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Introduction 

 

Functional Skills is not a term that young people are used to these days and it is complicated 

to explain what it means. However by explaining what they will gain through completing 

Maths and English transferrable skills their approach to them is much better. The difficulty is 

finding that link or topic that will help to develop the curriculum and make learning about 

functional skills that much easier. 

 

This research project will be looking at developing curriculum strategies of embedded 

functional skills so that young people are developing and applying the skills through topics 

that interest them without realising they are doing Maths and English. The project will identify 

specific topics that will assist young people aged 14-16 in gaining functional skills particularly 

in light of the recent government changes to the raising of the participation age and the focus 

on Maths and English qualifications being achieved at GCSE or Level 2. This has been 

outlined clearly by The Education and Training Foundation, the body designated by the 

government to improve professionalism in teaching in the FE and Skills sectors, as their 

priorities will be improving the teaching of English and maths, and embedding these key 

subjects within thecurriculum (http://www.et-foundation.co.uk/our-priorities/ 29 November 

2014) 

 

I teach Maths and ICT and sometimes cover English and I would like to find new ways of 

enabling the young people I teach to gain these qualifications through topics that inspire and 

challenge them. The research will benefit the team that I work with and allow us to teach 

using new methods and not the traditional ones. This will be highly valuable as the young 

people we work with are disaffected, have learning and behaviour difficulties or mental 

health issues. In addition it will have a wider impact as we continue to embed functional skills 

into all vocational areas within the centre. We have a new member of staff joining us in 2015 

and we are looking forward as she brings with her the experience of putting this into practice. 

However it will also be a challenge as it is passed on to the rest of the teaching staff. 

 

Why Action Research? 

 

Action Research is a practical approach to professional inquiry in any social situation. It is 

about trying to understand professional action from the inside; as a result, it is research that 

is carried out by practitioners on their own practice. Action research in education is grounded 

in the working lives of teachers, as they experience them. (Waters-Adams, S. (2006). 

Retrieved from http://www.edu.plymouth.ac.uk/resined/actionresearch/arhome.htm) Action 

research provides a way to reflect on my teaching practice and to make improvements so 

that I engage young people better. 

 

Action Research has four steps that follow each other in a constant cycle: Reflective 

Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation, Active Experimentation and Concrete Experience 

as identified in Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (see diagram 1 below). 

 

http://www.et-foundation.co.uk/our-priorities/
http://www.edu.plymouth.ac.uk/resined/actionresearch/arhome.htm
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Diagram 1 

 (McLeod, S. A. (2010). Kolb - Learning Styles. Retrieved from 
http://www.simplypsychology.org/learning-kolb.html) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The start of my cycle is Reflective Observation. At the end of the previous academic year my 

colleague and I reflected on the work we had done with young people, the resources and the 

results of online assessments. We took some time separately to list our strengths and 

weaknesses, to analyse the resources and the assessment results. We had done this on a 

small scale through the year but acknowledged that we needed more time for reflection. I 

saw that some young people responded better to the use of technology and others did not 

and in some cases this clashed with their preferred learning style. I also reviewed my 

session notes and feedback from the young people. We then met and discussed our 

observations from the three areas. We were open to each other’s comments and recognised 

that it would be necessary to change things for the following year. We looked for 

commonalities and for differences and then proceeded to the next step. 

 

Abstract Conceptualisation is the learning from the experience of reflecting. We noticed that 

by concentrating on more than one subject it made it more difficult for the young people to 

pick up the key aspects needed so they could pass the assessments with confidence. We 

also reviewed the resources and found that they continued to engage the young people in 

completing the activities but did not always reflect topics that they recognised or were 

familiar with. The results from the assessments provided some answers as we identified 

holes in our teaching where there had not been enough concentration on a particular area. 

Because of the detailed information we received from the assessments we could also see 

those areas that were working very well. 

 

Having learned from the experience, we endeavoured to see what changes we could put into 

action through Active Experimentation. We started with our plan and strengths from the 

previous year. The plan was altered and improved using the observations we had made. 

English would be taught first as it had the most elements: Reading, Writing and Speaking 

and Listening. We would also use resources that the young people were more familiar with 

such as takeaway menus, game systems and smartphone apps and attempt to integrate 

them into vocational areas, at first within the classroom setting and later within the 

workshops. As Maths is innately used within the construction workshop those young people 

learning it would only need guidance where there were additional topics not already covered. 
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We decided that technology would be used wherever possible in all functional skill areas. 

Practice assessments, online and paper-based, would be implemented more frequently so 

that young people became familiar with the format.  

 

We are now at the stage of the Concrete Experience. Using a new method of teaching we 

asked a young person to do a piece of extemporaneous writing. It can be on any topic, not 

related to English and something you are interested in. She wrote over 300 words. At one 

point, we actually said you can stop now. There were grammatical and spelling mistakes but 

these things we can deal with and she expected them to appear, but said she enjoyed 

writing because she did not worry about those things. We have then been using her topic for 

the basis of a letter which was the original exercise but she did not know that. This being one 

of our goals to embed functional skills using topics that young people choose. It is a good 

start. One of our other young people is learning painting and the tutor there is assisting us in 

embedding the functional skills by getting her to calculate the area of the wall she is painting. 

As it is part of the course, she is not thinking about Maths but how much paint she will need 

to cover the wall. 

 

The experiential learning cycle that I have identified as the basis of my action research is 

Kolb’s cycle as in Diagram 1. This model demonstrates a teacher’s journey. Teaching is 

doing, a practical activity of leading and guiding young people and relaying information to 

them through various methods such as illustrating, communicating, technology, games and 

quizzes. Teaching is reflecting, an evaluation of how the learner understood what is taught, 

the resources, the order things are done and how the session, the topic or the assessment 

takes place. Every session there is a place for evaluation of how that session goes, what the 

young people learn, what topics are covered and what needs to be covered next time. It also 

provides an opportunity to reflect on personal practice and to identify professionalism and 

best practice. Teaching is learning from experience, to assist the learner in their journey and 

to move them forward from one point to another. It is also for the teacher to use their 

strengths and improve their weaknesses building on what has gone well and has been 

learned having looked at the reflection and previous sessions. It is also the opportunity to 

create and alter an existing plan. This provides the catalyst to try what has been learned. 

Teaching is planning and carrying out that plan, to learn from the doing, reflecting and 

experience to move forward and not look back. It offers an opportunity to put into practice 

what has been identified and learned, to develop a better teaching practice and attempt new 

things so that it is no longer a thought but is put into action. 

 

The current cycle of teaching requires the implementation of a new strategy. History from the 

past three years demonstrates that our young people have not learned key aspects of 

functional skills because of our teaching methods. When these methods are not successful, 

it is necessary to intervene, to “Take part in something so as to prevent or alter a result or 

course of events” (Oxford Dictionary online 2014) 

 

The plan 

 

Having identified the area of my practice, I will investigate curriculum strategies of embedded 

functional skills using topics that young people aged 14-16 identify with. I will research 

different curriculum strategies, teaching styles and methods, resources and activities and 

topics/themes. I will collect data through online questionnaires, surveys, interviews and case 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/part
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/prevent
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/alter
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/result
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/event
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studies. I will analyse the data to obtain answers to the research problem. The results of the 

analysis will supply information which will form the basis of a new way of working with young 

people and I will create a new plan of action including amending session plans and schemes 

of work. 

 
Literature Review 

 

Current literature available in different forms recognises that embedded functional skills are 

much better for a student studying or learning a particular vocational area such as 

construction or sport. There are many ways of doing this. Some organisations such as 

awarding bodies appear to embed after the fact that is the syllabus is written for the course 

and then activities are designated as contributing towards embedded learning. Some 

organisations are using continual professional development (CPD) to address the issue of 

embedded functional skills in their vocational areas. In most cases this appears to be a list of 

activities that can be ticked as having links with functional skills as opposed to methods of 

embedding. This is less effective than the previous method. There are government papers 

and publications providing helpful guidance on embedding with one providing a list of 

recommendations for alternative providers to follow. 

 

There are a number of books published by awarding bodies such as Pearson Education Ltd 

who are the publishers for Edexcel. In Sport as a Business, Barker (2010) notes at the 

bottom of the page under Assessments “You can evidence your ICT skills when you find and 

select information and present your findings.” (p368). This is evident in many student books 

written by the awarding body where functional skills are attributed to an existing activity, not 

vice versa. 

 

In Appendix A from The National Strategies Secondary, the chart demonstrates how the 

functional skills are applied to PSHE activities. In this case and with publications by awarding 

bodies as above, these are not embedded into the programmes. They are applied to existing 

activities. This project is looking at young people developing and applying functional skills 

through topics that interest them. In the case of sport above, there are limitations with regard 

to all functional skill areas. There are booklets produced for other subjects such as 

citizenship and PE linking functional skills to them in the same way as the chart in Appendix 

A. 

 

The National Institute of Adult Continuing Education in its booklet Developing Functional 

Skills learning from the adult pilots notes that there are 10 things that providers need ‘to 

develop a successful approach’ (Southwood et al, 2012, p12). They include for instance 

‘promoting a positive agenda for functional skills’ and ‘implementing an effective curriculum 

model’ (p12). Looking at the rest of the list and knowing that a new member of staff, with 

experience of using embedded functional skills, will be joining us in 2015 I would like to look 

at the list in more detail. Although it is based on an adult pilot and directed towards adults, 

there are benefits that can be implemented in conjunction with the addition of the new staff 

member. The list is practical and gives bullet point examples for each item in the list. This is 

a positive step in the right direction. 

 

The Wolf Report Appendix VIII mentions the inconsistency of functional skills assessments, 

the difficulty of embedding them into the curriculum and differences with Key Skills. The 
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problem with embedding functional skills into real life examples is that it is ‘very difficult to do 

because it demands that the teacher of a subject knows a great deal about a wide range of 

contexts’ (Wolf 2011, p 170). This research project is based on student devised topics with 

embedded functional skills. As a teacher in this area, I am very familiar with the necessary 

individual targets but may not be as familiar with the topics that the young people choose. 

Therefore there may be issues. Wolf recognises that functional skills were very new in 2011 

which may be a reason why assessments were inconsistent and had low pass rates. As they 

are more established in schools and post 16 providers, I have seen the standards of 

teaching and assessment improve across many centres. We have partnership meetings 

where functional skills teaching and assessment is discussed with best practice shared 

amongst providers. 

 

The Institute of Education produced a continual professional development (CPD) 

presentation about embedding learning directed towards a target audience. The suggested 

activities appeared to indicate additional knowledge that teachers may need to know. Again 

this approach is very similar to those in the awarding bodies’ publications and therefore is 

not practical or useable for this research project. 

 

‘Embedded teaching and learning combines the development of literacy, language and 

numeracy with vocational and other skills. The skills acquired provide learners with the 

confidence and motivation necessary for them to succeed in qualifications, in life and at 

work.’ (Lawton 2007 p32). This publication followed the establishment of the minimum core 

of functional skills as referred to in the transition from Key Skills to Functional Skills. As 

stated elsewhere embedded functional skills within vocational skill areas is not easy. The 

statement referring to a learner’s confidence and motivation is fanciful. In discussion with 

partners and in observation of lessons I have not witnessed embedded functional skills 

producing confident and motivated learners. There are opportunities when embedded 

learning combines functional skills but this does not mean that learner is instilled with 

confidence and motivation. These often follow positive feedback, encouragement and 

support and praise from keyworkers, tutors and teachers. 

 

Another CPD activity notes that ‘Instead of most of the class time being devoted to 

information transfer it switches to investigation and opportunities to improve functional and 

employability skills.’ (Lightbody, 2012 p.33) The switch Lightbody refers to is the traditional 

way of teaching of teacher teaches topic or subject, student listens and takes notes. By this 

method the student is expected to learn the topic in full although there may be activities for 

the student to follow up. Most teachers, whether in main stream schools or in alternative 

education, understand that all students learn differently – Visually, Aurally, Read/Write or 

Kinaesthetically. Most students accessing vocational providers score high on visual and 

kinaesthetic and very low on aural. This demonstrates that traditional teaching methods will 

not be appropriate for all students. By making lessons or sessions interactive, it is easier to 

embed functional skills into the lessons as the focus is an activity or discovery not 

information transfer. This could be beneficial research. The list of activities included in an 

interactive lesson are similar to those found elsewhere but the principle of making lessons 

interactive is a valid point and one to be considered. 

 

A potential solution for this research project is contained in the NIACE publication 

Developing Functional Skills as mentioned elsewhere. The model for a successful approach 
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includes: 1. Promote a positive agenda for functional skills 2. Implement an effective 

curriculum model 3. Establish clearly defined roles and responsibilities 4. Coordinate activity 

across the institution/consortium 5. Deliver effective teaching and learning 6. Establish clear 

assessment procedures both internal and external 7. Use resources effectively and 

efficiently 8. Embed quality assurance 9. Deliver appropriate staff development 10. Review 

and plan ahead (NIACE, 2012 p12-14). This is a positive result of research as we are 

currently implementing most of these. The focus will now be on developing the weaker areas 

which are points 1-3. There will be a beneficial impact to establishing these three because 

the focus will be across the centre and not limited to functional skills tutors. A conversation 

will need to be had with senior management to devise a way forward and I will put forward a 

proposal to them based on this review of literature.  

 
Methodologies 

 

‘Methodologies refer to the way research is conducted.’ (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011, p.34) 

Action Research is different from other types of research in that the researcher is actively 

involved in the process as opposed to traditional researchers who remain neutral and 

unbiased. ‘Action researchers accept full responsibility for exercising influence. This involves 

taking action and considering what influence they may be having in their own and other 

people’s learning.’ (p. 34) 

 

This research project is focused on developing curriculum strategies of embedded functional 

skills so that young people are developing and applying the skills through topics that interest 

them without realising they are doing Maths and English. I will use the following methods: 

 

Literature Review: the review looked at areas within curriculum as designed by the awarding 

bodies and how functional skills could be embedded into activities such as sports and 

citizenship. It also highlighted a review of possible embedded functional skills within a centre 

teaching plan. 

 

Data collection and sampling: an online questionnaire will be conducted to gather data from 

fourteen to sixteen year olds. The questionnaire will collect qualitative and qualitative data on 

a range of topics. 

 

Data analysis: as the number of participants in the questionnaire is not known, the exact 

analysis of the data is not known. However a spreadsheet and graphs should be able to 

assist in the data analysis. 

 

Case study: a detailed investigation over a period of time of a single student and what topics 

engage him in learning functional skills 

 

The above methods fit the principles of action research – Concrete Experience, Reflective 

Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation, Active Experimentation – as they require planning, 

doing, reviewing and concluding. The outcome of the above methods will assist this research 

project by providing answers about alternatives to the existing curriculum plan for functional 

skills, topics that interest young people aged 14-16 in functional skills, and changes in young 

people’s views towards functional skills. 
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The data is going to be collected through an online questionnaire and through a case study. 

The data collection will be using both qualitative and quantitive methods. ‘Qualitative studies 

tend to rely on single settings and relatively small samples from which in-depth information is 

collected.’ (Fink, 2014, p133) In this case, the collection of data will concern a group of 

activities or topics as related to young people aged 14-16. And there will also be quantitive 

data collected through the eligibility criteria. The advantage of collecting qualitative data is its 

relation to young people, their activities/interests and the breadth of understanding human 

behaviour. The advantage of collecting quantitive data is in the relation to the ages of young 

people. The disadvantage of qualitative data collection is the limitations of group and 

activities and inconsistency of human behaviour and with quantitive is the limited ages in the 

group. 

 

There are several considerations with regards to ethics: informed consent, confidentiality 

and anonymity of respondents, voluntary participation, independent and impartial and will not 

harm respondents. Before the pilot study of research methods, they were subjected to 

scrutiny by a specialist in social research, Dr Tammy Davidson-Thompson. Dr Thompson 

considered the methods of data collection and made recommendations with regard to 

eligibility criteria, questions with required answers, the omission of ‘other’ and the number of 

questions in the questionnaire. These recommendations were based on standard data 

collection in social research. In addition she also considered the method of delivery to reach 

the target audience and the layout of the questionnaire. Looking at the considerations of 

ethics and that of Dr Thompson, I made the necessary alterations before the pilot study. 

 

The timescale of the data collection is ten days. It will be recorded and monitored online 

through an independent email not identifying the author of the questionnaire. The case study 

will be six months long, recorded on paper and monitored through observation and 

discussion. 

 

Data Collection 

 

The analysis of data can be presented in four possible ways according to Oppenheim – 

univariates, bivariates, multivariates and sub-group studies. (1992, p281). That is forming 

results into one variable, two variables and so forth. Others such as Berry suggest looking at 

low percentage areas such as 5% or lower in the data for analysis purposes as this will yield 

better results than looking at higher percentages. The low areas stand out and suggest 

possible shifts in new directions. 

 

Data can be presented in table format or in graph format with no statement as to how the 

results proved the hypothesis i.e. no analysis. There can also be a detailed breakdown of the 

respondents’ answers which may indicate trends towards a specific direction.   

 

The online questionnaire was designed with young people in mind. In discussing what would 

be the most appropriate method of delivery I observed the target age group at my centre. 

Every break and lunch time, smart phones came out and they were either texting friends, 

listening to music or playing games so I chose to make the questionnaire available through a 

web link which could be viewed on a PC/tablet or a smart phone. Each question was on a 

separate page to make viewing on a smart phone or PC that much easier. 
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The choice of language and questions was meant to capture the information within a brief 

time period. Again through observation of the young people at my centre, I saw that 

concentration on their smart phones was limited to no more than a couple of minutes at a 

time. They would talk with one another, then play some music or a short game, then have a 

drink from the water machine. They would then return to outside for a cigarette and then 

break was over. This pattern of behaviour has repeated itself since the learners started at 

the centre. 

 

The questionnaire started with an explanation as seen in Appendix A. There were 6 draft 

introductions before the final version was chosen. This process was done in conjunction with 

social researcher Dr Davidson-Thompson who discussed the choice of language, first 

person vs. third person and length of questions and introductions. The discussion helped me 

to focus on what I was trying to discover – my hypothesis. The choice of answers and adding 

the option ‘other’ was conscious as I noted that I wanted other answers then the ones I had 

drawn up from a list. I was aware that too lengthy of an introduction may put the target group 

off from completing it at all.  

 

One of my learners offered to be the tester of the questionnaire to check things like page 

breaks, how it looked on both PC and smart phone and choice of answers. He then went 

through it a second time as if he was going to answer the questions. He made suggestions 

such as friends instead of mates and several other changes that would be more appropriate 

for the target group. In addition, he suggested more choice of answers and being to choose 

more than one answer. 

 

It is possible that some young people may have been affected by their literacy skills and 

were less able to answer open questions such as Do you like? Which do you prefer? If I 

used a survey/questionnaire again I would have to look at this and consider what other ways 

I could collect this information such as through interview or with the aid of scribe. The 

collection of the first part of the post code did not directly aid the research project but was an 

aside to look at where in Norwich or the county respondents were answering from. The 

reason behind this was that I knew a number of the target group were sharing the 

questionnaire with friends through social media or emails and was curious as to how far 

away from Norwich it might get passed on. In future I would not request this information 

unless it contributed directly towards the hypothesis. 

 

Given the target group of 14-16 year olds, I believe the best method of delivery was through 

the online questionnaire. Those who did not have smart phones had a PC/tablet or access to 

one through friends or at our centre. Delivery through paper-based method or interview may 

not have provided the same range of answers but may have given different results than 

expected. It is something to consider for future research. 

 

It contained 10 questions including eligibility and statistical information: (not all questions 

were required) 

 

1. What is your age? 

2. The government says that young people must study English and Maths until they get 

a full qualification. What would make you more interested in learning these? 

3. Which do you prefer playing? Sports, video games, music, other 
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4. Do you like watching . . . sports, TV, films, other 

5. Do you like . . . gaming, sport/exercise, music, cooking/baking, social media, other 

6. Do you prefer to . . . read, watch TV, hang out with friends,  go 

on the computer, shop, other 

7. Would you want to . . . be alone, hang out with friends, spend time with family 

8. Which of these topics would help you learn Maths and English? Sports, gaming, TV, 

films, cooking, cycling, reading, politics, religion, medicine, science, technology, arts, 

environment, other 

9. For information only – what is the first part of your post code? 

10. For information only – are you . . . male, female, other 

 

 

The average age of respondents was 15 years old as indicated in the graph below.  

 

 

What is your age? 

 
 

The most common answer that would help young people learn Maths and English was 

Games as indicated below.  

 

Games Nothing 

Getting up and doing stuff Maths 

Modern and popular books as opposed to or in conjunction with classics 

Money Games and clearness not confusing and 

difficult 

Films Modern topics 

Nothing Drama 

Make the subjects more fun to learn. Not a lot 

Clothes Nails  

Games Songs 

Games or films Films 

 

Music was the most common answer for the question which do you prefer playing. 

14 8 31% 

15 7 27% 

16 10 38% 

17+ 1 4% 

Sports 6 23% 

Video games 8 31% 

Music 11 42% 
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Which do you prefer playing? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The most common answer for 

watching was films as indicated 

below. 

Do you like watching . . . 

 
 

 

Half way through the questionnaire I asked respondents to indicate what they liked and this 

was tied between cooking/baking and social media. 

 

Do you like . . .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next question dealt with preferences of activities – hang out with friends was the stand 

out answer. 

Do you prefer to . . .  

Other 3 12% 

Sports 2 8% 

TV 10 38% 

Films 15 58% 

Other 5 19% 

Gaming 7 27% 

Sport/Exercise 8 31% 

Music 11 42% 

Cooking/Baking 12 46% 

Social Media 12 46% 

Other 5 19% 
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The penultimate question looked at people groups the respondents would want to be/spend 

time with – the answer hang out with friends again was the stand out answer 

 

Would you want to . . . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The final question to respondents about topics focused on a checklist from which they could 

choose as many as they wanted to:  

 

Which of these topics would help you learn Maths and English? 

Films was the most common answer but with less than 20% of the overall score (results on 

next page) 

 

Read 2 8% 

Watch TV 6 23% 

Hang out with friends 20 77% 

Go on the computer 3 12% 

Shop 5 19% 

Other 3 12% 

Hang out with friends 19 73% 

Be alone 2 8% 

Spend time with family 3 12% 
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The two questions that completed the questionnaire related to statistical information: post 

code and gender. 

 

NR31 PE37 

NR3 NR7 

NR11 IP22 

NR9 NR17 

NR14 NR13 

NR2 NR4 

NR7 NR8 

NR20 NR31 

NR2 NR13 

 

 

For information only - are you? 

 

 

 

 

 

Sports 8 31% 

Gaming 9 35% 

TV 12 46% 

Films 16 62% 

Cooking 10 38% 

Cycling 2 8% 

Reading 9 35% 

Politics 6 23% 

Religion 2 8% 

Medicine 4 15% 

Science 6 23% 

Technology 8 31% 

Arts 10 38% 

Environment 1 4% 

Other 1 4% 

Male 10 38% 

Female 15 58% 

Prefer not to answer 0 0% 
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Data Analysis 

 

The first part of the post code signified areas within the city of Norwich and county of Norfolk. 

Four post codes NR2, NR3, NR4 and NR7 denotes specific areas of Norwich, west and 

north of Norwich. IP22 is the Diss area and PE37 the Swaffham area of Norfolk. NR31 is 

Great Yarmouth area. NR20 is Dereham and NR8, NR9, NR11, etc. are areas outside of 

Norwich but within the city bus network. Most respondents lived in Norwich, surrounding 

area or geographically close market towns. This is a reflection of the number of young 

people attending the centre from these areas. 

 

It is noteworthy that two thirds of the respondents were female and one third male. I do not 

know if this is significant data or an indication of who is more likely to complete an online 

questionnaire. It is particularly interesting as the percentage of male young people who 

attend the centre is the reverse. 

 

The results from the questionnaire suggest that the majority of respondents hang out with 

friends and would learn Maths and English if they could watch films, cook, be on social 

media and watch or play games. This was also reflected in each age category, across 

gender and post code areas. Social media and playing games on smart phones is reflective 

of young people attending the centre so is not surprising.  

 

It is the second layer of topics and activities which show a new picture of the target age 

group. TV, cooking, arts and music have not been observed as choices that young people 

attending the centre talk about, mention in passing or discuss as possible options in their 

free time. It is in these areas in addition to the highest percentages where headway can be 

made with regard to functional skills. 

 

From the questionnaire it is apparent that most young people are likely to want to learn 

Maths and English if friends are there or they can talk about their friends, games are 

incorporated whether through well-known online sources like BBC Skillswise 

(www.bbc.co.uk/skillswise) or Brain Games or Cool Maths games or through paper based 

centre-devised sources and films can be discussed or watched. The latter could only be 

done in short segments such as one scene because of practical circumstances. 

 

In one sense the results of the questionnaire are obvious because of the client group but in 

another sense it has posed new areas for further research and discovery. 

 

The case study was completed over six months with a sixteen year old. When he arrived at 

the centre he had not been in education for the previous two years and therefore was unable 

to access GCSEs. His only education was at our centre and a significant period was spent 

on functional skills. At the initial discussions it was explained that these would be different 

from GCSEs and that skills gained could be transferred into other areas such as 

construction. After the initial assessment results were reviewed, he became very resistant to 

any learning, studying, diversion or activities to assist with functional skills.  

 

The focus shifted after two months to practical skills such as CV writing as this was 

something that interested him. He wanted a job following mandatory education. However this 

provided an opportunity to embed functional skills into this activity without him realising it. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/skillswise
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Following an unsuccessful application to an employer (because of his age and 

inexperience), he approached me with regard to learning Maths and English. Could he return 

to doing these as he saw in the reply from the employer and other subsequent rejections that 

these were a requirement for further training or employment (including apprenticeship)? 

Essentially he had seen how his skills could transfer to other areas. As we started to cover 

the specific areas within Maths and English through a series of activities (both embedded 

and not embedded), there was a shift in his acceptance of gaining new skills in these areas 

as well as an understanding of how useful these would be after he completed his education.  

 

Finally in the fifth month of observation, he asked if he could do his assessments. Practice 

ones were arranged as is standard so he was familiar with the format and the topics. At the 

end of the case study he admitted that he was resistant at first because he could not see the 

benefits of learning Maths and English as functional skills and not GCSEs. He had not 

realised the potential for further training and employment and he recognised that he had 

resisted at first because he thought he did not like technology. The moment arrived when my 

colleague pointed out that he used his smart phone constantly and after all was that not a 

computer of sorts? After that, everything fell into place. 

 

Since this learner has been with us, we have looked at changing our approach with young 

people when it comes to functional skills. If new learners do not understand what they mean 

or how they can be beneficial to them and their future why will they want to buy into our 

programme? The case study and questionnaire results will help the centre to continue to 

modify its functional skills delivery and programme to provide young people with the best 

chance of succeeding. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The results of the research project have provided evidence of topics that would assist young 

people learning Maths and English as suggested in my hypothesis. By priority these are 

games, TV and hanging out with friends and in addition cooking, music and films. These 

provide a variety of areas to embed functional skills so that learners are engaged with 

activities and do not appear to be engaged in Maths and English.  

 

Therefore the first conclusion is that young people aged 14-16 would learn Maths and 

English through one of the above topics because it interests them. It is not a statement about 

whether they will like doing functional skills but would be more interested in learning them 

than if they had not chosen that topic i.e. learning about functional skills through films is a 

better choice than learning about functional skills on their own.  

 

The second conclusion is that there are a variety of topics that engage young people in 

learning in this target group. The research may not have identified all of them but has 

provided a starting point from which to move forward. The topics can connect with young 

people and therefore peak their interest so that embedded functional skills are now more 

possible than before the start of this research project. 

 

The third conclusion is that young people want to be involved in decisions about their 

learning. During December at our centre, attendance for 14-16 year olds was less than 50% 

and yet there were 26 respondents to the questionnaire, more than were in attendance. I will 
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need to look for further ways of working with young people to ensure that they are involved 

in the process of teaching and learning. This most of all was unexpected as they can appear 

to be disinterested or unwilling to learn at times. However these may only be the externals 

that they are showing to others and not what they actually think. 

 

Recommendations 

 

The end of course feedback in its current form will need to be changed to collect more 

accurate information: learner’s comments, tick box about the overall course and questions 

about the detail of the course (what worked well, least, what made learning easier, more 

difficult, what topics engaged them in learning, etc.). 

 

Further research needs to be carried out with regard to the topics already identified. This will 

need to be focused on areas within each topic. For instance within TV, I will want to look at 

what type of genre/programmes interest young people within the target group – comedy, 

drama, entertainment, sci-fi, etc. and from there continue to embed functional skills.  This will 

be an ongoing process as young people leave the centre and other young people start at the 

centre.  

 

New research will need to be looked at with regard to all vocational areas within the centre 

(construction, catering, nail technology, motorcycle maintenance, etc.) to embed functional 

skills within those areas. This research will involve more students across the centre including 

some of those who have already contributed towards this research project. Learners will be 

more involved in this process as indicated in conclusion three above. 

 

Future Plans 

 

As this is the first Action Research project I have written, I have gained many new skills in 

completing it.  Understanding where to find current and up to date literature related to the 

project can appear to be time consuming and overawing. However good planning and 

personal recommendations from those working in the field of study are useful sources of 

information and good starting points. This provides a more focused review and therefore 

valuable information which could offer suggestions towards solving the hypothesis. I have 

found this particularly constructive and will repeat this in future research projects. 

 

Setting out the plan with a specific timescale for the length of the project would be beneficial 

as some elements of the research project can take longer and although leeway with this is 

sometimes positive a conscious decision regarding the stopping point must be noted once 

sufficient information is gathered through data collection or the literature review. I think this is 

a key for future research projects. 

 

Like knitting a tapestry I have learned that sometimes the final piece can take the longest. As 

noted above with the timescale, this would be an area for development. I have learned that 

reflection is as beneficial as stating a hypothesis or how data will be collected or finding 

possible solutions in literature. However reflection is the way to improve and move forward in 

teaching and in research. There are other problem areas within my work area that could 

benefit from action research and this is a positive way to move forward with what I have 

learned to continue to develop in my teaching and researching.
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