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The Problem 

As someone entering teaching for the first time I found working at a community college to 

be extremely challenging.  My learners had been mandated to attend college from the job 

centre under threat of sanction of having their benefits stopped.  Their attitude was very 

much ready for “flight or fight” in their first days.  The “New Deal” course was a roll on, roll 

off course and so there was no definite start and end date but a continuous stream of 

disgruntled learners each week to disrupt the make-up of the existing class.   

It became quickly apparent that I needed to engage the learners very quickly to avoid 

problems.  Whilst it would be nice to say that I wanted them to become motivated learners 

it had more to do with classroom management.  Often the learners did not want to learn 

but simply wanted to pass their time.   

Other tutors had set learners word searches which seemed popular.  I was sceptical at first 

as I found it difficult to see how any learning could take place from word searches and I 

thought the learners may think they were juvenile, but the learners loved them and so we 

incorporated cross-words as well.  Initially I used them as “treat” activities for the Friday 

sessions or as filler activities at the end of the sessions.   

So I had a problem in that I needed to engage the learners quickly and to alter their 

conception of education.   From the reception of word searches and cross words there 

appeared to be a receptive environment for “non-formal” lessons.   

As part of the Certificate to Teach in the Lifelong Sector Course I had read Susan Wallace’s 

book “Teaching, Tutoring and Training in the Lifelong Sector” and was intrigued by what she 

had said about incorporating games into the classroom but it did seem to be taking a risk.  

What if the learners hated it? 

I started to get ideas about how to make other topics more interesting but it still seemed 

somehow to be cheating and not to contribute a great deal to learning.    

If I was able to ascertain if games would be suitable in the classroom I would be able to 

improve my teaching practice as I would be offering a more inclusive service by widening 

the range of learners the courses would appeal to.  I would also have improved my 

understanding of my teaching practice as I would have a greater understanding of what 

activities appealed to learners.  This would have an impact on the classroom in that by 

engaging learners it would make classroom management easier.    



So I had identified a potential area for research using a problem in my professional practice 

which  I wanted to explore further and which could be of benefit to me in my teaching 

practice if I could find a resolution.  Now I needed to consider if action research was 

appropriate for this study. 

First of all I needed to look at what action research is.  “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” as quoted on 
the infed.org website). 

Sharon Parsons states that the aim of action research is to “promote change that supports 

students learning and success” She states by approaching “action research as a cycle will 

allow you to refine and strengthen your findings.  Each time you move through the cycle 

there are new opportunities to question, observe and reflect in this sense, your research 

builds upon itself to enhance understanding of teaching and student learning”.   

The basis elements of the action research cycle are to:- 

 Identify a problem or research question (s) 

 Plan the research 

 Collect and organise data 

 Analyse data and make interpretations 

 Reflect on the process and what you have learned 

 Share findings and take action 

 Repeat the cycle with new questions or problems. As quoted on the “access 

excellence” website. 

On the website “Drawn to Science” (viewed 6th January 2013) action research is defined as 

“different from research conducted by academicians at universities...... action researchers 

are interested in gaining knowledge that can be directly applied to their own teaching 

context.  Mills states “action research is research done by teachers for themselves” Action 

research can:- 

Lead to positive change in your classroom. 

 Offer professional development and continual improvement. 

 Provide opportunities for collaboration with colleagues. 

 Create an opportunity to reflect on your own practice””.  (As quoted on the Drawn 

to Science website – viewed 6th January 2013).   

So if I can carry out research to ascertain the success of games in the classroom then this 

would seem to fit in with the purpose of action research.  However, how would I be able to 

carry out research to ascertain if games did work in the classroom.  “Action researchers will 

often collect data from several sources to strengthen their analysis and conclusions ...... 



Using multiple data sources, termed triangulation, can also include surveys, student grades, 

homework completion, instruments measuring student motivation and so on”  (as quoted 

on the access excellence website viewed 6th January 2013). 

 Hopkins (1960) states that:- 

 The teacher’s primary role is to teach and any research project must not interfere 

with or disrupt this commitment. 

 The method of data collected should not be too demanding on the teacher’s time. 

 The methodology used must be reliable enough to allow the teachers to formulate 

hypotheses confidently and develop strategies application to the classroom 

situation. 

 The teacher should be committed to the research problem under study; 

 Teachers must follow ethical procedures when carrying out research” 

He also states that “all you need is a general idea that something should be improved.” 

(access excellence website viewed 6th January). 

In conclusion I have identified the common problem of learner engagement in the 

classroom, with a potential solution of incorporating games in the classroom to increase 

engagement.  I can use the classes I teach as a method of sampling games in the classroom 

and can collect research from the classes.  I can then analyse this information and can 

reflect on the results and use the findings to help determine what activities to use in the 

classroom so this would seem to fit in perfectly with action research and the action cycle. 

 

Literature 

There is a wealth of information written on this subject.  Wallace in her book “Managing behaviour 

in the Lifelong Sector” advocates the use of games in the classroom.  In her book “Getting the 

Buggers Motivated in Further Education”, she asks the question “How do you motivate the 

unmotivated?  How on earth do you cope when, as an FE lecturer, you walk into a classroom full of 

unruly learners who are bored, restless, fed up, noisy, and keen to do anything but engage in any 

kind of learning activity?”  This description certainly seemed to fit absolutely with the problem I was 

facing with the “New Deal” learners from the job centre.  She goes on to identify the four biggest de-

motivators as Fear, Boredom, Negative Experience and Loss of Hope”.  She looks at how to combat 

these by looking at Reward, Relationships, Respect and Razzmatazz and refers to the 

appropriateness of this for the 600 job centre plus institutions.   

Petty states “There is too much seriousness and not enough levity in most of our lives, so be brave 

and try using games ...... games are universally enjoyed and encourage real attention to the task and 

intrinsic interest in the subject matter”.  Petty 2004 as quoted on The Association of Law Teachers 

Website.  In his book “Teaching Today” he refers to the idea that games can produce intense 

involvement.... and a quality of concentration no other teaching method can match!”   



I was intrigued by comments by William and Black in their work “Inside the Black Box”.  They 

commented that children in primary schools were motivated and happy yet children in secondary 

schools lacked motivation.  It certainly seemed to be the case that by the time learners got to us 

they had a jaundiced impression of education.   

In Dimbleby’s “The Big Debate” the discussion also concerned why primary children are enthusiastic 

and well motivated and yet this does not transfer into secondary school.  Was the reason behind this 

due to the idea that so much is done in primary schools to capture the learners’ interest and to 

create fun activities whereas in secondary schools the focus was on “high-risk assessments”. 

With the wealth of material promoting games in the classroom why then are not more tutors 

incorporating them into their sessions?  The problem is that there seems to be much written on the 

use of games in the classroom but not a great deal on when and how they can be used.   

Wallace identifies certain problems with the use of games, she states “entertaining learners is not 

the same thing as teaching them or supporting their learning.  There’s no particular merit in keeping 

a class happy and laughing for forty minutes if at the end of it they’ve achieved none of the required 

outcomes and learned nothing relevant to the aims of their programme.  But if you can keep them 

happy and laughing for forty minutes and in the process support them in achieving their learning 

objectives, you’ll have won a double success.  They’ll have learned the prescribed lesson content and 

they’ll also have learned something arguably even more important, which is that learning in itself 

can be enjoyable.”   

Wallace also refers to potential areas of problems such as learners feeling that they are on a childish 

frolic, and not recognising what it is they have learnt.  My learners certainly want to enjoy the 

classroom experience but they especially need to feel that the classroom experience is a valuable 

one and not just that teaching styles have altered from “chalk and talk”. 

So to make games a success in the classroom is it sufficient just to ensure that they have clear and 

identifiable aims and objectives? 

David Kinder in “Using games to teach English Language” states that “whilst I have no problems with 

the idea that games can be fun”  he advocates “for a more radical faith in the power of games in the 

English classroom to deliver actual learning.  Used well, games can be a vital learning tool for 

delivering both content and skills every day, not just as an end of term treat!”. 

He looks at the possibility that games could be used farther down the school but not if games could 

be used across different levels of English classes or even if they could be used for other subjects.   

Edip Yuksel is his article “my philosophy of teaching” states “my personal experience has taught me 

that the successes of students if highly proportionate to the enthusiasm of their instructors.  Thus, 

instructors must be full of energy.  That energy will emanate motivation and inspire creativity 

......creativity needs a special mood.  Instructors must recognise that mood.  They must be bold and 

active enough to haunt that mood in each class.  They must have the entire class, with them from 

the frozen climate to the mysterious ambiance of creativity. They should encourage them to think 

differently. 



In conclusion there seemed to be gaps in the existing literature on games on when and where they 

were suitable.  Was this across the board or was there a level beyond which games should not be 

used?  I would think that there would be a level beyond which games would be deemed to be purile.  

My aim in the action research is to experiment with games across the different levels of courses I 

deliver currently to see if there is a definite cut off point. 

 

 

Methodology 

So I have identified a problem how to engage potentially de-motivated learners in the classroom and 

the potential solution of incorporating games in the classroom.  Prima facie it would appear that this 

would be a possible area that would fit in with action research, it certainly seems to fit Carr & 

Kemins view of action research whereby there just needs to be a vague idea that something can be 

improved and of Kemmins and McTaggart’s view that “Action research investigates everyday 

problems experienced by teachers” - (Elliot, 1981), as quoted on the INFED website.             

One problem would be however, in that to complete the action research cycle it would be necessary 

to carry out research, collate and analyse the data, review the findings and propose suggestions for 

any further required research to be carried out.  How then could I carry out research into the 

viability of incorporating games into the classrooms and what methodology would be appropriate. If 

my learners already often had a jaundiced view of education, how would they feel about being part 

of educational research and the possibility of being “guinea pigs”? What type of data would I need to 

collect would it be qualitative or quantitative or both.  Qualitative data is more to do with 

observations using senses whereas quantitative data can measured with an instrument.  It would 

make the data more conclusive if both could be included.  Qualitative data can also be used to go 

deeper into the area and explore further issue related to the problem at hand.  So if I want to 

observe and weigh up the feel of a class quantatitive research would lead itself more to the action 

research cycle.  However, success and retention rates could provide qualitative data.   If I needed to 

collect information without the learners being aware I could carry out observations in the class but 

one method of collating data would not be sufficient.  Learner feedback could add to this as the 

learners already complete a course evaluation form at the end of each course.  I could add in an 

extra section on the activities used in the classroom.  These forms are anonymous and so will 

present a truer picture of the learners’ true feelings. 

The next question would be how many learners should be included in the search and how many 

classes.  Another question is what is meant by the term “games”, what does it include?  To me it 

incorporates board games, model building and problem solving/quizzes, so there are visual games, 

kinaesthetic games and read/write games included in the research to maximise the accommodation 

of learners learning preferences. One other consideration would be if I merely collected information 

from 1 classroom then would this evidence be sufficient and/or reliable.  What if I merely had a good 

class or what if they wanted to please me? Or even had a personal agenda and wanted to sabotage 

the class.   I wanted to sample at least 3 classes being carried out for each of the types of games 9 in 

total.  This needed to take place over a timescale of half a term so as not to unduly impact upon 



college time and if the games were a complete disaster they would not negatively affect any learning 

programme.  This would also reduce the possibility of the bad apple syndrome, I.E learners wanting 

to sabotage the activity just because they felt like it. 

Objectivity can be another problem.  Planning to incorporate games into the classroom takes time 

and personal commitment to inspire learners.  If the feedback from the learners is not good would I 

be prone to take this personally and to lose any objectivity?  Alternatively would I be prone to be 

over enthusiastic about any positive feedback and to want to take this as evidence of success.  If I 

had built a rapport with the class would the learners give positive feedback just to please me?  I 

enlisted the help of 4 other “New Deal” teachers and the customer service tutor asked if she could 

trial one of the activities as an ice-breaker, to obtain more objective feedback and to be able to have 

observations of classes running simultaneously.   

In conclusion then I would be collating data via observations, learner feedback, tutor feedback, 

attendance and retention records, I.E were learners voluntarily signing up for more courses 

throughout the college?  I have monthly supervision meetings with my line manager and would also 

be asking for feedback from the line manager as to the success of the games in the classroom.    

These would fit into the concept of action research as they would enable me to ascertain if games 

were a successful tool to engage learners and would also fit into the action research cycle as they 

would enable me to collect and analyse the data, review the findings and propose suggestions for 

any further required research to be carried out.  The research will be mainly quantitative with some 

elements of qualitative as this type most fits in with action research in that I need to get a feel of the 

success of the activities rather than analyse empirical data.  Five tutors will be involved in the 

research and if the classes have 100% attendance 90 learners.  The research will be carried out over 

1 half term so as not to impact too heavily on college time.  The involvement of other tutors and 

research carried out over a greater number of classes will reduce the possibility of bias.  The learners 

will not know that the activities are part of research.  Not only will this remove the possibility of 

them feeling like “guinea pigs” but will enable them to give honest and anonymous feedback at the 

end of session in the feedback sheets.  Tutors will record how many learners were present in the 

class, the literacy levels of the class, the percentage of learners engaged and how the activity was 

received.  The tutors will also record any other comments they have concerning the activity.  As Dr 

Waters-Adams states in his article “Action Research in Education” each type of data gives a different 

perspective on the data.  These types of research will provide data on learner opinion, evidence of 

classroom engagement and any subsequent effect of these to learner achievement to make the 

conclusions provided as a result of the action research as productive as possible. 

 

Results 

This action research is to assess if games can be used in the classroom to engage learners and if 

there is a level at which they are inappropriate.  For the purposes of triangulation I wanted to use 

observations, learner attendance and learner feedback as the methodologies to collect the data. 

In this section I will present and analyse the data collected ie “attempt to fully and accurately 
summarize and represent the data that has been collected” as per Mills, G. E. (2003). Action 
Research: A guide for the teacher researcher in order to “use the findings to make effective and 



changes”   
Http://www.stcoll.edu.jm/Education/PDF%5CReflective%20Practicum%5Cmethods_of_analyzing_data.pdf  

 

 
I will first of all display the summary of feedback from the observations.  The tutors had to record 

the number of learners, their general levels of literacy (from their original assessments when they 

had enrolled in the college) and had to record how many learners engaged in the activity and 

general feedback from themselves about how they had felt the activity had been received. 

Activity 1 – FEEDBACK from observations 

 
Topic: Health and 
Safety Snakes and 
Ladders –  

 
Learners in their groups have to correctly answer a health and safety 
question before being able to take their individual turn on the snakes and 
ladders board - the other learners decide if the group had answered the 
question correctly.  The learners then take their turn on the health and 
safety board.  The first one to 100 wins a prize. 

Aim – to promote class discussion concerning health and safety and the Health and Safety at Work 
Act 1974 

Tutors involved – This class was delivered simultaneously to 3 different class by 3 different tutors to 
obtain more objective feedback and the ability to deliver to a more diverse group 
Amanda Costello, Jagdev Singh, Pauline Murphy 

Class 1 
Number of learners in class – 8  
Level of Learners – Entry level 3 
Tutor – Pauline Murphy  
 

Class 2 
Number of learners in class – 
10  
Level of learners Entry level 3 
Tutor – Amanda Costello 

Class 3  
Number of learners in class – 
11 
Level of learners – Entry level 3  
Tutor – Jagdev Singh 

Learning preference – audio/visual 

Learning domain – constructive – learners building on previous experience of health and safety 
within the workplace 

 
Class 1  - all learners were engaged 
Class 2 – all learners were engaged  
Class 3 -  all learners were engaged  

 
Tutors comments  
Class 1 – Initial reticence for the activity as they thought playing snakes and ladders was juvenile 
Class 2 – “They loved it” 
Class 3 – tutor wanted to know if there were any more session plans which incorporated games. 

 

It would seem from the feedback that this activity had been well received across the board and had 

been successful as a tool to engage learners 

Activity 2 – FEEDBACK from observations 

 
Topic: Problem Solving  –  

 
Learners in their groups have to correctly solve a murder mystery.  
The learners have to work in teams to solve the murder and list the 
murderer, 
the victim 



the motive and 
the time of the murder.   

 
Aim – to promote thinking skills and team work in the classroom. 
To identify potential problems with team work ie did one member hog all the clues, insist on taking 
charge etc 
 

 
Tutors involved – This  activity has been delivered across a range of courses:- employability, business 
administration, customer service, even accidentally PTLLS, to assess its diversity across subjects  
Pauline Murphy,  Charlie Moore 
 

Class 1  
No of learners – 
15 
Level of learners 
– entry level 3 – 2 
Tutor Pauline 
Murphy 
Employability 
class 

Class 2  
Number of 
learners in class – 
20 
Level of learners  
Entry level 3 – 2 
Tutor Pauline 
Murphy 
(employability 
class)  
 

Class 3  
No of learners in 
class – 6  
Entry of learners 
– entry level 3 – 2  
Tutor Pauline 
Murphy – 
Functional skills 
class  
 

Number of 
learners in class – 
Class  - 6 
Level of learners 
Entry level 3 – 
level 2 
Tutor Charlie 
Moore 
Customer Service 
Class 
 

Number of 
learners in class – 
Class 4 – 14 
Level of learners 
– Level 4 
Tutor Pauline 
Murphy 
PTLLS Class 
 

 
Learning preference – read/write 
 
Class 1 – all learners took part 
Class 2 – all learners took part 
Class 3 – all learners took part 
Class 4 – all learners took part 
Class 5 – all learners took part 
Tutor feedback –  
Class 1 – This was a “team teach” session whereby the session was taught by more than 1 tutor.  Both the 
tutors and the learners were initially “taken aback” by the activity but were then enthralled by it. 
Class 2 - Learners went to town on this and one learner decided afterwards he wanted to join the police force 
Class 3 - tutor was covering this session and the learners were initially surprised at the activity but quickly 
warmed to it. 
Class 4 – “ A good ice-breaker as it really got the learners talking to each other and they instantly started to gel 
as a group”. 
Class 5   - tutor  used this as an example of a resource for the PTLLS group but the intention was not to carry 
out this activity.  The class refused to go for a break until they had solved this 

 

It would seem from the feedback that this activity was excellently received, even from classes where 

it was not intended to be used as an activity but as an example of an activity and so learners 

engaged with it. 

 

Activity 3 – FEEDBACK from observations 

 
Topic:  Employability  –  

Learners have to create a board game setting 
out potential ups and downs of job search 



  

 
Aim – to promote thinking skills and team work in the classroom. 
To identify potential problems with team work ie did one member  insist on taking charge etc 
 

 
Tutors involved – This  activity has been delivered across three employability cohorts to provide 
more kinaesthetic activities for employability 
 
Tutors involved Pauline Murphy,  Jill Baxter 

Class 1   
Number of learners in class – 6 
Level of learners – Entry level 3 
to level 3 
Tutor – Pauline Murphy 
 

Class 2  
Number of learners in class – 
10 
Level of learners – Entry level 3 
to level 3 
 
Tutor Pauline Murphy 
 
 
 

Class 3 
Number of learners in class –  8 
 
Level of learners – Entry level 3 
to level 3 
 
Tutor Jill Baxter 
 

 
Learning preference –  kinaesthetic 
 

 
Engagement of learners 
Class 1 -  learners refused to participate and the activity had to be abandoned   
Class 2 – all learners took part 
Class 3 – all learners took part 
 

Tutor feedback 
 
Class 1  - this class started late and although the learners had asked to carry out this activity one 
learner had complained about carrying out this activity which spread throughout the class 
 
Class 2  - initial reticence at creating the board game but the learners in other sessions were caught 
“test-driving” each others board games in a back classroom when they were supposed to be 
completing their portfolios 
 
Class 3 -  was successfully used to motivate learners to get them to complete a final unit of an 
employability qualification so that they could obtain a qualification and a successful outcome for the 
college 
 

 

It would seem from the feedback that this activity had mixed success in the classroom.  It was not 

always a successful tool to engage learners  and was the only activity that ever had to be completely 

abandoned. 

Activity 4 – FEEDBACK from observations 

 “Who wants to be a legal millionaire”.  



Topic: Business and Corporate Law  –  
Preparing to Teach in the Lifelong Sector 

Learners answer a series of questions on case 
law  
Learning theories “Who wants to be a 
millionaire”  

 
Aim – to help learners remember specific cases and the elements of law they related to 
Class 2 – to help learners test their knowledge on learning theories and assist them in tackling a 
difficult subject 

 
Tutors involved – This  activity was delivered to a cohort of final year accountants who were doing 
their Association of Charted Accountants accreditation  
This activity was accidentally delivered to a Preparing to Teach in the Lifelong Sector” 
 
Tutors involved Pauline Murphy,   

Number of learners in class – 15 
Level of learners – level 4-5 
 
Tutor Pauline Murphy 

Number of learners in class 14 
Level of learners – level 4  
 
Tutor Pauline Murphy 
 

 
Learning preference –  visual, audio 
 

 
Engagement of learners  
Class 1 – 10 learners engaged – 5 did joined in eventually 
Class 2 – all learners engaged 
 

 
Tutor feedback   
Class 1 
the learners seemed to be taken aback by the activity and seemed to be amazed by the idea that any 
other method than “chalk and talk” could be used in the classroom.  They did seem to thaw to the 
activity eventually. 
 
Class 2  
This activity was demonstrated just to provide examples of “appetiser” activities as part of the 
diamond session plan.  However, once it was shown on the screen the learners insisted on 
answering the questions.  

 

It would appear from the feedback that these activities had mixed reviews.  The accountants did not 

receive it well at all but the PTLLS class insisted on playing it (as did the external verifier who was 

visiting).  



Activity 5 – FEEDBACK from observations  

 
Topic: Business and Corporate Law  –  

Wheel of Fortune – learners create and ask 
each other questions to check their 
knowledge of the legal topic in hand.  There is 
a visual wheel which selects which learner 
asks the question and which learner answers 
the question to promote randomness to the 
activity.  Ie the tutor is not always “picking on 
the learners”. 

 
Aim – to help learners remember specific cases and the elements of law they related to and to make 
the subject area more interesting by creating an element of competition. 

 
Tutors involved – This  activity was delivered to a cohort of final year accountants who were doing 
their Association of Charted Accountants accreditation  
 
Tutors involved Pauline Murphy,   

 
Number of learners in class – 
 
15 
 
Level of learners – level 4 - 5 
 
Tutor Pauline Murphy 
 

 
Learning preference –  visual, audio 
 

 
Engagement of learners 12 learners engaged -  
3 spent more time on their phones texting. 
 

 
Tutor feedback  -  the learners seemed to be taken aback by the activity and seemed to be amazed 
by the idea that any other method than “chalk and talk” could be used in the classroom.  They did 
seem to thaw to the activity eventually and seemed to enjoy researching the questions.  However 
the person who won the activity then made a complaint to the college that the lesson was not being 
taken seriously enough! 

 

From the feedback it would seem that most learners (but not all) engaged with this activity.   

  



Activity 6 – FEEDBACK from observations 

 
Topic: Employability  –  
 
Problem solving  
Communication 
Team working  
Managing own performance in 
workplace 
Improving own performance in 
workplace 

The activity is “you work for a toy company and your line manager has the opportunity 
to buy some bankrupt stock construction models.  He wants you to construct one to see 
what the quality is like to see if the firm will be able to re-sell them before he buys them.  
In pairs construct the models given”. 
There was only 1 screw driver and some models had pieces missing.  The instructions 
were in pictorial form only.   
The learners then had to complete task sheets reviewing the task and had to discuss 
problems they had encountered and how they had resolved these.  Had they shared 
tasks? 
Were there any problems with communication? 
What was the purpose of communication in the workplace? 
What types of problem would be encountered when working with teams in the 
workplace? 
How had they managed their performance? 
What would they do to improve their own performance next time?   

Tutors involved – This  activity was delivered over a term to different cohorts of employability learners 
Tutors involved Pauline Murphy,   
Number of learners in class – 
Class 1 – 12 
Level of learners – entry 3 – level 3  

Number of learners in class – 
Class 2 - 28 
Level of learners – level entry level 3 – 
level 3 
Tutor Pauline Murphy 

Tutor Pauline Murphy 
Number of learners in class – 
Class 3 - 15 
Level of learners – level entry level 3 – 
level 3 
Tutor Pauline Murphy 

Learning preference –  kinaesthestic/visual/read-write 

Engagement of learners  

Class 1 – all learners engaged 
Class 2 – all learner engaged 
 
Tutor feedback   
Class 1 
The learners were as they put it “gob-smacked” by the concept of building toy models in the classroom.  This class was 
predominantly all male and they took to it instantly.  I was worried that the task would not fulfil equality and diversity that 
any females in the group would feel excluded in a group where they might already feel outnumbered.  However, each 
model had stickers.  At the start the men would want to build the model and the women would be arranging the stickers 
ready to put them on.  However, soon the women wanted to start and construct the model.   
Once the models were made there was a spontaneous rigorous quality control department set up in the adjacent 
classroom(including ramps) to see if the models worked. 
Negative impact the models “disappeared” after the activity. 
One male learner in his fifties was quite upset by the activity – but not as I thought because he thought it was childish but 
because it had highlighted his lack of dexterity due to a work accident.  He said he had always previously worked on 
conveyor belts but from now on would be changing the types of jobs he was employing for.    It may be coincidental but 
this learner had been unemployed for over 2 and a half years at this point and just after completing this course he obtained 
full time employment in security. 
 
Class 2  
Learners had heard about the previous session and when learners found out on the morning of this session what they were 
doing this class was gate-crashed.  The amount of learners in the class was supposed to be 15 if there was 100% 
attendance which there never was on a “New Deal” course.  Again the class was predominantly all male and again I was 
worried that the task would not fulfil equality and diversity.  Indeed in this session 1 woman said that she did not want to 
build models at all so it was decided that she would be the “quality control” inspector and would judge how well the 
models were put together.  All quite quiet it was a role she warmed to quickly and a make-shift clipboard was soon created 
for her by the rest of the class.   
 
The females in the group all instantly said they wanted to “have a go” at building the models.  Their feedback was that they 
usually left the construction of any toys to husbands and partners at Christmas but after this activity they would be more 
than happy to build them themselves.  The employability tasks sheets had usually been seen as a complete chore but once 
the learners had something practical to link them back to they found it much easier to complete the sheets. 
 
Class 3 
Tutor feedback  - Learners had heard about the previous sessions and were signing up to do the employability course and 



were asking when the model building was scheduled for.  This was completely all male group with some quite challenging 
learners in it and with various age ranges.  This class had 100% attendance and all task sheets were submitted completed 
at the end of the session 
Negative impact – the models disappeared at the end of the session and the learners were seen creating obstacle courses 
in the corridors (even the more mature learners), 
Positive impact – it broke down any barriers between different age groups and created a real team atmosphere for the 
class. 
 

 

 

It would seem from the feedback that this activity was very well received. 

The next methodology used was that of the levels of attendance in class.  This information had been 

recorded as part of the observations.  All classes (with the exception of the functional skills and 

customer service classes) had 15 learners enrolled in them.  Previous levels of attendance had been 

at 30%, so there was on average 5 learners per class.  The graph below displays the number of 

learners present in each class for the individual activities.   

 

It can be seen from the graph the growth in learners for the activities and in particular that of model 

building.  Therefore the graph can also indicate which activities were the most popular. 

I will next look at learner engagement.  This information again was collated as part of the recordings 

of the observations  
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This table depicts learner engagement.   It is clear to see from the graph the activities which the 

learners struggled to engage with. 

The last area I will look at is that of learner feedback.  This information was collated as part of course 

evaluation sheets.   The learners completed these sheets at the mid-point and end point of the 

courses.  This is standard college practice and so is not causing more work for the learners.  An 

additional section was added to the questionnaire which was:-  

 How did you find the activities in the course? 

 Were they interesting?  

 Did you feel they were relevant to the subject?  

 

I have summarised the comments below:- 

 

Learner feedback:- 

Activity 1  

Class 1 – generally positive comments.  Learners thought it was a good activity and had appreciated 

its aims – ie to “learn about health and safety”. 

Class 2  – One learner said that he had completed health and safety courses before and he thought 

this was a much better way of studying what could be a boring subject.  All the learners who had 

completed the section gave positive comments about the activity. 

Class 3 – Learner feedback – positive comments  and “wanted more questions so that they could 
play it again!  
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Activity 2 –  

Class 1  - Positive learner feedback and the learners had been able to track the activity back to 

problem solving.   

Class 2 - Learner feedback was positive across the board indeed 1 learner stated that “he was going 

to join the police force after this”    

Class 3  

1 learner in class 1 stated that “it was a waste of time” and she did not see the point of it.  

Class 4 

Learners had enjoyed this activity but did not see any practical outcome of the activity. 

Class 5 

Learners enjoyed this activity and as a PTLLS class thought it was a good resource and could 

appreciate its usefulness for a range of different purposes. 

Activity 3  

Class 1 – all the learners stated they had not seen the point of creating an employability board game. 

Class 2 – the learners stated they were not sure about the point but “it was better than job search”. 

Class 3 – learners stated they had enjoyed the activity and had started to become fed up with the 

qualification thinking “they would never get it finished”.   One learner stated “it was a good way to 

finish the course”. 

Activity 4 

Class 1 

Learners completed the task but the general consensus was that “they wanted more serious 

activities” 

Class 2 

Learners enjoyed the activity and asked for more activities on the same format 

Activity 5 

 Class 1 

Learners thought it was a complete waste of time and should have spent longer on “academic 

activities”. 

 

Activity  6 

Learners loved the activity and thought “it woz the biznizz” – to quote one leaner. 

 

 



 

In conclusion from the qualitative data it would seem that games were (on the whole) a successful 
tool in engaging learners.  Learner engagement as recorded in the observations seemed high (with a 
couple of exceptions).  However, from the learner feedback and tutor feedback on the observations 
a few problems seemed to be highlighted.  The learners did not always have a clear idea of the aims 
and objectives of what they were learning and the quantitative data obtained as part of the 
observations illustrated other behaviour that was not picked up from the qualitative data, for 
example, the change in attitude of the female learners to building models and the learner who 
learned about his levels of dexterity.  Some games seemed to be more popular than others.  The 
“murder mystery” and quiz games seemed to be fairly successful.  The snakes and ladders board 
game seemed to be better received than the employability game, but by far the most popular was 
the model building.  
 
 

Analysis of Results 

In this section I will first of all look at the results and conclusions.  I will next consider what I had 

expected the results to reveal and evaluate if the data actually proved the phenomenon I had 

anticipated.  I will consider if the methodology used was effective any areas revealed that need 

further consideration and what I have learnt personally from the action research cycle.       

The answers I wanted to discover as part of this action research were two-fold the first part was to 

try out if games could be used as a means of engaging learners in the classroom. The next part of the 

action research was to determine if there were any areas where games would not be acceptable to 

be used in the classroom.  Was there a particular cut off point beyond which learners would feel that 

they were demeaning?  Although there is a more and more written on the subject of games in the 

classroom I do not feel that these areas are covered sufficiently to enable a tutor to make an 

informed decision as to whether games will be welcomed by an specific class.  

Results 

Activity 1 

At first some of the entry 3 level learners were a bit sceptical.  This was a “functional skills” class and 

they had been sent by the job centre to spend 4 days a week improving their Maths English and ICT 

skills so understandably they wanted to know why on day 5 of the first week were they playing 

“snakes and ladders”.  They were obviously a bit worried that they were being treated as children.   

This was one of the first sessions I had had with the group.  However, after the first 2 minutes of the 

activity they were hooked and had some quite heated debates on health and safety issues.  There 

was a definite element of competition going on and some quite overt cheating on occasion.  From 

this session it was decided that I would take the class for 1 session a week every week and according 

to the “functional skills” tutor they looked forward to this session as their “light relief”.  I found this 

title a bit disturbing as I was concerned that it meant that they did not think that they were learning.  

The other two classes were delivered to employability classes.  These classes were level 1-2.  The 

other tutors stated that the learners had loved it and had asked for more questions so that they 

could do the activity again!  One of the learners had stated that he had completed health and safety 

courses before but had found this a more interesting way of learning health and safety. 



 

 

Activity 2 – Murder Mystery 

All learners (and staff) engaged in this activity and were intrigued rather than put off when I 

introduced the activity in class.  The problem was quite difficult and I was pleased I had the answers.  

I thought the lower level classes would struggle but they seemed to be fine.  1 learner said that she 

did not see the point of the activity but afterwards it was discovered that her assessment results had 

been incorrect and she had a lower literacy level than was anticipated and was worried that her 

lower literacy skills would be uncovered in the activity.  

The level 1-2 classes all completely went to town on this activity some completed time-lines, created 

incident boards and generally had a whale of a time whilst settling in to new groups. 

It was never anticipated that it would be used as an activity for the level 4 class.  I brought it to the 

level 4 PTTLS class as an example of a resource.  However once it was on the table the learners 

would not carry on with the lesson until it was solved to their satisfaction.  If nothing else it led to a 

good class discussion on resources and how to select appropriate resources. 

Activity 3 – Employability Board Game 

The classes that I tried this out on were 2 mixed level classes with learners from entry level 3 to level 

2.  In the first class it was a complete “wash out” and had to be abandoned despite the fact that they 

had loved the concept and had kept asking when we were going to carry out the activity.  In the 

second class the activity was met with at best a “luke warm” reception.  However, this did not stop 

the learners from sneaking off to play each others games. 

After this class however, the activity was used as a motivational tool to motivate learners to 

complete their employability qualification.  I.E they designed the board game and then marketed it.   

Activity 4 & 5 

“Who wants to be a legal millionaire” – and “Wheel of fortune” only delivered to a level 4-5 class of 

accountants.  I delivered this activity to a different college.  Although the learners engaged in this 

there were grumblings afterwards that they wanted serious activities.  However, tutors and 

managers were pleased with the activity?   

The Learning theories “who wants to be a millionaire”, again only used as an example of an 

“appetiser” activity.  Once it was presented to the class they insisted that it had to be completed.  

Generally well-liked even by the external verifier who was “visiting” 

Activity 6 

Model building - delivered to entry level 3 to level 3 classes. 

Met with some groans from the female learners initially but then universally liked had a positive 

impact on attendance and success rates.  Had a deeper effect than just engaging learners and 



making classroom management easier as the female learners said they would be more receptive to 

carrying out this type of activity at home in the future.  

 

Conclusions 

I had fully expected to complete this action research project already knowing what the result would 

be.  I had anticipated that the lower level classes would completely engage in the activities.  But the 

classes from the level 3 upwards would not engage with the activities as they would feel that they 

were infantile.  I expected to find that there was a definite cut off point beyond which games would 

be not accepted.  

This certainly seemed true of the accountants.  Although they engaged in the activity they really 

wanted just to be set tasks and to complete them even if they were so bored that they were 

constantly texting on their phones.  However, when I introduced the “murder mystery” and the 

learning theories “who wants to be a millionaire” to the level 4 PTLLS class they insisted on 

completing these activities even though it was not intended to do this in class.  So this would imply 

that the level of the class would not on its own dictate if the class were receptive to games in the 

classroom or not. 

The entry level 3 class was initially sceptical about the games but then enjoyed them.  Was this 

because they thought these were only introduced because they were lower level learners and 

initially felt insulted?  There are gaps in the literature written on games in that does not state when 

games would not be acceptable but you would think that higher level courses would not accept 

them.  I expected this action research cycle to demonstrate that.  However, it did not provide the 

answer I had expected.  This then creates new questions.  It was apparent that some classes loved 

games and some were completely adverse to them.  If it was not the level of the course which 

dictated this, what was it?  

It would appear that the “murder mystery” and the model-making were the best received activities. 

The board games initially had mixed reviews but learners took to the “health and safety snakes and 

ladders”.  Was this because as it had questions it had the feel of a quiz? Or was it because as the 

learners had worked mainly in manufacturing, they all had a good knowledge of the health and 

safety requirements and felt confident with the activity?  Were the board games less well received in 

the entry level 3 classes than in the higher level classes because they thought that because they 

were a lower level class they were being treat like children. 

In hindsight this is stereotypical and extremely prejudicial its as if I am putting forward the opinion 

that only  those with low levels of education will accept games because they are an opt out clause 

for the not so intelligent.  In the same way as when I was at infant school if you had good literacy 

skills you wrote a story every morning if you had poor literacy skills you drew a picture.   

So the data did not seem to clarify any indication of which classes would embrace games in the 

classroom.  Although the feedback from the accountants was as I had expected, the entry level 3 

classes were more sceptical than I had expected and the level 4 PTLLS classes seemed to be eager to 

try out games. 



Indeed in my opinion the data had posed extra questions.  For example, does whether the learner is 

intrinsically or extrinsically motivated affect the success of games.  If the learner is intrinsically 

motivated do they merely think that games are a waste of time and want to get on with the “serious 

work” within the classroom?  Is it only if your motivation is extrinsic that you games can have a role 

of engagement? 

Does your level of confidence within a class determine if games can be used to engage?  Are learners 

more receptive to games if they feel completely confident and secure in the class? As with the 1 

learner who was not receptive to the “murder mystery” was this because she felt it highlighted her 

weaknesses? 

Is it the type of game that affects receptivity?  I.E quizzes and problem solving more than board 

games?  

There were unexpected results to the action research as well.  The games became not just a quick fix 

and a means of engaging learners but caused changes in opinions.  There was the gentleman who 

had discovered his lack of dexterity due to the model building, who then changed the type of job he 

was applying for.  The majority of female learners stated that they would not normally build models 

but would leave that to their partners.  After the activity they said they had enjoyed it and would 

now happily take part in the model building.  From this some said they would not be so hesitant to 

try new skills in the future as it had built their confidence.   

This posed an extra issue for me in that I had supposed the purpose of games was to engage the 

learners, as amusing ice-breakers and ways to grab the learners’ attention.  Surely this was their 

limit or as amusing filler activities at the end of a session or on a Friday or end of term.  Surely the 

widespread use of games in the classroom should be restricted to schools and pedagogy.  There 

could be no serious role for them in andragogy? 

There are schools of thought which state that the distinction between andragogy and pedagogy is 

not so clear cut.  Could it be that in any given course there is a pedagogical stage and an 

andragogical stage and games are only well-received if the course is in the pedagogical stage 

regardless of what level the course is?  Does this then link with the question of intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation? 

So instead of providing me with guidelines on where and when games would be well received in the 

classroom and a tool to engage learners the data had created a whole host of other questions.    

The data also revealed issues about the action research cycle that I had not envisaged when starting 

the research.  For example, the importance of have clear information on the starting points of how 

students responded or performed before the beginning of the action research is obviously essential 

to evaluate any improvement in learner engagement and retention rates.  However, how easy is it to 

collate this information?  The registers illustrated there was a marked improvement in attendance 

rates for classes where the learners knew or believed games would be incorporated.  The average 

attendance rate was 50% but in sessions where games were going to be used on occasion 100% 

attendance and some were gate-crashed.  However, how easy is it to prove a link between the use of 

games in the classroom and an improvement in retention rates?  Could this just be coincidental? 



The learner feedback was difficult to measure. It gave positive feedback but how much of this had a 

positive impact on learner retention it was difficult to measure.  However, as part of the appraisal 

process my line manger stated that they believed it had had a positive impact.  

From the tutor feedback data it would appear that the games had been a success however the 

learner feedback had shown areas of problems, for example when the learners had not been clear 

on the aims and objectives of the activities.   

I also learned a great deal on the collation of data and how much more informative some data is 

than others.  I had triangulated my data and had drawn evidence from both qualitative and 

quantitative data to try to add reliability to my evidence.  However, the results of the data, in my 

opinion, illustrates how much more appropriateness of quantitative data than qualitative data for 

action research as it provides much deeper information on how performance can be improved.   If I 

had just relied on the data provided for learner engagement I would have believed the games had 

been much more successful than the information provided by the learner feedback suggested. 

I also need to be much more precise with the size of the action research as the amount of data 

collected actually increased as we had more learners take part than anticipated due to learner 

requests to carry out the activities. 

So it would seem that the action research had not provided the data for “the specific phenomenon 

that you are claiming to study.” (site support website).  It had opened up a whole host of other 

questions and had identified a need to be much more precise in my recording of the initial starting 

point of learners at the start of the action research.  It had illustrated difficulties in linking data with 

the “phenomenon” studied and had illustrated further areas for study.  This has made me appreciate 

the “cycle” nature of action research and that it is an on-going process.  If I am to develop and 

improve as a tutor I need to be constantly performing the action research cycle, even if only in an 

informal process.  As per McTaggart (as quoted on the infed website) ‘Action research is not a 

‘method’ or a ‘procedure’ for research but a series of commitments to observe and problematize 

through practice a series of principles for conducting social enquiry’ 
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