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Introduction 
Action research should be an ongoing process for giving understanding of what 
may or may not work in any part of our teaching.  Kurt Lewin is credited as the 
person who came up with the term, developing his methodology for his own 
work.  This methodology gives a systematic approach to introducing new ideas 
into teaching and learning.  It is methodical and reflective and an ongoing 
process. 
 
The basic cycle involves:-   
 Identifying a general or initial idea 
It would seem to be impossible to do research without having some idea of what 
you were wanting to know more about 
 
 Fact finding or reconnaissance 
Once you have your idea, you can then look for information about it 
 
 Planning 
Start looking at how you are going to approach your subject, with all the 
information you have 
 
 Taking first action step 
Putting your own thoughts and ideas together 
 
 Evaluating 
Reflecting upon whether your ideas work or if they need some more thought 
 
 Amending plan 
Making any changes or improvements by following the cycle again to see if they 
will work or not 
 
This cycle is also a learning process where we can reflect on how we are acting 
and what we are finding out.  It will give us more knowledge and should improve 
our practice. 
 
This model works for any type of research as it has a structure to follow.  Once 
you have the subject you want to research, start finding out information about 
that subject.  After that, you can plan the approach you want to take, then put 
your ideas together.   
 
In simpler terms, plan, act, observe, reflect sums it up (Carr & Kemmis, 1986).  
This cycle works well for research because it follows the same basic plan for our 
lessons.  Once we have the plan in place, we can carry it out.  We have to wait 
and see how it will work, because it depends on others reactions.  Once we have 
those reactions, we can think about where to go and what to do next. 
 
The Carr & Kemis model seems to be the easier to follow, simply because it is 



 

 

quite basic.  We need to have a plan beforehand, or we won’t know what we 
want to find out.  In comparison, the Lewin model seems to be a bulkier less 
streamlined version, as it is always easier to improve on something that is 
already there. 
 
By following the model, we should be finding out what is working or not, within 
our research are.  The research may show completely different results to what is 
expected, which could set off a whole new area to be looked into. 
 

The Problem 
The Business Bureau has been put in place specifically for students to carry out 
work relating to their NVQ qualification at level 1.  It needs a manager with the 
skills to deal with students, teachers and anybody else coming into the office.  
The students should be carrying out all the work, with direction and help from the 
manager.  Other teachers should not be coming in and bringing other students 
from their own classes to carry out work, nor should they be carrying out work 
themselves.  There are only three teachers whose students are working in the 
bureau, so no other teachers should be in there unless they are bringing in work.  
This has caused problems and will probably carry on doing so for the foreseeable 
future. 
 
Since the bureau offers a service carried out by students, some teachers prefer 
to do the work themselves.  Others prefer the students as they are unable to use 
the equipment themselves.  We have had a problem with teachers expecting 
work to be carried out within an unrealistic timeframe.  There was also one 
instance of a student’s work being misplaced, and there is no satisfactory system 
for having a good overview of what is happening there. 
 
The main problem seemed to be that they were being given the same type of 
work all the time.  If you sat at the back of the room, you would be overlooked.  If 
you did not almost pester the manager, she would never have time to answer 
your query, or check your work.  The procedures within the office are very time 
consuming for one person to deal with - all work has to be checked by the 
manager before it can be deemed complete.  There was almost a hint of 
favouritism, as if a student was good at something in particular, they would get 
given any similar work.  The slower or less demanding students were left to 
themselves.  This did build up a good team spirit, as they tended to ask others for 
help, but it was nevertheless not a structured system controlled by staff. 
 
Some of the students also worked on projects with confidential information.  They 
had access to students’ personal details, as they were updating information.  The 
manager had to think about the students she allowed to do this particular work, 
as it needed to be completed within one day.  Once completed, she had to make 
sure the information was emailed back to her and all the files deleted.  The 
students were not allowed to keep a copy of this work for their own evidence.  



 

 

Although all the students know about confidentiality, the computers are set out on 
desks where it is possible to see what the person next to you is doing.  We think 
the students concentrate on what they are doing and have no interest in what is 
going on around them, but they do sometimes have access to some confidential 
information.  Since this is usually addressees only, it is probably not of much 
interest, however, we still need to keep our procedures in place. 
 
At the conclusion of my research, I discovered most of what I was expecting to 
find.  After discussion with my colleagues who also have groups working in the 
bureau, we have decided to put a plan in place for next year.  This should make it 
clearer for the manager to know what she should be doing and allowing.  This 
year she has been spending a lot of time on her own personal development, 
having training or observation visits, when she should be supervising students.  
We need to have her managing the office, or the whole structure for the 
programme will collapse.  If she is going to be doing other things, then there 
needs to be some thought as to when she can be away from her post and what 
cover can be supplied.   
 
There is also the need for some new equipment, to bring the bureau up to date.  
At the moment, we are looking at saving money, so it is difficult to see how this 
translates into providing the service we would like for our students. 
 
Our office manager started off in the job full of ideas and enthusiasm.  This lasted 
for a year, but has since evaporated.  At the moment, she is taking no 
responsibility for the lack of work for the students and has only taken haphazard 
steps to try and keep her records up to date.  If the system is not improved next 
year, the course will not work and it could be cut.  We think this is a good course 
to prepare students for work, so would not want to see it disappear.  In the new 
year, we will have a lot of changes taking place, so we need to be prepared 
before the students have to do their practical work.  The best way would be for 
everybody concerned to have a meeting to discuss the changes and the action 
needed.  However, the manager seems to get tied up in minor details and not 
able to get her head around change, so it may be better to just work out a plan 
for her.  There will need to be change anyway, not only working to new 
standards, but also with our new structure within the college. 
 
 

Methodology 
In my research, the students filled in a questionnaire, but I also spoke to some of 
them.  Most common is participant observation but it is also very demanding.  
The researcher needs to become involved in the context being observed.  This is 
usually over a period of time and the researcher needs to become accepted as a 
natural part of the culture.  In this way there is the assurance that the 
observations are natural phenomenon. 
 



 

 

Direct observation differs from participant by being more detached.  They try to 
be as unobtrusive as possible, so watching rather than taking part.  Since it is 
more removed, it can involve using videotape or observing through one-way 
mirrors.  It tends to sample situations or people and not take as long. 
 
Unstructured interviewing involves direct interaction between researcher and 
person.  The interviewer may initially guide the questioning but there is no set 
structure.  The interview can then go off in any direction, so is useful to explore a 
topic broadly.   
 
Participant observation is the most time intensive and could be used for factual 
television programmes, books or any research requiring in-depth knowledge.  It 
would take planning and resources to get any results, not to mention patience.  
Direct observation is easier to conduct as it does not require so much time or 
planning.  It could be done as ‘fly on the wall’ and get a number of observations 
quite quickly.  Our assessments of assessors tend to be carried out in this 
manner, although we have no need to use videotape, just old fashioned 
observation. 
 
Unstructured interviewing could easily turn into a conversation with no relevance 
to the subject is the researcher was not careful.  It would be very easy to veer off 
the subject, or move on to something else just following the general flow of 
conversation.  This could be a helpful way of getting loads of information, but it 
would be quite difficult to evaluate or analyse it.  To be able to do that, you would 
need to have a similar conversation with all other interviewees and that might not 
be possible. 
 
I had never thought of case studies as being research, although we use them in 
a lot of our training sessions.  They are a good way of getting information across 
because there is a specific example.  We can use them in the classroom to make 
a point or use as study material.  They are real life situations, so have an impact, 
whilst normally being short enough to read quickly and at one’s own pace.  When 
looking at case studies, they often only give the main details of a situation, so it 
can be difficult to make judgements as you are not in possession of all the facts.  
Getting the information for the case studies takes a lot of research and the same 
information can be used by any number of organisations.  Any particularly good 
research can be used for years, but it can also get out of date, but still be used 
as it still has an impact.  
 
There are also variables which can use the data collected to give quantitative 
and qualitative results.  Quantitative information could be in age, days, amounts, 
money spent and the data is numerical.  If the information generates non-
numerical data, such as a nationality, the information then becomes qualitative. 
 
The most popular type of questionnaire at the moment seem to be those that ask 
for quality ratings.  We are asked to rate a service on a scale  with strongly 



 

 

agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree.  Quite often, the questions do not fit 
the ratings offered, so putting a circle round a number becomes a ‘that will do’ 
exercise‘.  They are possibly more popular because they just require the 
participant to tick a box.  If there is a comment box also on the form, a lot of 
people will not bother to fill it in.  They may  be unable to think of what to say, or 
have nothing further to add. 
 
In my own research, I needed to find out how many students had used what 
pieces of office equipment.  It seemed to me that they were either using the 
computer, for work or otherwise, or just chatting.  In some cases, they were so 
bored, they were not attending class.  It is not always easy to judge by what you 
see, but the students needed to get evidence for their portfolios.  I had to ask if 
they had used every piece of equipment and how often.  The information was 
then added up to give totals of who had used the equipment enough and who 
needed more practice.  The information had to be given to the bureau manager 
on a named student basis.  I made a spreadsheet with all the names, so that she 
could see who needed more practice and could either date or tick the box when 
they were getting it.  As a completion to this, I will need to check that all students 
have had the experience they need, using the completed spreadsheet.  Even 
when I get this information, I will be organising the data into how many times 
students have used the binder, for example, and then do a summary.  I will also 
need to an analysis of all the variables involved, to see what improvements need 
to be made.  There were a number of reasons for the work not coming in, ranging 
from not enough publicity, to the general uncertainty with all the changes going 
on in the college.   
 
We are all given so many different types of questionnaires about almost every 
part of our lives.  Market research is vital but we do not always want to give out 
personal information to strangers.  Being asked for a date of birth, when in a 
supermarket and thinking of changing your energy provider, seems rather 
invasive.  There seem to be too many opportunities for people to get our 
personal details, with only their word that they will not be handed on.   
 
We have had a number of surveys in the college recently, asking our opinions on 
the service provided.  These are all sent to us via email and if we ignore them, 
we are reminded until we complete them.  Most of these only ask questions of 
the strongly agree/disagree category, but some asked more personal 
information.  One recent update for information for HR asked our sexual 
orientation and religion.  Since neither of these affect the way I carry out my job, I 
fail to see the relevance and nor is it any of their business.  It has also been 
noted that on enrolment forms, students are given ‘prefer not to say’ option for 
sexual orientation.  A lot of students feel it is their own business, regardless of 
what nationality or orientation they are, so answer accordingly. 
 
When taking part in any research, I would prefer not to have my name at the top 
of the page.  At this stage, any of the surveys we are ‘invited’ to take part in may 



 

 

have repercussions on our jobs in the future.  We would not want to be known as 
the person that said they would not pay for car parking, when charges are bound 
to come in.  Whatever is happening in the college, rumours always go round and 
there is usually enough information to tell who the person is.   
 
I have asked students to carry out research on other students and teachers 
within the college.  There are always issues with the information we can ask and 
how we are going to deal with it.  We were going to get students to plan an event, 
inviting both students and teachers.  This ran into difficulties when we were 
unable to access addresses.  It was decided that the teachers would ask the 
students if we could telephone them, so we were able to contact most of them. 
 
With my own research, I did not need personal information from students as it 
was immaterial.  I did explain what I needed the information for, so most had 
comments to add.  There was no space on the questionnaire for the comments, 
but the information I was getting was adding to what I needed to know.  The 
business bureau manager did not see the results as any reflection on her, rather 
just the lack of work coming in.  The results of my findings were passed on to the 
other teacher whose students are also using the business bureau, as she was 
having similar problems.  Our managers also had to be involved, as the whole 
system for giving the students the work they need was not working.  They only 
wanted to know the bottom line verbally, so no written report was given to them.   
 
The current data protection legislation is in place to give the confidence that our 
personal details are being handled properly.  Data that has been collected for 
research can have exemptions such as personal data being able to be re-
processed.  This means de-personalised data can be kept indefinitely as it is 
exempt from the Data Protection Act.  
 
Where research is published, permission is needed from the participant before 
any confidential information can be used.  This is a safeguard for people who are 
involved in research, but do not want their comments or details to be attributed to 
them.  Depending on the type of research, this should give some peace of mind 
to participants.  Some may not want details of their medical problems to be 
published unless it could be used sensitively.  In research for local councils, other 
problems may arise.  When completing questionnaires, there may be other 
issues arising that need to also be addressed.  If permission is obtained, then 
personal details can be handed on to the council, but are only to be used to with 
reference to this particular problem.  In some cases, we would prefer to be 
anonymous, for fear of repercussions.  This is not in the spirit of keeping 
research information confidential and safe, but if it is what people think, then their 
wishes count.   
 
 
 
 



 

 

The Data 
The purpose of the questions in the survey was to find out which students had 
been given the opportunity to use all the office equipment.  They all needed to 
have enough working knowledge of each piece of equipment to feel confident 
they could get a job.  As a separate part of the information asked, I was also 
trying to find out if students had been given a variety of documents to type and 
carried out reception duty.  This was to enable some students to do different 
units for their NVQ portfolios, or else every student would be producing very 
similar evidence. 
 
I needed to find out how many students had used each piece of equipment, but 
also find out the names of those who needed more experience.  Once I knew 
where the gaps were, I had to make up a spreadsheet of names and equipment 
and update it.  A copy of the spreadsheet was given to the office manager, so 
she could see which students needed experience on what equipment.  Once she 
had that information, she could then hand out the work accordingly and update 
her spreadsheet.  It was important that the spreadsheet was updated at the time, 
and boxes ticked, or else she would still not be able to keep track accurately. 
 
As part of her brief, the office manager ensures all the students record each task 
they carry out.  Every job is given a number and written in a folder.  If the 
students forgot to write the job in, then it was never recorded.  They were able to 
go back and write work in at the end of a day, but it was left to the students to 
remember to do this.  Most students did this as a matter of course, as they know 
record keeping is important.  They also wanted to keep a record of all the work 
they had carried out, as it could be used as evidence for them. 
 
The questionnaire asks each student which piece of office equipment they have 
used, listing each one in the office.  They were also asked if they had used each 
piece many times or not often.  This was to ascertain whether or not they had 
used the equipment to do work, or had just been taught the basics on how to use 
it.  It was assumed the students would all have used every piece of equipment at 
least once, but some had only been trained once and had never had the chance 
to use do anything on their own.   
 
I also needed to know how competent they were on the photocopier, so asked if 
they had produced single sided, double sided and stapled copies.  Everybody 
had been able to do single sided copies, although some said they had not done 
so often.   
 
To be able to get experience of administration tasks, they also had a reception 
rota, post and work delivery rota and filing, including archiving portfolios.  Some 
students were doing ‘Dealing with Visitors’ as one of their units, so needed to be 
on reception.  Other students did not want to stay on reception as they preferred 
doing more of the computer work.  In the survey, I found that some students had 
not carried out reception duty, although they had been on a rota to do so.   



 

 

 
The filing and delivery of post tasks did not cover any evidence needed for the 
optional units, so were just to give the students variety.  Most students had 
carried out these tasks, although the filing opportunities were limited.  There 
seemed to be no reason for this, apart from the fact that there were a number of 
files that needed to be gutted.  The other portfolios that were in the cabinets all 
had to be filed alphabetically in our archive room.  Once the job was finished, 
there was no more filing.  
 
When the files were being archived, we discovered our records had not been 
very accurate to start with.  However, it was the information the students were 
working from that was inaccurate, so the office manager had to be informed.  
Although we were working from lists of names from our system, the office 
manager was not always picking up on spelling mistakes as she had too much 
data to deal with and also the names were unfamiliar to her.  This made the task 
take longer than it should have, but it also gave the students more chance to look 
carefully at names, then query if there were discrepancies.   
 
Two of the requirements in the word processing unit were to use a template and 
add information to a table.  The office manager was not able to give the students 
work that covered these as most of the tasks they were carrying out were just 
typing pages of text.  The office manager had to be told who needed to cover 
these requirements and what work they could carry out to do so.  Although the 
office manager has excellent computer skills herself, and is a very good teacher, 
she had too many students coming into the Bureau and was not given good 
records to work from.  She was given a list of the students who had completed 
the work they needed to do, with spaces for ticks against those that still needed 
to do so.  We had a meeting to discuss what was needed and how the 
spreadsheet should work to help her keep track of everything.  The spreadsheet 
was put into her work folder and updated every day. 
 

The Results 
When the results of the survey had been looked at, a colleague who also has 
students working in the Business Bureau and our manager had a meeting.  
There were a number of concerns, mainly to do with getting a variety of work and 
enough of it, for all the groups.  This had not been discussed with the office 
manager in advance and there was a general lack of communication between 
staff which had contributed to the students not being able to cover the tasks they 
needed. 
 
We will have to have a better plan in place next year, to ensure all students are 
getting the experience they need.  The office manager will be given a 
spreadsheet to work from and can tick boxes as tasks are completed.  For our 
part, we have learned we need to check the students progress early on in the 
year, not leaving it all to the office manager, as it is not her responsibility.   



 

 

 
One of the other things I noticed, was that students who sat towards the back of 
the room were overlooked when work was given out.  Students with poor or 
erratic attendance were also left out.  This was not deliberate, but due to the fact 
that some students are more demanding than others and there was no system 
for recording which students had completed which tasks. 
 
The initial survey suggested that most students had covered some of the 
equipment and administrative duties expected, but some fell short of being 
competent and/or confident.  After asking the students to complete the 
questionnaire, I found the two groups read the questions differently.   
 
The ordinary level one group had more confidence and were more demanding.  
They were quite outspoken about getting boring, or the same, work all the time.  
When they had completed each task, they expected immediate feedback, then 
more work to do.  Some were not prepared to wait for the office manager to finish 
checking another student’s work, so would try to interrupt, then complain 
because they had nothing to do.  In some cases, the students could have 
checked their own work, or asked another student to do so before getting the 
manager to look at it.  This may have saved time, but was never suggested.  The 
manager was spreading herself too thin as she was wanting to proofread every 
piece of typing before it was allowed to leave the office.  When most of the 
students were doing typing tasks, this became impossible as one person could 
not cope with the work ten or more students were carrying out.   
 
Next year, we will need to give the office manager a class list with all the office 
equipment listed, where she can just date when each student has used each 
one.  This should ensure they all get the same amount of practice and she can 
see when at a glance.  With the system for recording the work at the moment, 
everything is kept in folders and updated by the students as they complete each 
job.  A spreadsheet that can be kept on a desk and open, ready for use should 
be an easier way of recording the information. 
 
The ESOL students never complained, although some were not getting any 
variety of work at all.  They were not as confident using the office equipment and 
generally, their computer skills were behind the other group.  If they were given a 
typing job, it would take longer, but it would be just as accurate.  When they 
finished each task, they would wait their turn for feedback.  In some cases, they 
would be waiting all day with nothing to do.  They tended to be given the same 
type of work every day.  If they were given typing and did a good job, they were 
given typing all the time.  The person on reception would get all the photocopying 
jobs that came in.  If a student was doing the ‘dealing with visitors’ unit, they 
would not necessarily be given reception duty to do.  When planning 
assessments, the manager should have been informed as to what we needed to 
see, so she could make sure the student was doing the work to cover it.  This 
was not happening systematically, so sometimes we would have to tell her on the 



 

 

day what the student needed to be doing.   
 

Recommendations 
 
We will need to plan for this next year. When we know what units each student is 
doing, we will need to make up a list to let the manager know.  If she is aware of 
the units each student is doing, then she should have an idea of the type of work 
they need to be doing.  With the new standards, and the changes to the optional 
units, this should give the students more choice of units.  It should be easier for 
the office manager to keep track of students’ progress if we have all the 
simplified paperwork in place for her to follow. 
 
We have to have better success and achievement rates next year, so will need to 
keep on top of both the work coming in and the variety of work.  There will need 
to be some more research into the way the work comes in and whether we 
should offer a service to all students.  If so, we will need to market ourselves and 
encourage them to use us for all the jobs they may need done.   
 
We have also had a number of changes internally, with departments being 
merged in different ways.  The people we worked with this year will be in other 
departments, so we will need to advertise and market ourselves all over again.  
Until we start, we will have no idea as to how successful this will be.  In past 
years, the ESOL department gave us a lot of work, but they may no longer be 
given a budget that allows them to use us.  We will also have more students next 
year so it will be a challenge to find enough work to keep them all busy every 
day.   
 
I think we will need to try and find out who will be wanting to use our services 
beforehand.  The students could produce the survey, if they are given the 
information.  They could also canvas their fellow students, while we could email 
other department managers.  This would need to be done during the first term, so 
that work would be filtering through by the beginning of the second term.  If we 
are not able to market ourselves properly, then the work will not come in and we 
will have a very boring course.   
 
I would also like to see if we could get a new photocopier, preferably colour, as 
this would open up a wider range of work for us.  The costs would have to be 
considered, but since we are going to be charging for our services, that should 
be taken into account.  If we want to offer a good service, then we will need the 
tools to be able to do so. 
 

Future Research 
This rather minor piece of research has opened up possibilities for further 



 

 

surveys in the next year.  It has shown that we need to keep monitoring progress 
and achievement and this is ongoing.  As well as monitoring students progress, 
we also need to monitor the business bureau and manager to keep on top of any 
shortcomings that may appear.  The students are encouraged to have their say, 
so they should take part in any survey that will help improve their learning 
experience. 
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