough on which to base my enquiry. Steve (my response partner) was talking excitedly about values in schools and basing his enquiry on how he could promote his own values within his school, which I found really interesting.

There didn’t seem to be anything very interesting, very challenging or very rewarding about my role as a supply teacher in comparison.

At the same time my job was becoming increasingly frustrating. It had been planned at school that I would take year six one day a week (to release the DH) and year 3 half a day per week to release an NQT. This happened for a couple of weeks, the timetable was set and I was therefore able to plan my own lessons, prepare my own resources and generally be an effective teacher. There are of course difficulties that go along with being a supply teacher. You are generally not part of the decision making process and often not given important information. Communication can become an issue. For example, I only discovered that the behaviour system changed at the point I needed to use it. I wasn’t clear about new procedures that affected the children’s daily routine or the way they worked.

I discussed this at the Tuesday evening group and came up with a hypothesis that asking questions will help me to be more effective.
At school I started asking questions about routines and procedures, the teachers gave me mixed answers – it turned out they didn’t know either and in some cases were as confused as I was. I felt that I was asking questions in order to make things better for the children but that to the teachers asking questions meant I was an irritant.

Then some of my sessions were changed at the last minute, year 4 instead of year 6, science instead of the Drama lesson planned. Next my half-day in year 3 was cancelled for a fortnight. Although I am perfectly able and willing to take classes at the last minute when it’s necessary I found these changes irritating as they affected the flow of what I was doing with the children. They also seemed unnecessary, and as frustrating for the class teachers as they were for me.

I was feeling rather negative about my role, undervalued and much less effective than I like to be.

I read an article about supply teaching in the TES
. The emphasis seemed to be on surviving as a supply teacher. It seemed to me that there could be more to being an effective supply teacher than mere survival! What about the children?

I realised my values were being compromised by the role I was taking on. 

Jack, our tutor, had describes this as experiencing oneself as a living contradiction.

I was beginning to wonder whether my ideas about supply teachers were vastly different from those of others. I looked at the DFES website and the Value for Money section and read about best practice in using supply teachers. There were some valuable points made about how schools could manage their increasing use of supplies. However, I kept coming back to the fact that I am not doing the managing. My job is to teach the classes I am given whatever the circumstances. But what was I learning? I felt I wasn’t learning much or in a position to do any useful research because I couldn’t easily (due to lack of status) change any of the factors or the barriers to my success.

One Tuesday evening I was talking about this to the group. Jack said that this story could form the basis of my enquiry. I wasn’t convinced that this narrative was valid data. It wasn’t research as I had previously thought of it. I wrote down the question How can I be more effective as supply teacher? Until this point I hadn’t thought that an enquiry into my own narrow role could really be seen as research.

I decided to find out more about Action Research.

Action Research.

The problem with Action Research as a method of educational enquiry for me was that it is research carried out by individuals into their own practice. McNiff J, Lomax P and Whitehead J (1996)
 say that in Action Research the action drives the research and is the motivating force.

I had taken the word Action to mean my professional practice and felt that I wasn’t currently involved in anything of enough interest to research. I wanted to increase the value of what I was doing but felt excluded from the processes that would help me to do so. I wanted to try out my ideas on what was best practice in the use of supply teachers and somehow show an increase in my own effectiveness.

McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead (1996 p8) state that Good professional practice emphasises the action but does not always question the motives for the action. To be Action Research there must be praxis rather than practice. And, Praxis is informed committed action that gives rise to knowledge rather than just successful action. It is informed because other people’s views are taken into account.

 Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000 p 229)
 state that Action research requires people to put assumptions to the test.

As I read this I realised that I had been making assumptions about the nature of an effective supply teacher. These assumptions were based on my own values about the kind of teaching and experiences that children in primary schools have a right to. I was bringing to my role as a supply teacher, a long list of pre-conceptions based not only on my experiences as a class teacher, but also on my experiences as manager. These assumptions were also based on values that were developed in very different schools. Although I still held the same values, I started to question whether the teachers and schools I was now working with shared them. Up until that point I had assumed that my ideas were generally regarded in primary education as ‘good practice’.

Things were starting to fall into place. I had learned that looking very closely at my role and questioning my assumptions was after all, a valid basis for an educational enquiry!

I was also starting to understand the reasons why research in education may need to be approached differently from research in other areas, including the social sciences. Dadds and Hart (2001 p144)
 write about the way educational researchers need to use different methods from the scientific or quantitative methods traditionally thought of as the definitive methods of research The particular views of ‘academic work’ and what counts as ‘research’ that individuals brought to their studies provided a backcloth against which tensions were experienced and individuals formulated a sense of wanting or needing to do things ‘differently’. Dadds and Hart (p145) discuss how individuals on a master’s course build their own research methodology. Both Liz and Linda believed that they would do their most incisive and worthwhile professional thinking if they built their research methodology upon the reflective practices that they already engaged in as teachers rather than trying to borrow the methods of enquiry of social sciences and apply them to their work.

My next steps to building my own research methodology were to think very carefully about what data I would need to collect and then to make a record of the assumptions and values about supply teaching that I held at the beginning of the enquiry.
What data?

My experiences

I needed data about the nature of my job on a day-to-day and week-to-week basis. This would include

· Booking – when, and in which classes I work

· Communication with SMT 

· Communication with class teachers

· Teaching and learning

· Classroom management

I decided that a good way to collect this data would be in the form of a diary. In this way I would have a record of communication with the Deputy Head who books supply teachers, a record of what the class teachers asked me to do with their classes, how the teaching and learning went and how I managed the classes. This diary would form the basis of my narrative when I came to write up my experiences.

Diary / Narrative

Judith Bell
  (1999 p.16) quotes from Dr Janette Gray who states A narrative approach to enquiry is most appropriate when the researcher is interested in portraying intensely personal accounts of personal experience

As the basis for the enquiry was to be a question involving I that is, How can I be more effective as a supply teacher? I knew I needed some data about my own practice and also the conditions and the context for that practice. Bell quotes from Gray
 who states Narratives allow voice - to the researcher, the participants and to cultural groups – and in this sense they can have the ability to develop a decidedly political and powerful edge.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison 
(2000 p165) talk about narrative research in terms of biographical research. They say that in narrative research the emphasis is using the interplay between interviewer and interviewee to actively construct life histories. They point out that when undertaking narrative research validity is an issue and state (p167) Reliability in life history hinges upon the identification of sources of bias and the application of techniques to reduce them.

Dadds and Hart (2001 p175) write about researchers on a similar course to our Methods of Educational Enquiry. They describe it as a short course where practitioner researchers were to be helped to encounter and understand the very wide methodological field open to them. They say

 Some were very excited about the new approaches but expressed nervousness about their validity and respectability as forms of research.

 I could relate to the feelings of these researchers. By using a narrative approach, keeping a diary that tells the story of my working life as supply teacher, I wanted to be able to use my experiences as data. The issue of validity did concern me too, however I felt that this could be partly addressed by the use of the validation group, the other members of the course with whom I would meet regularly and discuss my experiences. Perhaps by explaining the data, the diary, in terms of what I was learning from it, it would become knowledge, or evidence.

The experiences of school staff (class teachers, classroom assistants and management) of using supply teachers.

I needed to decide how I was going to discover if my assumptions were reasonable, if my criteria for an effective supply teacher matched the expectations of the teachers and the other staff I was working with.

I needed to find out how they perceived the role of the supply teacher. I thought I already had an idea of how some staff felt from conversations I had had in the past, but I needed to get a range of opinions and felt I should approach all the staff that were directly involved in children’s learning.

I then began to consider whether I should include office staff and lunchtime supervisory staff in my sample as they too often had contact with supply teachers. I decided that in the first stage of my enquiry I would keep the focus narrow and concentrate on the opinions of classteachers.

Questionnaire and/or interview?

My initial feelings were that an interview or conversation would be most appropriate to discover what teachers really think about using supply teachers and about how effective these supply teachers are. However, given that I am one of only a very few (3-4) regular supply teachers I felt that teachers might find it more easy to be honest (and perhaps tactful) if they were given time on their own to think about the questions I was asking. The school doesn’t appear to have a particularly open culture with regard to classroom practice
and some of the questions I wanted to ask would refer to the way teachers planned lessons and communicated these plans to supply teachers.

In her chapter Negotiating Access, Ethics and the Problems of Inside Research
 Bell (1999) writes about some of the problems that can occur when conducting research in a small institution. In fairness to the participants I wanted to give them time to consider what they were going to say rather than give a quick response or gut reaction.

I felt then that a short questionnaire with open questions as triggers rather than closed or multiple-choice questions might be most appropriate.

Using a questionnaire.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000 p247) state that If a site-specific case study is required then qualitative, less structured, word based and open-ended questionnaires may be more appropriate as they can capture the specificity of a particular situation. Bell (1999 p119) refers to Youngman
 (1986) who lists seven question types. The open question (sometimes referred to as the verbal question) is seen as the most problematic to analyse but nevertheless is used when respondents are to be given the opportunity to give their own views on a subject.Cohen, Manion and Morrison
 (2000 p248) say that The semi-structured questionnaire sets the agenda but does not pre-suppose the nature of the response. 
The teachers’ own views were exactly what I wanted. When I started to think about exactly what sort of questions I might ask the teachers, I realised that one might be Can you tell me about an occasion when you felt a supply teacher was particularly effective? I felt that this might prompt a narrative from the teacher, and that in telling the story the teacher would begin to share her thoughts on what an effective supply teacher was about.

Bell (1999 p193) states that A study of responses to verbal (or open) questions will often provide useful pointers to the types of issues it may be useful to follow up in interviews. These questions are often included on questionnaires to allow respondents to draw attention to anything about which they feel strongly. Referring to such responses is often a way of starting an interview.

I could imagine scanning the responses for recurring themes to follow up in interview or discussion afterwards. Having already stated my own point of view at the beginning of the enquiry (see My Assumptions Based on My Values, below) I thought it might not be so difficult to avoid the temptation to give greater emphasis to statements that supported my own point of view. In fact, in order to compare my assumptions with the values of my colleagues I would need both statements that supported my point of view and statements that were in opposition.

In fact only real, truthful responses would help me answer my question.

I was moving towards some sort of questionnaire that would use a few open questions to tempt respondents to tell me their stories. It also occurred to me that the respondents might keep some sort of diary/ journal of their thoughts in connection with the subject over a short period of time.

Using an interview.

My plan was to follow up any recurrent themes in the responses to the questionnaires by discussing the issues with the respondents. I thought I would also want to focus on any responses that were particularly at odds with my own beliefs about what makes an effective supply teacher in order to understand them better.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison
 (2000 p267) discuss Kvale (1996) who regards an interview as an interchange of views between two or more people on a topic of mutual interest, sees the centrality of human interaction for knowledge production, and emphasises the social situatedness of research data.

Powey and Watts 
(1987) outline some guidelines for the three stages of the interview process. In the third stage, the main interview, they advise that the relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee has a bearing on the quality of the responses. It is worthwhile spending time before the interview ensuring the interviewee is happy to participate and ensuring they understand the purpose of the interview.

Powey and Watts (1987 p134) have identified some general skills that most successful interviewers develop. These include listening skills, remembering and perceptive skills. Remembering. An interviewer may need to retain many ideas to follow later in the interview, or even to save them for the subsequent write up. I felt that this skill in particular might be an important one to develop, as I wanted the interviews to be as natural as possible, as much like a conversation as possible, and consequently did not want to tape record the responses. I knew I would need to take notes but wanted to do so as little as possible so I was able to maintain the amount of eye contact appropriate to a professional dialogue.

I felt that after the interview I would summarise the main points of the dialogue for the interviewee.

                                                                                                                                                                            My own values

The question that formed the basis of my enquiry came out of a realisation that I had made assumptions about what was universally regarded as an effective supply teacher. I realised that I was making judgements on how effective I was, based on lesson observation criteria that I had used in a previous role when monitoring teaching and learning.

These criteria were that –

· The lesson objective should be made clear to pupils at the start of the lesson

· Teacher should briefly state how the lesson followed what came before

· Teaching methods should be appropriate to the children present and a variety of methods used (interactive, visual, auditory, etc)

· Teachers expectations of outcomes of tasks made clear

· Lesson well paced with clear instructions/ guidance about how long pupils have for task

· Tasks should be differentiated according to the needs of the pupils

· Appropriate methods should be adopted in order that E2L children can access the lesson

· Behaviour managed appropriately in line with school policy

· Resources appropriate and accessible to children

· Plenary used, reinforcing objectives and stating next steps.

Obviously a supply teacher would often not have the opportunity to plan their own lesson or even to prepare for a lesson using another teacher’s plans. Some of the other criteria might be outside the supply teacher’s control, including the use of appropriate resources. Nevertheless, my idea of a good lesson was based on the above list and at the start of my enquiry this check list (in my head) helped me towards evaluating the lessons I taught.

The values I hold that underpin these criteria are that  -

· School managers have a responsibility to ensure that teachers are able to meet these criteria. This means that they have adequate resources (including time), training and support to behave as professionals.

· All children have the right to high standards of teaching regardless of age, gender, school intake, their own behaviour, or the level of input and support from their parents.

· Teachers and children have a right to the opportunity to be successful in their day-to-day activities and their learning, and their achievements should be celebrated.

· Teachers and children operate most successfully in physically and emotionally safe environments where they feel supported and valued.

As a supply teacher I had found these values to be compromised and then to be questioned. I was going to carry out an enquiry that would test whether my values, my ideas about how a supply teacher should operate were held in common with other teachers in the school.

What’s been written about supply?

In June 2002 the DFES produced a document as guidance for schools.
 Although they don’t go so far as to outline the features of an effective supply teacher, they do give many examples of how schools can make best use of supply teachers. Having gathered my own data, in the form of my own diary and the narrative provided by the teachers that use supply teachers in the school, I intended to analyse whether the ideas put forward in the document would support the use of supply teachers in the school.

The document contains examples of evaluation proformas for supply teachers to use. Perhaps these would be a useful way for me to gather evidence about how the effective I was being? I decided to trail these proformas for myself in a few sessions.

A paper written by Darla Barlin and Joe Hallgarten at the Institute for Public Policy Research
 quotes from Morrison (1999)
 Substitute teachers have remained largely absent from educational agendas…
Barlin and Hallgarten argue that attention in recent years has focused on teacher shortages, not on the rise in use of supply teachers and that there is a dearth of data and research on the subject of supply teachers.

The paper is mainly concerned with the use of short-term supply teachers and the problems and costs involved in their use. Some of the problems mentioned are the lack of status of supply teachers, the cost of using agency supply teachers and the lack of effectiveness felt by many supply teachers…qualified supply teachers often state that they don’t have the ability to keep control of the classroom, let alone teach in an effective manner. They also state that Further research is needed on the impact of supply teachers on children’s learning and the ethos and climate of schools.

I was hoping that my own educational enquiry How can I be more effective as a supply teacher? would be a step towards understanding what conflicts, if any, there are between the understanding of effectiveness as seen by different groups of teachers.

Ethics

I mentioned Bells chapter Negotiating Access, Ethics and The Problems of Inside Research (1999 chapter 3)
 which helped me to realise that it would be appropriate to give this particular group of teachers questions in a written form with plenty of notice. Bell (1999 p37) also advices that Permission to carry out an investigation must always be sought at an early stage and that a formal written approach outlining your plans is appropriate.

I intended to write to the Headteacher early in the spring term outlining the nature of my educational enquiry and requesting permission to give teaching staff the questionnaire. I would enclose a copy of the questionnaire in the hope of gaining her confidence and trust. 

I also needed to consider issues of confidentiality for the class teachers. One of my ideas in order to involve the Head was to discuss the responses to the questionnaire with her. However, if I planned to do so I would need to inform the class teachers and I felt that this might deter them from giving honest responses; therefore I decided that I would keep the specific responses to the questionnaire to myself (and guarantee anonymity for the class teachers). 

Alongside permission from the headteacher I also needed the support of the class teachers, as it was their opinions and experiences I sought. I decided that I would ask the Head to share my letter requesting permission and the outline of the enquiry with the staff. McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead
 (1996 p35 ) state You need to let all interested parties know what you are doing from the start. Produce a plan from the beginning and make it available for research participants.

Timescale

October/ November 2002     Reading about methods of educational enquiry

                                             Keep diary of supply work and reflections

December 2002                   Trial supply teacher evaluation proformas

                                             Reading about supply

  Contact Joe at IPPR

Jan 2003                              Ask for consent from HT to use questionnaires 

                                            Write questionnaires

March 2003                          Carry out questionnaires    

April   2003                           Interview teachers where appropriate     

May 2003                              Analyse the data    

June/July 2003                      Consider what’s been learned

                                               Write up the enquiry                 
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