Setting up an action research learning team in any educational setting

Shirley Clarke
Establishing the aim of the project

Organisers first need to establish their vision for the impact of the project. Whether my teams are Local Authority-led or cluster group-led, they always want the same outcome: that as many schools as possible will ultimately benefit from the experience of the 30 members of the team in bringing formative assessment into every classroom for every teacher.  It is therefore essential to decide what might be planned for the years following the one-year project. Some possible follow-ups, all of which, naturally, have funding implications, are:

1. The learning team reruns the showcase afternoon (a two-hour session at the end of the project) on a number of occasions to groups of schools to stir up initial interest. The showcase is very powerful in doing this, because teachers hear real teachers talking about real pupils in very honest ways –what worked best, how they developed along the way and so on. The message is always overwhelmingly enthusiastic and inspirational. The displays are reused as a backcloth to any event.

2. A written summary of the impact of the action research is disseminated to all, with both qualitative and quantitative impact (i.e. anecdotal evidence, examples of pupil achievement and test results).
3. Key teachers from the learning team help run new learning teams, using the same model.

4. A new learning team is set up and each member is paired with an old learning team member, acting as a mentor, at best spending some time working alongside the new teacher or the new teacher working alongside the old.

5. Key teachers are observed in their classrooms demonstrating the various aspects of formative assessment.

Current learning team model

Thirty teachers form a team, in pairs from 15 schools, so that teachers have ‘buddies’ throughout the project. They meet me for 3 whole days during a calendar year – in January or February to start it off, in June to provide their first feedback, and in November for their last feedback and the showcase event in the afternoon. The calendar year is deliberate, because in the Autumn term the teachers have a new context or class, so their findings are enriched by the ‘new start’ they make as a result of their learning so far.  With more funding, 4 or 5 days in the year would be ideal, in that there would be more time for the invaluable teacher discussion about the issues involved in their trialling on the days, with other teachers from other schools.  An interim twilight meeting is very supportive, in-between each of the days. Many coordinators also hold a heads’ meeting or introduce the project at a heads’ meeting to ensure that they are aware of the level of commitment needed in being involved in the project.  

Regardless of funding, the number of teachers needs to be a maximum of 30, in order for discussion and feedback to fit into the time frame of a day and to maintain interest and motivation on the days. I have tried with a larger group, with unsatisfactory results. It is very tempting to make the team bigger, assuming this will lead to the development of more experts, but the reverse will be true. 

There needs to be someone who will be able to provide initial input to the team, on day one and two, as described below.  The best person is always someone who was in a previous learning team (see my website for details of current and previous teams: www.shirleyclarke-education.org) or who has a great deal of practical experience of formative assessment and has been evaluated to be sure their practice follows the principles of formative assessment outlined in this book (the practice can be varied, but the principles are set, proven from research). It is very useful to have other key people supporting the team, present on the days and available to make classroom visits.

NB At the end of this account is a very useful list of support mechanisms put in place by Sandra Banks, the Learning Team coordinator of the Hull Team in 2008. 

Overview of the one-year project

Aims

· To form a learning team of teachers as action researchers with an expectation that they will experiment with formative assessment in-between the project days and feed back their findings

· To update teachers on recent, significant research findings which underpin effective formative assessment

· To support teachers in reviewing and modifying existing practices and developing their professional confidence and expertise in the field so that they can eventually lead others as a result of their learning

· To share and celebrate achievement

· Through their feedback details being published on Shirley’s website, to enable a wider range of teachers and pupils to benefit from the learning and impact of the work of the team

-

Details of the Project 

DAY 1 - Presentation of the following aspects of formative assessment:

· an effective learning culture
· learning objectives 

· success criteria
· the importance of talk
This day is mainly input, including discussion, tasks and video if possible.  The whole project is first outlined, then the ultimate aims explained, and, for the rest of the day, current effective strategies used by teachers across the UK for the aspects listed above are shared. These act as a starting point for teachers’ own research. 
Teachers are then asked to experiment with these aspects and feed back their findings on the morning of Day 2.  They are given a task sheet for their action research and some guidelines to focus their learning:  

	Learning Team Action Research Tasks after Day 1

By Day 2:

The ‘growth’ mindset

1. Experiment with the strategies suggested for developing a ‘growth’ mindset with your class/es. Talk to the pupils about it, modifying the elements for your age group.

Involving pupils in pre-planning

2. Before you do any detailed planning, introduce the elements to be covered (knowledge and skills) in a visual form and ask pupils what they already know about those things, what they would like to know and what they would like to be able to do.  Create a visual interactive display to make future learning explicit and use it to show new learning taking place. Do this with one unit of work only to begin with, then move on to another.

Learning objectives

3. In short-term plans separate the learning objective from the context for each lesson and, for knowledge learning objectives, link them with a key skill. Do this in one subject only if this is new, then move to others. Make this separation explicit to pupils when introducing the learning objective (e.g. ‘This is what we are learning and this is how we are going to learn it.’)
Success criteria

4. Plan process success criteria (what they will need to do in order to achieve the learning objective). Start with one subject only and plan with someone if possible. Use web resources if you are not sure.

5. When introducing a learning objective for the first time, pupils must generate the success criteria for maximum effect. Use one of the following techniques, or your own ideas for this to happen:
· Give them a good finished example of the work they will be doing (writing/mathematics/art/PE video, etc.) and ask what features they can see/what the thing consists of.
· Show two contrasting pieces of finished work as above and ask which is best and why. The analysis via talk partners will generate the success criteria, by focusing on what the poorer example could include to be as good as the better example.
· Get them to do one example first (if a repeating exercise or skill for which the finished product does not reveal the success criteria) then tell you what steps they followed or needed to include).
· Ask pupils ‘Can you…?’ If yes, ‘Prove it! What do I have to do first, next and so on?’

· Demonstrate how to create the finished product by doing everything wrong, so that the pupils have to correct you, thus creating the success criteria

6. Have ‘talk partners/learning partners’ as a constant feature of your lessons.  Decide a random choosing technique and which other strategies discussed you want to experiment with, including your own ideas. Share the rationale for the whole thing with pupils and parents, emphasising that partners change every one or two weeks. Create talk-partner success criteria and use these for developing pupil awareness. Remember to avoid questions with ‘hands up’, but instead ask talk partners to discuss.
Remember to: 

· Build on what you are already doing

· Start slowly ...one subject/one lesson at a time

· Talk to each other about what you are doing – compare notes – plan together where possible

· Jot down notes about things you’ve tried out and what happened

· Look for impact on pupils’ learning, the evidence for this and the impact on your teaching

· Think of yourself as an action researcher – these are starting points or ‘ways in’-modify or experiment with your own ideas as you go along.




Interim twilight meeting
Most teams hold interim meetings in order for teachers to get together and share any problems/how they are managing the project, etc. Rather than copying the model of feedback for Day 2, it seems effective instead to: 
1) Ask teachers in talking partners to first share the things they have experienced success at (i.e. positive impact on learning or attitude)
2) After some feedback from the pairs then get the teachers into fours, and
3) Ask them to share any misgivings or problems they are having, with the aim of the members of the group trying to support and suggest strategies for each problem. The group discussions are very powerful for the frank exchange of teachers’ thinking and subsequent practical solutions, and being in a group of four means there are more brains tackling the issues. 
4) Ask for those who want to share their discussions of problems/suggested strategies with the whole team to do this, but emphasise that it is not necessary to do so.  As with pupils, peer assessment is most powerful because there is no ‘expert’ listening in to pass judgment and there can be open and honest exchanges in language they would normally use. 

DAY 2 AM: Feedback and PM: Presentation of remaining aspects of formative assessment.

Morning: teacher feedback
The teachers are organised into five phase groups, the aim being that their discussions will be more useful if they talk to teachers with similar age groups.  

The morning then consists of, for each of the aspects teachers were asked to experiment with, ten-minute focused discussions followed by summary feedback to the team from a member of each group. Teachers are asked to focus their feedback on the impact on the learning and the evidence they had for their claims, rather than too much detail about what they did. For each issue, one teacher is the scribe/spokesperson.  The feedback from each group leads to interesting discussion, and successes and problems are shared and examined (more detail about the organisation of the morning below).
Afternoon: Input
Current effective practice focusing on:

· effective questioning
· quality 
· self/peer assessment 

Teachers are then asked to experiment with these aspects and feed back their findings on the morning of Day 3.  They are given a task sheet for their action research and some guidelines to focus their learning: 


	


Teachers are also asked to start thinking about which area of formative assessment they are most interested in and would like to share findings about for the showcase event on Day 3. 
Finally, teachers are asked to each produce an A1-sized poster for the showcase which will complement their presentation.
Interim twilight meeting to prepare for the SHOWCASE
This meeting is usually held three or four weeks before the showcase and its purpose is mainly to get teachers to commit to the group they will be in for the showcase.  All the aspects of formative assessment need to be covered in the showcase, so the following suggested themes need to be shared:
· Involving pupils in planning

· Learning objectives

· Success criteria

· Questioning

· Talk partners

· Quality and feedback (focusing on peer assessment)

The developing learning culture should be integrated within the themes.

There needs to be no more than six groups, or the organisation of the showcase becomes too difficult and the visitors end up feeling that they have not been to enough groups. There could be fewer groups if there was some combining for instance, or maybe doubling up of popular themes like talk partners.  What matters: there should be no more than six groups and the range of areas must be covered.

At this meeting teachers should be reminded to bring their posters on Day 3.

DAY 3 Feedback and Showcase 

Morning: teacher feedback 9:30–10:45 (tea break 15 min.) and 11:00–Noon

The teachers are organised into five phase groups, the aim being that their discussions will be more useful if they talk to teachers with similar age groups.  As this is the Autumn Term, they will now be with their new year groups/classes so the groups will be a different mix to Day 2. 
The morning then consists of, for each of the aspects teachers were asked to experiment with, 1ten-minute focused discussions followed by summary feedback to the team from a member of each group. Teachers are asked to focus their feedback on the impact on the learning and the evidence they had for their claims, rather than too much detail about what they did. For each issue one teacher is the scribe/spokesperson.  The feedback from each group leads to interesting discussion and successes and problems are shared and examined. 

Teachers are asked to also discuss any new ideas and findings since Day 2, the impact of the project and to summarise the changes in the culture of their classrooms.

Afternoon: The Showcase (the team + max. 70 visitors from local schools)

Time frame:

The morning session ends at 12 noon so that teachers can get into their six showcase groups and set up their display boards and have lunch. The hall is set up for 100 people theatre-style, ready for initial introduction and input.

	1:00
	Visitors begin to arrive for tea and coffee and to look at the displays.



	1:15
	Coordinator’s input: an overview of the different elements of formative assessment and the work of the learning team

	2:15
	Teachers go to their display boards and the visitors distribute themselves evenly between the groups.  The showcase then begins:  the groups present for 20-minutes, then the audience moves round one space in a clockwise direction and they present again.  After a third move and a third presentation, the visitors and Learning Team are asked to return to the centre 100 seats for final comments.

	3:30
	The coordinator asks the visitors to comment on the work of the team, what most struck them, what they are most interested in, etc., and any questions they have are directed to the teachers to answer.  The organisers usually outline plans for the dissemination and planned projects to capitalise on the expertise and confidence of the team members, and ask the visitors for any further suggestions.

	3:45
	The showcase ends


If the project is being run with the entire staff of a single school only

Research shows that enlisting all the staff in a project leads to some feeling coerced and hostile to yet more change.  By far the best approach is to outline the project and ask for volunteers.  A small team embarks on the project, reporting back to the staff at regular intervals.  After a year, the whole staff is usually very willing and eager to take on the project as a school.

Teachers/teaching assistants need to be paired for the project, to provide a ‘talk partner’ to discuss the issues.  

The person who does the input needs to be either an outside speaker, preferably from one of my learning teams current or past, or a teacher skilled at formative assessment. 

Interim meetings are easy to organise and the showcase could be held within the school hall on a closure day.

Alternatively, the project can be run as input and feedback sessions, using three closure days over a year, with no showcase.  However, the showcase does more than present the findings: it focuses the teachers on one aspect in depth and forces them to prepare a short presentation, working together as a small team to organise that presentation.  The thinking involved and the explanation required takes their learning to a deeper level. Teachers are always slightly nervous on the day, but end up being exhilarated and ready to do it again, often complaining that they needed much more time to communicate all they had learnt.

More detail about the organiser’s role, the headteacher’s commitment, the preparation of resources and the showcase day follows.  
Local Authority/organiser’s role

1. Selection
For maximum impact, the following conditions need to be met:
· If not at a single school, the team consists of two teachers from each of 15 schools.  The team can consist of a mix of special, nursery, primary or secondary.  The teachers must be keen and interested in formative assessment and willing to embark on research in their classrooms. It is very important that they are not ‘sent’ because they are weaker teachers who need help.  These teachers are an investment and will be expected to have the ability and confidence to train others after the year is over.  

· The same teachers must be able to commit to all 3 days of the course. As an action research project, it is not suitable for different people to attend the different days.  Each participant should be expected to share his/her findings, within their group, for about five minutes to approximately ten visitors at the final showcase.
2. Headteacher commitment

It seems most effective when headteachers are involved before Day 1 in a discussion about their commitment.  The following points need to be covered:


· The best impact occurs when headteachers have a vision of the place formative assessment will have in their school.  They should themselves be very interested and committed to a learning culture in which formative assessment will thrive.
· Heads need to make the attendance of the two teachers an absolute priority (e.g.  they should not be asked to leave the course early because of a parents’ evening or staff meeting.) Each place on the project is precious and there are usually far more teachers and schools who would like to be involved than there are places available, so that should be taken into account. If a teacher cannot attend Day 1 or 2 due to illness, there is little point in that teacher coming to subsequent days, unfortunately, and neither can that person be replaced by someone who was not at the previous day. As this is an action research project, the continuity is everything.

· Heads sometimes ask the teachers to begin ‘cascade’ INSET as soon as Day 1 is over or at some time within the year, which is unlikely to be effective.  The best approach is instead to ask the teachers to report back their research findings at monthly staff meetings to the school staff, without any expectation of organised staff development.  The usual outcome of this strategy is that teachers become very interested in the findings and want to have a go themselves.  By the end of the year many teachers have already been trying things out themselves and there is a state of readiness for both the school staff and the two teachers to be able to create a school-based learning team.

· Although the teachers already have three days out of school, wherever possible the head should try to give those teachers time to talk together, plan together, etc. Again, this needs to be seen as an investment for future development.
3.  Preparation of resources

· It is worth purchasing a ‘learning journal’ for each teacher.  I usually suggest an A4 hardback exercise book or similar, which enables the teachers to jot all their notes and findings in one place, ready for the feedback sessions.

· Materials need to be photocopied for the teachers ready to be given out on Day 1 along with the learning journal.

· If funding allows, some teams buy each teacher a copy of Shirley’s latest book as a reference throughout the year.

4.  Booking of venues
DAYS 1 and 2

Days 1 and 2 need one room which will hold 30 teachers seated around five tables.  Hotels are predominantly used and occasionally teachers’ centres.  Schools are never used, as the environment is not suitable if the school is in session and there is rarely the appropriate space available or provision for drinks and lunch.  There is, of course, the view that teachers will feel more valued if the venue is of some quality.  If the team consists of a school staff, it would be more acceptable to hold the days in the school, on closure days.

Suggested time frame

	DAY 1
	DAY 2

	  9:30-10:45 Input
	  9:30-10:45  teachers’ feedback

	10:45-11:00 tea/coffee break
	10:45-11:00  tea/coffee break

	11:00-12:30 Input
	11:00 -12:30 teachers’ feedback

	12:30-13:30 Lunch
	12:30-13:30  lunch

	13:30-15:30 Input
	13:30-15:30  Input


DAY 3 Feedback and Showcase: for teams derived from cluster groups or LAs
· Day 3 needs a very big hall to accommodate the showcase. In the morning, the team can work in the hall and move the seats into five circles for the feedback session.  

· For the afternoon, there needs to be theatre-style seating for 100 people (if 70 guests attend) and a large amount of space around the perimeter of the hall for 6 display boards, facing sideways into the room to create sound barriers, or with the back of the display board facing outward so that the group is ‘trapped’ in a corner.  There also need to be 6 small tables, one for each group, for the teachers to put their handouts, laptops, etc, on and finally 12 extra chairs set out in a semi-circle around each display board (another 72 chairs).  

· The bigger the hall, the better the showcase will be.  Beware of letting a hotel tell you the hall seats 150 people so it will be fine.  They mean 150 theatre-style, with very little extra room, which can mean a very small, unsuitable hall. Also, if the visitors have to pick up their seats to move to a group, it is chaotic and time-consuming.

· An alternative approach is to have a hall for 100 people with six break-out rooms (two groups in the hall).  This can be difficult to organise, expensive and result in people spending too long moving between groups.  Any less than six break-out rooms will not work, because two groups in a small room will mean they will disturb each other more than they would in a huge hall. 

· The best scenario is a very big hall with six groups and no more than 70 in the audience.  Apart from the sound and size issues, many of the teachers are, from the outset, anxious about the showcase and are relieved to hear that they will only be presenting to 12 people at a time. Once the showcase is over, and they have presented three times, their increased confidence is tangible and they often say they could easily do it again and maybe to a larger audience.  Don’t try to convince yourself that they are all going to be confident to talk to lots of people.  In my first few learning teams, some teachers actually dropped out by Day 3 because the prospect of talking to 50+ people was so scary.
5. Preparation for the showcase

· Display boards need to be ordered and staple guns, etc, organised for Day 3.
· Fliers need to be sent first to local schools with a ‘first come, first served’ notice.  The event should be billed as a sharing of teachers’ findings as a result of an exciting action research project, or similar.  They tend to be relieved to hear that they are not being held up as experts, but simply sharing their findings. 

· You might want to organise for the whole event to be videoed for wider dissemination.  The use of digital cameras needs to be planned, and any storage of the posters, in case you want to rerun the showcase to ensure a wider audience benefits.

6. Interim twilight sessions
These are detailed above, and are usually held at someone’s school.

7. On the days ...

It is imperative that the organiser is present throughout the three days, to coordinate the project in all ways and to establish a relationship with the team members.  Where other support staff are also present on the days, and if they are able to visit the teachers at any time, this support enriches the project and leads to identification of excellent classrooms and potential leaders in the team.

The scribe for each group produces notes which can be used for writing up on a website or other form of wider dissemination. 

More detail about the teacher feedback sessions

I have found the organisation of the feedback days is key to maximising the impact of the team.  Most teachers come to Day 2 with a combination of success stories and things they have found difficult. It is in their small-group discussions that their successes get shared and passed on, and most problems get sorted out by the group. I believe that there would not be the same rich, frank exchange of ideas in this way if either they thought an ‘expert’ or the coordinator or other judgemental figure were listening to them, or they would have to voice their problems in front of everybody.  If the ‘expert’ is sitting with them, observing or worse, joining in, there will be the same effect as if you were to sit with a group of pupils: they freeze, take a lead from the expert and say what they think you want them to say.  They certainly don’t find it easy to admit any difficulties. 
Here are the ingredients I have found most effective in running the feedback sessions:

The groups

The teachers find it most helpful if their findings are discussed with teachers of similar age groups, so get them into five groups of six people at the most – no more than five groups or the feedback takes too long. Keep the numbers even across the groups so there is a fair chance for everyone to have their say – don’t have three in one group and six in another. If there are fewer than 30 people, have fewer groups with even distribution – again, no more than five groups and as few people as possible in each group.

Itemise the feedback

Write up the points of feedback for all to see – for example:
1) A growth mindset

2) Separating the learning objective from the context

3) Success criteria

4) Talk partners

Underneath this, put the order the groups will be feeding back, so that they don’t feed back in the same order each time, with the last group always saying ‘Everything has already been said….’ I usually do the first round of feedback in age-group order (e.g. Foundation Stage, Y1/2, Y3/4, etc) then for the second issue reverse order, then for the next two issues, random order.  Give the group numbers or letters:

1) A B C D E

2) E D C B A

3) C E A D B

4) D A B C E

Timings

It depends how long you have for the feedback session as to how long can be allowed, so my timings are based on a three-hour session with a 15-minute break.  

Over the three hours, the four issues need to be discussed and feedback shared with a little whole-team discussion when something needs it.  I usually give the groups ten minutes each time to talk, then two minutes for the scribe to read out what they have written to their group, so that the group can modify anything written if they don’t think it says what they wanted to say.  It is a tricky task to be the scribe, so it is important to stress the joint responsibility of helping the scribe write what you want them to write. Then I allow about half an hour for the feedback. 
The half-day session looks like this, with a break in the middle, even if that is in the middle of some feedback:

Coordinator reads out issues to be discussed and reminds group what they mean (should not be necessary, but I always do it!) Then go over exactly how to share findings in those 10 minutes, as described below.

Focus one: 10 minutes’ discussion + 2 minutes going over their notes, then 30 minutes for all the groups to feed back

Focus two: the same, but new scribe/spokesperson

Focus three: the same, but new scribe/spokesperson

Focus 4: the same, but new scribe/spokesperson

 Focusing the discussions

During their ten-minute discussions, the last thing you want is for the teachers to speak one after another around the table saying what happened in their class. This always results in running out of time, too many anecdotes and a focus on what was done rather than the impact on the learning. Instead, ask the teachers to focus their discussions on two things:

What was the impact of this particular aspect on pupils’ learning?

How did you know this was the impact? (i.e. what took place to make you believe this to be true? What evidence did you have?)

I usually demonstrate how this might work (One person says ‘success criteria enabled my pupils to focus and self evaluate’; the scribe writes this down and asks ‘How did you know?’; the teacher describes what made her believe they were more focused, etc; the scribe then asks ‘Did anyone else find the same effect?’; they say, she writes this, sometimes as a tally, then asks, ‘Did anyone find anything different happened?’ and so on).  If many people say the same thing, it needs to be noted for possible significance.  If every group says it, we know it is significant. During the ten minutes, there will be some anecdotes, so it works well to ask for one illustrative anecdote to be selected for each group feedback. The final feedback, therefore, for the whole team for each issue will be five pieces of feedback with five illustrative anecdotes.

After the twelve minutes, ask for the spokesperson/scribe for each group to read out their feedback in turn, stopping to hand over each time to the anecdote teacher, who will tell it to the whole team. The coordinator needs to interject if something needs to be said. My comments are usually words of admiration, surprise if it is an unexpected finding, or questioning if it sounds as if we are moving away from the essence and ethos of formative assessment in some way.

Keeping a record

So much rich and interesting feedback is given each time, it seems prudent to capture it for future reference/dissemination.  Ask for the scribe’s notes to be handed in after each round of feedback, with the year group and the issue written on the top. The anecdotes are not usually included in the notes, so get someone in advance to scribe the anecdotes as they happen, then you have more complete written feedback.  I then take all these notes and write them up for my website, for all to access. Similar action can be taken within a school or authority.
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