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Introduction  

There is a proven connection between illiteracy, innumeracy and offending. Before 

coming into custody, 48% of prisoners have literacy skills at or below Level 1 and 65% 

have numeracy skills at or below Level 1. More than one in three people in prison 

have a reading level below Level 1; level 1 is what is expected of an eleven year 

old. Before custody, 52% of male offenders and 71% of female offenders have no 

qualifications whatsoever.  

Employment is said to reduce re-offending between a third and a half, yet half of all 

prisoners do not have the skills required by 96% of jobs. Almost half of all prisoners say 

that employment (48%) and skills deficits (42%) are most important to their sentence 

plan. 

With the prospect of employment being a key ingredient in reducing re-offending, 

the main purpose of prison education is to provide essential skills and knowledge to 

aid them in this process. This may include social and personal development skills and 

vocational training, but an emphasis on basic skills must be a priority for those that 

need it.  

Despite the research suggesting that around 50% of prisoners rate employment and 

skills deficit as most important to their resettlement, my experience has shown me 

that offenders (male) do not always prove to be the easiest or most keen learners in 

many respects. 49% of prisoners throughout the system have been excluded from 

school, which more than likely will result in the adult offender learner having a 

negative connotation attached to education, and may be fearful and reluctant to 

re-start the process again. 

Many prisoners are also battling a range of issues including addiction, homelessness, 

childhood abuse, having been in care, mental health problems and a poor family 

life, as well as the fact they are going through a court case or coming to terms with 

their sentence. So, despite around half of all prisoners recognising the importance of 

requiring skills in order for their resettlement, I have observed that these external 

factors can have a significant effect on learner motivation and engagement. 

 

Identifying an area for research 

It is with this background research in mind that I am lead to a problem within my 

own practice – learner motivation, and lack there-of. This is something that I 

experience on a regular basis in my own level 1 and 2 numeracy classes, where 

learners can be difficult to motivate at times, which leads to a lack of engagement 

during the session. At first, I have automatically put this down to the fact that we 

have very long sessions of over 3 hours, which is a substantial amount of time for any 

adult to concentrate for, let alone a prisoner with many other factors to consider. 

However, I’m sure there are other factors that influence a leaner’s motivation and 

engagement. It will be interesting to find out whether an offender’s motivation is  
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rooted in their reasons for choosing numeracy classes, a result of what actually 

happens in the classroom, or a combination of the two. The purpose of this action 

research, therefore, is to investigate what motivates a learner to engage in 

numeracy classes. It can be summarised in the title: 

“What motivates offender learners to engage in numeracy 

classes, and what can be done to improve learner motivation and 

engagement in class” 
 

The purpose of Action-research 

“Action research is a form of investigation designed by and for the use of teachers 

to attempt to solve problems and improve professional practices in their own 

classrooms” 

Parsons and Brown (2002) 

This research project will serve as a credible experiment into an area which is a 

common feature of prison education, and something that I experience myself most 

days. I hope the data collected during this project will improve my own professional 

practice and quality of teaching, and provide fellow peers with information that 

may also be of benefit to their own practice. 

Action research is an appropriate way for me to investigate how best to motivate 

my students as it is something that I can easily complete within my lessons.  

There are key stages to an action research project that are defined in the action 

research cycle, which can be simplified as: 
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The simplified process of implication for my action research is summarised below: 

 

Action research step 

 

 

How I will implement  this 

Pick a topic: 

Reflect on own practice and identify an 

area of investigation for improvement 

 

 

 

I have chosen to investigate how best to 

motivate my numeracy learners as this is 

a problem area. 

Plan of action:  

What strategies or approaches will you 

develop to address the problem? 

I will research ideas from a variety of 

sources about what motivates learners 

such as different approaches, theories, 

activities, teaching/learning styles. 

 

Data Collection: 

What, why, when, where, and how will 

you collect your data? 

How will you ensure that you have 

multiple perspectives? 

Learners will complete questionnaires 

based on the topic of motivation, and 

partake in a group discussion. The results 

can be compared against the outcomes 

of any exams they have already taken. 

Learners are from a variety of 

backgrounds and ages. 

 

Analysis of Data: 

What can you learn from the data?  

What patterns, insights, and new 

understandings can you find? 

 

The results of the investigation will 

provide me with new knowledge on how 

best to motivate learners and what 

methods are best avoided. 

Plan for Future Action: 

What will you do differently in your 

classroom as a result of this study? 

How will you write about what you have 

learned so that the findings will be useful 

to you and to others? 

 

I will be able to adapt my lessons and 

plan my programmes with this new 

knowledge in mind, and provide an 

analysed report on the findings for 

colleague information. 

 

Literary research 

Before I begin my research into existing literature on my chosen topic, I’ve decided 

to identify the key questions/topics that I want to look into, in a bid to help me plan 

my investigation and compose my hypothesis. My motivation research will focus on 

what motivates offenders to attend numeracy classes in the first place and what 

motivates them whilst they are there: 

 Extrinsic/intrinsic motivation 

 Motivation theories 

 What motivates adults to attend education and especially numeracy? 

 Methods of motivation in class – teaching style, strategies, activities, learning 

styles etc. 
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Whilst conducting this research, it has become clear to me that there is a distinct 

lack of studies into adult motivation towards education, and most theories and 

principles I have read about relate to mainly children. Further still is there a lack of 

studies relating to offenders. 

A beginning: Intrinsic/Extrinsic motivation 

Most teachers can relate to experiencing some students with high motivation 

towards a task, and those with low. Highly motivated students engage with the task 

eagerly, and those that display low motivation drag their feet and avoid getting on 

with the task in hand. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is something that has been 

highly debated and researched by many educators and psychologists from 

different approaches, and can be briefly summarised below with some key points. 

Intrinsic motivation refers to the notion that a student engages in any activity, purely 

for the outcome of enjoyment, satisfaction and self-determination. 

In contrast, extrinsic motivation refers to engagement that provides means to ends. 

This may be the attainment of tangible rewards such as money, prizes, or other 

benefits; intangible rewards such as social approval, a sense of worthiness, or even a 

sense of conscientiousness; or the avoidance of punishment, rejection or sense of 

low self-worth. Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning draws on this idea of 

behaviour being displayed by extrinsic motivation – whether that to be the 

attainment of rewards or avoidance of punishment or negative outcomes. 

Identifying the source of a learner’s original desire to learn, may then prove a helpful 

tool in deciding how best to approach actually teaching them. 

Motivational psychological theories: 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, proposed by psychologist Abraham Maslow in his 

1943 paper "A Theory of Human Motivation", is one of the most widely recognised 

psychological, humanistic theories relating to motivation, and one that is often 

applied to teaching and learning.  

Maslow categorised five different levels of ‘needs’ to describe the pattern that 

human motivations generally move through. Often represented in the form of a 

pyramid, Maslow suggests that the four most basic, extrinsic levels of needs must be 

met before the individual will strongly desire (or focus motivation upon) the higher, 

intrinsic level needs.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Maslow
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Although this theory features strongly in the field of teaching, it does have some 

criticism that I can relate to in my field of teaching. Wahba and Bridwell found little 

evidence for the ranking of needs that Maslow described or for the existence of a 

definite hierarchy at alli. Maslow does not take into account individual differentiation 

– to some, self-actualization as he calls it may not rank higher over other aspects 

such as a sense of family and friendship. It also identifies an issue in my field, in the 

sense that I have very little control over some of the learner’s basic needs such as 

food, sleep, family, health and housing – and often, neither does the learner. Yet, 

there are still some learners that can rise above these problems and successfully 

achieve qualifications whilst in prison, and often use this lack of ‘having’ as a 

motivation in itself to strive towards better things. Maslow also only used an elite 

group of people to study to form this hierarchy, thus leaving it widely open to 

criticism that it cannot be generalised to all people. 

The ARCS motivation model developed by Keller (1979, 1983) suggests the 

theory that there is a four stage process to explain motivation. The first is attention 

(A), then relevance (R), confidence (C), and the fourth satisfaction (S). This model 

also suggests strategies that can help a teacher stimulate or maintain each 

motivational element.  

The four phases and strategies for implementation: 

Attention - A student’s attention has to be aroused and sustained. This category also 

includes things that relate to curiosity; a tutor can promote information seeking 

behaviour in the learners by having the learner generate questions or a problem to 

solve. A tutor can also gain and maintain attention by the use of novel or uncertain 

events, and varying the elements of instruction. 

Relevance - After the learner’s attention is gained, they may wonder how the given 

material relates to them. If the content is perceived to be helpful in accomplishing 

their goals, then they are more likely to be motivated. Teachers should use examples 

that can relate to the learner’s experiences and values and use goal orientation to 

focus their motivation.  

Confidence – Learners have to feel confident that they will probably succeed 

before completing a given task. Success is not guaranteed and people enjoy a 

challenge, but the challenge should not be too difficult. Tutors can help motivate 

learners by presenting the criteria of the programme and providing continual, 

constructive feedback to promote success. 

Satisfaction - If the results of a learner’s efforts match their expectations, and they 

feel relatively good about those outcomes, they will remain motivated.  

 

Andragogy is a term for teaching strategies relating to adult learning. Popularised 

by educator Malcolm Knowles, he set out to distinguish adult-lead learning from 

child-lead learning (pedagogy), and theorised six assumptions relating to the 

motivation of adult learners.  
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1. Adults need to know the reason for learning something  

2. Experience (including error) provides the basis for learning activities 

3. Adults need to be responsible for their decisions on education; involvement in 

the planning and evaluation of their instruction  

4. Adults are most interested in learning subjects having immediate relevance to 

their work and/or personal lives  

5. Adult learning is problem-centred rather than content-oriented  

6. Adults respond better to internal versus external motivators 

I can certainly relate to elements of the generalised theory of ‘andragogy’, 

specifically the points relating to adults needing to know the reasons for learning 

something and are most interested in topics that are most relevant to their own lives. 

My offender learners regularly ask why they are learning something, so when I 

introduce a new numeracy topic, I spend some time asking learners for real-life 

examples of use, and add in any of my own ideas too. 

 

NRDC – Effective Teaching and Learning research project 2003-2006 

In response to The Skills for Life strategy, this research project lead by the National 

Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy investigated 

teaching and learning to answer the two questions of: how can teaching, learning 

and assessing of literacy, numeracy, ESOL and ICT be improved, and which factors 

contribute to successful learning? This research makes references to learner 

motivation and attitude, a tutor’s teaching strategies, and their correlation to learner 

engagement and achievement which are of interest to my own research. 

The study ran over three years consisting of observations and surveys, and involved 

412, 34 teachers, in 47 classes and a variety of settings (one of which being a prison). 

Two-thirds were in further education colleges, so this must be taken into 

consideration when considering the findings, as well as factors such as gender, age, 

ethnicity, previous qualifications and ability. 

This was an extensive study, but the key findings I feel best relate to my area of 

research are: 

 They found evidence of significant progress for most learners 

 A wide range of teaching approaches were observed, although whole class 

and individual work predominated 

 Although activities varied, there was little use of practical resources, ICT and 

group work, with worksheets being the main source of resources 

 Over 90% of learners expressed a high level of satisfaction with their teachers 

and the course 

 Learners were usually highly engaged 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Experience
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Error
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Planning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evaluation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Relevance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Problem
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 The relationship between teacher and student was crucial – with a ‘good’ 

tutor being one that has good communication skills, respect for learners, 

broke topics down into small steps, makes maths interesting and imaginative, 

gives individual help, does not rush a subject and has a firm grasp on their 

subject. 

In terms of the learner’s motivations for taking the numeracy course, a questionnaire-

type format was completed by the learners to provide some quantitative data to 

compare: 

Motivation for doing course Percentage of overall sample  

To get a qualification 57.5 

To get a better job 42.5 

To prove something to myself 37.4 

To help me become more confident 37.1 

To help children with homework 20.1 

To help with everyday things  20.4 

 

Because the learners were allowed to pick more than one response, the totals do 

not equal 100 per cent. 

This study also monitored how much emphasis was observed on a variety of 

teaching characteristics. It is interesting to note that games, mental starters, 

computers, group/pair work and practical apparatus were observed the least 

frequent, whereas tutor/learner engagement characteristics were observed 

frequently, such as mutual respect, clear explanations, teacher enthusiasm, praise 

and feedback. 

The conclusions I can draw from this research suggests that perhaps there is no 

direct correlation with one particular teaching strategy or approach to terms of 

motivating learners and success rates, as learners were still highly engaged most of 

the time, spoke highly of their course and their tutor, despite the often lack of ‘active 

learning’ tools, and those suggested as ‘best practice’ some as practical tasks, 

group work and IT use. 

The study may suggest that actually, the original reason for joining the course, and 

the tutor’s demeanour and attitude, may prove to be more motivational for the 

learners, rather than the resources, teaching/learning styles and activities. It will be 

interesting to see whether this outcome will present itself in my own study. 

Further ideas by scholars on educational motivation 

 Make it real - teach with events in the news or connecting the subject with 

your students' culture, outside interests or social lives (Brozo, 2005] 

 Provide choices - giving students options can be as simple as letting them 

pick their partners or select from alternate tasks/activities (Kurvink, 1993, 

Reeve and Hyungshim, 2006) 

 

http://serc.carleton.edu/resources/37504.html
http://serc.carleton.edu/resources/37493.html
http://serc.carleton.edu/resources/37494.html
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 Seek role models (tutors, fellow students) - if students can identify with role 

models they may be more likely to see the relevance in the subject matter 

(Weins et al, 2003) 

 Become a role model for student interest - deliver presentations with energy 

and enthusiasm 

 Get to know your students - your personal interest in them will inspire their 

personal loyalty to you 

 Use a variety of student-active teaching activities 

 Teach by discovery - students find it satisfying discovering a solution to a 

problem 

 Cooperative learning activities provide positive social pressure 

 Give students as much control over their own education as possible – let 

students choose topics that interest them and assess them in a variety of ways 

 Set realistic performance goals and help students achieve them by 

encouraging them to set their own reasonable goals 

Motivation - Advice from fellow teachers 

When searching for literature on motivational techniques for use the classroom, most 

of what I found was tips and hints from fellow educators, with not much evidence of 

quantitative data. Therefore, the information given may be subjective and perhaps 

even unreliable. Some suggestions are laid out below, which I have the opportunity 

to try in my own study: 

 Create a threat-free environment 

 Offer varied experiences 

 Use positive competition 

 Offer rewards 

 Give praise when earned 

 Help students find intrinsic motivation 

 Make goals high but attainable 

 Track progress 

 Make things fun 

 

Presenting a hypothesis 

Based on the literature and research I have reviewed up to this point, I have 

identified that there seems to be no set strategy or plan available that gives a 

teacher a text-book guide of how to motivate their learners. Much information or 

advice is subjective and cannot necessarily be applied to all teachers or all learners.  

This lack of a distinct, set motivation plan to follow, may therefore suggests that there 

is not such a thing. In addition, I feel confident that I can hypothesise at this point 

that this study may confirm that perhaps a learner’s motivation for joining the course 

(whether intrinsic or extrinsic), along with the tutor themselves, and their demeanour, 

may be the source of a learner’s motivation, rather than the types of activities, 

teaching strategies, learning styles, assessment types, resources etc. 

http://www.edutopia.org/blog/20-tips-create-safe-learning-environment-rebecca-alber
http://www.everythingesl.net/inservices/learningstyle.php
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/1162055?uid=3739664&uid=2129&uid=2&uid=70&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21101494909267
http://www.virtualsalt.com/motivate.htm
http://www.ehow.com/how_8005024_give-effective-praise-classroom.html
http://cet.usc.edu/resources/teaching_learning/docs/teaching_nuggets_docs/2.4_Motivating_your_Students.pdf
http://www.teachervision.fen.com/teaching-methods/new-teacher/48452.html?page=1
http://www.teachhub.com/top-12-ways-motivate-students
http://elearnmag.acm.org/featured.cfm?aid=1373288
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Methodology  

 

Quantitative vs. Qualitative data 

Some research methods produce data that is quantitative, and some that is 

qualitative. Quantitative data deals mainly with numbers and frequencies; it 

produces measurable data that can be easily compared and analysed, and is 

considered fairly reliable; testing is one example of quantitative data. It is a scientific 

and experimental approach that is often criticised for not providing an in depth 

description.  

Qualitative data deals with description and meaning. It will not produce a 

measurable set of results, but what it lacks in reliability it makes up in validity; it is a 

much more rich and in-depth method to research into a given topic. Case studies 

and interviews are common methods of collecting qualitative data. This method is 

best suited for research questions for which no exact answer can be given. 

Most people agree that a combination of data collecting using both methods 

produces a more reliable and valid outcome, and this is the approach I will use for 

my own research. 

Sample size 

I was initially only going to use my own learners for this project, but we are 

experiencing low numbers at present, so feel that a larger sample would produce 

more reliable and valid data. With that in mind, I have decided to also use learners 

from the other math classes in the department. Overall, this includes two entry level 

classes, and three level one and two classes. Depending on learner enrollment 

figures at the time, I hope to include around 25 learners in this project. It will 

interesting to see if there is any difference in data collected for the entry and level 

one and two classes. 

Timescale  

Unlike schools or colleges or other adult learning environments, where student 

attendance may be fairly consistent and regular, offender learners often have 

sporadic attendance rates, missing classes for visits, medical appointments, court 

dates, cell moves or simply may refuse to come that day.  

In order to capture the maximum learners I can for this project, I will collect the data 

over a week, so if any learners miss a class, I should be able to capture their data 

later on in the week. 
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Methods in practice 

The three methods of data collection I will be using are: a questionnaire for the 

learners using closed and open-ended questions based on motivation; group 

interview/discussion to extend feedback from learners that will be written up as a 

report; learner numeracy achievement statistics. I hope that these three varying 

methods combined will capture the required information to analyse what motivates 

learners to attend class, and what keeps them motivated whilst they are there. It will 

also provide insight into whether these results correlate to their achievement. 

Step-by-step method process 

I will firstly introduce the project to each class and explain the purpose of asking the 

learners to participate. 

Learners will be asked to complete questionnaires that will provide both quantitative 

and qualitative data. Learners are asked to provide their personal details (age, 

ethnicity, current literacy and numeracy levels, education background), as well as 

their opinions on their motivation for attending numeracy classes, and what actually 

motivates them in the classroom (see template). Some questions are closed-ended, 

with learners choosing from a set of given variable responses; some are open-

ended, where learners may take the time to describe their responses in detail. I hope 

that by using the questionnaire to provide both qualitative and quantitative data, 

the results will be as reliable and valid as possible. I feel that open-ended questions 

are vital for providing an in-depth insight into how leaners truly feel about their class. 

Motivation is a topic that covers a range of personal feelings, emotions and 

behavioural outcomes; there are no set right or wrong answers; quantitative 

methods alone cannot do this topic justice. Questionnaires will be completed at the 

end of each lesson independently, anonymously, and in a relaxed atmosphere 

created by the tutor to ensure learners are not threatened by peer pressure and 

other social worries. 

Learners will then have the chance to participate in a group discussion based on 

the questionnaires, to allow for further feedback from the learners that may not be 

easily captured in the questionnaire. Learners that feel supported by their tutor and 

peers should hopefully provide some in-depth insight into their true opinions on 

motivation in the classroom. Myself and fellow tutors will takes notes on the learner’s 

responses to be written up in my findings report. 

The questionnaires and discussion results will also be compared against the learner’s 

achievement rates (if they have taken any exams whilst on the course; some 

learners may not have), to analyse whether there is any correlation between their 

opinions on their motivation and their achievement rate. 

Resources  

The resources needed for this research is fairly straight-forward: 

 Custom made questionnaires for learners 

 Achievement statistics available from our company’s PC program ‘Track’ 
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 Other tutor participation and their time to provide questionnaires, prompt 

discussion and take notes 

Minimalizing bias 

All research projects aim to have reliable, accurate and valid data. Minimalizing the 

risk of bias data will help to ensure this. The concerns I have regarding this risk are 

listed below: 

 Some learners may produce dishonest feedback and answers because they 

simply do not want to comply with a request 

 Learners with a negative view on education, particularly numeracy, may 

produce purely negative answers and feedback, despite this may not being 

how they truly feel 

 Peer pressure – no matter what their age, some learners may not provide 

accurate information for fear of what other learners may think of them – 

particularly during group discussions 

 They may produce inaccurate positive feedback because they feel that is 

what I want from them, particularly if we already have a good working 

relationship together 

In order to minimise this possible bias, I hope that a clear explanation of the project 

and its purpose, and the reassurance that their feedback is anonymous and of great 

worth, will ensure a positive and accurate participation. I will also explain that I am 

particularly interested in their negative feedback, as this will highlight what can be 

done to improve the teaching and learning at the prison. I will ensure reassure them 

that any negative feedback will not result in any sort of punishment!  

I also wish to carry out this research in a very relaxed way, in their usual classes, at 

the end of their lesson – not first thing on a Monday morning when learners may not 

feel at their best. 

Ethical, political and confidentiality issues 

Concerns regarding ethical, political and/or confidentiality issues should be at the 

heart of action research projects. When considering my own project, I have 

identified a number of areas of consideration: 

1) Ethics - the learners must be willing to participate in the project. I will explain the 

project to the learners, its purpose and how the results will hopefully benefit me, 

the other tutors in the department, themselves and future learners. I am 

confident that by treating the learners with respect and honestly, they will be 

willing to participate. I am also at the mercy of asking fellow time-restricted tutors 

to help facilitate this study. I work in a supportive group, with other tutors also 

having completed similar qualifications, so I am confident that this will not be an 

issue. 

 

2) Political – there is the chance that some learners may feel they must participate 

in the project because of a stereotypical social hierarchy in which students must 

obey their superiors; therefore they may not give honest feedback. On the other 
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hand, some learners may automatically not want to participate simply for the 

reason of being confrontational and avoiding any sort of situation that may 

cause them to look obedient to their teachers or peers. Again, I hope to combat 

this by creating a relaxed atmosphere, by explaining the reasons for this project 

and by having a non-threatening manner. 

 

3) Confidentiality – learners will complete their questionnaires anonymously and any 

feedback written up from discussions will also by anonymous, to avoid any 

learners feeling under pressure to respond in a certain way. Any achievement 

data extracted concerning the learners will also be unnamed when written up in 

my findings and will not be shared with any other parties. 

 

Data analyses 

The quantitative questionnaire results will be easily presentable and comparable in a 

chart form; pie charts I feel would be preferable as they are very visual. The 

unmeasurable qualitative data collected in the open-ended questions in the 

questionnaire and group discussion, will be presented as a written report. Any 

learners that have failed exams whilst on the course will have their questionnaire 

results individually analysed in the written report that presents the findings.  

 

Results  

Learner background 

The number of questionnaires returned from the learners was eighteen. Coincidently 

and rather conveniently, these were nine from the entry level classes and nine from 

the level one and two classes. This will make the groups’ data easier to compare 

and more valid and reliable. 

The ages of the learners were similar across the two groups, ranging from eighteen 

to forty-eight; around half of the learners classed their ethnicity as white British, the 

other around 50% of learners classed themselves as either white (any other 

background), black African, black British or mixed race. 

As I expected from the data, eleven out of the eighteen learners left school before 

the age of sixteen, with four leaving at sixteen and three progressed to 

further/higher education. 

Although some learners achieved qualifications at school/college, the majority of 

learners have only gained qualifications whilst in prison or are in the process of 

gaining some. 

With regards to the learner’s opinions on numeracy before they started the course, 

the main points were that six learners said it was interesting, three boring and five 

difficult. One learner commented that they only thought numeracy was relevant in 

some areas.  
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Quantitative data: 

On collecting the data concerning initial motivation, the result for both groups were 

very similar, so they have been grouped together in the below pie chart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As you can see from the above results, the main motivation for learners joining 

numeracy classes was to achieve a qualification (the learners could choose more 

than one reason so the totals do not add up to eighteen). This fits in with the learner 

background data that most learners are either working towards a qualification whilst 

in prison, with this being the only place they have achieved something. This result 

also mirrors that of the NRDC’s research project outlined in the literary review. 

The second highest motivation was for self-improvement. This result enforces a 

characteristic of andragogy outlined by Malcolm Knowles, that an adult learner will 

value intrinsic motivation over extrinsic. The third most frequent motivational factor 

for attending numeracy classes was for help with everyday tasks, which again mirrors 

a number of models featured in the literary section. 

The learners, who were at varying stages in their course, were asked if they were 

satisfied with the course and tutors so far. I decided to include these questions to see 

whether there was a correlation between what activities were included in the 

course, how the tutor behaved, and the learner’s satisfaction and motivation levels. 
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As you can see from the above charts, the vast majority of learners were extremely 

satisfied with both the course overall and the tutors, with no negative feedback 

being received at all. This initial feedback will be interesting to refer back to when 

we look at the feedback about what motivates them in class. 

Learners were then asked to tick from a number of options, what activities in class 

they find most interesting and motivating. I noticed that the answers provided by 

both groups varied, so have broken these down into the entry learners and level 1 

and 2 learners, to compare the differences. 
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As you can see, there are a number of popular activities that have an equal 

amount of frequency; worksheets, games/quizzes, group discussions and one-to-one 

work with tutor. The latter two activities suggest that these are popular due to the 

fact that these results are from the entry level learners, that perhaps require and/or 

prefer extra support from the tutor and peers to help them progress. My experience 

mirrors the fact that games and quizzes are favoured also, as some entry level 

learners find it hard to concentrate for long periods of time and/or can get bored 

easily.  

Interestingly, flashcards and practical tasks, activities that are often promoted as 

‘best practice’ by bodies such as Ofsted, received 5% and 0% of votes, the lowest of 

all activities. 
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When comparing the entry level results to the level 1 and 2, you can see there are a 

number of key similarity and differences. Similar to the entry results, worksheets were 

the number one activity, with one-to-one work with tutor following behind. The next 

two most favoured were then practice exams and practical tasks, therefore 

different from the entry level results.  

Again, flashcards and group work, that are pioneered as ‘best practice’ and 

feature under the umbrella of active learning, are the least favoured. So, although 

as tutors we are pressured to provide these activities, the learners taking part in this 

study clearly do not find these motivating at all. It is interesting to note that half of 

the entry level group enjoyed group tasks compared to zero level 1 and 2 learners. 

Learners were then asked to highlight the activities that they found the least 

enjoyable and motivating, and I have again separated the results into the two 

groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What I expected to find from these charts was that they would show near enough 

the opposite results from the previous question i.e. flashcards received no positive 

feedback as being a popular choice, so I would expect it to score highly in this 

question regarding least favourite activities. 

The least enjoyable and motivating activity for the entry learners was pair work 

followed by flashcards and practical tasks. Again, these are something that are 

considered best practice, yet not enjoyed by the learners. The rest of the data is 

reasonably close together as there are only 9 entry learners in this study, but it is fair 

to say that one-to-one with tutor, group discussions, group work and practice exams 

are not considered unenjoyable or demotivating as they received no votes. 
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The level one and two data is similar to that of the entry group. These learners 

identified that pairs work, group work and flashcards were the least enjoyable and 

motivating. Worksheets, group discussions, one to one support with tutor and 

teacher explanation on whiteboard received no negative votes, enforcing the 

feedback received regarding the positive activities the group identified. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In terms of tutor behaviour affecting learner motivation, the results are displayed in 

the diagram above. The data from both groups have been combined as they were 
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very similar results. The chart shows that a roughly equal amount of learners felt that 

the tutor’s behaviour and demeanour had either a fair, big or massive influence on 

their motivation in class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is much literature that suggests that adult learners must find the content of 

their learning programme relevant to everyday life in order to find it interesting and 

feel motivated to complete it. The data provided by the eighteen learners 

unanimously supports this, with 13 learners stating they ‘very much agree’ with this 

notion and 5 stating they ‘somewhat agree’. The remaining three categories of 

answers received no votes at all. 

Qualitative data  

As well as quantitative questions the learners were asked on their questionnaire, 

there was also the opportunity for them to give a more detailed response to some 

questions in order to get a fuller idea of their true opinions of the course and discuss 

these as a group: 

“What do you want/expected from a numeracy tutor?” 

Both entry and level one and two learners provided very similar ideas; good humour 

and personality, respect, supportive, help when needed, knowledgeable on 

subject. One learner commented that they wanted a tutor with a genuine interest in 

teaching. Overall, traits relating to personality featured most often. 

“What other things motivate you in class or you find interesting?” 

There was certainly a theme that could be identified in each group that sets them 

apart from each other. For the entry level group, there were comments regarding 
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working together, knowing and getting on with the group, having a positive group 

and having frequent breaks and music playing in the background. 

The level one and two group talk of having challenging problems to solve, working 

on their own, trying new things, finishing the work set and reflecting on past 

achievements as motivational. 

“What do you think could be done to improve your motivation in class? What would 

make it more enjoyable?” 

The overwhelming consensus from both groups was that there was nothing they feel 

could be done to improve their course. A couple of learners commented that they 

would like more example questions and answers to enable them to feel more 

confident on a topic. These comments enforce the data provided at the start of the 

questionnaire asking learners to rate their satisfaction with the course and tutors. 

“What are your thoughts on numeracy now?” 

The majority of both groups commented that they thought numeracy was 

interesting, with more learners now recognising that it is important for daily life and is 

relevant to everything we do. Many also stated it was now easier to grasp and 

enjoyable. 

Achievement rates analyses 

Out of the eighteen learners taking part in this study, ten of these had taken at least 

one exam during their time on the course. The total number of exams sat was 

fourteen, none of which were failed. Therefore, regardless of the data presented, 

even any negative aspects, have still not prevented any learners from achieving so 

far in their course. 

 

Conclusions & Recommendations 

Below is a summary and analyses of key findings based on the data presented, and 

recommendations for not only my own practice but for fellow peers. 

Regardless of a learner’s age, ethnicity or educational background, there are a 

number of keys themes that have been presented in this study that can form 

recommendations going forward. 

Learners, rather surprisingly I have found, value intrinsic motivations for being on the 

course, rather than for extrinsic gains or avoidances such as earning money whilst in 

prison or avoiding being punished for not engaging, operant conditioning responses 

coined by psychologist Skinner. This supports Malcolm’s Knowles ideas concerning 

adult learning that adults usually engage in education for intrinsic values such as self-

improvement or simply for enjoyment.  
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Recommendation: When a learner starts the course, take an interest in their reason 

why they are joining. Reminding the learner of this reason may help to aid motivation 

if they find things difficult at times. It also shows the learner that the tutor has good 

intentions and is interested in them as an individual. 

It is clear that the tutor plays a large part in a learner’s motivation; their personality, 

demeanour and behaviour can in itself sway the balance of motivated students in a 

tutor’s favour. A negative outlook portrayed by the tutor is surely to result in 

demotivated learners. 

Recommendation: Tutors should be aware that their actions and demeanour have a 

direct impact on learner motivation. Personality and humour could go a long way if 

dealing with difficult learners for example. 

Relating topics and tasks to real-life situations is viewed as very important to the vast 

majority learners in terms of their motivation. This finding also mirrors Malcolm Knowles 

ideas on andragogy learning; adult learners must see a purpose to what they are 

learning. 

Recommendations: When introducing new topics, ask the learners to think of real-life 

examples of how the topic is applied to everyday life. Activities should also be 

catered towards real-life applications whenever possible. As suggested by many 

scholars such as Brozo (2005) and Knowles (1980), they also enforce this as important 

to learner satisfaction and motivation. 

Despite negative views on activities the learners found demotivating and boring, this 

still did not affect the learner’s satisfaction with the course or their tutors, which 

ranked highly for both, or affect their achievement. These findings mirrored the 

findings by the NRDC study into adult learning, as discussed previously. 

Recommendations: These findings suggest that tutors should not need to fixate 

incessantly on perfecting the resources they are going to use for the session, learners 

find other things just as motivating, if not more so, such as their tutor. 

Rather surprisingly, the data collected for the entry level learners and the level one 

and two learners differed in some areas that I had not pre-empted, concerning 

activities they find the most and least motivating. 

Entry level recommendations: These types of learners value working in a positive 

environment, supported by both tutor and fellow peers. They don’t mind working in a 

group on tasks and discussions which can be less daunting than lone working and 

may build confidence in their own ability, but may also benefit from one-to-one tutor 

support if available. Learners may benefit from frequent breaks if they find topics 

difficult. In terms of activities learners are happy with traditional methods such as 

worksheets and practice papers but are also keen on light-hearted activities such as 

quizzes and games. Learners are less keen on active learning activities such as 

flashcards, working in a pair and practical tasks.  

 

http://serc.carleton.edu/resources/37504.html
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Level 1&2 recommendations: These types of learners like a challenge and trying new 

things. They are quite self-motivated, often preferring to work on their own rather 

than engaging in pair or group tasks or discussions. They also favour traditional 

methods of delivery such as worksheets and practice exams but also appreciate 

individual work with the tutor. They too also dislike flashcards. 

Both groups recommendation: Tutors can ask learners when they start the course 

what types of activities they think they might like included, which can be reviewed 

as they progress across the course. A simple check-list similar to the one featured in 

the questionnaire could suffice. Kurvink (1993) and Reeve and Hyungshim (2006), as 

discussed in the literary review section, suggest that simply giving learners a choice 

can increase their motivation. Knowles (1980) also suggests that adults need to have 

ownership over their learning in order to feel motivated to do it. 

 

Returning to the hypothesis 

When I reflect on my original hypothesis and the data that has been collected, it is 

clear that the source of motivation for adult offender learners is complex, and one 

that has no definitive answers. It is impossible to pigeon hole these learners as to why 

they have chosen to enroll onto the numeracy course, and what motivates them to 

stay. Motivation is a topic that is individual to everyone, but through this study I have 

identified a number of key themes concerning the offender learning process that 

can be helpful for myself and fellow peers going forward. 

What is for certain is that tutors in the sector of offender learning must be aware that 

there is a combination of factors that feed a learner’s motivation: their reason for 

being there, the tutor themselves and how the course is delivered in terms of 

activities and resources. Consulting regularly with the learners themselves as to what 

they expect from a course and valuing their feedback, can help create a 

motivational and positive atmosphere, which should encourage achievement.  

 

Improvements and unanswered questions 

There are always improvements that can be made to any action research project, 

and that is also true of this study.  

To ensure the data presented in this project is reliable, ideally a larger sample size 

would help ensure this, to analyse whether the same traits are prevalent with more 

learners. This would also help me compare their feedback against any exams they 

have taken, as the learners featured in this project had all passed theirs so far. 

A further improvement could see the tutors complete a questionnaire or write a 

report about the motivation and engagement of each learner, which I could 

compare against the learner’s questionnaires. It would be interesting to see whether 

the tutor’s portrayal of a learner’s motivation matched the learner’s perspective. 

http://serc.carleton.edu/resources/37493.html
http://serc.carleton.edu/resources/37494.html


 

23 

Tutors could also put different activities to the test in their sessions, and measure the 

motivation and engagement of the learners, to see whether this also matched the 

learner’s opinions on the different activities as asked for in their questionnaires. This 

could help make the learner’s feedback more valid and reliable e.g. a learner could 

have said they hated flashcards in their questionnaire but was actually very 

motivated and engaged when using them as observed by the tutor. 

 

Final thoughts 

This project has improved significantly in terms of its value to me as the study has 

progressed. It has been a true insight into how the learners feel about the courses 

offered in the department, and has highlighted that learners are not necessarily 

concerned about how you deliver the course, but rather with how you present 

yourself as a tutor and their reasons for being there in the first place. It is interesting to 

note that the learners in both groups differ slightly in terms of their expectations and 

preferences but it is vital that a tutor should not pigeon hole the learners, and allow 

them to remain as an individual.  

Activities that bodies such as Ofsted consider to be ‘best practice’ and engaging 

and motivational to the learners such as group work, physical tools such as 

flashcards and practical tasks, are not always wanted by the learners (or least not 

adult offender learners) – had anyone ever thought to ask them this in the first 

place? Motivation is an individual topic, and what each learner considers 

motivational can differ widely.  

I am going to ensure that from now on I pay much more attention to asking learners 

what they feel is motivational and enjoyable, rather than paying too much attention 

to text-book motivational theories and models such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 
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Questionnaire about your numeracy class 

Have you attended any education courses since compulsory education? Please list… 

Before you started the course, what were your thoughts about numeracy? E.g. Boring? Interesting? 
Difficult? Important? Irrelevant? 

What are your thoughts about the subject now? 

What was/were your motivation(s) for joining numeracy classes in the first place? 

To help improve job prospects 

To help children/family with their knowledge 

To help with everyday tasks involving maths 

To achieve a qualification 

To make up for lost time at school 

Prison incentives e.g. money/enhanced/tag 

For self-improvement/to prove something to 

yourself 

Other……………………………………………………………… 

How satisfied are you so far with: 

The course: 

Extremely      Very    Ok   Fairly   Not very 

The tutors: 

Extremely      Very    Ok   Fairly    Not very 

What activities do you find most enjoyable and motivating? You may tick more than one 

  Worksheets 

Pairs work 

Games/quizzes 

Flashcards 

Practical/physical tasks 

Practice exams 

Teacher explanation on the whiteboard 

Group discussions 

One-to-one support with tutor 

One-to-one support with mentor 

Group work  

Other…………………………………………………………………. 

Age: Ethnicity: Age you 
left school: 

Literacy/ 
Maths levels 
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What activities do you find least enjoyable and motivating? You may tick more than one 

  Worksheets 

Pairs work 

Games/quizzes 

Flashcards 

Practical/physical tasks 

Practice exams 

Teacher explanation on the whiteboard 

Group discussions 

One-to-one support with tutor 

One-to-one support with mentor 

Group work  

Other…………………………………………………………………. 

How much influence do you think your tutor has on your motivation when you are in class? E.g. 

their mood, style, actions, behaviour 

A massive influence 

A big influence 

A fair influence 

Not a great influence at all 

What do you want/expect from a numeracy tutor? E.g. their personality, style, actions 

What other things motivate you in class or you find interesting? 

‘Relating numeracy to real-life situations is more motivating and interesting’ how much do you 

agree with this statement? 

Very much agree 

Somewhat agree 

It makes no difference to me 

Disagree 

Completely disagree 

What do you think could be done to improve your motivation in class? What would make it more 
enjoyable? 
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