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1. Initial Ideas process: 
I wanted to ensure I had a relevant and useful project to research that could make a real difference to my 
teaching practice. I thought of some initial ideas, and researched the relevance by discussing matters with 
my tutor to ensure these ideas were leading me on a successful path, and was the right sort of things to be 
researching, as I had never done this kind of work before.  
 
Overview of key points raised in action research discussion: 
 
 
2/7/14 
 
Idea 1: How can teachers ensure less able/ less motivated students do not get left behind in the adult education environment? 

Idea 2: How can teachers help adult dyslexic students have a less frustrating educational experience? 
 

My tutor replied, highlighting some valid points: 
 
(Edited by Judith McKeon - original submission Wednesday, 2 July 2014, 04:39 PM)  
Both ideas are good but you need to think practically and logistically about what you can actually achieve in your timescale. 
First of all, do you have evidence that less able students are getting left behind?   
Otherwise how will you measure your results?  
You would need to show that it was a problem and then show that changes you had made were actually making a difference.   
I think it may be too broad a topic for a small AR project. 
 
With the second idea, you would again need to have more evidence that dyslexia was causing frustrations and then come up with some changes where  
dyslexic students were happier with the input. I believe it is more manageable and could be an exciting project. You could survey your dyslexic students  
and find out what caused them most frustrations and then work with that, identifying the issues and making small changes, then testing out with them. 
 
 

I decided to ask some colleagues and family about these two ideas as well, as the points my tutor made 
were valid and highlighted the fact I would struggle to evidence these problems in a quantitative scale. I 
chose from a practical teaching point of view, from my colleague at college who knows the course 
limitations extremely well, and also chatted to my Husband as a sounding board for some new ideas. I 
found the practicalities of my initial ideas may not be accomplishable in the time scale and budget 
limitations of a non-government funded Further Education course. I had a new idea, which I then sent to 
my tutor once more to gain an expert opinion on the logistics of this new plan, relevant conversation 
highlights, shown below  

 
  

 
 
13/7/14 
The idea is: 
 
Problem: Lack of communication with student's sponsors/ employers for the first year day release ophthalmic dispensing course leads to apathy in how the  
students are doing, and means less support. I can be a witness to this as I was a student on this course 12 months ago, and also have peers and current  
students who would state the same. This has happened due to lack of staff time, and being stretched to maximum hours. 
 
Way to evidence: witness testimonial from past students, and a simple survey to employers on satisfaction on communication. 
 
Proposed solution: I will take over as the course manager for the first year day release students next academic year, and could put in place better  
communication systems, such as use of college monitoring system 'pro monitor', find an education friendly web based app to give simple and direct  
prompts to students, and email employers once a month to keep them up to date and make sure the student is supported from both sides. 

 

 

http://www.mklc-moodle.co.uk/moodle/user/view.php?id=3&course=59


My tutor then replied back, consolidating my idea; 
 
(Edited by Judith McKeon - original submission Sunday, 13 July 2014, 04:31 PM) 
That all sounds very feasible and also an interesting project.  I can also see that it would make a difference.   
You can provide evidence of the problem and also show a way forward by testing the idea on others.  I think you should definitely go for this. 

  

 
The discussions evidenced above that I held with my tutor, combined with talking things through with 
work colleagues and my husband, has helped me decide on the problem area I wish to research and 
explore further. The content is summarised below: 
 
 
 
 
Action Research topic: For a vocational, day release course, where the learner is in full time employment, 
does additional communication between the teacher/ learner/ employer improve student learning & 
engagement?. My reasons for this particular area of research is in hope to better the student engagement 
in the course by re-enforcing study habits through communicating, while utilizing some innovative ideas 
to drive forward the future success of our students, and embed study skills for the duration of this 3 year 
course. I feel I will benefit from this project, as I will be teaching to more engaged students, should my 
action research implementation prove successful. 
 
The projected use of Action Research will be particularly appropriate for this study is the reflective and 
fluid nature of the whole process. I can explore an idea which is affecting me and my students, plan for 
how I shall investigate the very nature of the issue, implement my plans into a live experiment whist 
observing the unfolding of events, and then follow on to analyse the data I collect from this research. Once 
the data is analysed, I can then reflect and adapt how I can continue to improve the research project, in a 
cyclic method (Plan, Act, Observe, Reflect), so as to provide a first class piece of scientific evidence to how I 
can holistically approach maintaining best practice with my teaching. If change and intervention is 
required, the action research cycle allows me to re-evaluate and implement new unforeseen strategies as I 
embark upon the journey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.mklc-moodle.co.uk/moodle/user/view.php?id=3&course=59


2. Literature 
 
I found through research on the Internet that very few other studies on communication in vocational 
education including the employer have been conducted. Not many of these researches were solely on the 
actual effect of communication on the studies, and oft was a subsection of a wider study. 
Some relevant studies that Susan Imel referred to: 
 
Lack of communication between vocational educators and employers has resulted in the failure of 
employers to hire vocational graduates as well as the failure of vocational educators to develop 
appropriate training programs. (Imel, 1989) 
 
What Employers Say about Vocational Education in South Carolina" made a number of recommendations 
for vocational education: 
‘More communication and closer collaboration between business/industry and education (Imel, 1989) 

This study was conducted over 15 years ago, so I still feel my action research will provide some up to date 
information, which I can use to drive forward our way of communication as educators. 
 
I also found other semi-relevant pieces of literature. The pieces I found relate to under 18 year old 
students, but still has some important points, showing there is a need for a better educator/ employer 
relationship: 
 
There are undoubtedly barriers to effective collaboration between employers and education, and the Edge 
Foundation (2007), 
The National Education Business Partnership and Business in the Community are also collaborating on 
research to support a campaign to develop employer involvement in education, and highlight the need to 
improve the flow of information between education and employers. (Edward; Weedon; Riddell, 2008) 
 
The two worlds of education and employment are mutually dependent: the employers need a supply of 
people with the right skills, and schools, colleges and universities need a supply of placements and 
apprenticeships to ensure that their learners have a good chance of employment. Employers clarify their 
expectations of educators, and the skills required of prospective employees; educationalists adapt their 
provision to better fit those expectations and worry about the quality of placements and the supply of 
apprenticeship places. Each needs the other, and it is important that they continue to collaborate. 
(Edward; Weedon; Riddell, 2008) 
 
These pieces of past observation, shows there is still a strong need for proof of improvement with better 
communication, for the triangle of the educator, the learner, and the employer in order to have a more 
supported learning experience, to get ‘everyone on board’, so to speak. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
3. Plan for Action 
 
I have decided on the subject I wish to research, so I will now plan for how and when the data shall be 
collected, including ethical considerations while conducting the research. 
As I am the course manager for the day release first years, my research shall be with them.  
 
On September 9th 2014, I will induct them to the college and course. I shall use this time to take the full 
details of the employer names, emails and phone numbers. I will find out, which students are self-funded, 
and which are sponsored. The sponsored students will be made aware that the employer is entitled to 
know any details on attendance and results of coursework and examinations. The self-funded students will 
need to declare if they wish the employers to know or not. 
 
I will now check with my college if I need any further approval with my current plans. 
Emailed Deputy Director at City and Islington Centre For Applied Science, and visiting him next week to 
discuss these matters.  
No issues have arisen, as long as Data Protection Act of 1998 is fully upheld. 
 
On Thursday mornings, I have 1-hour course manager remission time, where I shall contact the employer 
with a letter, briefing their responsibilities to the student for all first year day release students who are 
sponsored, or have declared to have the information shared. I have asked them to respond to me via email, 
so I know they have received my post, and are engaged. 
 
 
4. Method I will use to collect data 
 
The first method I will use is quantitative, looking at the numbers of employer respondents to my letter. 
This will give some statistics to what percentage of employers are engaging with me. 
I also intend to use quantitative methods of data collection to compare this year groups OL exam results, 
with last years OL exam results of the equivalent. I will use this method because I wish to have a holistic 
view; i.e. look at the whole group, with regards to how many failed, and passed. 
I can then combine these two pieces of numerical data to discover if the students with responsive 
employers perform better in this particular examination. This method will work very well, as I can 
produce some solid statistics, which can be easily compared. 
 
 I also intend to use a qualitative method of data collection, by observing specific cases of individual 
communication with a couple of students who I prompted, and the direct affects on students learning. This 
method, once analysed, will give a more detailed insight to how communication affects students learning. 
It will be of use to find some qualitative results, to gain a more personal and event specific view.  
I chose not to conduct interviews, as the students and employers have no comparison to draw from, to 
state whether this year’s communication has had any effect. This in fact will be true for any subjective 
methods of data collection. 
 
Once all data are collected, I will analyse and reflect on the results and see if any conclusion can be drawn, 
or if another question arises. 
 
 
 
 



 
5. Action Research Data Collection 
 
55 of these letters were sent to student’s employers: 
 

 
 
 
I had email replies from 11 supervisors out of 55.  
 

 
 
From the 11 students (in blue) with employers who were responsive to the letter, 6 students passed, and 5 
failed. 
Last year cohort’s OL results to compare with: 
 
Quantitive study: 
 
Last year 
60 students 
9 failed 
66% average score 
 

 
 

 
 
 

22.10.14	
	
Dear	Sir/	Madam,	
	
I	am	writing	to	introduce	myself	as	the	Course	Manager	for	our	first	year	part-time	
students	here	at	City	&	Islington	College.	
My	name	is	Catherine	Kimpton	and	I	am	a	part-time	lecturer	(Tuesdays	and	
Wednesdays),	and	also	a	part-time	Dispensing	Optician	in	a	Northampton	practice.	
		
You	have	chosen	to	supervise	a	student,	and	I	am	sure	you	are	aware	this	is	a	very	
important	role.	I	hope	we	can	work	together	to	ensure	support	for	our	students,	over	the	
next	3	years.	
	
You	will,	of	course,	be	responsible	for	all	dispensing	work	the	student	undertakes,	and	it	
is	suggested	to	also	take	aside	an	hour	a	week	to	sit	down	and	discuss	anything	the	
student	may	need	help	with,	or	any	portfolio	work	which	needs	checking	and	signing	off.	
Students	will	require	help	practicing	practical	tasks,	and	may	even	need	time	off	for	
examination	preparation.	
	
ABDO	have	printed	a	new	guideline	for	supervisors,	which	I	have	included	in	this	pack,	
for	you	to	read	through.	Your	student	will	also	have	a	version	for	themselves.	
	
If	I	could	please	ask	you	to	email	me	on	the	below	address,	so	I	have	your	email	address	
in	my	contacts	list	should	any	important	communication	be	necessary.	Please	do	also	
email	me	if	you	have	any	questions	or	queries,	and	I	shall	do	my	very	best	to	help.		
	
Kind	Regards,	
	
	
	
Catherine	Kimpton	FBDO	
Lecturer	in	Optics	&	Course	Manager	for	DOD1	
	
The	Centre	for	Applied	Science,	City	&	Islington	College,		
The	Angel,	311-321	Goswell	Road,	EC1V	7DD,	0207	520	7489	
	
Catherine.kimpton@candi.ac.uk	

Employer Letter Response 

Responded

Didn’t respond 



This year 
55 students 
18 failed 
50% average score 
 

 
 

 
 
Qualatitive Data results: 
 
Observation of 2 students with poor attendance:  
 
2 students were showing extremely poor attendance; so I stepped in and tried to call/ email them. When I 
received no answer, I emailed their supervisors. The supervisors had a word with them, explained they 
need to attend, and asked them if any issues were preventing them from attending. 
 
The first student, started attending again, her supervisor offered to help her, but there were only a few 
weeks left until exams. This was too little, too late, and she still failed. A relative had died and this had an 
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effect on the student. Instead of telling us, she admitted she had buried her head in the sand and stopped 
attending. 
 
The second student was resitting the year, due to failing last year. It was conditional on 80% attendance 
and letting us know of any absence. He did not stick to this, and I spoke with his boss on 3 occasions who 
promised me each time that the student would improve and would start attending. The student’s boss was 
very cross and told him if he didn’t start attending, he would be fired. He did not turn up to the exam. I 
emailed the boss to ask if any issues we need to be aware of, and he has not replied to me. 
 
 
Analysis 
 
We can analyse this data, by looking at the figures in qualitative, and the facts in the quantitative to 
discover some key points. The response to my letter being only 11/55, highlights that employers may 
want to place their students in with us, have nothing to do with it, and then we deliver the student fully 
qualified, with as little effort from them as possible. It may take many years of persistence to change this 
stance. This letter will hopefully initiate communication between college/ employer/ student, and give the 
student and work place more support.  
It is possible that the letter may not have made it’s way into the employers hands, or if they threw it away 
as junk mail, or perhaps it was bad timing, and they put it to one side to sort out later, and that never got 
done! Moving forward, I should have had a strategy to back up the letter, by email or with a phone call to 
emphasise the importance of student support. 
Analysing the figures I have produced, both qualitative and quantitative, I can clearly see that the 
communication to the employers has not had any effect on the students’ success! Communication appears 
to have had no effect on the students learning, from the data, which has been presented above, as we 
cannot see any improvement on student’s grades from last year. Actually, the data shows the failures to be 
even higher! 
I found quantitative data to be an excellent method of data collection. There is no space to argue with 
statistics, providing it is conducted in a fair and reliable way, and properly thought through. I enjoyed 
providing the statistics, and creating the visuals, which clarified my findings. 
I found qualitative data to be a little harder to interpret, and is a little more subjective. For this reason, I 
tried to be very objective, and only state facts, without mixing in emotion and personal opinion. It was 
useful to have these finer details, to support the facts from earlier findings. 
I would agree that a mixture of each of these methods provides a more reliable outcome, as you get solid 
statistics, and some specific individual, details too. Each method, in effect, checks the other method. If you 
get the same conclusion, you have twice as much evidence to show that your action research has 
successfully backed up. 
 
 
Conclusions drawn from results 
 
I can conclude that for a vocational, day release course, where the learner is in full time employment 
communication between the teacher/ learner/ employers does not improve student learning or 
engagement.  
This was not the result I was expecting at all. I thought communication with the employer would definitely 
support the students more, and they would have more chance at success.  
It appears that success solely lies in the student’s hands, and they have to put the effort and time in to this 
sort of course to gain a pass. 
 



I am pleased that I have tried my absolute best to engage employers, and hopefully they will think our 
establishment more organised, but overall, it has just made a lot more work for the teacher, and very little 
reward/ success has been noted. 
There were a few variables, which may have meant the results were not as fair as they could have been, 
and could be improved on when researching this area:  
 

o There was a different lecturer marking last year’s cohort, and I marked this year. Perhaps I am a 
stricter marker? This would have been difficult to standardise, as the lecturer last year has left 
for maternity purposes, and we could not find her marking scheme. I could however, compare a 
different module, from a lecturer who marked both this year, and last year’s cohort. I will look 
at that next. 
 

o This year, examinations were taken in January after the 3-week holidays, where as last year, the 
exam was taken before the holidays, meaning the students had the knowledge fresh in their 
heads. I did not appreciate that it would make such a difference, as they had the same teaching, 
and revision classes, and the 3 weeks could have had a positive result for some students who 
were very diligent in their holidays, and kept studying for longer. This could explain the massive 
difference in students’ marks. Also, some students will have worked over the holidays, and 
some will have been off work. 

 
I spoke about these concerns with a more experienced lecturer, and he said it could just be that it is a 
different group of students, and it is natural variances. I will be interested to compare a different module 
to see if the cohort is just a weaker batch, or if it was one of my possibilities stated above, which I shall do 
independently once the other lecturers have completed their marking.  
 
I have received a recommendation that key grades could be based on a median grade, so the same 
amounts of passes are given each year. I will bring this up at our meeting, and see what other teachers 
think and if any restrictions would stop us from that method. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. How effective has the Action Research been, and how I can plan for my skills to improve? 

I think my Action Research skills are partially effective, and I have learnt greatly from this module. There 
are some things I could brush up on, and if I were to conduct this research again, I would eliminate the 
variables mentioned in the conclusion, with regards to the same person to be marking each year group’s 
compared qualitative data, and the examinations to have taken place at the same time in the term. Or 
perhaps if time was allowing, I could conduct the research over many years, and see how the statistics 
change, and the data will become more reliable and effective. 



I think I can improve my action research skills by studying methods of data collection more closely, and 
learn how to analyze more thoroughly. Also, as I become more experienced, I will get better at Action 
Research. This was the first attempt at action research, so I think that I have shown potential for becoming 
a great researcher. I showed strengths in my initial ideas, and particularly enjoyed concluding how things 
could have been improved, and what parts may have skewed the results. The weaknesses that showed, 
was on pre-empting issues in the planning. Afterwards, it was much easier to see where it went wrong. I 
think this is again, pure inexperience.  

Overall, it was fascinating to discover student/ employer behavior, and I found analyzing the variables 
very interesting and thought provoking. 
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