
Action Research Project 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Getting the unemployed back into work – 
“What employability and personal value 
does training with Free2learn create for 
our learners?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Linda Thomson 
 
April 2016 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DTLLS Level 5 
 
Tutor: Angela Young 
 
 



   

DTLLS Level 5 Action Research                                                                        Linda Thomson 

1 

Table of Contents 
 
Introduction……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….2 
Part 1: The Action Research Cycle …………………………………………………………………………..4 
 
 
Part 2: Literature Review 
Unemployment in the UK…………………………………………………………………………………………..7 
Barriers to Employment……………………………………………………………………………………………..9 
 
 
Part 3: Methodologies 
Methods of Collecting Data: Quantitative and Qualitative…………………………………….11 
Project Methodology…………………………………………………………………………………………………12 
Drawbacks………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..13 
Ethical Considerations……………………………………………………………………………………………..14 
Other Considerations……………………………………………………………………………………………….14 
 
 
Part 4: Data Analysis  
Questionnaire Results……………………………………………………………………………………………..15 
Tutor Questionnaire………………………………………………………………………………………………..15 
Learner Questionnaire……………………………………………………………………………………………..21 
 
 
Part 5: Conclusions 
Results and Conclusions…………………………………………………………………………………………..26 
Conclusions from Tutor Responses…………………………………………………………………………. 26 
Conclusions from Learner Responses……………………………………………………………………….27 
Recommendations…………………………………………………………………………………………………….28 
 
Evaluation and Self-Reflection………………………………………………………………………………..29 
 
 
Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..31 
 
 
 
 
Appendices 
Appendix 1: Learner Questionnaire………………………………………………………………………..33 
Appendix 2: Survey Monkey Tutor Questionnaire Sample……………………………………….36 
Appendix 3: Tutor Questionnaire (Word Version)……………………………………………………37 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

DTLLS Level 5 Action Research                                                                        Linda Thomson 

2 

Introduction 

 
In my professional practice, I work mainly for a private training company called 
Free2learn (F2L), which provides training for adults who are unemployed. The 
company has three key centres in London, and one centre in Manchester. However, 
we also deliver multiple contracts in other locations around the country.  
 
 
Most learners are referred through the job centre, although we do have a number 
of learners who self-refer. We are able to pay for training for them to obtain a 
licence to work in the Security industry as a Door Supervisor, CCTV Operator, or 
for a small number of appropriately experienced learners, in Close Protection. 
Alternatively, we will send them to an external provider to get a Forklift licence to 
work in the construction industry. This is the bulk of our work, although in recent 
years we have been providing Traineeships, Apprenticeships and some ESOL 
Training.  
 
 
In order for the company to fund this, the learner must complete a training 
programme before his or her course in their chosen specialism. We are able to get 
funding for these programmes indirectly from the government, via a number of 
colleges we have relationships with. The programme will vary depending on the 
college and what can be funded at that time, but it usually covers Customer 
Service and Team Leading. It may cover Retail, Hospitality or Health and Safety. 
Learners are often resistant to the fact they have to spend up to four weeks on a 
training course of subjects they did not choose before they get to do their 
specialist choice.  
 
 
A recent course for HOLTS included a qualification in Personal Development for 
Employability. One part of this qualification required the completion of a portfolio 
in Self Assessment, which covers identifying one’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
some goal setting. However, we do not include any other aspects of personal 
development and have not been able to access funding for teaching employability, 
largely because, I believe, there is no direct qualification that can be achieved.  
 
 
It is of concern to me that we do not have the resources to support learners more 
effectively in developing their employability skills and in finding a job after the 
course. We are lucky to have a number of excellent trainers at the company who 
will help our learners with CV development and Interview skills, but as it is not 
built into the course timetable, there is no requirement to do so. Around two years 
ago, we did have a full time employee whose job involved following up with 
learners, finding job vacancies, liaising with employers and scheduling interviews 
but she left the company and was not replaced. As funding is moving towards 
traineeships and apprenticeships, our resources have been focussed in that 
direction. Therefore, once the learner has finished their time with us, there is no 
further support for them.  
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I therefore decided to base my Action Research project on examining whether we 
add value to the learner and if indeed their time with us results in employment.  
 
 
The company has done some follow up in the past but nothing formally structured 
or consistent. In some ways, the personal benefit to me in asking this question is 
limited, as I do not have the power to change things in the company. However, I 
am curious about outcomes of this regard, and can certainly pass on the 
information I gather to the company. It seems possible at some point that college 
deliverables could include employment targets. I also felt it would be a useful 
opportunity to gather some additional information about the learner experience 
which, although it again could not necessary bring about drastic change, could 
inform my teaching practice, even if that were to have information for future 
learners that would assist in their success. Additionally, I felt it would be useful to 
seek the opinion of other trainers on whether they thought we were providing 
something of use, so my project includes input from my colleagues.  
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Part 1: The Action Research Cycle 

 
Action Research is a practical approach to professional enquiry. It has been 
described as being about the improvement of practice, the improvement of the 
understanding or practice and the improvement of the situation in which the 
practice takes place.  
 
 
The classic definition is as follows: 
 
“Action research is simply a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by 
participants in social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of 
their own practices, their understanding of these practices, and the situations in 
which the practices are carried out” (Carr and Kemmis 1986: 162). 
 
 
McNiff states that, “The practice of Action Research as a practice refers to what 
people do, individually and collectively, in particular [] situations when they 
inquire into how they can find ways to improve what they are doing”. 
 
 
The goal of such research is to enable the practitioner to bring about an 
improvement in their own practice (Birley and Moreland, 1998). 
 
 
As such it is: 
 focused on one’s own practice 
 develops through reiterations of incremental changes 
 aims at creating change, either individually or institutionally, through a 

“bottom-up” approach (Kemmis and McTaggart ,1988) 
 
It is therefore an essential element of any professional or practitioner 
development, since it promotes a greater awareness of one’s own practice 
(Selepe, 2001). 
 
 
Action Research has two key aspects – the first is to look at a problem in practice, 
with the underlying assumption that one is also wishing to find a solution, and the 
second it that of using the process itself to understand practice more effectively. 
In this way, the process assists with professional development.  
 
 
If we consider the process that we go through when completing a piece of Action 
Research, it might look like this: 
 Identify an issue that needs attention or investigation 
 Be reasonably clear why it needs attention 
 Show to oneself, and others, what the issues and its contexts look like 
 Imagine what can be done about it 
 Try out a possible strategy and see what happens 
 Change practice and thinking in light of the evaluation.  
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The key fundamental of Action Research is that it is a cycle that includes planning, 
action, monitoring and reflection. Of course, it is not necessarily the case that 
each stage would follow neatly on from the last. Planning may well be key at a 
later stage of the cycle, when one is ready to implement change. 
 
 

 
 
In fact, the whole research project can be seen as one huge action research cycle. 
Essentially Action Research is a process of testing, observing, thinking, changing. 
One continues to plan all the way though, and observing takes place as one 
collects the data but also as we are analysing it. And although reflection is the 
later part of the cycle, in order to conduct a piece of Action Research, one is 
beginning with reflection on the initial question or purpose for the work.  
 
 
As one considers a piece of Action Research work, there are a number of questions 
that spring to mind, which are all elements of Planning, but which will also be put 
into place at later stages of the work.  
 
 What is my concern? 
 Why is this an issue? 
 What kind of data can I reduce to show the situation as it is? 
 What can I do about it? 
 How will I ensure that any conclusions I come to are reasonable and justifiable? 
 How will I modify my practices in light of my evaluation? 
 
 
Considering these questions demonstrates the appropriateness of Action Research 
for my question. I do have concerns about the value and outcomes of what the 
company is providing, and I believe it to be an issue because we are dealing with 
people who need support. I can find data to demonstrate the situation and by 
gathering different data I can ensure that data can be justified. Whilst I may not 
be able to influence decision and directions of the company, I can look to modify 
my own practice in light of my conclusions.  
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Since one of the themes of Action Research is that it is collaborative and 
democratic and should include all voices, giving voice to the marginalised, who are 
the group that are my target group, is fully appropriate.  
 
 
I decided that I wished to collect data from two different sources – from the 
learners themselves and from fellow tutors at the company. I would design 
questionnaires for both groups to examine their thoughts and feelings on the 
learner experience with F2L, both in what was positive and what was lacking. In 
addition, I would learn whether each learner had found employment and what 
action they had taken to help with a successful outcome. There would be a little 
overlap in the questionnaires for both groups. In doing so, I hoped to form an 
overall picture of the current situation with recommendations on how things could 
ideally be improved.  
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Part 2: Literature Review 
 
Unemployment in the UK 

 
The learners I teach at F2L are all currently unemployed. That is the only real 
thing they have in common. The majority of our learners are male, due to the 
employment areas we work in. The females are often returning to the workplace 
after bringing up children. They vary in age from 19 to 60. Some have been out of 
work for many years whilst others have only been unemployed for a few months. 
All learners have to complete an initial assessment and must reach Entry 3. Some 
struggle to do this whilst others may be graduates who cannot find work in their 
field because of lack of experience. We have many learners whose first language is 
not English.  
 
 
Therefore their real employment prospects vary widely. All our trainers make 
professional assumptions on who will be the most likely to gain employment 
quickly after they obtain their licence to work. Sadly, many of our learners will 
have difficulty, not least due to the lack of genuine support provided in helping 
them back into work.  
 
 
The most recent statistics available from the Office for National Statistics 
(September – November 2015), show that the unemployment rate was 5.1%, lower 
than for a year earlier (5.8%). It has not been lower since August to October 2005. 
We can see that it has fallen gradually over the last year. 

 
 
 
The government continues to push toward full employment, with new initiatives 
and intensive measures being put into place ostensibly to work towards this, 
especially with regard to the long-term unemployed.  According to a September 
2014 report from the Brookings Institution, people who are long-term unemployed 
(defined as being without a job for six months or more), have a 20% to 40% lower 
probability of being employed one to two years in the future.  We see many 
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individuals who have been out of work for several years, making it even harder to 
get back into work.  
 
 
However, long-term unemployment has fallen by 214,000 since 2010, and the 
proportion of the workforce claiming unemployment benefits is at its lowest level 
since 1975. June 2015 employment statistics show that long-term unemployment 
fell by 55,000 from the previous quarter and overall long-term unemployment also 
fell to its lowest level in more than 5 years. There are more than 600,000 
vacancies in the UK economy at any one time, and the measures are intended to 
ensure that everyone with the ability to work has the support and the opportunity 
to do so. 
 
 
Another group who are particularly vulnerable are young people aged 16-24. In 
February 2015, The Guardian reported that they were nearly three times more 
likely to be unemployed than the rest of the population, the largest gap in more 
than 20 years, according to an analysis of official figures. 
 
 
Statistics from March 2016 show that 630,000 young people aged 16-24 were 
unemployed in November-January 2016, up 5,000 from the previous quarter and 
down 113,000 from the previous year. The unemployment rate (the proportion of 
the economically active population who are unemployed) for 16-24 year olds was 
13.7%, down from 16.2% a year ago. Clearly, this shows a significant difference 
from overall employment figures.  
 
 
Schemes such as Help to Work, introduced in 2014, aim to give Jobcentre staff a 
new range of options to support the hardest to help to get off benefits and into 
work. Around 433,000 long-term unemployed people have entered work through 
the Work Programme; with official figures showing the scheme has helped more 
people than any previous employment scheme. 
 
 
Jobcentre advisers are tasked to create back-to-work plans for individuals 
according to the particular barriers to work they may have and should include 
intensive coaching, a requirement to meet with the Jobcentre Plus adviser every 
day, or take part in a community work placement for up to 6 months, to build the 
skills needed to secure a full-time job. Sanctions could be put in place for those 
who do not participate.  
 
 
The statistics and initiatives certainly sound promising, but the government is 
frequently accused of massaging its statistics to show these drops, by not including 
people who are technically out of work but are participating in certain work 
initiatives, or receiving particular benefits. And sadly, the feedback all of our 
tutors get from learners is that few of them feel supported by their job centre 
advisors. In fact, most of them feel alienated and marginalised by the treatment 
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they receive. Most of them also report that they are not offered support with 
updating or creating CVs.  
 
 

Barriers  to Employment 

 
Certainly a poor CV or lack of interview skills can be seen as a barrier to 
employment. Many of our learners have also not worked in some years, or have 
gaps in employment and a small number have a criminal record. All of these are of 
course, barriers.  
 
 
There have been some studies in looking at barriers to employment.  
One study was undertaken in 2008 for the employment agency Working Links, 
undertaken with pollsters Populus. They approached the long-term unemployed 
directly for their personal insights into the barriers they face in finding work and 
the types of support that they believe can help them back into the workplace. 
Despite this study being a number of years ago, my personal experience from 
working with this client group and listening to their feedback indicates that little 
has changed in this time. 
 
 
The study showed that less than half of those surveyed hoped to have a job by the 
same time the following year and the older the respondent, the less hopeful they 
were. The greatest fear in returning to work was around the potential financial 
gaps that can occur when making the transition from benefits to paid work.   
 
 
The majority (55%) cited that the best type of support they could receive would be 
the ability to return to their previous financial support payments should their 
contract end or the job become unsuitable. Currently, the preponderance of zero 
hours contracts, which proliferate in the security industry, among others, makes it 
nigh impossible for any financial planning and acts as a barrier to finding work.  
 
 
However, the biggest barrier identified by the long-term unemployed was physical 
health issues (52%). Many of the respondents affected had their injury at work and 
now fear returning to the workplace in case a similar situation occurs again. A 
further perception was that employers react negatively to applications from 
jobseekers that have made legal claims in previous jobs. 
 
 
Amongst the other top barriers were: lack of skills and qualifications (30%), mental 
health issues (22%), care needs of family members (21%) and childcare needs 
(17%). Practical concerns such as access to public transport also featured highly. 
40% said that help in obtaining smart clothes and shoes would help them back to 
work. 
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The study found a marked lack of confidence among claimants, despite investment 
in schemes to assist them into work. According to the research, the majority of 
those interviewed said they required more assistance with acquiring new skills and 
courses in self-esteem and confidence (42%). Focus group studies revealed that the 
demoralising effect of being out of work, attending interviews and applying for 
jobs required bravery and more needed to be done to help build confidence again 
before successful job seeking could begin.  It also concluded that psychological 
obstacles such as depression can be particularly difficult to overcome. 
 
 
Around 40% said that training on the process of job applications and schemes 
offering work experience were also helpful but the idea of undertaking voluntary 
work - as set out in the government’s Green Paper – raised various concerns. With 
a significant amount of voluntary work being around vulnerable people, those with 
criminal backgrounds highlighted that criminal checks would prevent them from 
working in most voluntary roles, and those with children highlighted that working 
unpaid would not be feasible due to the necessity for childcare. 
 
 
Those interviewed had "universally negative" experiences of job centres, mainly 
due to frustrations with their limited remit of matching people to jobs rather than 
concentrating on areas such as training. More than half of those surveyed had at 
least one other family member who had experienced long periods of 
unemployment. 
Finally, a lack of childcare was also a "particular issue" for lone parents, it found. 
"Childcare was seen to be extremely expensive, and perhaps out of reach for 
someone on a modest entry-level wage."  
 
 
As part of its drive to end child poverty by 2020, the Government aims to 
encourage 300,000 more lone parents into work. A 2008 report by the Citizens 
Advice Bureau examined the reality of this outcome.  Lone parents face multiple 
barriers when they try to move from benefits to work. Employers are often 
reluctant to take on lone parents – and lone parents themselves worry about 
combining work with their childcare responsibilities. Financial stability is often 
hard to achieve: some lone parents moving into low-paid jobs find they are simply 
worse off in work than living on benefits. The complexity of the combined benefits 
and tax credit systems makes it very difficult for others to manage. As well as the 
financial issues, single parents face significant problems with juggling family needs 
by themselves, especially finding affordable, good quality childcare.  
 
 
It becomes evident that despite Government initiatives and what the statistics 
seem to be telling the public, there is large group of individuals who face a range 
of barriers in getting back into paid employment, and without specific, targeted 
support, and initiates that really do help particular groups, such as lone parents, 
the problem will not go away.  
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Part 3: Methods of Collecting Data 
 
Quantitative and Qualitative 

 
 
The key reason for choosing any particular data gathering method is whether it is 
likely that that method will result in useful information about the practice that is 
being looked at. It seemed pertinent to consider different research methods, as 
each would only show particular aspects of a situation.  
 
 
One generally finds that research methods are either quantitative or qualitative. 
Essentially, quantitative research generates numerical data or information that 
can be converted into numbers while qualitative research will generate non-
numerical data. When using the former, only measurable data will be gathered and 
analysed. 

 

 
 
Qualitative research will tend to focus on gathering data that is concerned with 
opinions or thoughts rather than measurements, and therefore aims to discover 
what people think and feel. Information may be gathered from individual in-depth 
interviews, structured and non-structured interviews, focus groups, observation 
and case studies. The information is then analyzed in an interpretative manner. 
Without qualitative research, you are missing the element of human experience. 
The disadvantage of this kind of data is that it can be difficult to interpret or 
present in a meaningful way.  
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Although ultimately, an analysis is qualitative in nature, statistical data has great 
value. The key advantages of quantitative information, of course is that it can be 
collated easily and statistical information inferred from it. Quantitative Research 
makes use of tools such as questionnaires, surveys, measurements and statistics to 
collect numerical or measurable data. These can then be presented in graphs and 
tables.  
 
 
The disadvantage is that without qualitative data, the analysis can be very dry. 
Questionnaires can easily be used to produce quantitative as well as qualitative 
information. This can be done by using rating scales or closed questions to 
generate numerical data, and open questions to gather more descriptive 
responses.  
 
 
From an organisational perspective, our learners complete progress reviews and 
exit reviews when they finish their course. However, they tend not to give us 
terribly valuable information. It may be that the learners would respond more 
effectively to more specific and structured questions, rather than the general ones 
that are asked. We also do conduct some follow up feedback on learners but I have 
been unable to access this to include some of the results in this Project. Our 
Croydon centre conducted a short customer service survey with a sample class and 
on occasion, we have also conducted focus groups with learners.  
 
 
 
 

Project  Methodology 

 
For the purposes of this project, I wanted to collect both quantitative as well as 
qualitative data. The crux question was about whether the learner had managed to 
find work, which of course, required quantitative information. However, I also 
wanted to know what actions they had taken. And I was furthermore interested in 
the perceived value of their experience with us.   
 
 
The initial method was evidently to contact a range of learners to ascertain 
whether they had found employment since leaving Free2Learn (F2L). The survey 
would also ask questions about their feelings about their experience (see Appendix 
1). Of course, all methods show only one side of a picture, and responses from 
learners would be very much subjective and reliant on their individual actions, 
which could not be quantified, eg perhaps they had not found a job because they 
had made little effort to, rather than they had not been adequately prepared.  
 
 
In terms of collecting the data, I felt it would be more difficult to get results from 
learners if I sent them an email survey. Although I used learners I had personally 
taught, and therefore had a relationship with, I still felt it was unlikely that I 
would get the return I needed within the timescale I had set. To combat this, I 
contacted a range of learners by text message, asking if they would be willing to 
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take part. I contacted the ones who agreed by telephone and input the data onto 
an Excel spreadsheet, to be analysed. 
 
 
In addition I felt it would be useful to conduct a small survey of F2L tutors to ask 
their thoughts on the value of what we offered and their opinions on what would 
make our learners more likely to find employment (see Appendix 2). 
 
 
For my tutor research, I designed a short survey using Survey Monkey. I felt I would 
be more likely to get responses this way from the other tutors. I actually used 
quite a short timescale – my view is that a long timescale just means people leave 
it as there is no urgency and then they forget all about it – a short lead in time 
means they are more likely to respond when they read the email – and I kept it 
short so that people were more likely to complete. Survey Monkey also allows you 
to send a reminder, and I also spoke to several of the tutors personally to 
encourage them to complete the survey. Again, I designed the questionnaire to 
allow for quantitative and qualitative data to be collected.  
 
 
I felt that these two methods, using these two different groups, would enable me 
to answer both aspects of my question – namely, did the learner gain employment 
as a result of their time with the centre, but also, were we providing a valuable 
quality experience.  
 
 

 
 
Drawbacks 

 
For the purposes of this project, the sample was small. If, in fact, this was a 
research project that F2L were carrying out themselves to gather significant, 
statistically relevant data, the research subjects should be selected to represent 
certain criteria - ie equal numbers of learners from different centres, different 
tutors, a varying timescale of when they attended a course and so on, to ensure 
the data was more reliable. My sample was only able to include learners I had 
taught myself.  
 
 
It would be interesting to be able to have data to compare which would allow a 
correlation to be seen between learners getting jobs quickly compared with their 
attendance records or exam results and so on. This was not possible in this 
project. Additionally, this sample does not allow enough data to infer whether an 
older learner was more likely to find employment or vice versa. It would be 
interesting to know what data the job centres collect, collate and analyse, as 
experiences of my learners over the years with the job centre vary so 
dramatically.  
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Ethical  Considerations 

 
Clearly, the quality and integrity of one’s research is critical to overall success and 
authenticity of the work. The key potential ethical considerations were with 
regard to consent and the confidentiality and anonymity of my research 
respondents. I ensured that my participants participated in my study voluntarily by 
contacting the learners to ask if they were willing to take part rather than just 
calling them, and by sending the trainer survey to email addresses, so that people 
could respond if they wished. Therefore, I had informed consent from both sets of 
participants. I phrased the questions carefully to ensure that questions allowed 
responses that were user-led, so that the research was impartial.  
 
 

 
Other considerations 
 
The timescale I gave the tutors for the survey was one week. After 4 days I sent a 
reminder via Survey Monkey. In the event, I extended the deadline by 5 days, as I 
needed more responses than I had initially got. I did prompt a few of the trainers 
whom I saw personally, or sent a personal message to. I felt that when I had got 8 
respondees, then that was sufficient. The advantage of Survey Monkey is that it 
collates the information for you.  
 
As I had planned to do telephone interviews with the learners, the timescale was 
not an issue. I struggled to get responses from my initial text messages to learners, 
so I ended up calling learners on my list and asking, if I was able to reach them, for 
their consent and explaining what my research was for. I left messages where 
possible if I didn’t reach them. Three learners asked me to call back at a different 
time – I was able to subsequently speak to two of them. I had a list of contacts for 
a number of learners and stopped when I had interviewed 10, my chosen sample 
size. I had created the survey on an Excel spreadsheet and input the learners’ 
responses directly onto the spreadsheet during the interview. I then utilised 
formulae in Excel to create the percentages.  
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Part 4: Data Analysis 
 
Questionnaire Results 
 
Tutor Questionnaire Results 

 
I created a questionnaire on Survey Monkey, which was sent to 13 tutors at F2L, of 
whom 8 responded (61%). There were 10 questions. 
 
The first two questions related to the tutors themselves.  
 
Question 1 
How long have you been working for F2L? 
 
75% (6) had been with the company for more than 2 years and 25% (2) for less than 
one year.  
 
Question 2 
What courses do you teach at F2L? 
 
All (100%) taught our standard package of Customer Service/Retail/Team Leading 
87.5% (7) taught functional skills 
62.5% (5) were teaching groups of Traineeships 
25% (2) also taught Security classes 
1 trainer noted that they taught Hospitality, Health and Safety, Manual Handling 
and Fire Safety. 
 
Question 3 asked: 
How well do you think the assessment process works in ensuring candidates are 
suitable for the course? 
 
I asked this question because it impacts on the tutors themselves. If the learner 
has not reached the relevant level or who doesn’t understand what they have 
committed to, it can cause them to struggle in completing the course or have 
motivation issues. 
 
No one thought it worked extremely well 
25% (2) thought it worked quite well 
37.5% (3) thought it worked mildly well 
37.5% (3) thought it worked not at all well 
 
 
Questions 4 and 5 were about the relevance of the subjects that were included in 
the curriculum prior to the specialism. F2L does have to, however, focus on 
subjects that can be funded, so what is chosen has to meet this criteria, and is not 
merely as a result of the choice of the company. I focused on asking about learners 
who were looking to go into Security of become a Forklift driver, currently our 
biggest groups of learners.   
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Question 4: On a scale from 1 (not at all relevant) to 7 (extremely relevant), 
please rate how relevant you think each of the following subjects is to the 
average learner going into the Security field? 
 
Question 5: On a scale from 1 (not at all relevant) to 7 (extremely relevant), 
please rate how relevant you think each of the following subjects is to the 
average learner going into the Construction field? 
 
 
Customer Service 
 

    Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      75% (6)    25% (2) 
6         12.5% (1)    12.5% (1) 
5         25% (2) 
4         12.5% (1) 
3         12.5% (1)    12.5% (1) 
2 
1 (not at all relevant)      12.5% (1) 
 
 
Retail Knowledge 
 

     Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      12.5% (1)      
6         12.5% (1)     
5        25% (2)    12.5% (1) 
4         12.5% (1) 
3         50% (4)     
2         12.5% (1) 
1 (not at all relevant)      62.5% (5) 
 
 
Hospitality 
 

    Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      25% (2)     
6         12.5% (1)     
5        12.5% (1)    25% (2) 
4          
3         25% (2)    12.5% (1) 
2         12.5% (1) 
1 (not at all relevant)     25% (2)    50% (4) 
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Team Leading 
 

             Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      12.5% (1)    
6         50% (4)      
5        25% (2)    50% (4) 
4         25% (2) 
3         12.5% (1)    12.5% (1) 
2         12.5% (1) 
1 (not at all relevant)       
 
 
Functional Skills 
 

    Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      25% (2)    12.5% (1) 
6         
5        25% (2)    37.5% (3)  
4          
3         25% (2)    25% (2)   
2        25% (2)    12.5% (1) 
1 (not at all relevant)      12.5% (1) 
 
 
Health & Safety/Manual Handling 
 

   Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      75% (6)    75% (6) 
6         12.5% (1)    25% (2) 
5        12.5% (1)     
4          
3           
2 
1 (not at all relevant)       
 
 
Self –assessment 
 

   Security         Construction 
 

7 (extremely relevant)      37.5% (3)    25% (2) 
6         12.5% (1)    12.5% (1) 
5        25% (2)    25% (2) 
4        12.5% (1)    12.5% (1) 
3          12.5% (1) 
2        12.5% (1)  
1 (not at all relevant)      12.5% (1) 
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Question 6 
What other skills training do you think would help learners move into employment 
more easily? No options were given for this question – it was designed to be fully 
open.  
 

 CBT (Cognitive Behavioural Therapy) 
 Interview skills training  
 A better version of the self-assessment portfolio as this current one is 

laid out in a very confusing way for learners and therefore doesn't 
provide as much benefit as it could do 

 Hairdressing, Beauty Therapy, massage courses, CV and interview 
workshops 

 CV writing, interview skills, I.T. skills 
 ICT 
 CV preparation and Interview Skills 
 I also feel they need more support on dealing with their limiting 

beliefs and more coaching 
 Employability skills and first aid 

 
 
Question 7 
How well do you feel F2L is preparing the learners for employment? 
 
Not well at all  12.5% (1) 
Mildly well   12.5% (1)   
Fairly well   25% (2) 
Quite well   37.5% (3) 
Extremely well  12.5% (1) 
 

How well is F2L preparing learners for employment

Not well at all

Mildly well

Fairly well

Quite well

Extremely well

 
 
 
 
Question 8 
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What else could F2L do to prepare the learners for employment? 
 
Help with their CV/CV Clinics  75% (6) 
Interview skills training   87.5% (7) 
1-1 Career advice    62.5% (5) 
Job search help    75% (6) 
More functional skills training  25% (2) 
 
Additional response: General health and hygiene workshops 

 
 
Question 9  
What barriers do you think the learners face in gaining employment after their 
course? 
 
Ineffective CV    75% (6) 
Lack of interview skills   87.5% (7) 
Age (too young/too old)   12.5% (1) 
Gaps in employment   75% (6) 
Lack of support    62.5% (5) 
Lack of motivation    87.5% (7) 
 
Comment: Some don't want a job 
 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Help with their CV/CV

Clinics

Interview skills training 1-1 Career advice Job search help More functional skills

training

Preparation for Employment 

Tutor Response



   

DTLLS Level 5 Action Research                                                                        Linda Thomson 

20 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Ineffective CV Lack of interview skills Age (too young/too old) Gaps in employment Lack of support Lack of motivation

Barriers to Employment

Tutor Response

 
 
 
10. What do you think would help a learner gain employment more quickly or 
effectively after the course has finished? 
 
1-1 support     75% (6) 
CV help     75% (6) 
Interview skills training   75% (6) 
 
Additional responses:  

 Help with job search 
 How to search for jobs 
 Jobs boards, recruitment fairs 
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Learner Questionnaire Results 
 
My learner questionnaire was conducted over the phone, and I spoke to 10 
different learners. All of these learners had been in one of my classes in the past. I 
tried to include, within the sample, as much of a range of learners as possible, 
with both recent learners and those who had been in a class with me up to a year 
ago. Although I chose which learners to contact, I started with a list of 25 learners 
and the 10 interviews were with the learners who were willing and available to 
talk to me.  
 
The first two questions required personal information about gender and age.  
 
Question 1: What is your gender? 
 
100 % were male 
 
Question 2: What is your age range? 
 
30% (3) were 19-25, 10% (1) was 25-35, 20%(2) were 36-49 and 40% (4) were 50 and 
upwards. 
 

Age Range of Learners

a) 19- 25

b) 25 - 35

c) 36 - 49

d) 50 +

 
 
The next three questions were about the specifics of their training.  
 
Question 3: How long is it since you finished your course? 
 
10% (1) had completed it less than 3 months ago, 40% (4) had finished between 3-6 
months, and the remaining 50% (5) between 6 months and 1 year ago 
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Length of Time Since Training

a) Less than 3 months

b) 3 - 6 Months

c) 6 months - 1 yr

 
 
Question 4: What centre did you go to? 
 
20% (2) had been in Croydon, 70% (7) in Lewisham, none in our Hackney centre and 
10% (1) in Holborn 
 
Question 5: What was your specialism? 
 
30% (3) had gone on to do the Door Supervisor qualification, 20% (2) CCTV, 30% (3) 
had obtained their Forklift Licence and 20% (2) had gained a different Construction 
–related licence 

Learner Chosen Specialism

Security DS Security CCTV Forklift Other construction
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The next questions were about employment. Questions 7- 9 were only directed to 
those who answered Yes to the previous question.  
 
Question 6: Have you found a job? 
Question 7: Was it in your area of Specialism? 
 
70% (7) had done so, and 30% (3) had not. Of those who had, 3 had found one in 
their field and 4 had found a job doing something else 
 
Question 8: How quickly did you get a job? 
 
2 had found one within 1 month, 3 had taken 1-3 months, 1 had taken 3-6 months 
and 1 had taken over 6 months.  
 
Question 9: What actions did you take to get the job? 
 
1 had made a strategic job search plan, 2 had used networking, 1 had used the job 
centre, 3 had made applications online, 1 had used job search apps on their 
phone, and 1 had answered job ads in the paper. 1 said he had volunteered and 
got his job through doing that.  
 
The next two questions were only for those who had not found a job.  
 
Question 10: What do you think is the reason?  
 
3 said their certificates were delayed, 3 said they felt it was their lack of 
experience, No one mentioned a poor CV, or that that they felt were bad at 
interviews, and all wanted a job.  
 1 felt his age was a problem  
 1 (who was from another country) said he did not have suitable work references 
 

Question 11: What would help you get a job? (open question) 
 
 1 said he had registered with every agency he could think of, but no one ever 
got back to him, and did not know what else to do 
 1 had taken another course in security and was hopeful he would get a job from 
it 

 
The last two questions were about their experience at F2L. I had initially intended 
to ask about the tutor, but since I ended up only interviewing learners I had taught 
myself, and I was asking the question personally, this did not seem appropriate. 
However, without prompting, several learners specifically mentioned that I had 
been part of a positive experience for them, so I have included it as a criteria.  
 
Question 12: What did you enjoy about the course?  
 
60% (6) enjoyed learning new things, 80% (8) meeting new people, 40% (4) liked 
having a structure to their day, 80% (8) enjoying the teaching style and 20% (2) 
were happy to get qualifications 
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In response to an additional open question for comments 
 

 I was pleased to have help with my CV and felt this helped get me a 
job 

 The course was easy to complete and I really enjoyed the overall 
communication and bonding in the class 

 It was a good atmosphere in the class 
 It was good to get out of the house 
 I liked the support and helpful teaching style 

 

What did you enjoy about the course? 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

a) Learning new things

b) Meeting new people

c) Structure

d) Tutor

e) Qualifications

 
 
 
Question 13: What did you not enjoy? 
 
20% (2) said the subjects were not relevant, 30% (3) that the course was too long, 
and 20% thought there was too much writing. No one said they didn’t like exams 
 
1 learner commented he had no complaints about anything 
1 said it was perfect 
1 said it was all helpful 
 
The final question was about what might be missing.  
 
Question 14: What else would you have liked that wasn’t included? This was an 
open question. 
 
 Structured CV help 
 More practical activities and roleplay 
 A party at the end to celebrate completion 
 More advance information about the Forklift course 
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I finally asked for any last comments: 
 

 I was sad when the course finished 
 I thoroughly enjoyed it 
 We had a laugh 
 It gave me confidence 
 I felt like I was going somewhere 
 Everyone helped each other 
 More technical equipment (eg projectors) would have helped 
 I felt I had to wait too long to do my SIA course 
 It got me a job at the end of the day 
 I got a job in security like I wanted 
 The flipcharts on the wall helped me learn, especially as I have 

dyslexia 
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Part 5: Results and Conclusions 

 
My Action Research question was “What employability and personal value does 
training with Free2learn (F2L) create for our learners?”. I asked this question 
because I was interested in the outcomes for learners from attending a course with 
F2L. I was curious as to whether the learners had found employment but also 
whether they had found the course valuable, and what they had gained from the 
experience. I decided that tutor input in addressing the question was key, in terms 
of what my colleagues felt was valuable in what we were offering, but also what 
they felt were employability issues that potentially were not being addressed 
adequately.  
 
 

 
Conclusions  from Tutor Responses 

 
All of the tutors who responded were involved with teaching our core package for 
learners, with some of them teaching additional subjects as well. It was interesting 
to note that the tutors demonstrated concerns about the robustness of the 
assessment process. It consists of a standardised Functional Skills test on English 
and Maths. However, learners only need to reach E3 level, although they will be 
doing Level 2 qualifications.  
 
 
I specifically asked about the relevance of our standard subjects which are covered 
over the 3-4 weeks prior to the learner taking the course for their specialism as my 
Action Research Project was also about the value add of the learner experience. I 
also wanted to compare the relevance of the subjects to each of our key groups – 
those going into Forklift, and those going into Security. I did this because our 
classes are mixed – this is to fill the classes adequately but also to ensure the 
learner can start a course promptly, without waiting. However, it ultimately does 
not necessarily support the learner experience. The responses from the tutors 
show that they felt that many of our key subjects had very little relevance to the 
learners’ outcomes, particularly with regard to those who wished to gain a forklift 
licence and work in the construction industry.  
 
 
Even prior to the questions about preparation for employment, half of the tutors 
raised the issue about employability skills training being important. In the question 
about how well the company was preparing learners for employment, only 1 tutor 
thought we were doing so extremely well, with quarter thinking it was only mildly 
well, or not well at all. So there are clearly some concerns about how and what we 
are delivering.  
 
 
Three-quarters or more of the tutors felt that learners needed help with job 
searching, CVs and interview skills. This would also suggest that they feel that this 
help will not be available to the learners elsewhere. The tutors also felt that a 
poor CV or a lack of interview skills were a significant barrier to subsequent 
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employment, with similar numbers citing these. Also, three-quarters of the tutors 
identified that gaps in employment would be a barrier. This is a concern as our 
learners, and indeed anyone who is unemployed, cannot do anything about things 
that happened in the past. It would be interesting to know how much prejudice 
actually exists around this, and what reasons employers would find acceptable eg 
child rearing or caring for a relative as opposed to being out of work. Another 
interesting point was that the tutors identified that they felt that learners did not 
know how to effectively job search.  
 
 
It was very interesting to note that nearly all of the tutors cited a lack of 
motivation as being a barrier, with one even commenting “some don’t want a 
job”. Clearly this is a much bigger question that cannot be appropriately discussed 
here. But it does beg a number of questions. Why would unemployed people not be 
motivated to find a job? We may refer back to one of the issues raised in the 
Literature Review earlier, namely that the transition from benefits to living off a 
wage can be extremely challenging.  
 
 
Overall, however, what came out clearly, is that the feeling of a number of tutors, 
all with extensive experience in working with the unemployed, felt that there was 
a great need for specific support to get them back into work, with job search, CVs 
and interview skills training.  
 
 

 
Conclusions from Learner Responses 
 
 
All of the 10 learners I interviewed were male. This was not intended, but was 
simply the result of which learners participated in the survey. I did contact female 
learners but I was not able to speak to any. However, the learners that come to 
F2L are predominately male, so this is not entirely surprising.  
 
 
I was a little surprised that 4 of the learners were over 50 as we do have a lot of 
young learners. However, in my personal experience, I have noticed that the 
learners in our Lewisham and Croydon centres do tend to be older.  
 
 
Sadly, 3 learners had not found any work and in fact these 3 learners who did not 
find a job were all over 50. The learners who had found jobs through networking 
had obtained them through people they already knew and had got jobs very 
quickly.  
 
 
It is interesting to note that none of the learners cited a poor CV or interview skills 
for their lack of success, and it is not possible to know if this was a factor. Of 
course, the tutors certainly believed that learners needed support in these areas. 
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Only one learner seemed to have a real strategic plan for finding a job. Even the 
learners who had found jobs did not have a real plan for success.  
 
 
Luckily, all the learners enjoyed their time at F2L. Since part of my research 
question was to discover if attendance on the course created value for the learner, 
this was very positive. Of course, this is a small sample, and of my learners only, 
but F2L has managed to attract good quality trainers and I am sure that a positive 
experience is created by them. When asking this question, I kept it very open to 
begin with, in order not to lead anyone to agree to a specific response, and rated 
their answers against the criteria I had created.  
 
 
Certainly, the learners whom I had given CV help to, mentioned it specifically, 
which suggests that this would be someone of real use to include in a structured 
fashion within the course.  
 
 
Several positive comments were made about the experience of learning with other 
people, the relationships that were made and the general atmosphere in the class. 
It was also good to hear how many learners enjoyed the process of learning, even 
if the subjects were not particularly relevant. In fact, only 2 people cited the lack 
of relevance of certain subjects as something they did not enjoy. All the learners 
hesitated to mention anything that they did not enjoy, and I did make suggestions 
to them. I took into account that they may not wish to be critical as they were 
speaking to me personally. It is of course possible, that some of the learners might 
be harsher had they been completing a written survey. However, I had no doubt 
that the positive comments made were all genuine, and may well not have come 
out in the detail they did if this had not been a 1-1 interview.  
 
 
 

Recommendations 
 
Earlier in this project, I talked about some of the drawbacks of the limitations of 
this research, namely to do with the size and make up of the sample that was 
possible for this project. Therefore, the conclusions reached from the learner 
sample can only be taken as an indication.  
 
 
F2L does not generally undertake formal research of this kind. My key 
recommendation to the company would be that we would be providing a much 
more valuable service to the learner if we regularly conducted this kind of survey. 
I believe it would give us valuable data in how to support learners more effectively 
into employment after they leave us.  
 
 
I also found that there had been some problems with learners receiving 
certificates, and feeling frustrated because they felt they were not being properly 
followed up with. This is information we should also know.  
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Ideally, follow up should be with every learner. Given the numbers of people we 
deal with, it is unlikely that this would be feasible. However, regular surveys of 
this kind, taking into account a broader spectrum of trainers, centres and learners 
would result in data that could most certainly help us create a much more valuable 
experience and ensure the learner feels adequately supported both during and 
after their time with us.  
 
 
Further recommendations would include re-examining the assessment process as 
the trainers felt it was not fit for purpose. It would also be much more effective to 
split learners so that those going into Security would not be in the same classes as 
those going into Construction. The tutor would be much more able to tailor the 
class so that it met each learner’s needs more effectively. 
 
 
Finally, Employability training seems to be a critical part of preparing the learner 
effectively to get a job, and should be structured into the course timetable, rather 
than squeezed in when the trainer can do it.  
 
 
 

Evaluation and Self–Reflection 
 
I have found that completing this project has been very interesting. I have often 
wondered about that value of what we are offering as a company to the learners 
that come to us, so to complete a piece of research about it has been beneficial to 
me. Although, as tutors in the company, we do discuss our concerns and issues, I 
have found it valuable to see those concerns formally expressed.  
 
 
I believe that my question was valid and it was important to reach both the 
learners and also the tutors, as the crux of my question did not just relate to 
employment outcomes but also to value. I also think that the views of the tutors 
with regard to employability training were key.  
 
 
I took a lot of time in designing both questionnaires, as I felt I would only be able 
to use a limited number of questions in both, and it felt very important to choose 
the most appropriate questions. Although I did my best to be as objective as 
possible, it is clear that the choice of questions in any questionnaire will direct the 
response in some way. When I was analysing the data, I realised the extent to 
which questionnaire design can influence the direction in which a query can go. I 
also found some of the issues that arose very interesting and would like to pursue 
them further.  
 
 
It would certainly be note-worthy interesting, were I to complete another project, 
to include other specific barriers, eg criminal records, and also to ask specific 
questions of the learners about their experience of the job centres, particularly in 
light of the research I found.  
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We have a limited number of active trainers at F2L, and some of those are 
specialists in security so would not have been suitable for the survey, so I could 
not have included a much larger group of trainers. It is possible that a longer lead 
time might have encouraged more of the trainers to respond, but I don’t actually 
believe that. Had I had the opportunity to call the 5 trainers who did not take part 
in the survey, I think they would have responded.  
 
 
It would have been much more satisfying to have a larger group of learners to 
include, but this was not feasible. On reflection, it would also have been 
interesting to have been able to hold a focus group of learners prior to the 
questionnaire design, to ask what questions that they would feel valuable to ask.  
 
 
I did struggle with having learners respond to me. I believe I was correct in 
thinking that emailing learners a survey would have encountered similar problems. 
Part of the difficulty, I believe, is with the necessary time lapse. I do build up 
relationships with my learners, but inevitably, with the passage of time, they lose 
the connection with me. Clearly, I could not contact recent learners, who would 
still feel connected to me, as they would not have had sufficient time to get their 
licence and find a job.  
 
 
I certainly think I could improve on my questionnaire design skills, specifically with 
reference to how they answered my research question. I did utilise a former 
colleague to discuss both the wording and implications of my research question, 
and review both questionnaires for me and I found this very useful.  
 
 
I also believe that, were I to conduct another Action Research project again, that I 
would approach it differently. As I discussed in the first section of this report, the 
cycle is and ongoing process. Knowing what I do now, about that cycle, I would 
consider the whole at the beginning.  
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Appendix 1 
 
   Learner Questionnaire  

   

 PERSONAL INFORMATION  

   

1 What is your gender  

  Male 

  Female 

2 What is your age range  

  a) 19- 25 

  b) 25 - 35 

  c) 36 - 49 

  d) 50 + 

3 How long is it since you finished your course?  

  a) Less than 3 months 

  b) 3 - 6 Months 

  c) 6 months - 1 yr 

4 What centre did you go to?   

  a) Croydon 

  b) Lewisham 

  c) Hackney 

  d) Holborn 

   

5 What was your specialism ?  

  Security DS 

  Security CCTV 

  Forklift 

  Other construction 

 EMPLOYMENT  

   

6 Have you found a job?   

  Yes GO TO 7 

  NO GO TO 10 

7 If yes, was it in your area of specialism  

  Yes 

  NO 
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8 How quickly did you get a job?  a)  within 1 month 

  b) 1- 3 months 

  c) 3 - 6 months 

  d) Over 6 months 

   

9 What actions did you take to get the job?  a) strategic plan 

 (more than one if applicable) b) used networking 

  c) job centre 

  d) online applications 

  e) apps 

  f) other job adverts 

  g) Other 

   

10 If NO, what do you think is the reason?  

 (more than one if necessary) a) Certificates delayed 

  b) Lack of experience 

  c) Poor CV 

  d) No jobs available 

  e) Bad at interviews 

  f) lack of effort 

  g) Elected to do something else 

  h) Other 

11 What would help you get a job?   

   

   

 FREE2LEARN  

12 What did you enjoy about the course?   

 (more than one if necessary) a) Learning new things 

  b) Meeting new people 

  c) Structure 

  d) Tutor 

  e) Qualifications 

  f) Other 

13 What did you not enjoy ?   

  a) Subjects not relevant 

  b) Course too long 

  c) Don't like exams 
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  d) Too much writing 

  e) Other 

14 What else would you have liked that wasn't included?  

   

   

15 Any other comments?  
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Appendix 2  
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Appendix 3 
 
Impact of F2L Courses on Employability 
 
1. How long have you been working for F2L? 
 
Less than 1 year 
 
1 - 2 years 
 
More than 2 years 
 
 
2. What courses do you teach at F2L? 
 
Customer Service/Retail/Team Leading (or variation) 
 
Functional Skills 
 
Traineeships 
 
Security 
 
Other (please specify) 
 
 
3. How well do you think the assessment process works in ensuring candidates are 
suitable for the course? 
 
Not well at all 
 
Mildly well 
 
Fairly well 
 
Quite well 
 
Extremely well 
 
 
4. On a scale from 1 (not at all relevant) to 7 (extremely relevant), please rate how 
relevant you think each of the following subjects is to the average learner going into 
the Security field? 
 
1-Not at all relevant 2 3 4 5 6 7-Extremely relevant 
 
Functional Skills 
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Team Leading 
 
Retail Knowledge 
 
Health & Safety/Manual Handling 
 
Customer Service   
 
 
5. On a scale from 1 (not at all relevant) to 7 (extremely relevant), please rate how 
relevant you think each of the following subjects is to the average learner going into 
the Construction field? 
 
1-Not at all relevant 2 3 4 5 6 7-Extremely relevant 
 
Health & Safety/Manual Handling 
 
Self Assessment (Personal Development)  
 
Functional Skills 
 
Team Leading 
 
Retail Knowledge 
 
Hospitality 
 
Customer Service 
 
 
6. What other skills training do you think would help learners move into employment 
more easily? 
 
 
7. How well do you feel F2L is preparing the learners for employment? 
 
Not well at all 
 
Mildly well 
 
Fairly well 
 
Quite well 
 
Extremely well 
 
 
 
 
8. What else could F2L do to prepare the learners for employment? 
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Help with their CV/CV Clinics 
 
Interview skills training 
 
1-1 Career advice 
 
Job search help 
 
More functional skills training 
 
Other (please specify) 
 
 
9. What barriers do you think the learners face in gaining employment after their 
course? 
 
Ineffective CV 
 
Lack of interview skills 
 
Age (too young/too old) 
 
Gaps in employment 
 
Lack of support 
 
Lack of motivation 
Other (please specify) 
 
 
10. What do you think would help a learner gain employment more quickly or 
effectively after the course has finished? 
 
1-1 support 
 
CV help 
 
Interview skills training 
 
Other (please specify) 
 
 
 
 


