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SUMMARY	
This	dissertation	reports	the	findings	of	a	quasi-experimental	research	study,	on	the	impact	of	
the	implementation	of	a	key	skills	approach,	to	teaching	and	learning	in	second	level	schools.	
The	last	decade	has	seen	many	countries	grapple	with	the	development	and	implementation	
of	key	competences	in	education.	At	the	Lisbon	Council	in	March	2000,	the	European	Council	
agreed	a	new	strategic	goal,	called	the	Lisbon	Strategy,	to	strengthen	employment,	economic	
reform	and	social	cohesion	as	part	of	a	knowledge	economy.	The	Lisbon	Strategy	coupled	with	
the	subsequent	development	of	the	European	Framework	of	Key	Competences	that	explicitly	
outlines	 the	 key	 competences	 that	 citizens	 require	 for	 their	 personal	 fulfilment,	 social	
inclusion,	active	citizenship	and	employability	 in	a	knowledge	based	society,	has	significantly	
influenced	 education	 policy	 throughout	 Europe	 (European	 Commission,	 2007b).	 This	 had	 a	
major	influence	on	education	because	it	linked	education	with	social	policy,	labour	market	and	
overall	 economic	 policy,	 positioning	 education	 as	 both	 the	 solution	 and	 the	 problem.	 The	
literature	review	revealed	a	paucity	of	research	on	the	impact	of	implementing	a	competence	
based	approach	to	teaching	and	 learning.	 In	 the	 Irish	context	 this	 research	was	all	 the	more	
urgent	 in	 light	 of	 proposed	 reform	 of	 lower	 secondary	 education	 and	 concerns	 about	 the	
readiness	 of	 young	people	 for	 third	 level	 education	 and	 the	world	 of	work.	 In	 an	 era	when	
educational	research	 is	often	criticised	for	not	having	an	 impact	on	policy	development,	 this	
research	aimed	to	inform	policy	and	practice.	
	
In	2006,	the	Key	Skills	Framework	was	developed	for	senior	cycle	education	in	Ireland	(NCCA,	
2006),	which	 led	 to	NCCA	working	with	 schools	and	 teachers	 to	demonstrate	how	key	 skills	
could	be	developed	in	teaching	and	learning.		The	data	and	resources	from	this	NCCA	key	skills	
initiative	was	used	to	develop	the	intervention	used	in	this	research	for	the	implementation	of	
key	skills.	The	aim	of	the	intervention	was	to	provide	clear	signposting	of	how	key	skills	can	be	
implemented	 in	 schools	 and	 a	model	 for	 professional	 development	 connected	with	 ten	 key	
characteristics.	It	involved	the	development	of	a	theory-driven	designed	intervention	that	was	
investigated	 using	 quasi-experimental	 methods,	 which	 controlled	 for	 threats	 to	 validity,	
supported	 by	 data	 that	 mapped	 the	 process	 of	 the	 intervention.	 A	 non-equivalent	 quasi-
experimental	control	group	design	was	used	to	gather	evidence	on	three	key	hypotheses.			
The	three	hypotheses	were:	

1. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	 will	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	 pedagogical	
practice.	

2. The	Key	Skills	approach	would	 result	 in	more	 favourable	student	academic	outcome	
measures	for	students	

3. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	would	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 students’	 attitudes	 and	
beliefs	about	learning		

	
The	matching	of	the	test	group	with	the	control	group	was	central	to	the	success	of	the	quasi-
experiment.	 The	 two	groups	were	matched	on	 variables	deemed	 important	 to	 the	 research	
and	those	that	were	possible	to	control.	Participants	in	the	four	schools	took	the	pre-test.	The	
matching	 was	 checked	 based	 on	 these	 data	 and	 schools	 were	 deemed	 well-matched.	 The	
intervention	was	implemented	in	two	schools	and	participants	in	all	four	schools	took	a	post-
test.	Considering	the	complexity	of	working	with	schools	and	taking	all	the	different	threats	to	
validity	into	account,	it	was	essential	to	use	qualitative	methods	to	enhance	and	support	the	
quantitative	data	to	enable	causal	inferences	to	be	made.		
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Questionnaires	 and	 interviews	 were	 used	 to	 measure	 attitudinal	 and	 practice	 outcomes.	
Junior	 Certificate	 and	 Leaving	 Certificate	 State	 Examinations	 Commission	 (SEC)	 examination	
results	were	used	to	track	academic	achievement.		A	matched	sample	of	116	students	took	a	
pre-test	(T1)	and	a	post-test	(T2)	on	students’	feelings	about	school	and	school	work	using	an	
inventory	 developed	 in	 previous	 research	 (Entwistle	 and	 Kozeki,	 1985).	 A	 sample	 of	 48	
students	was	interviewed	at	T1	and	41	at	T2.		A	total	of	80	teachers	completed	questionnaires	
at	 T1	 and	 at	 T2	 and	 20	 teachers	 were	 interviewed	 at	 T2.	 The	 mapping	 of	 the	 process	 of	
implementation	 and	 the	 use	 of	 qualitative	 data	 in	 addition	 to	 quantitative	 data	 enabled	
insights	 into	what	was	happening	in	the	‘black	box’	of	 implementing	a	key	skills	approach	to	
teaching	 and	 learning.	 The	 methodology	 for	 evaluating	 impact	 is	 underdeveloped	 and	 this	
research	sought	to	illustrate	how	quasi-experimental	design	could	offer	a	viable	solution.		
	
The	 key	 finding	 was	 that	 the	 culture	 of	 schooling	 at	 senior	 cycle	 in	 Ireland,	 where	 the	
environment	 of	 learning	 was	 characterised	 by	 rote	 learning	 and	 the	 epistemological	
dominance	 of	 the	 teacher,	 was	 incompatible	 with	 the	 development	 of	 key	 skills.	 Academic	
outcome	data	showed	that	the	intervention	schools	outperformed	control	schools,	however,	
due	to	the	lack	of	a	paired	sample,	data	were	compromised.	The	use	of	key	skills	pedagogies	
by	 teachers	 in	 the	 interventions	 schools	 had	 an	 impact	 on	 students’	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	
about	 learning.	 Students	 in	 intervention	 schools	 described	more	 student	 centered	 learning	
activities	 than	 control	 schools.	 They	 were	 more	 articulate	 when	 describing	 skills	 they	 had	
developed	 in	 senior	 cycle.	 	 The	 implementation	 of	 the	 intervention	 and	 involvement	 of	 the	
teachers	drew	on	their	intellectual	capital	to	generate	new	knowledge	in	the	field	of	key	skills	
implementation.	 When	 afforded	 constructivist	 professional	 development	 opportunities,	
teachers	 changed	 their	 pedagogical	 practices.	 Teachers	 embraced	 the	 challenge,	 tried	 new	
things	 and	 in	 some	 instances	 this	 impacted	 on	 their	 beliefs	 and	 attitudes.	 There	 was	
convincing	evidence	for	change	in	pedagogical	practices	from	both	student	and	teacher	data.	
The	use	of	 the	quasi-experimental	design	enhanced	the	validity	of	 the	findings	and	afforded	
greater	insight	into	the	culture	of	schooling	at	this	stage	of	education.		
	
This	 research	 supports	 the	 need	 for	 key	 skills	 to	 be	 embedded	 into	 teaching	 and	 learning.	
Solid	 evidence	 for	 lack	 of	 skills	 development,	 at	 present,	 in	 senior	 cycle	 is	 presented	
throughout	the	data,	 in	all	 schools	at	T1	and	 in	control	schools	at	T2.	For	educational	policy	
makers,	this	research	paints	a	picture	at	T1	of	learners	as	passive	recipients	of	knowledge,	not	
as	active	participants	or	designers	of	their	own	learning—in	many	ways	unconnected	to	their	
own	 learning.	 It	 presents	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 intellectual	 culture	 of	 schooling	 that	 attaches	 a	
premium	 to	 certain	 types	 of	 academic	work	 and	 a	 picture	 of	 external	 assessment	 as	 being	
inimical	to	learning.	Pedagogies	used	by	teachers	are	not	in	alignment	with	the	teaching	and	
learning	experiences	that	current	education	discourses	claim	to	be	most	appropriate	for	this	
stage	of	education.	 	Policy	makers	need	to	 look	at	how	education	can	move	away	 from	this	
culture	of	standardisation	in	preparation	for	the	Leaving	Certificate	to	a	culture	that	promotes	
the	development	of	key	skills.	This	research	would	contend	that	key	skills	do	indeed	hold	great	
promise	 for	enhancing	 the	 teaching	and	 learning	experience	 in	second	 level,	 if	 coupled	with	
changes	 to	 curriculum	 and	 assessment	 and	 supported	 by	 professional	 development	 for	
teachers.			
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CHAPTER	ONE	

INTRODUCTION	TO	THE	RESEARCH	

Introduction	
The	ability	to	think	critically	and	creatively,	 innovate	and	adapt	to	change,	to	work	
independently	and	in	a	team,	and	to	be	a	reflective	learner	are	prerequisites	for	life	
and	the	workplace	of	the	21st	century	(NCCA,	2006,	p.1).	

	

This	opening	 statement	 to	 the	NCCA’s	 senior	 cycle	 Key	 Skills	 Framework	 sets	 the	 tone	 for	

educational	developments	in	Ireland	in	the	last	number	of	years.		The	importance	and	policy	

relevance	 of	 21st	 century	 skills	 and	 competences	 is	 recognised	 across	 Europe	 and	 further	

afield.	 The	 National	 Council	 for	 Curriculum	 and	 Assessment	 (NCCA)	 is	 the	 statutory	 body	

responsible	 for	 advising	 the	 Minister	 for	 Education	 and	 Skills	 on	 matters	 relating	 to	

curriculum	and	assessment	for	early	childhood	education	and	for	primary	and	post-	primary	

schools.	Arising	 from	 the	 senior	 cycle	 consultations,	which	 commenced	 in	 2002,	 and	 from	

developments	 in	 education	 at	 the	 time	 such	 as	 key	 competences	 at	 European	 level,	 the	

NCCA	developed	a	Key	Skills	Framework	for	senior	cycle	education	(NCCA,	2006).	Across	the	

Organisation	for	Economic	Cooperation	and	Development	(OECD)	countries,	the	adoption	of	

the	broad	concept	of	key	competences	has	been	accompanied	by	a	number	of	variations	of	

the	 specific	 terms	 and	 the	 exact	 content	 of	 the	 set	 of	 competences	 that	 are	 being	

developed.	Different	countries	use	different	terms	when	referring	to	competence	education,	

including	 ‘general	 capabilities’	 (Australia),	 ‘cross-curricular	 skills’	 (Northern	 Ireland),	 ‘key	

competences’	 	 (European	 Union),	 ‘competences’	 (Singapore),	 ‘cross-curricular	

competencies’	 (Québec),	 and	 ‘capabilities’	 (Scotland)	 in	 their	 policy	 documents.	 Key	

Competences	is	the	most	popular	term	used	across	EU.	Ireland	opted	for	the	term	Key	Skills,	

where	the	term	‘Skills’	is	deemed	to	be	synonymous	with	‘competence’	in	the	Irish	context.	

The	 framework	 sets	out	 five	 skills	 identified	as	central	 to	 teaching	and	 learning	across	 the	

curriculum	 at	 senior	 cycle.	 These	 are	 information	 processing,	 being	 personally	 effective,	

communicating,	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking	 and	 working	 with	 others	 (NCCA,	 2006).	 The	

framework	 describes	 each	 skill	 in	 terms	 of	 elements	 and	 associated	 learning	 outcomes,	

which	 indicate	 what	 the	 student	 might	 show	 as	 evidence	 of	 achieving	 the	 key	 skill.	 A	

decision	was	 taken	 to	 embed	 the	 key	 skills	 in	 the	 curriculum	 specification	 for	 all	 subjects	

being	 developed.	 A	 Key	 Skills	 Framework	 was	 developed	 for	 junior	 cycle	 in	 2012.	 This	

framework	 is	 closely	 aligned	 to	 the	 senior	 cycle	 framework	 and	 describes	 the	 skills	 of	
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managing	 myself,	 staying	 well,	 communicating,	 being	 creative,	 working	 with	 others	 and	

managing	 information	and	 thinking,	 and	 is	part	of	 the	overall	 developments	proposed	 for	

junior	cycle	education	(NCCA,	2012).		

	

During	 this	 consultation	 period	 on	 senior	 cycle,	 the	 NCCA	 changed	 its	 traditional	 way	 of	

working	 and	moved	 into	 a	 phase	 of	 working	 with	 schools	 on	 curriculum	 and	 assessment	

issues.	 Traditionally,	 the	Council	 developed	 curriculum	and	assessment	 innovations,	which	

became	the	starting	point	in	a	linear	model	of	change,	which	placed	teachers	very	much	on	

the	receiving	end	of	policy	changes	at	national	 level.	Thus,	messages	about	curriculum	and	

assessment	policy	travelled	from	the	NCCA	to	the	Department	of	Education	and	Science,	the	

support	 services	 and,	 finally,	 to	 teachers.	 	 In	 recent	 years,	 the	NCCA	 has	 endeavoured	 to	

bring	teachers	closer	to	the	centre	of	policy	development	and	change,	in	order	to	shrink	the	

distance	 between	 curriculum	 development	 and	 implementation.	 This	 shift	 in	 practice	 has	

been	premised	on	the	belief	that	the	new	model	would	go	some	way	toward	narrowing	the	

implementation	 gap,	 the	 silent	 pause	 between	 development	 and	 practice,	where	 a	 policy	

becomes	implemented	in	theory	before	it	is	translated	into	practice	some	time	later	(NCCA,	

2009d).	In	2006,	the	Key	Skills	initiative	was	commenced	to	explore	how	the	key	skills	could	

be	 embedded	 in	 teaching	 and	 learning	 across	 a	 range	 of	 subjects	 in	 senior	 cycle	 (NCCA,	

2008).	The	initiative	ran	from	2006	to	2010;	the	work	has	since	moved	to	looking	at	key	skills	

in	junior	cycle.		

	

The	intervention	developed	for	the	research	reported	in	this	thesis	is	based	on	findings	from	

this	senior	cycle	initiative	(NCCA,	2008,	2009b,	2010b).		

1.1	Background	to	the	research	
	
The	last	decade	has	seen	many	countries	grapple	with	the	development	and	implementation	

of	 key	 competences	 in	education	 (European	Commission,	2009b).	At	 the	 Lisbon	Council	 in	

March	 2000,	 the	 European	 Council	 agreed	 a	 new	 strategic	 goal—the	 Lisbon	 Strategy—for	

the	Union	in	order	to	strengthen	employment,	economic	reform	and	social	cohesion	as	part	

of	a	knowledge	economy.	Lisbon	 in	2000,	and	the	subsequent	development	of	a	European	

Framework	of	Key	Competences	 that	 identifies	and	defines,	 for	 the	 first	 time	at	European	

level,	 the	 key	 competences	 that	 citizens	 require	 for	 their	 personal	 fulfilment,	 social	

inclusion,	 active	 citizenship	 and	 employability	 in	 a	 knowledge	 based	 society,	 has	 had	

considerable	 influence	 over	 education	 policy	 throughout	 Europe	 (European	 Commission,	

2007b).	 Lisbon	 is	 significant	 in	education	 for	a	number	of	 reasons—not	 least	 that	 it	 linked	
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education	with	social	policy,	 labour	market	and	overall	economic	policy	(European	Council,	

2000).	 It	 also	 saw	 the	 introduction	of	Open	Method	Coordination,	which	has	 led	 to	policy	

borrowing	 and	 peer	 learning,	 but	 also	 to	 ideation	 convergence	 and	 an	 obsession,	 some	

would	say,	with	global	data	such	as	that	from	PISA	and	TALIS	(Raffe,	2011;	Radaeilli,	2003;	

Dale,	2000;	Dale	and	Robertson,	2012).		

	

The	 flow	 of	 knowledge	 in	 this	 era,	 coupled	with	 the	 intersection	 between	 education	 and	

market	 forces,	 is	 leading	 to	 a	 commodification	 of	 information	 leading	 to	 global	

competiveness	 in	 both	 goods	 and	 services.	 This	 wave	 of	 education	 for	 knowledge	 is	

characterised	by	the	exponential	pace	of	change,	albeit	outside	the	school	walls	rather	than	

inside.	 The	 era	 of	 sustainable	 competitive	 advantage	 is	 gone	 as	 any	 product,	 idea	 or	

commodity	can	be	copied	or	leapfrogged	leading	to	a	need	to	constantly	 innovate	(Toffler,	

1980;	 OECD,	 2008a).	 This	 has	 impacted	 on	 education,	 with	 education	 being	 linked	 to	

economic	competitiveness	(Government	of	Ireland,	2006,	2008,	2010a).	On	the	other	hand,	

the	 fundamental	 role	 of	 the	 school	 is	 to	 educate	 young	 people	 to	 think	 critically	 and	 to	

empower	 them	 for	 the	 exercise	 of	 democracy,	 but	 also	 to	 enable	 them	 to	 participate	 in	

society.	What	 kind	 of	 skills	 do	 we	 need	 for	 this	 uncertain	 future?	 Skills	 for	 employment,	

unemployment,	 self-employment,	 participating	 in	 collaborative	 environments,	 climate	

change,	 food	 shortages,	 health	 epidemics,	 technological	 developments—the	 list	 goes	 on.	

This	concept	of	 ‘education	for	now	and	for	the	future’	asks	a	 lot	of	policy	makers,	schools,	

teachers	 and	 students.	 It	 is	 no	 easy	 task	 to	 educate	 for	 now	 and	 for	 an	 unknown	 future,	

especially	as	we	need	to	move	away	from	what	Toffler	describes	as	the	schooling	of	the	past	

which	taught	three	courses,	that	of	punctuality,	obedience	and	rote	learning	(Toffler,	1980).		

Clearly	 education	 is	 not,	 or	 should	 not	 be,	 aimed	 at	 only	 economic	 outcomes.	 Policy	

developments	since	Lisbon	have	shifted	educational	debate	in	Ireland,	which	has	led	to	the	

inclusion	of	key	skills	 in	curriculum	development,	and	it	 is	 in	this	context	that	the	reported	

research	took	place.		

	

Of	note	 is	 that,	 in	1991,	 a	 study	of	 education	 in	 Ireland	by	 the	OECD	 (1991)	 said	 that	 the	

goals	 and	 values	 of	 the	 education	 system	were	 tacit	 rather	 than	 explicit	 and,	 as	 a	 result,	

while	changes	had	been	continual,	they	had	been	piecemeal	 (p.76),	a	charge	that	could	be	

made	 about	 the	 pace	 of	 change	 since	 2000.	Gleeson	 (2010,	 2012)	 summarises	 curriculum	

debate	as	a	series	of	oppositions	between	debates	that	happen	very	little,	and	debates	that	

happen	 frequently.	 Those	 that	 happen	 frequently,	 he	 suggests,	 tend	 to	 be	 about	 how	
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change	 is	managed,	 rather	 than	 its	meaning;	about	who	controls	and	decides,	 rather	 than	

what	 is	 decided;	 and	 about	 the	 relationship	 between	 curriculum	 and	 economic	 success,	

rather	 than	 the	 common	good.	He	 contends	 that	 the	domination	of	 the	 rational	 technical	

paradigm	 has	 supported	 the	 climate	 of	 fragmentation	 resulting	 in	 the	 neglect	 of	 macro-

curriculum	 issues.	 Key	 skills	 is	 one	 such	 macro-curriculum	 issue	 that	 permeates	 debates	

about	 teaching	 and	 learning	 from	 early	 childhood	 education	 to	 lifelong	 learning	 and	 links	

into	European	policy	around	competences.	There	have	been	many	studies	on	school	change	

that	point	to	the	fact	that	teaching	and	learning	and	the	quality	of	the	learning	environment	

is	the	one	factor	that	teachers	and	schools	can	change	to	bring	about	enhanced	learning	for	

students	(Hattie,	2003,	2009;	Entwistle,	2009).	

	

This	 research	 sought	 to	 make	 explicit	 the	 impact	 on	 student	 and	 teacher	 attitudes	 and	

beliefs	 about	 learning	 and	 classroom	 practices	 and	 on	 student	 achievement	 that	 were	

associated	 with	 the	 implementation	 of	 a	 key	 skills	 approach	 to	 teaching	 and	 learning	 at	

second	 level	 in	 Ireland.	 At	 the	 heart	 of	 all	 professional	 development	 endeavours	 with	

schools	 and	 teachers	 must	 be	 an	 enhanced	 experience	 for	 learners.	 However,	 the	 link	

between	teaching	and	learning	is	not	a	straightforward	one.	What	makes	a	‘good’	teacher	is	

very	 context	 bound.	 Teaching	 affects	 learning	 directly;	 not	 just	 by	 opening	 up	 a	 body	 of	

knowledge	 to	 the	 learner,	 but	 also	 by	 how	 the	 teacher	 scaffolds	 and	models	 the	 learning	

process.	 Teaching	 also	 influences	 learning	 in	many	 indirect	ways:	 in	 attitudes	 to	 learning,	

attitudes	 to	knowledge	and	motivation	and	 interest	 in	 learning.	Coolahan	 (2007)	contends	

that	 there	 is	much	 to	 be	 gained	 by	making	 explicit	 what	 is	 often	 left	 unstated	 about	 the	

criteria	involved	in	high	quality	teaching	(p.34).		Clearly	changing	students’	practices	around	

learning	is	as	complex	as,	and	may	even	be	more	complex	than,	changing	teachers’	ways	of	

doing	and	acting	(Cordingley,	2009;	Day,	1999).	Teachers	and	students	are	central	to	school	

change	 and	 therefore	 central	 to	 this	 research;	 it	 is	 teachers	 who	 interpret	 and	 shape	

innovation	and	interventions,	and	it	is	students	who	are	best	placed	to	provide	feedback	on	

impact	to	their	learning	due	to	the	changes	(NCCA,	2009c;	Fullan,	2001,	2011;	OECD,	2013c).	

	

In	 the	 context	 of	 key	 skills	 and	 competences,	 there	 are	many	 questions	 that	 need	 to	 be	

answered.	While	 the	 push	 for	 skills	 and	 competences	 would	 appear	 to	 have	 the	 backing	

from	Europe	and	closer	to	home,	the	impact	of	these	skills	and	competencies	at	the	level	of	

learning	and	teaching	has	not	been	explored.	There	is	a	need	for	evidence	on	the	impact	of	

key	 skills	 in	 learning	 and	 teaching	 at	 second	 level	 to	 inform	 policy	 decisions	 in	 this	 area,	
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especially	in	light	of	recent	proposals	for	change	at	junior	cycle.	The	discussion	document	on	

the	 review	 of	 Junior	 Cycle	 education	 in	 Ireland	 Innovation	 and	 Identity:	 Ideas	 for	 a	 new	

Junior	Cycle	(2010a)	contends	that,	in	response	to	global	issues,	schools	are	being	asked	not	

simply	 to	 teach	 students	 about	 these	 issues	 but	 to	 shape	 the	 next	 generation	 of	 creative	

problem	solvers	who	can	quite	literally	‘save	the	world’	(p.6).	The	Junior	Cycle	Reform	(JCR)	

is	at	an	advanced	stage	of	development	at	this	time	and	has	key	skills	embedded	within	the	

Junior	Cycle	Framework	 (NCCA,	2012).	However,	 there	 is	 a	need	 for	 research	 such	as	 that	

reported	here	to	clarify	what	it	is	about	key	skills	that	will	help	schools	and	students	engage	

with	these	global	issues	in	a	more	creative	and	innovative	way	and	to	ascertain	if	key	skills	

do	 indeed	 lead	 to	 better	 learning	 and	 whether	 this	 better	 learning	 leads	 to	 enhanced	

academic	 achievement	 for	 students.	 Do	 key	 skills	 deliver	 on	 the	 promise	 in	 the	 opening	

statement:	 the	 ability	 to	 think	 critically	 and	 creatively,	 innovate	 and	 adapt	 to	 change,	 to	

work	independently	and	in	a	team,	and	to	be	a	reflective	learner	are	prerequisites	for	life	and	

the	workplace	of	the	21
st
	century?		

1.2	Significance	of	the	research	

Skills	have	become	the	focus	of	developments	at	all	levels	of	education	systems	around	the	

world.	There	is	a	lot	of	debate	about	the	need	for	schools	to	help	learners	to	develop	21st	

century	 skills	 that	 will	 help	 them	 to	 create	 new	 knowledge	 and	 to	 navigate	 their	 way	

through	change,	uncertainty	and	opportunity.	Initiatives	on	the	teaching	and	assessment	of	

21st	 century	 skills	 originate	 in	 the	widely-held	belief	 shared	by	 several	 groups—	 teachers,	

educational	 researchers,	 policy	 makers,	 politicians,	 employers—	 that	 the	 current	 century	

will	demand	a	very	different	set	of	skills	and	competences	from	people	in	order	for	them	to	

function	effectively	at	work,	as	citizens	and	in	their	leisure	time	(Forfás,	2007,	2009;	OECD,	

2009a;	 Hargreaves,	 2003).	 Some	 commentators	 see	 this	 push	 for	 competence-based	

education	as	fulfilling	a	neoliberal	agenda	of	privatisation,	marketisation	and	obsession	with	

measurement	 and	 benchmarks	 leading	 to	 an	 impoverished	 notion	 of	 what	 is	 meant	 by	

knowledge	(see	for	example	Lingard	and	Grek,	2007;	Biesta,	2007;	Biesta	and	Priestly,	2013).	

A	comprehensive	review	of	policy	developments	since	Lisbon	in	2000	is	presented	as	part	of	

the	 research	 so	as	 to	 situate	 the	policy	developments	 in	 Ireland	within	 the	wider	 context.	

This	 serves	 also	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 Ireland	 has	 resisted	 the	 negative	 aspects	 of	

neoliberalism.		

A	 number	 of	 key	 commentators	 have	 been	 calling	 for	 more	 experimental	 research	 in	

education	 (Levin	 and	 O’Donnell,	 1999;	 Hargreaves,	 1997,	 1999,	 2004;	 Slavin,	 1989,	 2002,	
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2004,	 2008;	 OECD,	 2004;	 Dumont,	 Istance	 and	 Benavides,	 2010;	 Schneider,	 Carnoy,	

Kilpatrick,	Schmidt	and	Shavelson,	2005;	Cook,	2003).	According	to	Slavin	there	is	a	need	for	

reliable	 data	 in	 education	 to	 inform	 decisions	 on	 the	 adoption	 or	 the	 maintaining	 of	

programmes	 (1989,	 p.758).	 	 He	 uses	 the	 story	 of	 Rip	 Van	Winkle	 to	 illustrate	 the	 lack	 of	

change	 in	education.	He	 contends	 that	 if	Rip	Van	Winkle	was	a	doctor	or	 farmer	and	was	

asleep	for	100	years	and	woke	up	today,	he	could	not	work	because	of	the	advances	made	in	

these	 fields;	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 he	were	 a	 teacher	 he	 could	 carry	 on	 as	 he	 did	 before	

(2002).	Borman	contends	that	the	lack	of	experimental	research	in	social	science	continues	

to	leave	educational	practice	to	be	dictated	by	faddishness	and	craft	rather	than	by	scientific	

principles	(2002,	p.8).	This	research	sought	to	find	the	balance	between	rigor	and	relevance	

(Reeves,	2011).	The	literature	on	key	competence	developments	in	other	countries	points	to	

the	lack	of	good	reliable	data	on	implementation	of	competence	frameworks,	which	leaves	

education	open	to	 the	notion	of	competence	development	being	yet	another	 fad.	See,	 for	

example,	Hipkins	and	Boyd	(2011)	on	New	Zealand’s	Key	Competences,	Priestley	(2010)	on	

Scotland’s	 Curriculum	 for	 Excellence,	 and	 Potvin	 and	 Dionne	 (2007)	 on	 cross-curricular	

competencies	 in	 Quebéc.	 There	 is	 a	 danger	 that	 frameworks	 such	 as	 the	 Key	 Skills	

Framework	in	Ireland	are	developed	and	that	they	are	either	not	implemented	as	envisaged,	

or	that	they	have	little	impact	on	student	learning.	The	differences	between	the	espoused,	

planned	and	enacted	curriculum	is	best	studied	through	students’	experiences	of	their	own	

learning	 (Bath,	 Smith,	 Stein	 and	 Swann,	 2004).	 Reid	 (2006)	 refers	 to	 a	 form	of	 ‘name	and	

hope’	curriculum	development,	where	policy	makers	name	the	competences	and	hope	that	

they	will	be	implemented	in	teaching	and	learning.	There	is	a	need	for	more	reliable	data	on	

the	 effectiveness	 implementation	 in	 order	 to	 bring	 about	 real	 change	 in	 teaching	 and	

learning.		

	

This	 research	 used	 a	 quasi-experimental	 control	 group	 pre-test/post-test	 design.	 An	

intervention	based	on	the	findings	from	the	NCCA’s	key	skills	initiative	was	developed.	This	

intervention	was	 implemented	 in	 two	 schools,	 and	 two	matched	 schools	 acted	 as	 control	

groups.	In	evaluating	the	implementation	of	an	intervention	such	as	in	this	research	on	key	

skills	 and	 assessing	 its	 impact	 on	 teaching	 and	 learning,	 it	 was	 important	 to	 have	 both	

baseline	 data	 and	 data	 for	 comparison	 at	 post-test	 stage.	 The	 lack	 of	 quality	 data	 on	

implementation	points	to	a	need	to	report	on	the	process	of	carrying	out	quasi-experimental	

research	in	school	settings.	The	difficulties	associated	with	this	methodology	are	mapped	in	
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the	 Irish	 context	 and,	 in	doing	 so,	 the	method	 is	 critiqued	as	 to	 its	 suitability	 for	 studying	

teaching	and	learning	in	real-world	settings.			

	

The	implementation	of	key	skills	in	the	second	level	curriculum	in	Ireland	still	remains	at	the	

‘initiative’	stage.	There	is	a	real	danger	that	key	skills	not	only	get	embedded	in	subjects,	but	

get	buried.	The	framework	asserts	that	many	of	the	elements	that	make	up	these	skills	are	

already	a	 feature	of	 teaching	and	 learning	across	 subjects	 (NCCA,	 2006,	 p.1),	 an	 assertion	

not	 supported	 by	 recent	 research.	 The	 Economic	 and	 Social	 Research	 Institute	 (ESRI)	

longitudinal	 study	 in	 Ireland,	 reported	 an	 over-emphasis	 on	 rote	 learning	 and	 assessment	

(see	 for	 example	 Smyth,	Banks	and	Calvert,	 2011),	while	 the	OECD	Teaching	and	 Learning	

International	 Survey	 (TALIS)	 found	 that	 Irish	 teachers	 show	 the	 strongest	 preference	 for	

structuring	 practices	 in	 teaching	 across	 all	 TALIS	 countries	 (Gilleece,	 Shiel,	 Perkins	 and	

Proctor,	 2009,	 p.78).	 There	 is	 a	 call	 for	 a	 reconfiguration	 of	 the	 relations	 between	 policy	

centre	 and	 local	 delivery	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 leading	 and	 supporting	 change	 (NCCA,	 2009d)	

and	 to	 yielding	 more	 tailoring	 of	 solutions	 to	 problems	 (National	 Economic	 and	 Social	

Development	 Office	 ,NESDO,	 2009).	 	 This	 research	 was	 a	 reconfiguring	 of	 sorts	 in	 that	 a	

policy	 initiative	was	 tested	out	 and	 evidence	 in	 the	 form	of	 rich	 data	 is	 presented	on	 the	

process	at	the	nano	(student),	micro	(classroom),	meso	(school)	and	macro	(policy)	level	of	

an	educational	intervention.		

1.3	The	Research	question	

This	research	reports	on	the	following	question:	

What	 is	 the	 impact	 on	 student	 and	 teacher	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 learning,	 on	

classroom	practices	and	on	 student	achievement	associated	with	 the	 implementation	of	a	

key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning	at	second	level?	

In	answering	this	question,	the	following	hypotheses	were	tested:	

1. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	 result	 in	positive	changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	pedagogical	

practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

2. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	will	 result	 in	more	 favourable	 student	 academic	 outcome	

measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.	

3. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	result	in	positive	changes	in	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	

learning	 amongst	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 more	 than	 in	 the	 control	

schools.	
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To	test	these	hypotheses,	the	research	developed	an	intervention	for	the	implementation	of	

key	skills	using	artefacts	and	resources	developed	during	the	NCCA	key	skills	 initiative.	This	

research	 provides	 a	 map	 of	 how	 key	 skills	 can	 be	 implemented	 in	 schools	 and,	 more	

importantly,	goes	towards	answering	the	question:	does	the	embedding	of	key	skills	lead	to	

better	outcomes	for	students,	and	what	kind	of	better	outcomes?	Keys	(2007)	contends	that	

change	at	 the	 individual	 level	where	curriculum	 is	enacted	has	not	been	clearly	modelled,	

and	understanding	how	a	teacher	shapes	the	curriculum	is	essential	for	effective	curriculum	

reform	 within	 the	 school.	 Teacher	 professional	 development	 is	 often	 designed	 to	 cause	

changes	 in	 teaching	 practices,	 how	 teachers	 choose	 to	 use	 professional	 development	

experiences	 is	 key	 to	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 professional	 development	 on	 a	 teacher’s	 practices	

(Smith,	2012,	p.319).	 Smith	 cautions	 that	 change	happens	at	 the	 level	of	beliefs,	practices	

and	 use	 of	 resources	 and	 that	 early	 change	 can	 be	 invisible	 to	 observers.	 Using	 both	

qualitative	and	quantitative	data	from	teachers	and	students	in	this	research	enhanced	the	

potential	to	make	the	invisible,	visible.		

1.4	Context	for	intervention	-	Learning	at	Leaving	Certificate	in	Ireland	

There	are	 three	programmes	available	 to	students	 in	 senior	cycle	education	 in	 Ireland.	On	

the	Irish	National	Framework	of	Qualifications	(NFQ),	the	Leaving	Certificate	is	treated	as	a	

single	 award	 incorporating	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 Applied	 and	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	

Vocational	 Programme	 and	 is	 placed	 across	 levels	 4	 and	 5	 of	 the	 framework.	 This	

corresponds	 to	 levels	 3	 and	 4	 of	 the	 European	 Qualifications	 Framework	 for	 Lifelong	

Learning	 (EQF)	 (National	 Qualifications	 Authority	 of	 Ireland	 (NQAI),	 2009).	 	 The	 Leaving	

Certificate	 (LCE)	 is	 studied	 over	 two	 years	 and	 aims	 to	 provide	 learners	 with	 a	 broad,	

balanced	education,	while	also	offering	some	potential	for	specialisation	towards	particular	

career	options.	Students	 in	almost	all	schools	take	the	Leaving	Certificate	and	are	required	

to	study	at	least	five	subjects,	one	of	which	must	be	Irish.	In	special	cases,	students	can	get	

exemption	 from	 languages	 (Department	 of	 Education	 and	 Science	 (DES),	 2010b).	 The	

majority	 of	 students	 in	 school	 will	 sit	 Leaving	 Certificate	 examinations	 in	 at	 least	 seven	

subjects	 (State	 Examinations	 Commission	 (SEC),	 2013).	 There	 are	 33	 Leaving	 Certificate	

subjects	 available	 to	 students,	 all	 offered	 at	 two	 levels,	 Ordinary	 and	 Higher	 to	 varying	

degrees	in	schools.	Irish	and	mathematics	are	also	available	at	Foundation	level.	The	Leaving	

Certificate	Vocational	programme	 (LCVP)	 is	designed	 to	enhance	 the	vocational	dimension	

of	the	Leaving	Certificate.	The	defining	features	of	the	LCVP	are	that	learners	take	some	of	

their	 Leaving	 Certificate	 subjects	 from	 a	 specific	 set	 of	 vocational	 subjects;	 they	 study	 a	

recognised	course	in	modern	European	language,	and	take	two	additional	courses,	known	as	
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Link	Modules,	 in	the	areas	of	Preparation	for	the	World	of	Work	and	Enterprise	Education.	

Almost	34%	of	Leaving	Certificate	students	sat	LCVP	in	2012	(Department	of	Education	and	

Skills	 (DES),	 2013).	 The	 Leaving	Certificate	Applied	 (LCA)	 is	made	up	of	 a	 range	of	 courses	

that	 are	 structured	 around	 three	 elements:	 Vocational	 Preparation,	 Vocational	 Education,	

and	General	Education.	Only	6%	of	students	in	2012	sat	the	LCA	(SEC	2013).		

The	level	descriptor	for	Leaving	Certificate	in	the	NFQ	Framework	provides	an	outline	on	the	

learning	 expected	 during	 this	 stage	 of	 education,	which	 is	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 research.	 It	 is	

organised	 using	 eight	 sub-strands	 of	 knowledge,	 know-how	 and	 skill	 and	 competence	 as	

shown	below	in	Table	1.1.	

	

Table	1.1	

Level	descriptor	for	Leaving	Certificate	Level	4	and	5	–	Major	Award	

Knowledge-breath	 Broad	range	of	knowledge.	
Knowledge-kind	 Some	 theoretical	 concept	 and	 abstract	 thinking	 with	

significant	depth	in	some	areas.	Some	underpinning	theory	
Know-how	and	skill-range	 Demonstrate	 a	 broad	 range	 of	 cognitive	 and	 practical	 skills,	

and	tools.		
Know-how	 and	 skill-
selectivity	

Select	from	a	range	of	procedures	and	apply	known	solutions	
to	 a	 variety	 of	 predictable	 problems.	 Evaluate	 and	 use	
information	to	plan	and	develop	investigative	strategies.		

Competence-context	 Identify	and	apply	skills	and	knowledge	to	a	moderately	broad	
range	 of	 contexts.	 Take	 responsibility	 for	 the	 nature	 and	
quality	of	outputs.		

Competence-role	 Exercise	 some	 initiative	 and	 independence	 in	 carrying	 out	
defined	 activities.	 Function	 within	 familiar	 homogeneous	
groups.		

Competence-learning	 to	
learn	

Learn	 to	 take	 responsibility	 for	 consistency	 of	 self-
understanding	and	behaviour.		

Competence-insight	 Assume	 responsibility	 for	 consistency	 of	 self-understanding	
and	behaviour.		

Source:	National	Qualifications	Authority	of	Ireland	(NQAI),	2009	
 
From	this	descriptor	one	could	assume	that	key	skills	are	already	part	of	learning	in	Leaving	

Certificate;	 however,	 the	 reality	 as	 described	 in	 this	 research	 is	 wholly	 different.	 All	 four	

schools	in	this	research	provided	Leaving	Certificate,	and	the	Leaving	Certificate	Vocational	

Programme;	Leaving	Certificate	Applied	was	provided	in	two	of	the	schools.		

1.5	Organisation	of	the	Dissertation	

Chapter	One	of	the	dissertation	provides	the	reader	with	an	introduction	to	the	policy	area	

of	key	skills	to	set	a	context	for	the	research.	A	map	of	the	thesis	is	provided.		
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Chapter	Two	provides	a	review	of	literature.	This	expansive	review	takes	the	reader	through	

the	policy	developments	in	Europe,	in	Ireland	and	in	a	number	of	other	countries	in	relation	

to	development	in	key	competences.	This	review	looks	at	the	impact	of	the	Lisbon	Strategy	

on	 policy	 development	 in	 Europe.	 It	 explores	 the	 role	 which	 Open	Method	 Coordination	

plays	 in	 policy	 developments	 through	policy	 borrowing	 and	policy	 learning.	 In	 doing	 so,	 it	

situates	 policy	 developments	 in	 Ireland	within	 the	 European	 context	 as	 a	 form	 of	mutual	

learning	where	Ireland	has	led	the	charge	on	key	skills	in	some	areas.	A	criticism	of	European	

policy	development	has	been	that	it	is	pushing	a	neoliberal	agenda	of	policy	development	by	

numbers.	Neoliberalism	as	a	mode	of	discourse	 is	examined	and	the	thesis	put	forward	by	

this	 research	 is	 that	 role	 of	 key	 competences	 in	 curriculum	 development	 is	 around	

broadening	 the	 discourse	 of	 the	 knowledge	 economy	 to	 a	 more	 comprehensive	

understanding	of	what	 it	means	to	be	educated.	 In	 Ireland	 it	was	decided	to	use	the	term	

key	skill,	while	elsewhere	in	Europe	the	term	competence	is	more	widely	used.	The	Key	Skills	

Framework	describes	skills	 in	such	a	way	that	they	 include	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes;	

therefore,	while	called	skills,	they	adhere	much	more	closely	to	the	term	competence.	The	

term	 competence	 is	 taken	 as	 a	 movement	 between	 the	 personal	 and	 the	 public	

development	of	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	as	described	by	Deakin	Crick	(2008).			

	

The	chapter	goes	on	to	provide	a	context	for	the	development	of	key	skills	in	Ireland	and	the	

work	of	the	NCCA	with	schools	on	explicating	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning.	Key	skills	at	

senior	 cycle	 have	 not	 yet	 been	 fully	 implemented	 in	 Ireland;	 therefore	 a	 scoping	 of	

frameworks	 from	 other	 countries	 where	 competence	 curriculum	 development	 has	 been	

implemented	 is	 presented.	 The	 chapter	 concludes	 with	 a	 critical	 overview	 of	 the	 lack	 of	

quality	data	on	the	 implementation	processes	and	of	the	 impact	of	competence	education	

on	student	achievement	across	countries.		

	
Chapter	Three	presents	the	methodology	used	in	this	research.	This	chapter	describes	what	

is	meant	by	experimental	research	in	social	science	and	in	educational	settings	in	particular.	

In	 doing	 so	 it	 locates	 experimental	 research	 in	 the	 philosophical	 post-positivist	 paradigm.	

Validity,	 generalisability	 and	 causal	 relationships	 are	 discussed	 as	 they	 pertain	 to	

experimental	 research.	 The	 argument	 for	 the	 use	 of	 experimentation	 in	 education	 is	

proffered	 and	 the	 need	 for	 experimental	 quantitative	 evidence	 to	 be	 supported	 by	

qualitative	evidence	 to	help	elucidate	 the	process	 involved	 in	 implementing	 interventions.	

The	 research	 design,	 research	 instruments	 and	 data	 analysis	 are	 described.	 Standardised	

instruments	were	used	in	this	research	so	that	the	same	information	was	gathered	from	all	
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subjects.	The	mapping	of	the	process	of	 implementation	and	the	use	of	qualitative	data	 in	

addition	 to	 the	 quantitative	 data	 enabled	 the	 researcher	 to	 gain	 insights	 into	 what	 is	

happening	in	the	‘black	box’	of	implementing	a	key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning.		

	

Chapter	 Four	 provides	 a	 theoretical	 framework	 for	 the	 intervention	 developed.	 Key	

literature	 on	 professional	 development	 is	 consulted	 and	 provides	 the	 theoretical	

perspectives	which	underpin	the	model	of	professional	development	used	 in	this	research.	

The	 implementation	 process	 is	 elucidated.	 Key	 pedagogical	 practices,	 such	 as	 a	 move	 to	

constructivist	 teaching,	 assessment	 for	 learning,	 and	cooperative	 learning	used	 to	develop	

key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning	are	presented	with	their	theoretical	underpinnings.		

	

Chapter	 Five	 presents	 data	 from	 the	 teacher	 questionnaires	 at	 pre-test	 (T1)	 and	 post-test	

(T2)	 stages	 and	post-test	 interview	data.	 The	matching	of	 schools	 is	 further	 strengthened,	

increasing	validity	for	the	research,	by	matching	at	pre-test	stage	on	pedagogical	practices,	

teacher	demographics,	in-school	collaboration,	and	professional	development	participation.	

Analysis	 of	 data	 at	 post-test	 stage	 provides	 rich	 descriptions	 of	 changes	 to	 teachers’	

attitudes	and	beliefs	about	teaching	and	learning,	changes	to	the	environment	for	learning,	

teacher	 professional	 development,	 and	 teacher	 collaboration.	 In	 conclusion,	 the	 chapter	

looks	 at	 what	 data	 can	 tell	 us	 about	 the	 challenges	 faced	 by	 teachers	 implementing	 key	

skills.	 Student	 interview	 data	 present	 an	 alternative,	 but	 complementary,	 form	 of	 data	

further	illuminating	teacher	data.		An	initial	review	of	the	salient	issues	is	presented.	

	

Chapter	 Six	 presents	 data	 on	 student	 achievement	 in,	 the	 Junior	 Certificate	 and	 Leaving	

Certificate	examinations,	administered	by	the	State	Examinations	Commission	(SEC),	 in	the	

four	schools.	Data	from	the	Pupils	Feelings	about	School	and	School	Work	Inventory	(PFSSW)	

at	pre-test	(n=116)	and	post-test	(n=116)	in	the	research	are	analysed.	This	PFSSW	inventory	

provides	data	on	student	study	orientations,	whether	it	is	deep,	surface	or	strategic.	It	also	

provides	data	on	student	motivation	for	school	and	learning	under	three	domains:	affective,	

cognitive	 and	 moral.	 The	 matching	 of	 schools	 was	 further	 informed	 by	 pre-test	 data.	

Changes	between	T1	and	T2	are	presented.		

	

Chapter	Seven	presents	data	from	student	interviews	at	T1	(n=48)	and	T2	(n=41).	These	data	

present	 a	 rich	 picture	 of	 the	 environment	 of	 teaching	 and	 learning	 at	 two	 key	 points	 in	

senior	cycle	education	in	Ireland,	three	months	into	year	one	and	the	last	month	of	year	two	
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before	the	Leaving	Certificate	examination	in	June.		They	further	illuminate	the	development	

of	key	skills	or,	in	some	cases,	the	lack	of	development	of	key	skills.		

	

Chapter	Eight	brings	together	the	data	from	the	previous	three	chapters	and	discusses	the	

salient	issues	that	emerge	from	the	research	in	light	of	the	literature	reviewed.	The	chapter	

is	organised	around	the	three	hypotheses	emerging	from	the	research	question.		

	

Chapter	 Nine	 reviews	 the	 major	 findings	 of	 the	 research,	 with	 reference	 to	 the	 research	

questions.	There	follows	a	critical	evaluation	of	using	experimental	research	such	as	this	 in	

social	settings.	This	is	followed	by	consideration	of	the	implications	of	the	research	for	policy	

development	 around	 key	 skills	 in	 Ireland.	 The	 limitations	 of	 the	 study	 and	 avenues	 for	

further	research	are	considered.		
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CHAPTER	TWO	

LITERATURE	REVIEW	

Introduction	

Our	society	has	moved	from	an	industrial	age	to	a	knowledge	age.	In	order	to	cope	with	this,	

our	students	need	a	range	of	competences	to	deal	with	a	rapidly	changing	society.	We	need	

to	 look	 at	 what	 we	 are	 learning,	 how	 we	 are	 learning	 and	 at	 the	 environments	 we	 are	

learning	in.	Toffler,	 in	1980,	talked	about	the	three	waves	of	education:	the	first	wave	was	

education	 for	 agriculture;	 the	 second,	 education	 for	 industry;	 and	 the	 third	 and	 present	

wave,	education	for	knowledge.	

Built	 on	 the	 factory	 model,	 mass	 education	 taught	 basic	 reading,	 writing	 and	
arithmetic,	a	bit	of	history	and	other	subjects.	This	was	the	“overt	curriculum.”	
But	beneath	it	lay	an	invisible	or	“covert	curriculum”	that	was	far	more	basic.	It	
consisted	and	still	does	in	most	industrialized	nations	-	of	three	courses:	one	in	
punctuality,	 one	 in	 obedience,	 and	one	 in	 rote,	 repetitive	work	 (Toffler,	 1980,	
p.29).	
	

The	industrial	age	made	different	demands	on	people,	according	to	Toffler.	This	age	needed	

people	who	would	show	up	on	time,	take	instruction	and	do	repetitious	work	in	factories	or	

offices.	 What	 are	 the	 challenges	 or	 characteristics	 of	 this	 new	 wave	 of	 education	 for	

knowledge?		Many	emerge	from	the	literature	such	as	the	term	‘glocal’—how	everything	is	

now	 at	 once,	 local	 and	 global,	 diverse	 and	 yet	 connected	 (Weber,	 2007;	 Brooks	 and	

Normore,	2010).	This	notion	of	the	local	and	global	interconnectedness	is	linked	to	the	new,	

networked	society,	which	 is	multicultural.	Brooks	and	Normore,	quoting	Robertson	(1995),	

describe	the	notion	of	glocalization	as	 the	way	 local,	national	and	global	 interrelationships	

are	 mediated	 by	 local,	 national	 and	 global	 political	 dynamics	 (2010).	 Therefore,	 in	 many	

ways,	the	development	of	key	competences	is	a	glocal	initiative.	It	is	at	once	both	local	to	us	

here	 in	 Irish	 education	 and	 global,	 with	 the	 European	 and	 international	 comparisons	 in	

education.			

	

Since	 2000	 there	 has	 been	 increased	 interest	 in	 education	 across	 the	 world.	 The	 OECD	

contends	 that	 this	 drive	 for	 more	 and	 better	 education	 is	 due	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	

knowledge	society	and	the	strong	skills	bias	in	technological	changes,	which	have	led	to	an	

increased	 value	 of	 education	 as	 a	 determinant	 of	 social	 and	 economic	 outcomes	 (OECD,	

2006,	2008b,	2013b).	This	chapter	 looks	at	the	 influence	of	the	Lisbon	strategy	on	second-
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level	education	 in	 Ireland.	The	key	messages	 in	 the	Lisbon	strategy	are	outlined	and	set	 in	

the	 context	 of	 wider	 European	 developments	 in	 education	 (see	 Fig.	 2.1).	 The	 value	

orientation	 of	 the	 policies	 around	 the	 development	 of	 key	 competences	 is	 discussed,	 in	

particular	the	notion	of	a	knowledge	economy.	In	looking	at	the	distributional	effects	of	the	

Lisbon	strategy,	 the	chapter	then	 looks	at	 the	development	of	key	competences	 in	Europe	

and	 in	 Ireland	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 work	 of	 the	 National	 Council	 for	 Curriculum	 and	

Assessment	in	senior	cycle	education.		

	

	

Figure	2.1.	Map	of	Literature	Chapter	

	

2.1	The	Lisbon	Strategy	

In	2000,	at	the	European	Council	meeting	held	in	Lisbon	on	the	23rd	and	24th	of	March,	the	

heads	of	states	of	the	European	Union	(EU)	member	countries	agreed	a	new	strategic	goal	

for	the	Union	in	order	to	strengthen	employment,	economic	reform	and	social	cohesion	as	

part	of	a	knowledge-based	economy	known	as	the	Lisbon	agenda	or	strategy.	The	European	

Council	defined	the	objective	of	the	Lisbon	strategy	as	one	to	ensure	that,	by	2010,	the	EU	

would	

become	the	most	dynamic	and	competitive	knowledge-based	economy	in	the	world	
capable	 of	 sustainable	 economic	 growth	 with	 more	 and	 better	 jobs	 and	 greater	
social	cohesion	(Council	of	the	European	Union,	2000,	para.5)	

	

Lisbon	came	about	because	of	globalisation	and	emerging	new	knowledge	economies,	 the	

EU	 was	 lagging	 behind	 the	 United	 States	 and	 Japan	 and	 had	 competition	 from	 the	 BRIC	

countries	(Brazil,	Russia,	India	and	China)	(Johansson,	Karlsson,	Backman	and	Juusola,	2007).	
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In	 real	 terms	 in	 1995,	 it	 was	 estimated	 that	 the	 output	 per	 hour	 in	Western	 Europe	was	

about	94%	of	the	level	of	the	United	States;	this	had	fallen	to	85%	by	2003	(Gordan,	2004).	

Johansson	 and	 colleagues	 looked	 at	 patents	 sought	 and	 granted	 over	 the	 period	 1997	 to	

2003,	and	two	 interesting	facts	emerged.	One	was	the	rapid	growth	of	patent	applications	

and	 number	 of	 patents	 granted;	 this,	 they	 contend,	 signalled	 an	 increase	 in	 intellectual	

property	and	control	over	knowledge	in	general.	The	other	fact	was	that	both	Japan	and	the	

US	outperformed	the	EU	over	this	period	(Johansson,	Karlsson,	Backman	and	Juusola,	2007).		

This	may	have	been	one	of	the	contributors	to	the	emphasis	on	innovation	and	knowledge	

economy	 in	Lisbon.	The	 top	priority	of	 the	Lisbon	strategy	was	 to	create	growth	and	 jobs.		

Lisbon	is	significant	for	education	as	it	asked	education	to	fulfil	a	dual	role,	that	of	economic	

progress	 and	 social	 inclusion.	 Considine	 and	 Dukelo	 (2009)	 point	 out	 that,	 when	 social	

exclusion	 is	defined	 in	 terms	of	education,	 the	socially	excluded	are	 those	who	don't	have	

the	knowledge,	while	those	who	do	are	socially	included	(p.297).	This	emphasis	on	the	place	

of	education	in	the	knowledge	economy	and	its	link	to	future	posterity,	and	indeed	to	lifting	

us	out	of	recession,	has	meant	that	education	has	become	the	main	event	in	this	global	race	

for	success.	Seeing	education	as	the	solution	to	economic	problems	is	 in	a	way	positioning	

education	 as	 the	 only	 alternative	 to	 poverty	 (Allais,	 2012,	 2014).	 This	 also	 means	 that	

education	is	not	only	seen	as	the	solution	to	social	and	economic	problems	but	also	can	be	

seen	as	the	cause	of	the	said	problems.	Lisbon	is	significant	in	terms	of	key	competences	in	

that	it	was	the	starting	point	for	establishing	a	European	workgroup	on	key	competences.		

	

The	Lisbon	strategy	gave	a	very	high	profile	to	education	and	saw	education	as	part	of	social	

policy,	labour	market	and	overall	economic	policy.			

Europe’s	 education	 and	 training	 systems	 needs	 to	 adapt	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 the	
knowledge	 society	 and	 to	 the	 need	 for	 an	 improved	 level	 and	 quality	 of	
employment.	 …	 This	 new	 approach	 should	 have	 three	 main	 components:	 the	
development	 of	 local	 learning	 centres,	 the	 promotion	 of	 new	 basic	 skills,	 in	
particular	 in	 the	 information	 technologies,	 and	 increased	 transparency	 of	
qualifications.	(Council	of	the	European	Union,	2000,	para.25)	
		

These	competing	narratives	of	personal	and	social	fulfilment	and	the	needs	of	the	economy	

are	evident	throughout	European	documents	from	Lisbon	2000.	What	becomes	clear	is	that	

at	 times	 they	 are	 competing	 and	 mutually	 exclusive,	 while	 at	 other	 times	 they	 are	

interrelated.	The	discourse	on	competences	 is	 in	 the	main	an	example	of	where	European	

policy	 discussion	 seems	 to	 address	 the	 dual	 goals	 of	 personal	 and	 social	 fulfilment	 and	

meeting	the	needs	of	the	global	economy.	Lisbon	emphasised	the	knowledge	economy	that	
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was	needed	 to	 face	up	 to	 current	 and	 future	 challenges.	 This	has	 led	 to	a	proliferation	of	

Futures	 work	 since	 Lisbon.	 See	 for	 example	 work	 with	 the	 Qualification	 and	 Curriculum	

Authority	 (QCA)	 ‘the	 Futures	 initiative’	 and	 in	 Ireland	 the	 FuturesIreland	 work	 (National	

Economic	 and	 Social	 Development	 Office	 (NESDO),	 2009;	 QCA,	 2004).	 However,	 many	

commentators	see	this	drive	for	competence-based	education	as	a	push	for	Europe	to	fulfil	a	

neoliberal	agenda	for	education	(for	example,	Robertson	and	Dale,	2013;	Dale	and	Derouet,	

2012;	Allais,	2012;	Clarke,	2012;	Thomson,	Lingard	and	Wrigley,	2012;	Laitsch,	2013).	Some	

see	the	Open	Method	Coordination,	first	introduced	at	Lisbon	2000,	as	a	vehicle	to	transport	

a	 neoliberal	 understanding	 of	 competence-sharing	 between	 state,	 market	 and	 individual,	

which	privileges	the	market	over	social	rights	(Kröger	2009;	Pfister,	2009).		

	

In	2005,	the	Commission	presented	a	new	start	for	the	Lisbon	Strategy:	Working	together	for	

Growth	 and	 Jobs,	 a	 new	 start	 for	 the	 Lisbon	 strategy.	 	 This	 document	 starts	 with	 very	

optimistic	 and	 upbeat	 language:	 Europeans	 have	 every	 reason	 to	 be	 positive	 about	 our	

economic	 potential,	 we	 have	 consolidated	 a	 unique	 social	 model	 …	 (Commission	 of	 the	

European	Communities,	2005b,	p.3).	However,	 it	does	acknowledge	that	there	 is	a	general	

consensus	that	Europe	is	far	from	achieving	the	potential	for	change	that	the	Lisbon	strategy	

offers	(p.7).		

Europe	must	 renew	 the	 basis	 of	 its	 competitiveness,	 increase	 its	 growth	 potential	
and	 its	productivity	 and	 strengthen	 social	 cohesion,	placing	 the	main	emphasis	on	
knowledge,	 innovation	 and	 the	 optimisation	 of	 human	 capital	 (Commission	 of	 the	
European	Communities,	2005b,	p.2).	

	

The	focus	from	2005	on	was	on	economic	concerns	rather	than	on	social	 imperatives.	This	

was	again	emphasised	in	the	Presidency	conclusions	from	the	European	Council	meeting	in	

March	of	that	year,	when	human	capital	was	cited	as	being	Europe's	most	 important	asset	

and	where	lifelong	learning	is	described	as	a	sine	qua	non	if	the	Lisbon	objectives	are	to	be	

achieved	 (European	 Council,	 2005,	 p.11).	 The	 renewed	 Lisbon	 Strategy	 focused	 efforts	 on	

two	principal	 tasks:	delivering	 stronger,	 lasting	growth,	and	creating	more	and	better	 jobs	

(Commission	of	 the	European	Communities,	 2005b).	Many	of	 the	 targets	 set	out	 for	2010	

relating	to	school	education	were	not	reached	by	2011;	some	were	reached	by	only	a	small	

number	of	countries	(see	Appendix	A	and	Appendix	B).	This	monitoring	of	progress	was	part	

of	a	new	governance	method	called	Open	Method	Coordination.		
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2.1.1.	Open	Method	Coordination		

Lisbon	not	only	advanced	social	policy,	labour	market	and	overall	economic	policy,	it	stated	

that	they	could	only	be	met	at	the	level	of	Community,	rather	than	at	Member	State	level.	

How	this	was	to	be	achieved	was	through	the	Open	Method	Coordination	(OMC).		

Implementing	 this	 strategy	 will	 be	 achieved	 by	 improving	 the	 existing	 processes,	
introducing	 a	 new	 open	 method	 of	 coordination	 at	 all	 levels,	 coupled	 with	 a	
stronger	 guiding	 and	 coordinating	 role	 for	 the	 European	 Council	 to	 ensure	 more	
coherent	 strategic	 direction	 and	 effective	 monitoring	 of	 progress	 (Council	 of	 the	
European	Union,	2000,	para.7;	emphasis	in	original).		
	

This	coordinating	role	was	to	be	achieved	through	the	fixing	of	European	guidelines	to	which	

timetables	 for	 achieving	 specific	 goals	 were	 attached	 such	 as	 the	 Education	 and	 Training	

2010	work	programme	(Commission	of	the	European	Communities,	2001).	These	guidelines	

were	 to	 be	 translated	 into	 national	 and	 regional	 policies	 associated	 with	 specific	 targets.	

Benchmarks	and	indicators	were	to	be	developed	to	measure	results	and	to	compare	results	

across	the	EU	and	for	international	levels	such	as	those	in	USA	and	Japan	(see,	for	example,	

Appendix	A).	While	the	EU	set	targets	since	Lisbon	2000,	it	must	be	noted	that	the	principle	

of	 subsidiarity	means	 that	 the	Union	does	not	 take	action,	unless	 it	 is	more	effective	 than	

action	taken	at	national,	regional	or	local	level;	therefore,	the	EU	cannot	make	binding	policy	

rulings	about	education	for	any	member	state	(European	Commission,	2010b).	The	language	

of	 the	 documents	 emanating	 from	 the	 commission	 during	 this	 period	 was	 one	 of	

partnership,	Europe	can	succeed	if	it	acts	collectively,	as	a	Union,	but	partnership	with	terms,	

the	 Commission	 will	 monitor	 progress	 towards	 targets,	 the	 European	 Parliament	 will	 be	

driving	force	to	mobilise	citizens	and	act	a	co-legislator	and	warns	that	policy	warnings	could	

be	issued	in	case	of	inadequate	response	(European	Commission,	2010b,	p.4).	Kröger	(2009)	

contends	that	OMC	was	a	further	consolidation	and	 institutionalization	of	 instruments	 that	

the	EU	had	used	since	the	1990s	in	economic,	monetary	and	employment	policy	(p.2).	This	

open	 method	 depended	 on	 soft	 law	 mechanisms	 such	 as	 guidelines	 and	 indicators,	

benchmarking,	peer	review	and	sharing	of	best	practice.	 It	was	hoped	that	knowledge	and	

learning	would	be	created	and	diffused	within	networks	of	political,	bureaucratic	and	social	

actors	(Radaelli,	2003).	This	has	 led	to	a	 lack	of	efficiency	and	success	 in	 implementing	the	

Lisbon	strategy.	Kok,	 in	his	2004	review,	recommended	that	countries	that	performed	well	

on	 indicators	should	be	praised	and	those	that	did	badly	be	castigated	 (2004,	p.43).	There	

are	no	official	sanctions	for	countries	if	the	defined	goals	are	not	achieved;	rather,	there	are	

incentives	for	learning	from	each	other,	and	this	process	worked	well	for	the	peer	learning	

clusters	working	on	key	competences	since	Lisbon.		
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According	 to	 Gornitzka	 the	 OMC	 shows	 little	 evidence	 of	 the	 use	 of	 social	 sanctions	 in	

education	and	training	and	that	the	proliferation	of	indicators	makes	most	countries	perform	

well	 on	 at	 least	 some	 of	 the	 indicators	 thereby	 blurring	 the	 sharp	 portrayal	 of	 high	

performers	and	non-performers	(2006,	p.32).	This	is	especially	true	if	the	indicators	used	are	

not	made	specific	 to	the	recommendations.	For	example,	 in	the	detailed	work	programme	

which	 came	 after	 the	 report	 from	 the	 Commission	 on	 The	 concrete	 future	 objectives	 of	

education	 systems	 (Commission	 of	 the	 European	 Communities,	 2001),	 there	 are	 key	

recommendations	made	under	the	heading	Developing	Skills	for	the	Knowledge	Society	such	

as	 developing	 curriculum	 at	 school	 level	 for	 the	 acquisition	 of	 key	 competencies	 and	 the	

development	of	 instruments	for	the	validation	of	key	competencies	 in	the	interest	of	social	

cohesion	 and	 active	 citizenship.	 The	 indicators	 for	 measuring	 progress	 are	 listed	 as	

secondary	education	completion	rates,	and	literacy	and	numeracy	levels	in	PISA,	and	so	on	

(European	Council,	2002,	p.8).	The	recommendations	are	quite	specific	but	the	indicators	for	

measuring	progress	are	less	so.	The	method's	effectiveness	relies	on	a	form	of	peer	pressure	

and	 naming	 and	 shaming,	 as	 no	member	 state	wants	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 the	worst	 in	 a	 given	

policy	area	(Lange	and	Alexiadou,	2007).	Radaelli	sees	OMC	as	a	legitimising	discourse	used	

as	a	way	to	 introduce	policy	 instruments	and	benchmarking	across	the	EU.	 It	 is	also	a	way	

that	 knowledge	 can	 be	 created	 and	 diffused	 across	 countries	 allowing	 and	 encouraging	

bottom-up	 learning	 (2003,	p.8).	Gornitzka	 likens	 the	effect	of	OMC	to	keeping	up	with	the	

“European	Jones's”,	with	countries	striving	to	perform	well	in	indicators	to	look	good	and	as	

badges	of	honour	and	shame	are	awarded	through	the	presentation	of	national	performance	

data	 in	 league	 tables	 and	 scoreboards	 (2005,	 p.46).	 Even	with	 all	 these	 international	 data	

available	 for	comparisons,	 there	 is	 little	evidence	of	 it	having	direct	 impact	on	educational	

policies,	curricula	and	the	way	teaching	and	 learning	are	organised	 in	schools	according	to	

some	commentators	(Drent,	Meelissen	and	Kleij,	2013).		

	

However,	 there	 are	 tensions	 as	 OMC	 encourages	 cooperation	 and	 in	 ways	 imitation	 in	

encouraging	policy	borrowing,	but	it	also	promotes	diversity	and	competition;	coupled	with	

this	 is	 a	 kind	 of	 ideation	 convergence	 in	 some	 instances	 (Radaelli,	 2003).	 This	 ideation	

convergence	 cannot	 be	 solely	 attributed	 to	 OMC	 but	 to	 a	 greater	 globalisation	 where	

analysing	 global	 data	 and	 policy	 developments	 including	 educational	 reforms	 has	 become	

common	practice	in	most	countries.	See,	for	example,	the	work	of	the	Economic	and	Social	

Research	 Institute	 (ESRI)	 and	 the	 Educational	 Research	 Centre	 (ERC)	 in	 Ireland.	 This	
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globalisation	has	 led	to	the	world’s	education	systems	sharing	some	core	values	(Sahlberg,	

2006).	 	However,	as	we	will	see	in	the	discourse	around	competences,	while	there	is	some	

ideation	convergence	 there	 is	very	much	a	 local	 interpretation	of	how	to	embed,	describe	

and	develop	competences.	

		

The	impact	of	OMC	is	evident	from	the	Irish	perspective	in	the	media	attention	when	PISA	

results	are	published.	Irish	teens	rank	high	in	education	study	(Anderson.	P,	2007),	The	PISA	

2006	study	contains	conclusive	evidence	that	Irish	second-level	education	is	high	quality	and	

is	highly	equitable	(Leydon,	2008).	In	an	Irish	Times	piece	in	2013,	under	the	headline	Above	

average	 performance	 for	 Irish	 15	 year-olds	 in	 tests,	 Ahlstrom	 warns	 that	While	 hovering	

above	OECD	averages,	there	is	little	evidence	of	a	gradual	improvement	between	test	years	

and	the	then	Minister	for	Education	Ruairí	Quinn	is	quoted	as	saying	the	Pisa	results	showed	

that	 changes	 to	 the	 Junior	 Cycle	 were	 necessary	 to	 bring	 about	 improvement	 (Ahlstrom,	

2013).	The	results	of	tests	such	as	PISA	are	used	to	bring	about	educational	change,	as	we	

see	 in	 England	 where	 Michael	 Gove	 has	 brought	 about	 sweeping	 changes	 on	 foot	 of	

plummeting	 PISA	 scores.	 Finland	 has	 become	 the	 ‘poster	 child’	 for	 all	 that	 is	 good	 about	

education	with	a	virtual	industry	growing	up	around	learning	from	the	Finnish	lessons.	Pasi	

Sahlberg,	the	Finnish	educator,	has	become	an	education	superstar	with	23.6K	followers	on	

social	media	 (See	http://pasisahlberg.com	and	Twitter	March,	2015).	 Ireland	has	not	been	

immune	to	this	soft-touch	regulation	from	Europe,	with	recent	policy	proposals	such	as	the	

Literacy	and	Numeracy	for	Learning	and	Life	citing	international	assessments	as	an	impetus	

for	their	 introduction	(DES,	2011b,	p.5).	The	keeping	up	with	the	other	countries	 in	PISA	 is	

evident	in	the	following	extract	from	the	DES	in	2012.		

Compared	to	other	EU	countries,	we	are	doing	well,	but	internationally	we	are	not	in	
the	top	group,	especially	in	relation	to	mathematics.	If	we	are	to	be	competitors	in	
the	global	arena,	we	have	 to	 look	at	 the	performance	of	Asian	economies	 such	as	
Japan	and	Korea,	and	also	at	the	performance	of	countries	closer	to	home	such	as	
Finland,	Poland	and	Germany	and	other	EU	countries	(Department	of	Education	and	
Skills,	2012b,	p.	15).	
	

In	commenting	on	the	2012	PISA	results,	the	DES	talk	about	the	change	in	Ireland’s	school-

going	population	between	2003	and	2012,	 the	 increase	 in	 immigrants	and	the	 inclusion	of	

students	 with	 special	 educational	 needs,	 in	 the	 study	 which	 they	 claim,	 explain	 some	

changes	to	results	for	the	country.	The	competitive	comparison	with	the	top	PISA	countries	

is	also	evident.	They	list	actions	to	be	taken	ahead	of	the	2015	PISA	study.	Here	we	see	the	

need	for	a	balance	between	benchmarking	and	context,	a	balance,	which	is	sensitive	to	what	
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lessons	are	drawn	(Radaelli,	2003).	Ireland	has	been	accused	of	taking	an	uncritical	approach	

to	PISA	when	the	results	are	good	(National	Economic	and	Social	Council,	2012).	This	policy	

as	numbers	approach	has	become	commonplace	in	education	discussions	(Lingard	and	Grek,	

2007,	p.3).	It	has	seen	measures	such	as	PISA	being	used	as	a	mutual	surveillance	tool,	which	

can	be	used	on	 the	one	hand	 for	naming,	blaming	and	 shaming	 or	 can	be	used	 to	 create	

hope	and	provide	optimism	by	highlighting	 the	possibility	of	 reform	 in	countries	 (Carvalho	

and	Costa,	2014,	p.7).	The	use	of	these	data	is	presented	by	some	policymakers	as	matters	

of	technical	efficiency	rather	than	normative	choices,	which	they	almost	always	are	(Clarke,	

2012,	p.298;	see	also	Sahlberg,	2011a).	In	2013	the	OECD	working	paper	aptly	named	From	

bricks	to	brains:	Increasing	the	contribution	of	knowledge-based	capital	to	growth	in	Ireland	

states:	

While	Ireland	has	made	good	progress	towards	building	up	its	scientific	capabilities,	
innovation	capacity	 remains	weaker	 than	 in	other	small	advanced	OECD	countries,	
such	as	Austria,	Denmark,	Sweden	and	Switzerland	(Haugh,	2013,	p.2).	
	

Despite	 this	 push	 for	 change	 and	 for	 development	 of	 a	 knowledge	 economy,	 despite	 the	

policy	changes,	change	to	teaching	and	learning	has	proved	remarkably	resistant	to	external	

pressure	from	EU	soft	laws	(Donaldson,	2014,	p.179).	Peer	learning	clusters	have	also	played	

a	key	role	in	Irish	education	policy	development.		

	

2.1.2	Peer	Learning	Clusters		

The	 publication	 of	 performance	 data	 is	 one	 aspect	 of	 the	OMC;	 another	 aspect	 is	 that	 of	

sharing	best	practice	and	peer	 learning.	Following	Lisbon	in	2000,	the	Stockholm	European	

Council	a	year	later	in	2001,	adopted	the	report	The	concrete	future	objectives	of	education	

and	 training	 systems	 in	 which	 three	 strategic	 goals	 of	 quality,	 access	 and	 openness	 of	

education	and	training	systems,	broken	down	into	13	associated	objectives	were	identified,	

not	 to	 be	 confused	 with	 the	 benchmarks	 identified	 earlier	 (Commission	 of	 the	 European	

Communities,	 2001).	 The	 Barcelona	 European	 Council	 then	 adopted	 a	 detailed	 work	

programme	for	achieving	these	common	goals	and	objectives	by	2010	(Official	Journal	of	the	

European	Union,	2002).	Following	this	the	Commission	established	groups	to	work	on	one	or	

more	of	the	thirteen	objective	areas.		

Composed	 of	 experts	 from	 31	 European	 countries	 as	 well	 as	 stakeholders	 and	
interested	EU	and	international	organisations,	the	expert	groups’	role	 is	to	support	
the	implementation	of	the	objectives	for	education	and	training	systems	at	national	
level	through	mutual	learning	activities	such	as	exchanges	of	"good	practices",	study	
visits	and	peer	reviews	(European	Commission,	2004,	p.2)	
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The	OMC	aimed	to	have	an	 integrated	approach	to	education	and	training,	and	eight	Peer	

Learning	Clusters	were	set	up	as	part	of	the	Education	and	Training	2010	work	programme,	

including	one	on	Key	Competences.	While	an	integrated	approach	was	strived	for,	this	is	not	

the	 reality	with	 the	European	Network	 for	 Quality	 Assurance	 in	 Vocational	 Education	 and	

Training	(ENQA-VET)	concerned	with	vocational	education	after	the	Copenhagen	Process	in	

2002,	and	Knowledge	System	for	Lifelong	Learning	 (KSLL)	concerned	with	 lifelong	 learning.	

The	main	objectives	of	the	group	were	to	identify	and	define	key	competences.	This	group,	

using	 findings	 from	Definition	 and	 Selection	 of	 Key	 Competencies	 (DeSeCo)	 and	 Eurydice,	

put	forward	a	definition	for	competence	and	the	eight	domains	of	key	competences	in	2004,	

which	 were	 later	 adopted	 as	 the	 European	 Framework	 of	 Key	 Competences	 (European	

Commission,	 2004).	 This	 was	 just	 one	 of	 a	 number	 of	 various	 common	 principles	 and	

reference	 frameworks	 developed	 under	 the	 OMC.	 Others	 include	 The	 European	

Qualifications	Framework	for	Lifelong	Learning	(2008),	and	The	European	Quality	Assurance	

Reference	 Framework	 (EQARF)	 (2009).	 In	 2007,	 the	 work	 of	 the	 key	 competences	 peer-

learning	 group	 had	moved	 on	 to	 curriculum	 reform	 and	 looking	 at	 how	 key	 competences	

were	 being	 implemented	 in	 other	 countries	 (see	 European	 Commission,	 2006,	 for	

operational	guide	for	clusters	and	peer-learning	activities).	See,	for	example,	the	report	from	

a	 peer-learning	 visit	 to	 Hungary	 (European	 Commission,	 2007a).	 	 These	 peer-learning	

activities	were	 part	 of	OMC	 and	 bottom-up	 change.	 The	 overall	 aim	of	 such	 activities	 are	

listed	as		

To	move	forward	considerations	on	key	competences	implementation,	to	provide	an	
opportunity	 for	participants	 to	 learn	what	 should	be	done	at	various	 levels	and	 to	
consider	how	to	put	together	a	suitable	framework	in	their	own	country	(European	
Commission,	2007a,	p.7).		

	

In	 2007,	 arising	 from	 Lisbon	 in	 2000,	 	 Ministers	 agreed	 eight	 key	 policy	 domains	 for	

monitoring	progress	towards	the	Lisbon	objectives	 in	education	and	training,	one	of	which	

was	 a	 key	 competency	 among	 young	 people	 (Commission	 of	 the	 European	 Communities,	

2007,	 p.3).	 The	 indicators	 cover	 the	 whole	 learning	 continuum	 from	 pre-school	 to	 adult	

education,	 including	 teacher	 professional	 development	 and	 investment	 in	 education	 and	

training	(p.	10).		Reports	on	progress	towards	the	Lisbon	Objectives	were	published	in	2004,	

2005,	 2006,	 2007,	 2008,	 and	2009	with	 a	hefty	 192-page	progress	document	published	 in	

2011	 on	 Progress	 towards	 the	 Common	 European	 Objectives	 in	 Education	 and	 Training	

(Commission	of	the	European	Communities,	2004,	2005a,	2006,	2007,	2008a,	2009b,	2011).	

The	 Lisbon	 strategy	 had,	 despite	 a	 re-launch	 in	 2005,	 developed	 into	 an	 overly	 complex	

structure	with	multiple	goals.	 There	was	no	clear	division	of	 responsibilities	and	 tasks	and	
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the	OMC	soft-law	governance	had	limited	success,	with	more	than	100	indicators	associated	

with	the	Lisbon	process	and	OMC	being	used	as	a	reporting	device	rather	than	one	of	policy	

development	 (Kok,	 2004;	 European	 Commission,	 2010b).	 Over	 this	 time	 the	 Union	 had	

grown	from	15	Member	States	to	27	Member	States	in	2010.	Educational	performance	had	

improved	 since	 2000	 in	 all	 five	 areas	 for	 which	 benchmarks	 for	 2010	 had	 been	 agreed;	

however,	only	one	benchmark	had	been	achieved,	 that	of	 increasing	the	number	of	math,	

science	and	technology	graduates	(Commission	of	the	European	Communities,	2011).		

	

Lisbon	was	followed	by	the	Strategic	Framework	for	European	Cooperation	in	Education	and	

Training	 2020	which	 identified	 four	 thematic	 areas	 for	 education.	 	 These	 are	Early	 school	

leaving,	 Improving	 attainment	 levels	 and	 quality	 and	 relevance	 of	 higher	 education,	

Improving	skills	and	VET	for	youth	employment,	and	Increasing	adult	participation	in	lifelong	

learning.	 VET	 is	 Vocational	 Educational	 Training.	 Education	 was	 still	 central	 to	 overall	

European	policy.		

The	Europe	2020	strategy	has	identified	education	as	an	essential	driver	for	growth	
and	 a	 key	 instrument	 for	 addressing	 issues	 such	 as	 unemployment	 (particularly	
among	 young	 people),	 globalisation	 and	 the	 knowledge	 economy	 (European	
Commission,	2013a,	p.1).	

	

The	 emphasis	 on	 skills	 and	 competences	 was	 still	 high	 on	 the	 agenda	 for	 education	 and	

training,	with	a	call	for	them	to	be	urgently	modernised	to	face	up	to	the	current	and	future	

challenges	 (p.1).	 Despite	 Lisbon	 being	 seen	 as	 a	 failure	 by	 some	 in	 not	 reaching	 all	 the	

benchmarks	laid	out,	and	despite	the	fact	that	by	2010	Europe	was	in	the	deepest	economic	

decline	since	the	Great	Depression	of	the	1930s,	the	Europe	2020	document	did	not	reflect	

any	radical	change	or	move	from	the	economic	and	social	visions	 for	Europe	(Vilpišauskas,	

2011).	Europe	2020	 is	not	as	upbeat	and	optimistic	as	the	earlier	2010	strategy.	Discussing	

this	strategy	in	2010,	the	European	Council	concluded	that		

This	 crisis	 has	 reversed	 much	 of	 the	 progress	 achieved	 since	 2000.	 We	 are	 now	
facing	excessive	levels	of	debt,	sluggish	structural	growth,	and	high	unemployment.	
The	 economic	 situation	 is	 improving,	 but	 the	 recovery	 is	 still	 fragile	 (European	
Council,	2010,	para.1).	
	

Lange	 and	 Alexiadou	 identified	 four	 different	 policy	 learning	 styles	 in	 OMC	 for	 education	

that	 of	Mutual	 learning,	 Competitive	 learning,	 Imperialistic	 learning	 and	 Surface	 learning	

(2010,	p.462).	From	an	initial	scoping	of	NCCA’s	work	on	key	skills,	the	work	best	fits	into	the	

Mutual	 learning	policy	development.	NCCA’s	active	involvement	in	EU	projects	such	as	Key	

Competence	 Network	 (KeyCoNet)	 and	 research	 bodies	 such	 as	 the	 Consortium	 of	
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Institutions	for	Development	and	Research	in	Education	in	Europe	(CIDREE)	ensured	that,	as	

a	 policy	 body,	 it	 was	 involved	 in	 context	 rich	 learning	 and	 learning	 from	 successes	 and	

failures	of	other	partners	(see,	for	example,	Dempsey,	Looney	and	O’Shea,	2010;	Dempsey	

and	O’Shea,	2008).	Ireland,	through	the	NCCA,	was	involved	in	peer	learning	clusters	on	key	

competences.	For	example,	policy	development	in	Ireland	on	Key	Skills	was	included	in	the	

CASE	network	report	(Gordon	and	colleagues,	2009).		

	

2.1.3	Neoliberalism	as	a	mode	of	discourse		

It	 is	 important	 look	 at	 policy	 from	 the	perspective	of	 the	dominant	discourse	 surrounding	

competence	developments,	that	of	the	knowledge	economy.	Granville	(2011)	contends	that	

the	 rhetoric	 of	 the	 knowledge	 economy	 in	 Irish	 policy	 documents	 is	 problematic	 and	

surprisingly	uncontested,	 (p.386).	Schleicher	 (2006)	 tells	us	 that	 the	most	effective	modern	

economies	will	 be	 those	 that	 produce	 the	most	 information	 and	 knowledge	 (p.2)	 and	 that	

success	will	go	to	those	individuals	and	countries	which	are	swift	to	adapt,	slow	to	complain	

and	open	 to	 change	 (p.16).	 These	 two	quotes	 sum	up	 in	ways	 the	discourse	 coming	 from	

Europe,	which	cause	many	to	say	that	the	Lisbon	strategy,	and	in	particular	the	competence	

based	agenda,	is	about	pushing	a	neoliberal	agenda	for	education.	Competence-based	policy	

developments,	 including	 the	 writing	 of	 curriculum	 in	 terms	 of	 learning	 outcomes,	 invite	

criticism	 of	 being	 part	 of	 a	 neoliberal	 agenda	 of	 deregulation,	 privatisation	 and	

standardisation.	According	to	Harvey,	neoliberalism	has	become	incorporated	into	the	way	

we	interpret,	live	in	and	understand	the	world	(2005).	Allais	(2014)	conducted	a	comparative	

study	 of	 qualification	 frameworks	 in	 16	 countries	 and	 found	 that	 there	 were	 theoretical	

concerns	about	the	relationship	between	knowledge,	work,	qualifications	and	the	economy	

and	 that	 these	 debates	 cut	 across	 national,	 educational,	 political	 and	 economic	 groups.		

Education	has	been	reframed	as	central	to	economic	competitiveness	and	this	has	led	to	it	

being	seen	within	an	economistic	human	capital	framework	(Lingard	and	Grek,	2007;	Grek,	

2009;	 Lang	 and	 Alexiadou,	 2007).	 Intergovernmental	 organisations	 such	 as	 the	OECD,	 the	

United	Nations	Educational,	Scientific	and	Cultural	Organization	(UNESCO),	the	EU,	and	the	

World	Bank	have	in	this	age	of	globalisation	become	influential	in	shaping	educational	policy	

(Lingard,	Rawolle	and	Taylor,	2005).	There	has	been	a	 legitimising	of	certain	discourse	and	

ideation	convergence	for	concepts	such	as	that	of	the	knowledge	economy	(Radaelli,	2003).		

	

All	 European	 summits	 from	 Lisbon	 onwards	 have	 underlined	 the	 contribution	 of	 research	

and	education	 in	 setting	up	 the	European	 knowledge	 society	or	 knowledge	economy.	 The	
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mid-term	 review	 of	 Lisbon	 (2005)	 described	 the	 triangle	 of	 knowledge	 that	 is	 education,	

innovation	 and	 research	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 the	 aims	 of	more	 and	 better	 jobs	 and	more	

social	 cohesion,	 and	 the	need	 to	optimise	human	 capital	 (Council	 of	 the	 European	Union,	

2006,	p.11).	As	observed	earlier,	in	Lisbon	education	is	not	acknowledged	as	a	policy	area	as	

such,	 rather	 it	 is	 part	 of	 social	 policy,	 labour	 market	 policy	 and	 overall	 economic	 policy.	

Education	is	seen	as	a	necessary	form	of	investment	in	human	capital	(Gornitzka,	2005).	This	

concept	of	the	knowledge	economy	is	not	a	new	one;	rather,	it	is	very	old	ideas	wrapped	in	

rather	new	and	shiny	packaging	(Kenny,	Larkin,	MacSíthigh	and	Thijssen,	2009,	p.70).	These	

political	 messages	 are	 founded	 on	 the	 belief	 that	 the	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 aptitudes	 of	

Europeans	can	guarantee	both	the	economic	needs	of	Europe	and	the	need	for	better	social	

cohesion.		

The	 shift	 to	 a	 digital,	 knowledge-based	 economy,	 prompted	 by	 new	 goods	 and	
services,	will	be	a	powerful	engine	for	growth,	competitiveness	and	jobs.	In	addition,	
it	will	be	capable	of	 improving	citizens’	quality	of	 life	and	environment	 (Council	of	
European	Union,	2000,	p.13).		

	

Antunes	 (2006)	 in	her	paper	on	 the	globalisation	and	europeification	of	education	policies	

tells	 us	 that	 the	 formulation	 and	 implementation	of	 national	 education	 policies	 fits	 into	 a	

globally	 structured	 agenda	 (p.39).	 This	 influence	 of	 global	 political-economic	 dynamics	

described	by	Antunes	 is	very	evident	 in	 recent	years	 in	 Ireland	with	 the	banking	crisis	and	

recession.	Antunes	goes	on	to	say	that	this	influence	heavily	conditions	the	problems	which	

are	identified,	the	priorities	that	are	set,	the	resources	that	are	mobilised	and	solutions	that	

are	adopted(	p.39).	See,	for	example,	 literacy	and	numeracy	developments	 in	Ireland	(DES,	

2011).	 Dale	 (2009)	 contends	 that	 educational	 policy	 is	 decisively	 shaped	 by	 the	 national	

condition,	by	local	interpretation	and	local	economic	resources.		

	

The	OECD	 is	a	major	advocate	of	 this	knowledge	era	 in	which	 learning	and	 innovation	are	

central	 (OECD,	 2008a,	 p.11).	 The	 knowledge	 economy	 is	 focused	 on	 the	 production,	

management	 and	 distribution	 of	 knowledge	 and	 education	 is	 central	 to	 this	 enterprise.	

Innovation	is	seen	as	a	core	requisite	for	the	advancement	of	this	knowledge	economy.		

The	 knowledge	 economy	 is	 one	 in	 which	 innovation	 is	 becoming	 the	 dominant	
activity.	The	capacity	to	innovate	helps	to	determine	not	just	the	winners	and	losers	
in	 competitive	markets,	but	 the	degree	 to	which	each	economic	 sector	progresses	
and	realises	their	potential	(OECD,	2004,	p.93).		

	

This	concept	of	winners	and	losers	echoes	of	the	concept	of	inclusion,	the	knowledge	haves	

and	the	knowledge	have-nots,	mentioned	earlier	 in	 this	chapter.	This	OECD	publication	on	
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the	 implications	 for	 education	 and	 learning	 of	 innovation	 is	 interesting	 in	 the	 overall	

discussion	on	knowledge	 in	that	 it	uses	very	management-focused	 language	describing	the	

four	innovation	pumps	in	education	and	the	importance	of	scientific	knowledge	in	improving	

processes	and	products.	 It	calls	 for	more	experimental	and	quasi-experimental	 research	to	

transform	innovations	into	evidence	and	cites	that	a	remaining	problem	is	that	science	is	not	

the	 dominant	 epistemic	 culture	 in	 educational	 research	 (OECD,	 2004,	 p.42).	 This	 echoes	

other	 calls	 for	 research	 on	 educational	 innovations	 in	 tandem	 with	 a	 push	 for	 more	

experimental	 research	 and	 for	 design-based	 research	 (Plomp	 and	 Nieveen,	 2007;	 Slavin,	

2002,	2004).	The	influence	of	the	global	agenda	is	evident	when	the	‘No	Child	Left	Behind’	is	

cited	as	a	good	example	of	a	government	promoting			'evidence-based'	policy	making	(OECD,	

2004,	p.61),	 a	policy	 that,	 in	 later	 years,	 comes	under	 close	 scrutiny	and	 criticism	 (see	 for	

example	 Ravitch,	 2010).	 Lingard	 and	 colleagues	 see	 the	 work	 of	 the	 OECD	 as	 pushing	 a	

neoliberal	agenda	in	education	linked	to		

The	 requirements	 of	 a	 global	 economy	 and	 ideas	 about	 educational	 governance	
linked	 to	 new	 public	 management,	 which	 increasingly	 promote	 corporatized	 and	
privatized	 administration	 of	 education,	 outcomes	 measures	 and	 knowledge	 as	
commodity	(Lingard	and	Grek,	2007,	p.	9).		

	

Some	 contend	 that	 Ireland’s	 policy	 development	 in	 education	 has	 always	 been	 driven	 by	

economic	 imperatives	 (Kenny,	 Larkin,	 MacSíthigh	 and	 Thijssen,	 2009,	 p.56).	 In	 the	 2004	

Forfás	 publication	 Rebuilding	 Ireland’s	 Knowledge	 Economy	 it	 notes	 that	 the	 gross	

expenditure	on	Research	and	Development	(R&D)	was	1.9%	of	GDP	in	the	EU	compared	to	

2.7%	in	the	US	and	3.1%	in	Japan.	The	language	is	optimistic	and	the	report	looks	to	a	time	

when,	 by	 2010,	 innovation	 will	 happen	 by	 national	 design	 rather	 than	 individual	 fortune	

(p.30).	The	government’s	Strategy	for	Science,	Technology	and	Innovation	launched	in	2006	

declared	that	the	development	of	the	knowledge	economy	was	one	of	the	key	opportunities	

and	challenges	facing	Ireland	(Government	of	Ireland,	2006).	Education	is	seen	as	central	to	

enhancing	 R&D	 and	 innovation	 in	 general.	 The	 interests	 in	 education	 that	 have	 sought	 to	

realign	 education	 on	 a	 grand	 scale	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 a	 globalized	 economic	 order,	 	 as	

described	by	Hogan	(2010)	are	to	a	great	extent	attributed	to	this	push	 from	Europe	for	a	

knowledge	 society(p.149).	 Take,	 for	 example,	 the	 publication	 Innovation	 Ireland,	 where	

innovation	 is	equated	with	 improving	human	capital	and	where	 the	key	recommendations	

for	 second	 level	 schooling	cite	mathematics	and	science	as	 the	core	 requisites	 to	 fulfil	 the	

Government’s	 vision	 of	 the	 Smart	 Economy	 (Government	 of	 Ireland,	 2010b,	 p.28).	 In	

outlining	 the	 importance	of	mathematics	 to	 society	 and	 the	 economy,	 the	Department	 of	

Education	and	Skills	(2010b)	tell	us	that	the	21st	century	is	a	mathematical	economy	(p.9),	a	
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concept	 that	 is	 questionable	 on	 any	 number	 of	 levels.	 This	 said,	 some	 commentators	

contend	that	what	continues	to	be	consistently	underestimated	by	 Irish	policymakers	 is	the	

importance	 of	 secondary	 education	 to	 the	 development	 of	 the	 economy	 (Kenny,	 Larkin,	

MacSíthigh	 and	 Thijssen,	 2009,	 p.57).	 The	 NCCA	 2010	 proposals	 for	 Junior	 Cycle	 reform,	

titled	 Innovation	and	 identity:	 Ideas	 for	 the	new	Junior	Cycle,	clearly	show	the	 influence	of	

policy	 learning	from	other	countries,	with	a	section	of	the	document	presenting	snapshots	

of	practice	 from	a	wide	 range	of	 countries	across	 the	globe	 (2010a).	 	 Slattery	 (2013)	 talks	

about	indoctrination	and	manipulation	in	the	context	of	curriculum	development	(p.38),	and	

the	need	to	resist	manipulation	from	the	EU	is	echoed	by	some	of	the	critics	of	this	move	to	

competency-based	 education	 (Moutsios	 2010;	 Priestley	 2003;	Magalhães	 and	 Stoer	 2003;	

Dale	2000).		

	

This	 linking	of	education	to	economic	competitiveness	continues	 in	 the	years	since	Lisbon,	

with	learning	being	described	as	an	instrumental	activity:	education	and	training	policies	are	

central	to	the	creation	and	transmission	of	knowledge	and	are	a	determining	factor	in	each	

society's	 potential	 for	 innovation	 (Council	 of	 the	 European	 Union,	 2004,	 p.7).	 The	 links	

between	 school	 attainment	 and	 employment	 and	 between	 education	 and	 economic	

development	 are	 well	 documented	 (OECD,	 2006;	 Schleicher,	 2006,	 2012;	 Coulombe	 and	

Tremblay,	2005).	Schleicher	asserts	 that	 the	countries	 that	 invest	heavily	 in	education	and	

skills	benefit	economically	and	socially	 from	 it	 (2006).	How	this	 investment	 is	used	 is	what	

appears	 to	 be	 important	 according	 to	 the	 lessons	 from	 Finland	 and	 elsewhere	 (Sahlberg,	

2006;	2011a;	2011b;	Bentley,	2008).	Hargreaves	and	Shirley	(2009),	drawing	inspiration	from	

Finland,	describe	a	Fourth	Way	approach	to	educational	reform	and	development.	Rejecting	

the	 Global	 Education	 Reform	 Movement	 (GERM)	 of	 standardised	 teaching,	 learning	 and	

assessment,	 and	 market-oriented	 reform	 ideas,	 they	 propose	 six	 pillars	 of	 purpose	 and	

partnership.	It	is	this	more	partnership	model	with	teachers,	students	and	community	at	its	

centre	that	has	been	modelled	in	Ireland	in	the	implementation	of	change	for	second	level	

education.	This	relationship	between	the	centre	and	the	local	has	characterised	the	work	on	

key	competences	in	Ireland	(NCCA,	2010a,	p.6).		Key	competences	have	a	role	to	play	in	this	

discourse	 on	 knowledge	 economy,	 and	 in	 some	 respects	 in	 widening	 the	 discussion	 to	

include	a	broader	definition	of	what	knowledge	and	skills	represent	in	education.	
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2.2	Key	competence	developments	since	Lisbon	

Much	of	the	work	on	key	competences	since	Lisbon	has	resulted	in	lists.	The	OECD	approach	

to	 competences	 and	 skills	 commenced	with	 the	Definition	 and	 Selection	 of	 Competencies	

Programme	(DeSeCo).	The	OECD	DeSeCo,	report	contends	that	 individuals	need	to	draw	on	

key	competencies	that	allow	them	to	adapt	to	a	world	characterised	by	change,	complexity	

and	 interdependence	 (2005,	 p.7).	 DeSeCo	 identified	 a	 conceptual	 framework	 for	 key	

competences	 by	 listing	 three	 broad	 overlapping	 categories	 which	 people	 need	 for	 a	

successful	 life	 and	 well-functioning	 society:	 using	 tools	 interactively,	 interacting	 in	

heterogeneous	 groups,	 and	 acting	 autonomously.	 Moseley	 and	 colleagues	 reviewed	 35	

theoretically-derived	 taxonomies	 that	might	 be	 relevant	 to	 post-16	 learning	 and	 thinking,	

going	back	to	Bloom’s	taxonomy	in	the	1950s.	 	They	arrived	at	a	synthesis	and	identified	a	

list	 including	 self-engagement,	 reflective	 thinking,	productive	 thinking,	basic	 thinking	 skills,	

knowledge	recall,	and	perception	(Mosley,	Eilliott,	Gregson	and	Higgins,	2005,	p.376).		

	

The	main	objectives	 of	 the	working	 group	on	 key	 competences	were	 to	 identify	what	 the	

skills	 are	 and	 how	 these	 skills	 could	 be	 better	 integrated	 into	 curricula,	 maintained	 and	

learned	 through	 life.	 As	 mentioned	 earlier,	 these	 working	 groups	 and	 the	 peer-learning	

activities	are	all	part	of	the	OMC	put	in	place	after	Lisbon.	They	did	not	work	in	isolation,	and	

had	access	 to	 reports	mentioned	above	such	as	DeSeCo	and	 the	Eurydice	survey.	 In	2004,	

the	group	came	up	with	eight	domains	of	key	competences,	which	would	form	the	basis	of	

the	 European	 Reference	 Framework,	 Key	 Competences	 for	 Lifelong	 Learning;	 this	 was	

adopted	by	the	European	Council	in	2006	(OJEU)	and	published	in	2007	with	minor	changes	

(European	Commission,	2007b).	The	Framework	was	published	to	assist	Member	States	 to	

adapt	 their	 school	 curricula,	 and	 to	 act	 as	 a	 reference	 tool	 on	 the	 key	 competences.	 The	

introduction	of	 this	 framework	coincided	with	the	work	on	redefining	school	curriculum	in	

terms	of	learning	outcomes.		During	this	time,	the	OECD	was	looking	at	what	it	means	to	be	

a	New	Millennium	 Learner	 (NML),	 and	 concluded	 that	 the	 education	 systems	were	 falling	

short	of	providing	experiences	 for	 these	NMLs	and,	 in	doing	 so,	were	not	 really	preparing	

them	 for	 the	 knowledge	 society	 (OECD,	 2006,	 p.15;	 see	 also	 Ananiadou	 and	 Claro,	 2009).	

Prensky	 (2008)	 talked	about	 the	kind	of	 learning	digital	natives	needed	 in	 school.	 In	 some	

work	on	competences,	technology	gained	prominence;	see,	for	example,	Partnership	for	21st	

century	 skills	 in	 the	 US	 (Appendix	 C).	 The	 work	 of	 this	 EU	 group	 on	 key	 competences	

continued,	with	 the	 emphasis	moving	 from	 definition	 of	 key	 competences	 in	 2004	 to	 the	
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implementation	 and	 assessment	 of	 key	 competences	 in	 2009	 (European	 Commission,	

2009a).			Ireland’s	work	on	key	skills,	while	still	not	implemented,	was	showcased	at	a	peer	

learning	activity	on	implementation	and	assessment	of	key	competences	in	2009	(European	

Commission,	2009b).		

	

2.2.1	What	is	meant	by	the	term	competence?		

Across	OECD	 countries,	 the	 adoption	 of	 the	 broad	 concept	 of	 key	 competences	 has	 been	

accompanied	by	a	number	of	variations	of	 the	specific	 terms	and	the	exact	content	of	 the	

set	of	competences	that	are	being	developed.	A	2009	communication	from	the	Commission	

of	the	European	Communities	asserted	that:		

A	 large	 number	 of	 countries	 are	 introducing	 reforms	 that	 explicitly	 use	 the	 Key	
Competences	 framework	 as	 a	 reference	 point.	 Good	 progress	 has	 been	 made	 in	
adapting	 school	 curricula.	 But	 there	 is	 still	much	 to	 be	 done	 to	 support	 teachers’	
competence	 development,	 to	 update	 assessment	methods,	 and	 to	 introduce	 new	
ways	of	organising	learning	(2009a,	p.3).	

	

In	 2009	 progress	 was	 being	made	 on	 what	 students	 were	 learning	 and	 in	 how	 countries	

were	developing	curricula.	However,	change	in	pedagogy	and	assessment	was	perceived	to	

be	 lagging	 behind	 by	 those	 who	 supported	 the	 integration	 of	 competences	 (European	

Commission,	 2009a,	 2012a;	 Finegold	 and	 Notabartolo,	 2010;	 European	

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,	2012;	Rosefsky	Saavedra	and	Opfer,	2012;	Pepper,	2013;	Cook	

and	Weaving,	2013;	Salas	Pilco,	2013).			This	remains	a	challenge	for	the	implementation	of	

key	 competences	across	education	 systems	 (Sargent,	2014).	Key	Competences	 is	 the	most	

popular	term	used	across	EU	(see	Table	2.1	for	terminology	used).	This	 local	adaptation	of	

the	concept	of	competences	has	added	to	the	lack	of	clarity	around	what	exactly	we	mean	

when	we	talk	about	key	competences.	
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Table	2.1	

Major	categories	of	terminology	about	competences	and	skills	

Terminology	 Country	
Competences	 Hungary,	Italy,	Portugal	and	Slovenia	
Key	competences	 Austria,	 Belgium,	 Cyprus,	 the	 Czech	 Republic,	 Denmark,	

Finland,	 Hungary,	 Lithuania,	 Malta,	 the	 Netherlands,	
Romania,	Slovakia,	Slovenia	and	New	Zealand.	

Cross-curricular	key	
competences	

Denmark,	Quebéc	

Basic	competences	 Austria	and	Estonia	
Foundation	of	competencies	 Belgium-fr,	France	and	Luxembourg	
Final	competences	 Belgium-fr	
General	competences	 Estonia	
New	Competences	 Latvia	
Essential	competences	 Portugal	
Capacities	 UK	-	Scotland	
Cross-curricular	skills	 Poland	and	Northern	Ireland	
Key	skills		 Ireland	
Skill/	aptitude	 Hungary	
Dynamic	skills/	Basic	skills	 Austria	
Skills	 UK	England	
Goals	and	objectives	 Netherlands,	Latvia,	Hungry	and	Sweden	
Cross-curricular	themes	
21st	Century	Skills	
21st	Century	Competences	

Finland	
P21	United	States	
Singapore	

Source:	adapted	from	Grayson	(2014)	

	

Early	 in	 the	 discussion	 on	 competence	 education,	 Rychen	 and	 Salganik,	 as	 part	 of	 the	

DeSeCo	 work,	 offered	 a	 definition	 of	 competence	 that	 they	 contended	 was	 relevant	 for	

policy,	practice,	and	research.	A	competence	was	defined	as:	

The	 ability	 to	 successfully	 meet	 complex	 demands	 in	 a	 particular	 context.	
Competent	performance	or	effective	action	 implies	the	mobilization	of	knowledge,	
cognitive	 and	 practical	 skills,	 as	 well	 as	 social	 and	 behavior	 components	 such	 as	
attitudes,	emotions,	and	values.	A	competence	–	a	holistic	notion	–		is	therefore	not	
reducible	 to	 its	 cognitive	dimension,	 and	 thus	 the	 terms	 competence	 and	 skill	 are	
not	synonymous	(Rychen	and	Salganik,	2003,	p.43).		
	

They	go	on	to	assert	that	a	competence	is	a	key	competence	if	it	meets	the	following	three	

general	criteria:	contributes	to	highly	valued	outcomes	at	the	individual	and	societal	level,	is	

instrumental	for	meeting	important,	complex	demands	and	challenges	in	a	wide	spectrum	of	

contexts,	and	is	 important	for	all	 individuals	(p.44).	This	 is	a	holistic	model	of	competence,	

taking	in	the	whole	range	of	human	processes	and	actions	as	illustrated	in	Figure	2.2.		
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The	demand	defines	the	internal	structure	of	a	competence	
	
	
	
Demand-oriented	
competence	
Example:	
ability	to	cooperate	

 
 
è	

Internal	structure	of	a	
competence	
	
knowledge	
cognitive	skills	
practical	skills	
attitudes	
emotions	
values	and	ethics	
motivation	

Related	to	cooperation	

CONTEXT	
	 	

Figure	2.2.	The	internal	structure	of	the	competence	ability	to	cooperate.		

Source:	 OECD	 Definition	 and	 Selection	 of	 Competencies:	 Theoretical	 and	 Conceptual	

Foundations	(2002,	p.9).		

	

Figure	 2.2	 attempts	 to	 illustrate	 the	 internal	 structure	 of	 the	 competence	 ability	 to	

cooperate.	 In	 this	definition	 the	 competence	 includes	knowledge,	 cognitive	 skills,	 practical	

skills,	 attitudes,	 emotions,	motivation,	 values	 and	ethics	 as	 they	 relate	 to	 cooperation.	 	 In	

addition,	 competences	 are	 only	 observable	 in	 actions	 taken	 by	 individuals;	 therefore	

external	 demands,	 individual	 capacities	 or	 dispositions,	 and	 contexts	 are	 all	 part	 of	 the	

complex	nature	of	competences	(OECD,	2002,	p.9).		In	the	European	Reference	Framework,	

Key	Competences	for	Lifelong	Learning,	competences	are	defined	as	a	

combination	 of	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 appropriate	 to	 the	 context.	 Key	
competences	 are	 those	 which	 all	 individuals	 need	 for	 personal	 fulfilment	 and	
development,	 active	 citizenship,	 social	 inclusion	 and	 employment	 (European	
Commission,	2007b,	p.13).		
	

The	 development	 of	 this	 Reference	 Framework	 is	 linked	 back	 to	 Lisbon	 European	 Council	

and	 to	 Europe’s	 response	 to	 globalization	 and	 the	 shift	 to	 knowledge-based	 economies	

where	people	are	seen	as	Europe’s	main	asset	(p.10).	This	European	Reference	Framework	is	

meant	to	cover	all	levels	of	education	for	all	Member	states	and	is	applicable	in	all	learning:	

informal	learning,	non-formal	learning, and	formal	learning	across	the	lifespan	in	a	variety	of	

contexts	 (OECD,	 2010b).	 This	 may	 explain	 the	 short	 definition	 of	 what	 is	 meant	 by	 a	

competency	as	 compared	 to	 the	OECD/DeSeCo	description.	What	both	definitions	have	 in	

common	is	the	emphasis	on	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	and	how	evidence	of	developing	

a	 competence	 means	 learners	 using	 different	 combinations	 of	 these	 in	 given	 contexts.	

Competence	implies	a	sense	of	agency,	action	and	value,	which	is	reminiscent	of	Delors’	four	



 

31 
 

pillars,	learning	to	live	together,	learning	to	know,	learning	to	do,	and	learning	to	be	(Delors,	

1996;	Deakin	Crick,	2008).		

	

The	OECD	 (2002)	 clearly	 states	 that	 the	 term	 skill	 is	 an	 ability	 to	 perform	 complex	motor	

and/or	 cognitive	 acts	 with	 ease,	 precision,	 and	 adaptability	 to	 changing	 conditions,	 while	

competence,	 they	 say,	 designates	 a	 complex	 action	 system	 encompassing	 cognitive	 skills,	

attitudes	and	other	non-cognitive	 components.	One	could	argue	 that,	 in	order	 to	perform	

complex	tasks	with	ease	in	changing	conditions,	one’s	attitudes,	cognitive	and	non-cognitive	

skills/components	 would	 have	 also	 to	 come	 into	 play.	 This	 lack	 of	 clear	 conceptual	

understanding	of	the	terminology	is	an	on-going	problem	that	is	unlikely	to	be	solved	given	

the	number	of	variations	in	use	in	different	countries	(see	Table	2.1).	Add	to	this	the	call	for	

countries	 to	 look	 at	 ‘basic	 skills’	 of	 literacy	 and	 numeracy	 and	 the	 discussion	 gets	 even	

murkier.	 In	many	 cases,	 the	 terms	 skill	 and	 competence	 are	 used	 interchangeably,	 which	

causes	further	confusion.		

	

How	 different	 countries	 decided	 on	 the	 term	 they	 are	 using	 needs	 consideration	 in	 this	

discussion.	 In	 Scotland,	 the	 use	 of	 the	 term	 capabilities	 was,	 according	 to	 Biesta	 and	

Priestley	(2013),	arbitrary	rather	than	rooted	in	deeply-held	principles.	Ireland	chose	to	use	

the	term	key	skill	after	the	senior	cycle	consultation	and	on	the	advice	of	Carol	McGuinness,	

the	 expert	 working	 with	 the	 NCCA	 on	 developing	 the	 framework.	 In	 the	 consultation,	

teachers,	 parents	 and	 students	 favoured	 the	 term	 skill	 as	 they	 found	 the	 term	 more	

accessible	 (Looney	 and	 Klenowski,	 2008).	 McGuinness’s	 earlier	 work	 was	 on	 developing	

thinking	 skills	 (1999,	 2000,	 2005).	 Her	 influence	 on	 the	 development	 of	 the	 frameworks	

North	and	South	in	Ireland	is	very	evident.		

	

The	 term	 competence	 has	 its	 origin	 in	 vocational	 education	 and	 training.	 When	

apprenticeships	were	 first	 taken	 off	 the	 job	 and	 into	 colleges,	 the	 ‘tasks’	 of,	 for	 example,	

plumbing	were	broken	down	into	their	component	parts	and	the	elements	of	a	competent	

plumber	were	identified,	codified	into	modular	training	courses,	and	assessment	developed	

for	them.	This	explains	the	practical	dimension	of	competence,	being	able	to	‘do’	something.	

Deakin	Crick	 (2008)	 suggests	 that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 situate	 the	notion	of	 competence	 as	 an	

overarching	 educational	 goal,	 a	 goal	 that	 is	 embedded	 in	 a	 sociocultural,	 historical	 and	

ethical	 trajectory.	 The	 ethical	 dimension	 is	 very	 important,	 as	 one	 could	 be	 a	 competent	

thief.	Competence,	she	proffers,	includes	a	sense	of	agency,	intention	and	capability	in	real-
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life	 contexts	of	 achievement,	 lifelong	 learning	and	 citizenship	 (p.314).	 The	development	of	

competence	is	at	once	both	personal	and	private,	and	public.	A	person	who	is	competent	in	a	

particular	 domain	 is	 the	 ‘telos’	 of	 a	 complex	 process	 of	 sustainable	 human	 learning	 and	

change	 over	 time	 (p.314).	 This	 provides	 a	 very	 useful	 way	 of	 looking	 at	 competency	

development	and	allows	for	the	development	of	a	competency	in	a	lifelong	perspective.	This	

concept	of	skills	for	life	harks	back	to	Lisbon	(2000)	and	to	the	well-being	of	citizens,	social	

cohesion,	 economic	 development	 and	 competitiveness	 in	 the	 process	 of	 globalisation	

(Halász	and	Michel,	2011).	Most	importantly	it	acknowledges	that	the	public	aspects	of	the	

competent	agent	are	formally	assessable.	Looking	back	at	Figure	2.1,	one	can	see	how	the	

competence	ability	to	cooperate	as	described	by	DeSeCo	could	fit	into	Deakin	Crick’s	notion	

of	 competency	 as	 a	 movement	 between	 personal	 and	 public,	 between	 the	 self	 and	 the	

competent	agent.		

	

Table	2.2	

Competence	as	movement	between	personal	and	public	

Self														 	 Competent	agent	

Identity	

Desire	

Motivation	

Dispositions	

Values	

Attitudes	

Skills		

Knowledge	

Understanding	

Competent	learner	

Citizen	

Scientist,	etc.	

Personal									 	 Public	

Source:	Deakin	Crick	2008,	p.314.	
	
The	learner	has	his	or	her	own	identity,	desire,	motivation,	disposition,	values	and	attitudes	

that	they	bring	to	the	learning	context.	Some	of	these	are	part	of	the	self	and	are	personal	

some	are	influenced	by	what	the	learner	is	learning,	how	they	are	learning	it	and	where	the	

learning	 is	 taking	 place,	 the	 learning	 environment.	 They	 develop	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	

attitudes	to	become	the	competent	agent,	which	is	public	and	should	be	assessable	(see	also	

Buckingham	 Shum	 and	 Deakin	 Crick,	 2012).	 	 All	 are	 interrelated	 aspects	 of	 competency	

development.	Recent	work	on	competences	as	part	of	an	EU	project,	KeyCoNet,	found	that		

The	implementation	of	key	competences	requires	attention	to	the	social	context	of	
learning,	 and	 consideration	 of	 all	 the	 influences	 upon	 a	 learner’s	 ability	 to	 both	
acquire	and	transfer	what	they	learn	in	school	(Grayson,	2014,	p.6).	
	

This	description	of	competence	is	very	relevant	to	the	work	on	key	skills	in	the	Irish	context	

and	echoes	the	need	to	be	attentive	to	learning	for	now	and	for	the	future.		
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2.3 Key	competence	development	–	The	Irish	context		

Since	 2000	 there	 has	 been	 considerable	 work	 on	 bringing	 about	 change	 to	 senior	 cycle	

education	 in	 Ireland.	 The	 NCCA’s	 review	 of	 senior	 cycle	 education	 commenced	 with	 the	

publication	 in	2002	of	Developing	Senior	Cycle	Education:	Consultative	Paper	on	 Issues	and	

Options,	 and	 was	 progressed	 through	 a	 range	 of	 consultative	 fora	 and	 publications.	 This	

consultation	 on	 senior	 cycle	 education	 called	 for	 a	 more	 fundamental	 reappraisal	 of	 the	

total	 experience	 of	 learners	 within	 the	 programme	 (NCCA,	 2002,	 p.48).	Developing	 Senior	

Cycle	 Education:	Directions	 for	Development,	 published	 in	 2003,	 proposed	 some	 key	 ideas	

and	directions	for	the	development	of	senior	cycle	up	to	and	beyond	2010	(NCCA,	2003a).	

The	 directions	 document	 was	 used	 as	 a	 consultative	 tool	 to	 focus	 attention	 on	 potential	

medium	 to	 long-term	 developments	 in	 senior	 cycle.	 In	 2003	 NCCA	 published	 a	 research	

report	on	International	Developments	in	Upper	Secondary	Education.	This	research,	looking	

at	contexts,	provision	and	issues,	found	that	core	or	key	skills	were	explicitly	mentioned	in	

the	curricula	of	nine	countries	(NCCA,	2003c,	p.31).	In	the	same	year	they	published	a	report	

on	the	consultative	process	(NCCA,	2003b).		

	

In	2004,	it	was	decided	that	the	advice	on	the	future	development	of	senior	cycle	education	

would	 be	 presented	 in	 two	 parts.	 The	 first	 part,	 Proposals	 for	 the	 Future	 of	 Senior	 Cycle	

Education	in	Ireland:	Overview	Advice	issued	to	the	Minister	in	June	2004	(NCCA,	2004).	The	

second,	Proposals	for	the	Future	Development	of	Senior	Cycle	Education	in	Ireland	 issued	in	

April	 2005	 (NCCA,	 2005).	 The	Overview	 Advice	 set	 out	 proposals	 for	 the	 development	 of	

senior	cycle	education	and	described	the	strategies	necessary	for	their	implementation.		An	

ambitious	 indicative	development	plan	 for	 senior	 cycle	was	 set	out,	with	 September	2010	

set	 as	 the	 introduction	 date	 (NCCA,	 2005,	 p.90).	 It	 outlined	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 steps	 that	

would	 need	 to	 be	 taken	 during	 the	 period	 2005	 to	 2007	 to	 progress	 these	 proposals.	 It	

offered	a	rationale	for	the	proposals	presented,	based	on	the	various	elements	of	the	senior	

cycle	 review	process,	 and	 also	 took	 account	 of	 the	 comparative	 research	 on	 international	

developments	 in	 upper	 secondary	 education	 commissioned	 by	 the	 NCCA	 (NCCA,	 2003c).	

NCCA	claimed	that	the	developments	proposed	aim	to	contribute	in	tangible,	practical	ways	

to	 the	emergence	of	 Ireland	as	a	knowledge	society	 (NCCA,	2005,	p.83).	The	 then	Minister	

for	 Education,	 responding	 to	 the	 proposals,	 had	 reservations	 about	 the	 capacity	 of	 the	

system	 to	manage	 the	 scale	 of	many	 of	 the	 changes	 proposed	 but	was	 supportive	 of	 the	

concept	of	embodying	a	number	of	the	six	key	skills,	identified	by	the	Council	in	its	proposals,	

in	each	subject	(Minister	Mary	Hanafin,	correspondence	with	NCCA,	2005).		
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The	 response	 of	 the	 Minister	 and	 Department	 of	 Education	 and	 Science	 to	 the	 advice	

supported	the	broad	approach	taken	by	the	NCCA	towards	the	developments,	and	the	idea	

of	 providing	 a	more	 detailed	 outline	 of	 specific	 elements	 through	 developmental	work	 in	

2006	and	2007.	The	response	requested	that	the	NCCA	would	place	a	particular	priority	on	

Leaving	 Certificate	 subjects	 and	 assessment-led	 reform	 in	 areas	 such	 as	 mathematics,	

science,	English	and	Irish	but	also	made	more	specific	requests	such	as	the	development	of	a	

short	course	in	enterprise.	The	response	also	asked	that	attention	be	given	to	how	flexible	

programmes	 of	 study,	 including	 transition	 units	 and	 how	 the	 benefits	 of	 Transition	 Year	

could	be	extended	to	schools	and	students	categorised	as	educationally	disadvantaged.	On	

the	basis	of	this	response,	the	NCCA	proceeded	to	develop	and	implement	a	plan	of	work	for	

2006	 and	 2007	 aimed	 at	 advancing	 these	 and	 other	 aspects	 of	 the	 senior	 cycle	

developments.	

	

In	 early	 2002	 the	 NCCA	 commissioned	 the	 Educational	 Research	 Centre	 of	 the	 ESRI	 to	

engage	 in	 a	 longitudinal	 study	 of	 students’	 experience	 of	 curriculum	 at	 second	 level,	 the	

NCCA	and	DES	funded	the	study.	This	study	has	been	influential	in	Irish	education	policy	with	

a	suite	of	reports	covering	the	six	years	of	second	 level	education	up	to	the	final	report	 in	

2011	on	leaving	school	after	the	Leaving	Certificate.	This	report	points	to		

…the	need	to	reassess	the	current	Leaving	Certificate	model,	by	providing	access	to	
a	broader	range	of	teaching	methods,	embedding	key	skills	such	as	critical	thinking	
in	 the	 curriculum,	 and	utilising	 a	 broader	 range	 of	 assessment	modes,	 in	 order	 to	
enhance	student	engagement	and	equip	them	with	skills	and	competencies	for	their	
future	lives	(Smyth,	Banks,	and	Calvert,	2011,	p.xxi).	

	

2.3.1 Development	of	the	Key	Skills	Framework	for	senior	cycle	education		

Arising	from	the	consultation	on	senior	cycle,	the	development	of	a	key	skills	framework	for	

senior	 cycle	 commenced.	 The	 report	 on	 the	 consultation	 signposted	 many	 of	 the	 key	

concerns	and	subsequent	developments	proposed	in	2005,	including	the	belief	that	students	

were	being	 taught	 to	 'get	 the	Leaving'	 rather	 than	how	to	develop	 the	skills	necessary	 for	

life-long	learning	in	a	knowledge	society	(NCCA,	2003b).	A	seminar	on	key	skills	was	held	in	

April	2003.	In	an	effort	to	learn	from	the	experience	of	Curriculum	2000,	Ken	Hodgson	and	

Ann	 Spours	 of	 the	 University	 of	 London	 presented	 a	 critique	 of	 Key	 Skills	 in	 the	 English	

Context	 (Hodgson	 and	 Spours,	 2003).	 The	 outcome	 from	 discussions	 on	 key	 skills	 was	 a	

mandate	 for	 NCCA	 to	 develop	 a	 key	 skills	 framework	 and	 that	 these	 skills	 would	 be	

embedded	 in	 the	 learning	 outcomes	 of	 subjects	 and	 assessed	 using	 a	 broader	 range	 of	
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assessment	methods	 (NCCA,	 2008).	 In	 2006	 a	 network	 of	 schools	 was	 set	 up	 to	 work	 on	

embedding	 key	 skills	 in	 teaching	 and	 learning	 across	 a	 range	 of	 subjects.	 As	 mentioned	

earlier,	 this	 represented	 a	 commitment	 to	 a	 Fourth	 Way	 of	 developing	 policy–	 putting	

teachers,	 students	 and	 schools	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 curriculum	 development	 process	

(Hargreaves	and	Shirley,	2009).	NCCA	accomplished	this	be	setting	up	a	school	network	to	

inform	 curriculum	 development	 in	 the	 area	 of	 key	 skills.	 In	 tandem	 with	 this,	 different	

committees	 at	 senior	 cycle	were	working	 on	 developing	 syllabuses	 in	 Politics	 and	 Society,	

Physical	 Education,	 biology,	 chemistry,	 physics,	 and	 mathematics.	 The	 work	 with	 schools	

informed	 and	 supported	 the	 embedding	 of	 the	 key	 skills	 in	 learning	 outcomes	 for	 the	

syllabuses.	 This	 work	 highlighted	 the	 importance	 of	 allowing	 time	 for	 substantive	 and	

sustainable	change,	especially	the	type	of	curriculum	change	needed	with	the	 introduction	

of	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning	(European	Commission,	2007a,	p.17).			

The	term	‘key’	is	significant,	as	the	key	skills	set	out	the	tools	that	will	unlock	a	range	
of	 learning	 experiences	 for	 students,	 improving	 their	 access	 to	 learning,	 social	
interaction,	their	 information	and	communication	abilities	and	their	ability	to	work	
collaboratively.	 As	 such,	 the	 six	 key	 skills	 are	 a	 set	 of	 categories	 of	 essential	 skills	
that	all	students	need	to	develop	in	the	senior	cycle	of	their	schooling	(NCCA,	2005,	
p.43).		
	

The	 work	 on	 developing	 a	 key	 skills	 framework	 in	 Ireland	 was	 clearly	 about	 customising	

teaching	 and	 learning,	 focused	on	 creative	 learning	 and	 very	much	 about	 putting	 schools,	

teachers	 and	 students	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 developments,	 not	 about	 standardisation	 or	

borrowing	market-oriented	reform	ideas,	as	described	by	Sahlberg	(2011b).		

	

2.3.2 Learning	outcomes		

In	the	last	decade	,	almost	all	European	countries	have	revised	their	curricula	and	moved	to	

describing	 learning	 in	 terms	of	 learning	outcomes	 (European	Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,	

20112).	The	Irish	senior	cycle	Key	Skills	Framework	is	written	in	terms	of	learning	outcomes.	

There	are	various	definitions	of	learning	outcomes.	The	NCCA	uses	the	following:		

learning	 outcomes	 are	 brief,	 clear,	 specific	 statements	 of	 the	 knowledge,	
understandings,	 skills,	 values,	 and	 attitudes	 which	 it	 is	 expected	 students	 will	 be	
able	to	demonstrate	as	a	result	of	the	learning	associated	with	the	topic	or	syllabus	
element	(NCCA,	2009b,	p.25).			
	

Stenhouse	 (1975)	was	critical	of	 learning	outcomes.	He	 saw	 teachers	as	professionals	 that	

responded	 in	a	 learning	situation	out	of	a	deep	understanding	of	the	content	to	be	taught	

and	the	context	 in	which	to	teach	 it.	Learning	outcomes	can	never,	 in	his	opinion,	capture	

this	 knowledge	 base	 in	 a	 particular	 discipline	 and	 knowledge	 context.	 Learning	 outcomes	
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describe	 the	 outcome	 for	 all	 students,	 regardless	 of	 context	 or	 prior	 knowledge.	 There	 is	

some	 danger	 that	 learning	 outcomes,	 if	 too	 narrow,	 will	 make	 courses	 even	 more	

assessment	 driven.	 For	 teachers	 and	 students,	 teaching	 and	 learning	 may	 be	 reduced	 to	

achieving	 a	 set	 of	 highly	 prescriptive	 assessment	 objectives.	 This	 in	 turn	 may	 lead	 to	

instrumentalist	 teaching,	 systematically	 going	 through	 the	 steps	 of	 teaching	 without	

achieving	 general	 understanding,	 which	 in	 turn	 can	 foster	 a	 culture	 of	 dependence	 in	

learners	rather	 than	the	 independence	which	 learning	outcomes	are	supposed	to	develop.	

Students	 can	 become	 even	 more	 dependent	 on	 the	 teacher	 for	 direction	 in	 learning	

(Torrance,	2007,	p.282).	Granville	cautions	that	learning	outcomes	can	essentially	‘fillet’	the	

substance	 of	 a	 discipline,	 leaving	 only	 the	 bones	 of	 a	 subject	 without	 any	 sense	 of	 the	

richness	 of	 the	 discipline	 or	 the	 epistemological	 roots	 of	 that	 way	 of	 seeing	 the	 world	

(Granville,	2005).	It	could	be	argued	that,	prior	to	the	outcomes-based	approach	to	syllabus	

development,	 where	 syllabuses	 are	 presented	 as	 lists	 of	 content,	 this	 filleting	 already	

occurred	 as	 teachers	 determined	 the	 minimum	 needed	 to	 teach	 in	 order	 to	 ‘get	 the	

Leaving’.	 Kenny	 and	 colleagues	 contend	 that	 students	 become	 strategic	 in	 their	 learning	

during	 the	 race	 for	 points	 in	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 and	 that	 this	 leaves	 them	 poorly	

equipped	 for	 third	 level	 and	 for	 participation	 in	 a	 modern	 economy	 (Kenny,	 Larkin,	

MacSíthigh	and	Thijssen,	2009).		

	

In	highly	accountable	and	monitored	systems	with	low	trust	of	teachers,	learning	outcomes	

mean	something	quite	different	from	their	meaning	in	systems	with	high	levels	of	trust	and	

teacher	autonomy,	such	as	that	 in	 Ireland.	 	Feedback	from	teachers	on	the	introduction	of	

learning	outcomes	was	broadly	positive	with	 teachers	welcoming	 the	clarity	and	 the	 focus	

on	 learning,	 on	 what	 the	 student	 could	 achieve	 (NCCA,	 2003b).	 Many	 commentators	

contend	 that	 learning	 outcomes	 are	much	more	 useful	 when	 viewed	 as	 a	 process	 rather	

than	an	outcome;	they	have	given	discretion	to	teachers	as	to	how	to	interpret	content	and	

may	help	align	the	teaching,	learning	and	assessment	with	the	content	being	taught	(Souto-

Otero,	 2012;	 Lassnigg,	 2012).	 The	 NCCA	 see	 learning	 outcomes	 as	 much	more	 than	 end-

point	 targets.	 The	 following	 definition	 of	what	 learning	 outcomes	 in	 syllabuses	 are	 for,	 is	

much	 more	 about	 the	 learning	 process;	 (learning	 outcomes)	 help	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	

objectives	 of	 the	 relevant	 curriculum	 component,	 the	 learning	 and	 teaching	 strategies	

adopted	 and	 the	 assessment	 approaches	 employed	 are	 consistent	 with	 each	 other	 and	

integrate	the	key	skills	effectively.	It	goes	on	to	say	that	learning	outcomes	will	help	learners	

to	be	clear…	to	monitor	progress…	to	take	greater	ownership…	will	help	teachers	to	choose	
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appropriate	 teaching	methods…	 to	 ensure	 assessment	 is	 authentic…	provide	more	 focused	

feedback…	help	parents	to	become	familiar	with	learning…	support	learners	in	taking	greater	

ownership…	(NCCA,	2009d,	p.24).		

	

2.3.3	Ireland’s	Key	Skills	Framework	

The	 Irish	 Key	 Skills	 Framework	 document,	 which	 was	 first	 published	 on-line	 in	 2006,	 was	

developed	 in	 line	with	 international	 trends	 and	 influenced	by	 the	 Lisbon	 strategy	 and	 the	

OECD	DeSeCo	work.	As	discussed	 in	 section	2.3.1	 the	development	of	 the	 framework	was	

part	 of	 on-going	developments	 proposed	 for	 senior	 cycle	 education	 in	 Ireland	 at	 the	 time	

(NCCA,	2005).	Six	skills	were	originally	proposed:	Learning	to	learn,	Information	processing,	

Personal	 effectiveness,	 Communication,	 Critical	 thinking,	 and	 Working	 with	 others.	 The	

proposals	also	described	a	possible	key	 skills	profile	 that	 students	would	be	awarded	with	

their	 Leaving	 Certificate	 (NCCA,	 2005,	 p.49).	 From	 the	 outset,	 the	 need	 was	 flagged	 to	

embed	 key	 skills	 in	 the	 subject	 specifications	 in	 the	 form	 of	 learning	 outcomes.	 It	 was	

proposed	that	this	would	take	the	form	of	a	key	skills	statement.		

	

Learning	 to	 learn	 was	 dropped	 as	 a	 stand-alone	 key	 skill	 and	 earlier	 versions	 of	 the	

framework	had	replaced	it	with	the	effective	learner	at	the	centre	of	the	key	skills	graphic.	

This	 also	was	 dropped	prior	 to	 publishing	 the	 Key	 Skills	 Framework,	 as	 it	was	 felt	 that	 by	

developing	 each	 of	 the	 key	 skills	 one	 would	 be	 developing	 the	 skill	 of	 learning	 to	 learn.	

Issues	 of	 describing	 and	 assessing	 learning	 to	 learn	 also	 contributed	 to	 this	 decision.	 The	

failure	of	the	Advanced	Skills	course	in	England	provided	clear	evidence	that	skills	have	to	be	

developed	in	context	with	content.	This	is	very	significant	and	signalled	a	deep	commitment	

by	the	NCCA	to	the	embedding	of	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning.	Syllabuses	available	in	

the	intervening	time,	junior	and	senior	cycle	mathematics	and,	Politics	and	Society	have	key	

skills	clearly	embedded	in	the	learning	outcomes	and	in	the	assessment	proposals.			
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Figure	2.3:	Key	Skills	at	senior	cycle.	Source:	Key	Skills	Framework,	NCCA	2006	

	

The	final	Key	Skills	Framework	for	senior	cycle	has	slightly	changed	from	the	2005	proposals	

and	now	contains	five	key	skills	of	information	processing,	communicating,	being	personally	

effective,	working	with	 others,	and	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking.	 They	 are	 now	written	 as	

verbs	 indicating	the	action	dimension	of	developing	key	skills.	Each	key	skill	 is	described	in	

elements	and	learning	outcomes.	The	full	framework	is	available	at	www.ncca.ie		

	

Each	element	is	further	described	in	learning	outcomes	for	that	element.	For	example,	in	the	

key	skill	communicating,	the	element	Presenting	using	a	variety	of	media	has	the	following	

learning	outcomes.		

Students	should	be	able	to:	

• identify	the	main	purpose	of	a	communication	and	relate	its	form	and	nature	to	the	
purpose	

• make	 choices	 about	 what	 medium	 to	 use,	 taking	 account	 of	 the	 audience	 and	
purpose	

• make	 appropriate	 adjustments	 depending	 on	whether	 they	 are	making	 an	 oral	 or	
written	presentation	

• use	a	range	of	general	ICT	tools	effectively	(e.g.,	PowerPoint,	video	clips,	and	more	
specialized	ICT	if	appropriate)	

• make	 appropriate	 use	 of	 dramatic	 modes	 of	 presentation	 (e.g.,	 role-play,	
storytelling)	

• explain	and	justify	choices.	
	
Table	2.3	depicts	the	elements	for	the	five	key	skills	at	senior	cycle	as	presented	in	the	Key	
Skills	Framework	(NCCA,	2006).		
	
	
Table	2.3	
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Key	skill	elements	

Key	Skill	 Elements	
Information	
processing		
	
	
	
	

Accessing	information	from	a	range	of	sources	
Selecting	and	discriminating	between	sources	based	on	their	reliability	and	
suitability	for	purpose	
Recording,	organising,	summarising	and	integrating	information	
Presenting	information	using	a	range	of	information	and	communication	
technologies	

Critical	and	
creative	thinking	
	

Examining	patterns	and	relationships,	classifying	and	ordering	information	
Analysing	and	making	good	arguments,	challenging	assumptions	
Hypothesising	and	making	predictions,	examining	evidence	and	reaching	
conclusions	
Identifying	and	analysing	problems	and	decisions,	exploring	options	and	
alternatives,	solving	problems	and	evaluating	outcomes	
Thinking	imaginatively,	actively	seeking	out	new	points	of	view,	problems	
and/or	solutions,	being	innovative	and	taking	risks	
	

Communicating	
	

Analysing	and	interpreting	texts	and	other	forms	of	communication	
Expressing	opinions,	speculating,	discussing,	reasoning	and	engaging	in	debate	
and	argument	
Engaging	in	dialogue,	listening	attentively	and	eliciting	opinions,	views	and	
emotions	
Composing	and	performing	in	a	variety	of	ways	
Presenting	using	a	variety	of	media	
	

Working	with	
others	
	

Working	with	others	in	a	variety	of	contexts	with	different	goals	and	purposes	
Identifying,	evaluating	and	achieving	collective	goals	
Identifying	responsibilities	in	a	group	and	establishing	practices	associated	with	
different	roles	in	a	group	(e.g.,	leader,	team	member)	
Developing	good	relationships	with	others	and	a	sense	of	well-being	in	a	group	
Acknowledging	individual	differences,	negotiating	and	resolving	conflicts	
Checking	progress,	reviewing	the	work	of	the	group	and	personally	reflecting	on	
one’s	own	contribution	
	

Being	personally	
effective	

Being	able	to	appraise	oneself,	evaluate	one’s	own	performance,	receive	and	
respond	to	feedback	
Identifying,	evaluating	and	achieving	personal	goals,	including	developing	and	
evaluating	actions	plans	
Developing	personal	qualities	that	help	in	new	and	difficult	situations,	such	as	
taking	initiatives,	being	flexible	and	being	able	to	persevere	when	difficulties	
arise	
Becoming	confident	and	being	able	to	assert	oneself	as	a	person	

Source:	Key	Skills	Framework	web	published	http://www.ncca.ie	

	

From	looking	at	this	one	element	it	can	be	seen	how	each	of	the	key	skills	is	inter-related.	To	

achieve	 the	 learning	 outcomes	 above	 a	 student	 will	 need	 to	 use	 their	 information	

processing,	 communicating,	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking	 skills	 and	 they	 will	 need	 to	 be	

personally	effective	in	making	choices.	In	addition,	clearly	the	Irish	key	skills	are	not	‘skills’	in	

the	narrow	OECD	(2002)	definition	of	an	ability	to	perform	complex	motor	and/or	cognitive	

acts	 with	 ease,	 precision,	 and	 adaptability	 to	 changing	 conditions;	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	
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attitudes	are	very	much	part	of	 the	 Irish	key	 skills	 as	described	 in	 this	 framework.	 	 This	 is	

strength	of	the	framework	in	that	it	is	written	in	rich	learning	outcomes	that	can	be	achieved	

in	all	 learning	in	various	disciplines.	 In	addition,	the	use	of	 ICT	is	embedded	across	the	five	

key	 skills.	 However,	 assessing	 this	 kind	 of	 learning	 will	 be	 challenging.	 And	 the	 question	

remains	 as	 to	 whether	 the	 learning	 of	 the	 competence	 happens	 independently	 of	 other	

learning	or	within	the	content	 in	which	the	competence	has	been	embedded.	This	 level	of	

detail	 in	the	Irish	Key	Skills	Framework	is	welcome	compared	to	that	of	other	 jurisdictions,	

such	as	New	Zealand,	where	 less	detailed	 specification	has	 led	 to	 the	 richness	of	 learning	

and	 developing	 competences	 being	 lost	 in	 practice,	 according	 to	 Hipkins	 and	 McDowall.	

They	 remind	 us	 that	 putting	 key	 competencies	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 curriculum	 requires	 a	

rethinking	of	aspects	of	teaching	and	learning	we	may	take	for	granted,	which	is	never	easy	

(2013,	p.	4).	Cumming	berates	the	lack	of	such	material	to	support	Curriculum	for	Excellence	

(CfE)	 in	 the	 Scottish	 context	 (2011).	 Ireland	 started	 looking	 at	 the	 challenges	 of	

implementing	key	skills	 in	teaching	and	learning	in	2006,	just	after	the	development	of	the	

framework.		

	

2.3.4	Work	with	schools	on	the	Key	Skills	Framework		

The	work	with	schools	on	key	skills	was	initially	called	the	key	skills	project;	it	then	moved	on	

to	be	called	the	key	skills	 initiative.	 In	this	research,	the	key	skills	 initiative	will	refer	to	the	

body	of	work	on	 key	 skills	 carried	out	 by	 the	NCCA	with	 schools	 in	 the	period	 September	

2006	 to	 September	 2010.	 There	 have	 been	 many	 reports	 and	 artefacts	 developed	

throughout	the	 life	of	this	 initiative,	which	has	been	running	 in	the	NCCA	since	September	

2006	 (see	 www.ncca.ie).	 This	 section	 will	 draw	 on	 all	 of	 these	 reports,	 documents	 and	

artefacts	 to	 provide	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 findings	 from	 the	 key	 skills	 initiative.	 A	 short	

discussion	on	issues	emerging	from	the	initiative	forms	the	final	part	of	this	section.		

	

The	key	skills	 initiative	was	organised	in	three	main	phases.	Phase	one	of	the	initiative	had	

an	exploratory	focus	as	exemplified	in	the	listed	aims	of	the	work:		

• to	identify	how	the	key	skills	can	be	more	consciously	and	effectively	embedded	in	
the	 teaching	 of	 particular	 subjects,	 namely	 mathematics,	 Biology,	 English,	 Irish,	
French	and	Spanish.		

• to	 explore	 what	 kinds	 of	 teaching	 methodologies	 are	 most	 appropriate	 for	 the	
fostering	of	these	skills		

• to	identify	challenges	or	difficulties	encountered	in	embedding	key	skills	
• to	 gather	 evidence	 from	 classroom	 practice	 to	 help	 inform	 NCCA	 policy	 and	

practice,	particularly	with	regard	to	the	review	of	subjects	and	the	development	of	
new	subjects,	short	courses	and	transition	units	
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• to	 inform	 and	 advise	 NCCA	 on	 the	 professional	 development	 needs	 of	 teachers	
(NCCA,	2008,	p.6).		
	

The	data	collected	during	this	phase	of	the	work	was	qualitative	in	the	form	of	student	and	

teacher	 reflections,	 and	 some	 video	 material	 from	 classes.	 The	 analysis	 of	 the	 data	 was	

supplemented	 by	 quotes	 from	 these	 qualitative	 reflection	 sheets	 and	 from	 teachers’	

professional	 development	 events,	 which	 added	 weight	 to	 the	 findings.	 The	 focus	 of	 the	

research	 was	 on	 the	 individual	 subject	 teachers	 and	 what	 they	 did	 in	 the	 classroom	 to	

embed	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning.	A	version of	action	research,	practice	inquiry	was	

employed	 by	 the	 teachers	 in	 that	 they	 identified	 the	 presence	 or	 absence	 of	 key	 skills	 in	

their	 class	 using	 an	 end-of-class	 reflection	 sheet;	 they	 then	 tried	 out	 a	 methodology	 to	

embed	the	key	skills	and	reflected	on	this	using	a	reflection	sheet,	which	they	subsequently	

discussed	 with	 a	 colleague.	 This	 discussion	 was	 recorded	 on	 a	 reflection	 sheet;	 they	 also	

asked	their	students	to	record	their	reflections	on	the	class.	All	these	reflection	sheets	were	

analysed	 by	NCCA	 education	 officers	 to	 look	 for	 patterns	 and	 to	 record	 findings	 from	 the	

work.	The	teachers	did	not	analyse	the	data	and	suggest	findings,	rather	they	were	involved	

in	 the	 process	 at	 the	 end	 to	 discuss	 and	 validate	 the	 findings:	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 data	

analysis	was	authentic	and	true	to	the	voices	it	represented,	teachers	were	asked	to	read	the	

analysis	and	give	their	feedback	on	the	themes	that	emerged	(NCCA,	2008,	p.23).	

	

The	findings	that	emerged	from	this	phase	of	the	work	were		

• the	five	key	skills	are	relevant	to	each	subject	
• teachers	claim	that	when	key	skills	are	the	focus	 in	planning	for	teaching,	then	

teaching	becomes	more	learner-centred	
• for	 teachers	 to	 be	 successful	 in	 embedding	 the	 key	 skills,	 they	 needed	 to	 be	

given	opportunities	to	develop	their	own	understanding	and	practice	of	the	key	
skills	

• the	 successful	 embedding	 of	 key	 skills	 requires	 curriculum	 and	 assessment	
change	

• teachers	and	students	claim	that	a	key	skills	approach	to	teaching	contributes	to	
effective	learning	(NCCA,	2008,	p.27).		
	

The	 report	 also	 identified	 characteristics	 of	 the	 classroom	 where	 key	 skills	 were	 being	

successfully	 embedded.	 These	 included	 the	 use	 of	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	methodologies,	 the	

promotion	of	a	climate	 that	values	effort	and	encourages	students	 to	 learn	 from	mistakes	

and	take	risks,	students	reflecting	on	their	learning,	and	so	on.	Assessment	also	features	in	

the	 reports,	 with	 a	 focus	 on	 a	 move	 from	 testing	 to	 assessment	 for	 learning.	 There	 is	

description	 of	 peer	 assessment,	 self-assessment,	 questioning	 and	 other	 assessment	 for	

learning	techniques.	Additional	 information	on	specific	methodologies	used	in	the	teaching	
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of	 English,	 Modern	 Languages	 and	 Biology	 is	 further	 described	 in	 reports	 in	 these	 three	

subject	areas	(see	for	example	NCCA,	2009a).	Challenges	were	also	highlighted	such	as	the	

need	 to	 have	 time	 to	 achieve	 change,	 the	 content-heavy	 syllabuses,	 the	 impact	 of	

assessment	and	the	need	for	professional	development	for	teachers.	The	report	pointed	to	

how	 the	next	phase	of	 the	project	will	 focus	on	 further	 interrogation	of	 these	 findings	and	

the	exemplification	of	good	practice	in	the	development	of	key	skills	(NCCA,	2008,	p.42).		

	

In	phase	two	of	the	initiative	the	work	was	focused	in	four	strands	(NCCA,	2009b,	p.6):	

• developing	learning	activities	
• introducing	key	skills	across	the	whole	school	
• informing	the	review	and	development	of	senior	cycle	subjects	
• sharing	the	learning.	

		
The	report	reminded	the	reader	that	the	classroom	dimension	was	still	central	to	the	work,	

where	teachers	continued	to	explore	the	embedding	of	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning	and	

developing	 learning	 activities	 that	 could	 be	 shared	 on-line	 (p.7).	 However,	 much	 of	 the	

emphasis	 in	this	phase	of	the	work	moved	to	the	development	of	a	key	skills	toolkit	which	

other	 schools	 and	 teachers	 could	 access	 on-line.	 An	 important	 focus	 was	 also	 on	 how	 a	

school	could	 implement	key	skills	across	 the	curriculum	at	a	whole-school	 level.	The	 focus	

was	 shifting	 from	 the	 individual	 teacher	 to	 the	 whole	 school.	 This	 report	 outlined	 some	

general	conclusions	on	the	process	of	change,	such	as:	

• the	need	for	time	to	achieve	change	
• leadership	and	support	for	change	
• the	need	to	invest	and	incentivise	change	
• motivation	to	change		
• teachers	as	key	agent	of	change,	and	
• implications	for	professional	development	(NCCA,	2009b).	

	
The	report	pointed	to	the	direction	for	 the	work	 in	phase	three.	Again,	 the	findings	 in	this	

phase	 of	 the	 initiative	 were	 based	 on	 qualitative	 data	 in	 the	 form	 of	 reflection	 sheets,	

workshops	and	conversations	with	the	key	participants.	The	report	acknowledges	that		

the	 embedding	 of	 key	 skills	 into	 teaching	 and	 learning	 requires	 change	 at	 many	
levels:	 the	 teacher’s	 planning,	 the	 teacher’s	 mediation	 of	 the	 curriculum,	 the	
student	 engagement	 with	 the	 curriculum,	 the	 teacher’s	 relationship	 with	 his/her	
colleagues,	the	nature	of	leadership,	to	name	just	a	few	(NCCA,	2009b,	p.16).		
	

However,	it	is	not	clear	from	the	evidence	presented	to	what	degree	data	on	these	different	

aspects	 of	 change	 were	 collected.	 The	 report	 suggests	 that	 professional	 development	

cannot	be	seen	as	a	one-off	event	or	something	teachers	go	out	to,	rather	it	needs	to	be	an	

integral	part	of	the	day-today	practice	in	the	school	(p.22).	It	goes	on	to	outline	the	need	for	
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teachers	and	students	to	be	consistently	reflecting	on	teaching	and	learning,	and	the	need	

for	teachers	to	be	involved	in	professional	learning	communities.		

	

Phase	three	of	the	initiative	involved	four	schools	working	on	implementing	key	skills.	Each	

of	 the	 schools	 was	 at	 different	 stages	 of	 key	 skills	 implementation	 and	 carried	 out	 the	

process	in	different	ways.	Four	case	studies	were	generated	from	this	work.	Each	of	the	case	

studies	gives	practical	tips	for	schools	wishing	to	implement	key	skills	in	their	settings.	One	

conclusion	 from	 this	 phase	 of	 work	 is	 that	 schools	 cannot	 implement	 change	 in	 isolation	

from	outside	agencies.	While	leadership	for	the	initiative	must	come	from	within	the	school,	

support	must	 also	 come	 from	 outside	 in	 the	 form	 of	 legitimatising	 the	work,	 support	 for	

individuals,	conduit	for	knowledge	from	other	sources,	and	so	on	(NCCA,	2010b).		

	

The	language	in	the	reports	is	descriptive	rather	than	directive,	as	the	reports	are	aimed	at	

teachers.	The	descriptive	tone	gives	teachers	a	 ‘picture’	of	the	work	that	they	can	dip	 into	

for	inspiration	in	their	teaching,	for	example		

this	 report	 highlights	 how,	 when	 key	 skills	 are	 used	 as	 a	 framework	 for	 planning	
teaching	and	 learning,	 it	 fosters	 innovative	practices.	 It	presents	a	picture	of	 these	
innovative	 practices	 and	 of	 what	 is	 possible	 in	 embedding	 key	 skills	 in	 a	 given	
context	(NCCA,	2009b,	p.2).		

	

The	 report	 on	 phase	 two	 affirmed	 the	 value	 of	 a	 key	 skills	 approach	 to	 teaching	 and	

identified	practical	 ideas	and	methodologies	 that	enable	 the	key	 skills	be	embedded	 in	 the	

curriculum	 (NCCA,	 2009b,	 p26).	 The	 report	 also	 makes	 claims	 such	 as	 it	 has	 facilitated	

students	 in	 becoming	 more	 effective,	 reflective	 and	 autonomous	 in	 their	 learning	 (p.26).	

However,	 the	 evidence	 for	 this	 is	 not	 very	 convincing,	 consisting	 mainly	 of	 teacher	

observations.	 The	 initiative	 set	 out	 in	 2006	 to	build	 up	 a	 body	 of	 professional	 practitioner	

based	 knowledge	of	 ‘what	works’	 in	 the	 embedding	of	 key	 skills	 (NCCA,	 2008,	 p5).	 To	 this	

end,	the	initiative	claims	to	have	arrived	at	a	tentative	picture	of	‘what	works’	in	key	skills.		

	

One	would	have	 to	question	 the	generalisability	of	 these	data,	given	 that	 it	 is	 from	a	 self-

selecting	 group	 of	 teachers.	 In	 addition,	 schools	were	 given	 a	 grant	 for	 taking	 part	 in	 the	

initiative.	There	is	little	mention	of	sampling	procedures	or	of	attrition	from	the	initiative.	If	

the	reports	are	from	a	group	of	teachers	who	persisted	with	the	initiative,	who	had	personal	

investment	in	the	work,	is	it	a	true	picture	of	the	work?	Clark	advises	that	to	

‘see’	education	 in	any	situation,	one	must	actually	subscribe	to	some	set	of	values	
constitutive	 of	 education,	 i.e.	 be	 of	 a	 progressive	 or	 traditional	 inclination,	 and	
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consciously	 or	 unconsciously	 be	 working	 with	 some	 particular	 conception	 of	 the	
subject-matter	(Clark,	2005,	p.294).		
	

These	 teachers	 all	 reported	 that	using	 the	Key	 Skills	 Framework	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 planning	 for	

teaching	and	learning	 led	to	more	effective	 learning	(NCCA,	2008,	p.33).	The	complexity	of	

bringing	about	 curricular	 reform	and	changing	 teacher	pedagogical	practices	 (Leander	and	

Osborne,	2008)	is	not	clearly	reported.	Interestingly,	at	no	stage	in	phase	one	and	two	of	the	

initiative	 did	 the	 teachers	 critique	 the	 Key	 Skills	 Framework.	 Can	 one	 take	 this	 lack	 of	

critique	to	mean	the	participants	thought	the	framework	was	‘perfect’	or	did	they	perceive	

the	framework	as	a	finished	document?	The	NCCA	may	have	perceived	the	framework	as	a	

finished	document	in	that	an	evaluation	of	it	was	not	included	in	the	aims	of	the	initiative	in	

2006.		

	

Building	on	this	work	the	NCCA	published	a	framework	for	Key	Skills	of	Junior	Cycle	in	2014	

as	part	of	curriculum	reform	in	 lower	secondary	education	 in	 Ireland.	These	developments	

are	 ongoing.	 The	 framework	 was	 very	 closely	 linked	 to	 the	 earlier	 2006	 framework	

developed	 for	 senior	 cycle	 with	 the	 following	 skills	 described	 in	 elements	 and	 learning	

outcomes:	Managing	Myself,	 Staying	Well,	 Communicating,	 Being	 Creative,	Working	 with	

Others,	and	Managing	Information	and	Thinking	(NCCA,	2014).	With	key	skills	forming	such	a	

central	 role	 in	 syllabus	development	and	 curriculum	 reform	 in	 Ireland,	 there	 is	 a	need	 for	

more	 robust	 research	 on	 the	 embedding	 of	 key	 skills	 in	 learning	 and	 teaching	 and	 the	

possible	outcomes	for	teachers	and	students	involved	in	the	change.		

	

2.4	Key	competence	development	in	other	countries	

Voogt	and	Roblin	(2010)	carried	out	a	 literature	review	on	the	available	 information	about	

21st	century	skills	across	five	theoretical	frameworks,	namely:		 	

• Partnership	for	21st	century	skills	(P21)		
• En	Gauge		
• Assessment	and	Teaching	of	21st	Century	Skills	(ATCS)		
• National	Educational	Technology	Standards	(NETS/ISTE),	and	
• The	National	Assessment	of	Educational	Progress	(NAEP).		

	
The	review	was	complemented	by	an	additional	search	for	 international	recommendations	

from	 the	 European	 Union,	 OECD	 and	 UNESCO	 related	 to	 the	 need	 for,	 and	 the	

implementation	 of,	 21st	 century	 skills.	 They	 found	 that	 economic	 and	 societal	 changes	

closely	related	to	developments	in	technology,	and	consequently	in	the	characteristics	of	the	

jobs	and	 the	home	environment,	were	 the	most	 important	driving	 forces	 that	 call	 for	21st	
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century	skills.	Therefore,	their	review	was	very	technology	focused.	This	focus	on	technology	

is	not	as	evident	in	reviews	carried	out	on	European	frameworks.	However,	it	is	interesting	

to	note	 that	Voogt	and	Roblin	see	 the	European	Union	and	OECD	recommendations	more	

closely	related	to	economy	and	the	labour	market	than	the	frameworks	from	the	US	(p.11).	

There	have	been	a	number	of	 comprehensive	 reviews	of	 key	 competence	development	 in	

school	 education,	 in	 Europe	 (CASE	 Network	 Report	 by	 Gordon	 and	 colleagues,	 2009;	

European	 Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,	 2012;	 KeyCoNet	 2013;	 Grayson,	 2014)	 and	 across	

the	globe	(Rosefsky	Saavedra	and	Opfer,	2012;	Salas	Pilco,	2013;	Finegold	and	Notabartolo,	

2010;	Voogt	and	Roblin,	2010,	2012;	Dede,	2010).	This	section	does	not	set	out	to	replicate	

this	work;	 rather,	 it	will	 trace	 the	 key	developments	 and	outline	 some	of	 the	 frameworks	

developed	 which	 may	 have	 influenced	 the	 development	 of	 the	 Key	 Skills	 Framework	 in	

Ireland.	The	frameworks	considered	are	UNESCO,	OECD/DeSeCo	and	European	Framework	

for	 Key	 Competences,	 in	 order	 to	 provide	 context	 for	 the	 developments.	 Scotland’s	

Curriculum	for	Excellence	(CfE),	Key	Skills	 in	England,	and	Northern	Ireland’s	Thinking	Skills	

and	Capabilities	are	considered	as	all	 three	were	consulted	by	the	NCCA	 in	developing	the	

Key	Skills	Framework	and	through	the	 involvement	of	Carol	McGuinness	as	a	consultant	 in	

that	 development.	 	 Singapore’s	 21st	 Century	 Competences	 framework	 is	 consulted	 as	 one	

developed	 in	 a	 country	 that	 ranks	 high	 in	 PISA	 and	 sees	 the	 need	 for	 competence	

development	as	a	key	priority.	Quebec’s	Cross-Curricular	Competences	and	New	Zeeland’s	

Key	 Competencies	 are	 considered	 as	 these	 curriculum	 developments	 were	 consulted	 by	

NCCA	 and	 provide	 a	 picture	 of	 competence	 development	 at	 a	more	 advanced	 stage	 than	

Ireland.	 Partnership	 for	 21st	 Century	 skills	 (P21)	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 of	 interest	 to	 this	

research	as	a	well-funded,	research-informed	initiative	in	the	United	States	(brief	details	can	

be	found	in	Appendix	C).			

	

2.4.1	UNESCO	–	Four	Pillars	

The	 United	 Nations	 Educational,	 Scientific	 and	 Cultural	 Organization	 (UNESCO)	 published	

two	 influential	 reports:	 Learning	 to	 Be	 (Faure	 and	 colleagues,	 1972),	 and	 Learning:	 The	

Treasure	Within	 (Delors,	 1996).	 The	 1996	 report	 developed	 four	 pillars	 of	 a	 competency-

based	education	which	remain	relevant	today:		

• learning	to	do	(solve	daily	problems)		
• learning	to	know	(keep	learning)		
• learning	to	be	(ethically	responsible),	and		
• learning	to	live	together	(the	ability	to	respect	and	work	with	others).		

	



 

46 
 

This	 report,	 commonly	 known	 as	 the	 Delors	 report,	 named	 after	 the	 chairman	 Jacques	

Delors,	and	the	four	pillars	described	have	been	referenced	repeatedly	in	subsequent	efforts	

to	 identify	and	 integrate	21st	 century	 competences	across	 the	globe.	 Lee	 (2007)	quoted	 in	

UNESCO	(2013)	contends	that	 the	report	seems	to	have	had	a	policy	 influence	not	only	on	

UNESCO’s	member	countries	but	also	on	some	leading	international	agencies	such	as	the	EU	

(p.5).	Commentators	such	as	Draxler	(2010)	and	Lee	and	Friedrich	(2011)	point	to	the	social	

democratic	 liberalism	 of	 the	 Delors	 report,	 where	 education	 is	 seen	 to	 having	 a	 role	 in	

personal	 and	 social	 development	 much	 more	 than	 an	 economic	 human	 capital	 role.	

However,	 this	means	 the	document	 is	 seen	as	 a	 vision	document	proposing	an	 integrated	

and	 humanistic	 vision	 of	 learning,	 leading	 some	 analysts	 to	 argue	 that	 the	 somewhat	

‘utopian’	 vision	has	not	 always	been	easy	 to	 translate	 into	practice	 (Carneiro	 and	Draxler,	

2008;	UNESCO,	2013).		

	

Eighteen	years	on,	UNESCO	is	now	building	on	this	work	to	rethink	education	in	the	current	

context	of	change,	complexity	and	uncertainty,	with	the	setting	up	of	a	Senior	Expert	Group	

to	look	at	education	in	the	context	of	globalisation.	In	her	opening	remarks	to	the	think-in,	in	

2013,	Irina	Bokova,	Director	General	of	UNESCO	asserted	that		

the	world	 is	 changing	–	education	must	 change	 too.	Every	woman	and	man	 today	
needs	new	skills	to	withstand	the	pressures	of	change	and	to	make	the	most	of	all	its	
opportunities.	 This	 requires	 education	 for	 creativity,	 education	 for	 solidarity	 and	
education	for	sustainability	(UNESCO,	2013,	p.23).		
	

The	 skills	 agenda,	 while	 gaining	 prominence	 in	 education	 discourse,	 is	 still	 grappling	with	

both	 identity	 and	 implementation	 problems	 in	 the	 context	 of	 rapidly	 changing	

environments.	The	Delors	report	(1996)	marks	a	baseline	for	the	discussion	on	21st	century	

skills.	

	

2.4.2	OECD	Definition	and	Selection	of	Competencies	

In	 1997,	 the	 OECD	 set	 up	 a	 four-year	 programme	 called	 Definition	 and	 Selection	 of	

Competencies:	 Theoretical	 and	 Conceptual	 Foundations	 (DeSeCo)	 to	 develop	 an	

international	consensus	on	a	set	of	competencies	essential	for	the	21st	century.	The	DeSeCo	

project	argues	that		

Key	competencies	are	not	determined	by	arbitrary	decisions	about	what	personal	
qualities	 and	 cognitive	 skills	 are	 desirable,	 but	 by	 careful	 consideration	 of	 the	
psychosocial	prerequisites	for	a	successful	life	and	a	well-	functioning	society.	What	
demands	does	today’s	society	place	on	its	citizens?	The	answer	needs	to	be	rooted	
in	a	coherent	concept	of	what	constitutes	key	competencies	(DeSeCo,	2005,	p.6).	
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This	framework,	published	in	2003,	was	one	of	the	most	influential	to	follow	Lisbon	in	2000,	

and	 informed	 the	 development	 of	 the	 European	 Framework	 for	 Key	 Competences	

(OECD/DeSeCo,	2003).	From	the	outset	 it	was	anticipated	that	 this	 framework	would	have	

applicability	 beyond	 the	 OECD	 (OECD,	 2002).	 DeSeCo	 identified	 three	 broad	 categories:	

using	 tools	 interactively,	 interacting	 in	 heterogeneous	 groups	 and	 acting	 autonomously.	

Each	of	the	three	categories	contains	a	number	of	competencies	outlined	in	Table	2.4	below.		

	

Table	2.4	

	Key	competencies	for	a	successful	life	and	well-functioning	society	

	 Key	competencies	for	a	successful	life	and	well-functioning	society	
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Acting	Autonomously	
ability	to	defend	and	assert	one’s	rights,	interests,	responsibilities,	limits	and	needs	
ability	to	form	and	conduct	life	plans	and	personal	projects	
ability	to	act	within	the	big	picture/the	larger	context	
	
Using	tools	interactively	
the	ability	to	use	language,	symbols,	and	text	interactively	
the	ability	to	use	knowledge	and	information	interactively	
the	ability	to	use	(new)	technology	interactively	
	
Functioning	in	socially	heterogeneous	groups	
ability	to	relate	well	to	others	
ability	to	cooperate	
ability	to	manage	and	resolve	conflict	
	

Source:	Definition	and	Selection	of	Competencies:	Theoretical	and	Conceptual	Foundations	

(OECD/DeSeCo,	2002)	

		

DeSeCo	 set	 the	 tone	 for	 future	 documents	 on	 key	 competences,	 where	 it	 linked	 these	

competences	to	one	having	an	overall	successful	life	and	for	a	well-functioning	society	much	

like	 the	 earlier	 Delors	 report	 (OECD,	 2002,	 p.8).	 However,	 here	 competences	 were	 also	

linked	 to	 achieving	 economic	 growth	 through	 investments	 in	 human	 capital	 (Rychen	 and	

Salganik,	2003,	p.2).	The	OECD	asserts	that	DeSeCo	was		

influenced	by	what	societies	value	and	by	what	individuals,	groups,	and	institutions	
within	 those	 societies	 consider	 important…..	 a	 common	 vision	 of	 the	 world	 as	 a	
normative	 reference	 point	 is	 necessary	 for	 identifying	 those	 competencies	 that	
foster	social,	economic,	and	personal	well-being		(2002,	p.10).		

	
In	 addition,	 the	 framework	set	a	 conceptual	 context	 for	 international	assessments	 such	as	

the	Programme	for	International	Student	Assessment	(PISA),	the	International	Adult	Literacy	

Survey	(IALS),	and	the	Adult	Literacy	and	Life	Skills	Survey	(ALL)	(Rychen	and	Salganik,	2003,	



 

48 
 

p.2).	 As	 with	 most	 frameworks	 developed	 there	 is	 a	 dual	 role	 identified	 for	 the	

competences,	 social	 and	 personal	 fulfilment	 and	meeting	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 economy	 in	 a	

global	society	one	they	describe	as	complex,	interdependent,	and	conflict-prone	(Rychen	and	

Salganik,	2003,	p.3).	In	addition	to	this	dual	role	there	is	the	monitoring	and	evaluation	piece	

explicated.	In	doing	so	DeSeCo	ensured	that	competence	discourse	was	set	within	both	the	

political	and	ideological	agendas.	This	linking	of	the	framework	to	indicators	and	assessment	

tools	ensured	that	the	competence	agenda	got	attention	globally.	This	framework	was	used	

to	inform	the	work	of	the	NCCA	in	developing	the	Key	Skills	Framework	(NCCA,	2008,	p.9).		

	
2.4.3	The	European	Framework	for	Key	Competences	for	Lifelong	Learning	

Following	DeSeCo,	eight	key	competences	were	defined	at	EU	level,	as	a	result	of	five	years	

of	work	by	experts	and	government	representation	collaborating	through	the	Open	Method	

of	Coordination.	Council	and	the	European	Parliament	adopted	a	recommendation	of	the	EU	

working	group	on	key	competences	 for	 lifelong	 learning	 in	December	2006	 (Council	of	 the	

European	Union,	 2006).	 These	 eight	 competences	 represent	 a	 combination	 of	 knowledge,	

skills	and	attitudes	that	are	considered	necessary	for	personal	fulfilment	and	development,	

active	citizenship,	social	inclusion	and	employment:	

	

• communication	in	the	mother	tongue	
• communication	in	foreign	languages	
• mathematical	competence	and	basic	competence	in	science	and	technology;	
• digital	competence	
• learning	to	learn	
• social	and	civic	competence	
• sense	of	initiative	and	entrepreneurship	
• cultural	awareness	and	expression	(European	Commission,	2007b).	

	
Each	of	the	eight	competences	is	described	in	terms	of	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes.	For	

example	 the	 competence	 learning	 to	 learn	 is	describes	 in	Table	2.5	below.	 Looking	at	 this	

definition	 and	 at	 the	 essential	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 related	 to	 the	 competence	

learning	 to	 learn,	 the	 complexity	 of	 explicating	 individual	 competences	 becomes	 clear.	 So	

also	 is	 the	 transversal	nature	of	key	competences.	From	this	definition	 learning	 to	 learn	 is	

more	 than	 acquiring	 knowledge;	 it	 is	 about	 asking	 how	 we	 learn,	 why	 we	 learn	 and	

questioning	 consequences;	 it	 is	 about	 taking	 responsibility	 for	 the	process	of	 learning	and	

about	 being	 part	 of	 a	 learning	 community,	 the	 personal	 and	 the	 public	 aspects	 of	

competence	development.	
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Table	2.5	

Definition	and	essential	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	related	to	Learning	to	Learn	

Learning	to	learn	
	
Definition:	
‘Learning	 to	 learn’	 is	 the	 ability	 to	 pursue	 and	 persist	 in	 learning,	 to	 organise	 one's	 own	 learning,	
including	 through	 effective	management	 of	 time	 and	 information,	 both	 individually	 and	 in	 groups.	
This	 competence	 includes	 awareness	 of	 one's	 learning	 process	 and	 needs,	 identifying	 available	
opportunities,	and	the	ability	to	overcome	obstacles	 in	order	to	learn	successfully.	This	competence	
means	gaining,	processing	and	assimilating	new	knowledge	and	skills	as	well	as	seeking	and	making	
use	of	guidance.	Learning	to	learn	engages	learners	to	build	on	prior	learning	and	life	experiences	in	
order	to	use	and	apply	knowledge	and	skills	 in	a	variety	of	contexts:	at	home,	at	work,	 in	education	
and	training.	Motivation	and	confidence	are	crucial	to	an	individual's	competence.	
	
Essential	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	related	to	this	competence:	
	
Knowledge:	Where	learning	is	directed	towards	particular	work	or	career	goals,	an	individual	should	
have	 knowledge	 of	 the	 competences,	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 qualifications	 required.	 In	 all	 cases,	
learning	to	learn	requires	an	individual	to	know	and	understand	his/her	preferred	learning	strategies,	
the	 strengths	 and	weaknesses	 of	 his/her	 skills	 and	 qualifications,	 and	 to	 be	 able	 to	 search	 for	 the	
education	and	training	opportunities	and	guidance	and/or	support	available.	
	
Skills:	 Learning	 to	 learn	 skills	 require	 firstly	 the	 acquisition	 of	 the	 fundamental	 basic	 skills	 such	 as	
literacy,	numeracy	and	 ICT	 skills	 that	 are	necessary	 for	 further	 learning.	Building	on	 these	 skills,	 an	
individual	 should	 be	 able	 to	 access,	 gain,	 process	 and	 assimilate	 new	 knowledge	 and	 skills.	 This	
requires	 effective	management	 of	 one's	 learning,	 career	 and	work	 patterns,	 and,	 in	 particular,	 the	
ability	to	persevere	with	learning,	to	concentrate	for	extended	periods	and	to	reflect	critically	on	the	
purposes	and	aims	of	learning.	Individuals	should	be	able	to	dedicate	time	to	learning	autonomously	
and	with	 self-discipline,	 but	 also	 to	 work	 collaboratively	 as	 part	 of	 the	 learning	 process,	 draw	 the	
benefits	from	a	heterogeneous	group,	and	to	share	what	they	have	learnt.	Individuals	should	be	able	
to	organise	their	own	learning,	evaluate	their	own	work,	and	to	seek	advice,	information	and	support	
when	appropriate.	
	
Attitude:	 A	 positive	 attitude	 includes	 the	 motivation	 and	 confidence	 to	 pursue	 and	 succeed	 at	
learning	 throughout	 one's	 life.	 A	 problem-solving	 attitude	 supports	 both	 the	 learning	 process	 itself	
and	an	individual's	ability	to	handle	obstacles	and	change.	The	desire	to	apply	prior	learning	and	life	
experiences	and	the	curiosity	to	look	for	opportunities	to	learn	and	apply	learning	in	a	variety	of	life	
contexts	are	essential	elements	of	a	positive	attitude.	
Source:	Official	Journal	of	the	European	Union,	2006,	p.16.		

	

The	 framework	 also	 identified	 a	 number	 of	 transversal	 skills	 relevant	 to	 all	 eight	

competences:	 critical	 thinking,	 creativity,	 initiative,	 problem	 solving,	 risk	 assessment,	

decision	taking,	and	constructive	management	of	feelings.	It	is	not	surprising	that	countries	

are	 grappling	 with	 how	 to	 include	 in	 curriculum	 and	 assess	 these	 competences.	 See,	 for	

example,	 the	 work	 on	 developing	 a	 measurement	 instrument	 for	 learning	 to	 learn	 and	

creativity	(European	Commission,	2012a).	

	

This	European	Framework	has	probably	been	the	most	 influential	of	all	 the	frameworks	to	

date.	 The	 framework	 defined	 competence	 as	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 applied	
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appropriately	 to	 a	 given	 context	 needed	 for	 lifelong	 learning.	 It	 is	 stressed	 in	 supporting	

documentation	that	all	competences	should	be	regarded	as	equally	important	and	that	they	

overlap	 and	 intertwine	 in	 their	 development.	 The	 first	 three	 competences	 are	 linked	 to	

school	 curriculum	 and	 as	 such	 ‘easy’	 to	 implement,	 or	 at	 least	 visible	 in	 curriculum	

documents	(European	Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,	2012;	Arjomand	and	colleagues,	2013).	

However,	 this	 does	 mean	 that	 they	 are	 not	 often	 seen	 as	 transversal	 and	 take	 on	 an	

importance	in	their	ease	of	implementation.	The	other	five	competences	are	cross-curricular	

in	 nature	 and	 present	 a	 better	 opportunity	 to	 incorporate	 the	 transversal	 skills	 of	 critical	

thinking,	 creativity,	 sense	 of	 initiative,	 problem	 solving,	 risk	 assessment,	 decision-making	

and	constructive	management	of	feelings.	These	five	are	more	difficult	to	implement	and	to	

assess	and	have	been	perceived	and	interpreted	in	different	ways	(Halász	and	Michel,	2011).	

As	mentioned	earlier,	the	work	on	implementing	this	framework	across	the	EU	is	at	different	

stages,	with	a	diversity	of	approaches	being	used	in	countries.			

	

For	 descriptions	 of	 what	 ’	 approaches	 have	 been	 taken	 by	 individual	 countries	 to	

implementing	this	framework,	two	reports	can	be	considered:	CASE’s	report	commissioned	

by	The	Directorate	General	for	Education	and	Culture	of	the	European	Commission	(Gordan,	

Halasz,	Krawczyk,	Leney,	Michel,	Pepper,	Putkiewicz,	and	Wisniewski,	2009)	and	KeyCoNet’s	

2013	 Literature	 Review:	 Key	 competence	 development	 in	 school	 education	 in	 Europe	

(Arjomand,	Erstad,	Gilje,	Gordon,	Kallunki,	Kearney,	Rey,	Siewiorek,	Vivitsou,	and	von	Reis,	

2013);	both	provide	useful	overviews.	Gordan	and	colleagues	(2009	p.98),	propose	a	rough	

classification	for	the	policy	formulations	regarding	key	competences	for	Member	States	see	

Table	2.6	below.		

	

The	 challenge	 of	 developing	 a	 framework	 for	 all	 EU	 states,	 for	 all	 levels	 of	 education	 –	

formal,	 informal	 and	 non-formal	 –	 is	 onerous.	 There	 is	 a	 large	 number	 of	 culturally,	

politically	 and	 theoretically	 different	 stakeholders	 involved	 and	 policy	 development	 is	

complex;	therefore,	the	various	approaches	to	policy	formulation	are	not	surprising.	Hoskins	

and	Deakin	Crick	(2008)	advise	that	EU	policy	in	education	is	best	understood	as	a	‘complex	

living	 organism’	 comprising	 of	 multiple	 and	 contradictory	 voices,	 speaking	 from	 within	

different	macro-narratives	(p.308).		

	

	

	



 

51 
 

Table	2.6	

A	possible	typology	of	policy	orientation	to	competence	education	in	Europe	

Dominant	approach	 Country	
Functional	approaches:	 	
Mostly	skills	or	competence-based	 Cyprus,	 Germany,	 Ireland,	 Poland,	 Slovenia	 and	

United	Kingdom	
	

Mostly	subject-based	 Bulgaria,	Italy,	Malta	and	Portugal	
	

Thematic	approaches:	 	
Mostly	through	major	issues	of	society	 Denmark	and	Slovakia	

	
Mostly	through	developing	personal	qualities	 Austria	 (primary	 school),	 the	 Czech	 Republic,	

Greece,	Hungary	and	Luxembourg	
	

Goals	and	principles	based	 Finland,	Latvia,	Netherlands	and	Sweden	
	

Mixed	approach	(functional	and	thematic)	 Belgium,	Estonia	and	France	
	

Source:	Halasz	and	Michel	(2011,	p.	46).		

	

2.4.4	Scotland’s	Curriculum	for	Excellence	

England,	Wales,	 Scotland	 and	 Northern	 Ireland	 operate	 devolved	 education	 systems	with	

each	country’s	government	having	overall	 responsibility	 for	national	education	policy.	This	

said,	 England	 and	Wales	 work	 closely	 together,	 Scotland	 is	 completely	 independent,	 and	

Northern	Ireland	is	loosely	aligned	with	England.	Therefore,	for	the	purposes	of	this	review,	

they	can	be	taken	as	separate	entities.	The	key	skills	work	in	Scotland,	England	and	Northern	

Ireland	are	considered.		

	

Scotland’s	Curriculum	for	Excellence	 (CfE)	was	 formally	 implemented	 in	2010,	 following	an	

extended	period	of	reflection	since	its	first	inception	in	2004	(Scottish	Executive,	2004).	The	

curriculum	aims	to	help	every	learner	from	3-18	to	develop	knowledge,	skills	and	attributes	

for	 learning,	 life	 and	 work,	 which	 are	 encapsulated	 in	 the	 four	 capacities;	 a	 successful	

learner,	a	confident	individual,	a	responsible	citizen	and	an	effective	contributor,	illustrated	

below	in	Table	2.7.	The	successful	learner	is	described	as	having	enthusiasm	and	motivation	

for	 learning;	determination	to	reach	high	standards	of	achievement;	and	openness	 to	new	

thinking	 and	 ideas,	 and	 as	 being	 able	 to	use	 literacy,	 communication	 and	numeracy	 skills;	

use	technology	for	learning;	think	creatively	and	independently;	learn	independently	and	as	

part	of	a	group;	make	reasoned	evaluations;	link	and	apply	learning	in	new	situations.		This	

description	 resonates	 closely	 with	 the	 EU	 Learning	 to	 Learn	 competence	 and	 to	 the	 Irish	

Being	Personally	Effective	skill.	
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Table	2.7	

Curriculum	for	Excellence:	Four	capacities	with	attributes	and	capabilities.			

Successful	learners	 Confident	individuals	 Responsible	citizens	 Effective	contributors	
Attributes	
-	Enthusiasm	and	
motivation	for	learning	
-	Determination	to	
reach	high	standards	of	
achievement	
-	Openness	to	new	
thinking	and	ideas	
	
Capabilities	
-	Use	literacy,	
communication	and	
numeracy	skills	
-	Use	technology	for	
learning	
-	Think	creatively	and	
independently	
-	Learn	independently	
and	as	part	of	a	group	
-	Make	reasoned	
evaluations	
-	Link	and	apply	
different	kinds	of	
learning	in	new	
situations	

Attributes	
-	Self-respect	
-	A	sense	of	physical,	
mental	and	emotional	
well-being		
-	Secure	values	and	
beliefs		
-	Ambition		
	
Capabilities	
-	Relate	to	others	and	
manage	themselves	
-	Pursue	a	healthy	and	
active	lifestyle	
-	Be	self-aware	
-	Develop	and	
communicate	their	
own	beliefs	and	view	
of	the	world	
-	Live	as	independently	
as	they	can	
-	Assess	risk	and	make	
informed	decisions	
-	Achieve	success	in	
different	areas	of	
activity	
	

Attributes	
-	Respect	for	others	-	
Commitment	to	
participate	responsibly	
in	political,	economic,	
social	and	cultural	life	
	
	
	
Capabilities	
-	Develop	knowledge	
and	understanding	of	
the	world	and	
Scotland’s	place	in	it	
-	Understand	different	
beliefs	and	cultures	
-	Make	informed	
choices	and	decisions	
-	Evaluate	
environmental,	
scientific	and	technical	
issues	
-	Develop	informed,	
ethical	views	of	
complex	issues	
	

Attributes	
-	An	enterprising	
attitude	
-	Resilience	
-	Self-reliance	
	
	
	
	
Capabilities	
-	Communicate	in	
different	ways	and	
different	settings	
-	Work	in	partnership	
and	in	teams	
-	Take	the	initiative	and	
lead	
-	Apply	critical	thinking	
in	new	contexts	
-	Create	and	develop	
-	Solve	problems	
	

Source:	Curriculum	for	Excellence	Scotland	(Scottish	Executive,	2004,	p.12)	

	

The	 curriculum	 is	 described	 in	 experience	 and	 outcomes	 across	 eight	 curricular	 areas:	

Expressive	 arts,	 Health	 and	 wellbeing,	 Languages,	 Mathematics,	 Religious	 and	 moral	

education,	Sciences,	Social	studies,	and	Technologies.	According	to	the	supporting	website,	

the	 experiences	 and	 outcomes	 for	 each	 curriculum	 area	 build	 in	 all	 the	 attributes	 and	

capabilities	 and	 so	 develop	 the	 four	 capacities	 (www.educationscotland.gov.uk).	 This	 is	

similar	 to	 Ireland	where	 it	 is	proposed	 that	 the	key	 skills	will	be	embedded	within	 subject	

specifications;	Scotland	is	ahead,	however,	having	already	embedded	the	four	capacities	 in	

all	their	specifications.		

	

However,	 its	 implementation	 has	 not	 been	 without	 challenges.	 Cumming	 (2011),	 using	

Assessment	 is	 For	 Learning	 AiFL	 as	 an	 example	 of	 professional	 development	 that	 was	

successful	 in	 Scotland,	 contends	 that	 CfE	 did	 not	 at	 the	 outset	 provide	 a	 clear	 accessible	

research	 base	 for	 the	 proposed	 changes	 to	 content,	 pedagogy,	 policy	 or	 practice	 and	

therefore	did	not	get	buy-in.	AiFL	,on	the	other	hand,	was	underpinned	by	research	that	was	
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very	easily	applied	to	classroom	teaching	and	supported	by	clear,	tried	and	tested	strategies	

and	teaching,	learning	and	assessment	techniques.		Priestly	and	Minty	(2013)	found	that	CfE	

does	not	clearly	articulate	questions	of	what	should	be	learned	and	why,	and	warned	against	

students	being	taught	skills	instead	of	academic	knowledge.	While	their	critique	focuses	on	

the	implementation	of	CfE	rather	than	on	the	curriculum,	they	do	call	for	a	more	theoretical	

basis	for	the	curriculum	and	for	the	need	for	active	student-centered	learning	(Priestly	and	

Minty,	2013;	Biesta	and	Priestly,	2013;	Priestley,	2014).	They	also	question	the	openness	of	

the	CfE	framework,	which	allows	professional	curriculum	space	for	teachers	on	the	one	hand	

and	 then	 provides	 atomised	 detail	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 detailed	 Experience	 and	 Outcomes	

document,	 leaving	 little	 room	 for	 professional	 agency	 (p.5).	 Fisher	 found	 that	 over-

specification	 of	 curriculum	 in	 England	 led	 to	more	 teacher-centred	 teaching	 (2007).	 CfE	 is	

built	 around	 a	 social	 constructivist	 model,	 which	 is	 more	 implicit	 than	 explicit	 in	 the	

specifications.	 This	 is	 a	 criticism	 that	 could	 also	 be	 levelled	 at	 the	 Irish	 proposals.	 At	 this	

stage	 in	 most	 of	 the	 curriculum	 developments	 around	 competences,	 there	 is	 little	

independent	 research	 that	 can	 point	 to	 impact	 of	 the	 changes,	 which	 is	 one	 of	 the	

motivating	factors	for	this	research	(Donaldson,	2014).		

	

2.4.5	England:	Key	Skills		

After	 the	publication	of	 the	Dearing	Report	 (1997),	a	 lot	of	attention	was	 focused	on	core	

skills	and	key	skills	 leading	to	the	 implementation	of	a	Key	Skills	Qualification	at	A	 level,	 in	

2000.	The	assessment	model	comprised	the	completion	of	a	portfolio	and	of	an	externally	

set	 and	marked	 test	 in	 the	 three	 key	 skills	 of	 Communication,	Application	of	Number	 and	

Information	 Technology.	 	 The	 three	 ‘wider’	 key	 skills,	 Improving	 own	 learning	 and	

performance,	 Problem	 solving,	 and	 Working	 with	 others,	 were	 assessed	 and	 schools	

provided	 optional	 certificates	 of	 achievement	 which	 were	 outside	 of	 the	 qualifications.	

These	were	awarded	on	completion	of	a	portfolio.	Early	reviews	 identified	many	problems	

with	 this	 qualification,	 including	 the	 assessment	 load	 for	 students	 and	 teachers,	 the	

recognition	of	key	skills	and	not	wider	skills	by	Universities	and	Colleges	Admissions	Service	

(UCAS),	 the	 status	 of	 key	 skills	 in	 relation	 to	 General	 Certificate	 of	 Secondary	 Education	

(GCSE),	and	so	on	(Hargreaves,	2003;	Priestley,	2003).	Hodgson	and	Spours	found	that	The	

Key	 Skills	 Qualification	 is	 overwhelmingly	 viewed	 by	 students	 and	 by	 practitioners	 as	 a	

‘hassle’	 and	without	much	 ‘currency’	with	 little	 ‘use’	 or	 ‘exchange’	 value	 (2002,	 p.37).	 The	

overcrowded	 curriculum	 led	 to	 less	 student-centred	 teaching	 (Fisher,	 2007).	 The	
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qualification	was	later	dropped.	This	is	significant,	as	in	2003	Hodgson	and	Spours	presented	

a	critique	of	Curriculum	2000	to	NCCA	at	a	seminar	on	developing	the	Irish	key	skills	(2003b).			

	

Moving	on,	in	the	2004	document	for	teachers	on	the	National	Curriculum,	six	skill	areas	are	

described	as	key	skills	because	they	help	learners	to	improve	their	learning	and	performance	

in	education,	work	and	life	(p.21).	These	key	skills	are	embedded	in	the	National	Curriculum	

and	include	Communication,	Application	of	number,	 Information	technology,	Working	with	

others,	 Improving	 own	 learning	 and	 performance,	 and	 Problem	 solving.	 Separate	 thinking	

skills	 are	 described.	 The	 document	 assert	 that	 by	using	 thinking	 skills	 pupils	 can	 focus	 on	

‘knowing	 how’	 as	 well	 as	 ‘knowing	 what’	 –	 learning	 how	 to	 learn	 (p.22).	 They	 include	

Information	 processing	 skills,	 Reasoning	 skills,	 Enquiry	 skills,	 Creative	 thinking	 skills,	 and	

Evaluation	skills.	 In	addition,	Financial	 capability,	Enterprise	and	entrepreneurial	 skills,	 and	

Education	for	sustainable	development	are	described	(Department	 for	Education	and	Skills	

DfES,	2004).	

	

England	 has	 gone	 through	 a	 lot	 of	 change	 in	 the	 last	 ten	 years,	 with	 a	 new	 national	

curriculum	 being	 implemented	 from	 September	 2014	 by	 the	 now	 named	 Department	 for	

Education	DfE.		The	emphasis	is	back	to	what	might	be	termed	core	skills.	The	areas	at	Key	

Stage	3	and	4,	 for	11-16	year	olds,	are	numeracy	and	mathematics,	 language	and	 literacy,	

and	inclusion.	Mathematics,	English	and	science	are	core	subjects.	Language	and	literacy	are	

described	as	being	 integral	aspects	of	the	teaching	of	every	subject	(p.10).	Teachers	should	

use	every	relevant	subject	to	develop	pupils’	mathematical	fluency	(p.9).	There	is	no	mention	

of	the	key	skills	or	thinking	skills	listed	in	the	2014	document.		

	

2.4.6	Northern	Ireland	-	Key	Skills	

At	key	Stage	4,	the	Northern	Ireland	curriculum	defines	three	components	of	learning:		

• Subject	knowledge	and	understanding	
• Cross-Curricular	Skills		
• Thinking	 Skills	 and	 Personal	 Capabilities	 (referred	 to	 as	Other	 Skills	 at	 Key	

Stage	4)	(Department	of	Education	Northern	Ireland	(DENI),	2007).		
	

The	 cross-curricular	 skills	 are	 Communication,	 Using	Mathematics	 and	 Using	 ICT,	 and	 are	

described	as	the	core	skills	 through	which	young	people	access	and	apply	their	knowledge	

and	understanding	 (Northern	 Ireland	Council	 for	Curriculum	Examinations	and	Assessment	

(CCEA),	 undated,	 p.20).	 Teachers	 are	 provided	with	 levels	 of	 progression	 to	 help	monitor	

student	progression	 in	 the	 skill	 area.	Thinking	Skills	 and	Capabilities	are	 listed	as:	Problem	
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Solving,	Self-Management	and	Working	with	Others.	Teachers	are	provided	with	progression	

maps	to	help	monitor	student	progress	(see	Table	2.8	for	an	example).			

	

Table	2.8	

Progression	map	for	working	with	others	Northern	Ireland	curriculum.			

Progression		

Working	with	

others		

Pupils	will	develop	their	ability	to	learn	with	and	from	others	through		

cooperation	

Across	a	range	of	subjects,	pupils	demonstrate	the	ability	to:	

ask	questions	to	clarify,	
explore	and	develop	ideas;	
	
help	others	to	learn	by	sharing	
ideas	and	opinions;	
	
ask	for	help	and	support	
others	when	appropriate;	
	
monitor	and	review	work	with	
peers	to	identify	strengths	and	
areas	for	improvements	in	
their	learning;	
	
respond	to	each	other	in	
constructive	and	respectful	
ways;		
	
manage	their	emotions,	use	
appropriate	language	and	
respect	the	views	of	others.	

ask	questions	to	challenge	others’	
ideas,	showing	sensitivity;	
	
help	others	to	learn	by	giving	
constructive	guidance	to	help	
improve	their	work;	
	
support	co-operative	ways	of	
working;	
	
work	with	peers	to	evaluate	and	
improve	their	performance;	
	
	
listen	to	and	accept	constructive	
criticism	of	others;		
	
	
manage	their	emotions,	show	
interest	in	others’	views	and	
sensitivity	for	their	feelings.	

pose	and	work	through	key	
questions	to	synthesise	views,	
evaluate	and	validate	options;	
demonstrate	and	share	
expertise	with	a	genuine	desire	
to	help	others	to	learn;	
	
seek	effective	ways	to	develop	
co-operation,	including	
resolving	conflict;	
work	with	peers	to	devise	ways	
to	evaluate	and	improve	their	
performance;	
	
respond	constructively	and	
respectively	to	others;		
	
	
manage	their	emotions,	
demonstrating	empathy	and	
sensitivity	to	others.	

Source:	(CCEA	undated,	p.37).			

	

Schools	are	encouraged	to	use	a	whole-school	approach	to	 improving	standards	 in	 literacy	

and	numeracy	through	developing	these	cross-curricular	skills	(DENI,	2011).	In	the	Northern	

Ireland	 curriculum	 the	 cross-curricular	 and	 other	 skills	 are	 described	 and	 expected	 to	 be	

developed	through	the	subject	knowledge	and	understanding	across	all	subjects.	The	cross-

curricular	skills	are	assessed	through	the	curricular	subjects	of	English	and	mathematics	and,	

in	the	case	of	Using	ICT,	 in	all	subjects	and	at	a	whole-school	 level	as	part	of	their	Literacy	

and	Numeracy	strategy	(CCEA	undated,	p.37).		It	is	proposed	that	assessing	progress	in	skills	

of	 Problem	 Solving,	Working	with	Others,	 and	 Self-Management	 should	 be	 formative	 and	

diagnostic,	 using	 a	 combination	 of	 teacher	 observation,	 pupil	 peer	 evaluation	 and	 self-

evaluation.	 The	proposals	 around	 assessment	were	 informed	by	 research	 into	 assessment	

for	learning	by	the	Assessment	Reform	Group	(2006).	
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CCEA’s	proposals	emerge	from	well-documented	processes	and	are	built	on	existing	
good	 practice,	 research,	 consultation,	 trialling	 and	 piloting.	 At	 the	 heart	 of	 the	
proposals	 is	 the	 teacher	 as	 professional	 –	 the	 manager	 of	 learning	 in	 his	 or	 her	
classroom	(CCEA,	2006,	p.19).	

	

It	is	recommended	that	teachers	should	regularly	observe	pupils	using	these	skills	to	form	an	

impression	of	how	well	they	can	demonstrate	them	(CCEA,	undated,	p.38).	They	are	provided	

with	guidance	on	factors	involved	in	assessing	skills,	such	as	pupil’s	self-evaluation,	the	use	

of	rich	tasks	and	teacher	observations.		The	role	of	pedagogy	in	embedding	and	developing	

the	skills	 in	 subjects	 is	very	evident	 in	curriculum	documents.	Colwill	and	Gallagher	 (2007)	

contend	 that,	 by	 retaining	 subject	 emphasis	with	 reduced	 content	 and	 by	 placing	 greater	

emphasis	on	the	development	of	skills	and	connections	across	learning,	Northern	Ireland	has	

made	room	for	a	greater	emphasis	on	learning	(p.421).	Teachers	report	that	while	the	new	

curriculum	 has	 increased	 their	 workload,	 70%	 of	 them	 think	 their	 teaching	 has	 improved	

with	the	changes	 (General	Teaching	Council	 for	Northern	 Ireland	(GTCNI),	2011);	however,	

there	are	problems	with	assessment	being	poorly	aligned	with	the	skills	agenda	(Gallagher,	

Hipkins	and	Zohar,	2012).	The	implementation	of	this	curriculum	was	helped	by	CCEA	being	

able	 to	 work	 closely	 with	 partner	 organisations	 to	 plan	 a	 well-supported	 implementation	

strategy,	which	 included	a	 comprehensive	 range	of	 support	materials.	However,	 these	are	

available	 on-line	 and	 the	 provision	 of	 face	 to	 face	 support	 for	 teachers	 has	 been	 seen	 as	

inadequate	(Colwill	and	Gallagher,	2007).			

	

2.4.7	Singapore	21st	Century	Competences	Framework		

In	 2009,	 Singapore	 developed	 its	 21st	 Century	 Competences	 Framework	 that	was	 to	 form	

part	of	Curriculum	2015	published	in	2010	(MOE,	2010b).	This	came	after	a	period	of	change	

in	education	arising	 from	the	Thinking	Schools,	 Learning	Nation	 (TSLN)	policy	blueprint	 for	

Singapore	schools	to	take	them	into	the	21st	century	(Goh,	1997).	According	to	Koh	(2002),	

the	 rationale	 for	 this	 curriculum	 policy	 was	 informed	 by	 a	 human	 capital	 ideology	 and	 a	

competitive	nationalism	that	saw	education	as	a	social	investment	in	preparing	students	to	

participate	 in	 a	 global,	 competitive	 economy.	 Again,	 the	 driving	 force	was	 the	 knowledge	

economy	ideology.	Singapore	is	interesting	in	the	context	of	developing	key	competences,	as	

its	 education	 system	 has	 been	 very	 successful	 in	 knowledge	 transmission	 and	 has	 a	

dependence	on	 traditional	 examinations	 –	 not	 unlike	 Ireland	 (OECD,	 2012b).	 According	 to	

Ng,	 the	 Singapore	 education	 policy	 is	 pursuing	 a	 centralised,	 decentralised	 strategy	 in	

managing	schools.	Schools	are	being	given	more	autonomy	but	within	a	strict	accountability	

culture.	Education	has	been	criticised	for	not	measuring	up	to	the	demands	of	globalisation	
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and	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 knowledge	 age	 and	 it	 is	 in	 this	 context	 that	 the	 21st	 Century	

Competences	Framework	has	been	developed	(Ng,	2010).			

	

The	 framework	comprises	Critical	and	 Inventive	Thinking,	 Information	and	Communication	

Skills,	as	well	as	Civic	Literacy,	Global	Awareness,	and	Cross-cultural	Skills,	along	with	values	

and	 social-emotional	 competences.	 These	 competences	 are	 learned	 in	 context	 within	

disciplines,	as	 is	proposed	 in	 Ireland,	and	through	project	work	and	co-curricular	activities.	

This	 project	 work	 is	 brought	 in	 to	 encourage	 students	 to	 see	 the	 connections	 across	

disciplines.	Table	2.9	gives	an	overview	of	the	domains.		

	

National	 assessments	 in	 Singapore	 have	 also	 changed	 to	 give	 a	 greater	 importance	 to	

process	and	 reasoning.	Assessment	 is	 seen	as	an	 integral	part	of	 the	 learning	process	and	

provides	 information	 to	 inform	 practice.	 Schools	 in	 Singapore	 have	 implemented	 various	

school-based	 assessments	 that	 provide	 opportunities	 for	 students	 to	 develop	 and	

demonstrate	 21st	 Century	 Competences.	 Examples	 include	 questions	 requiring	 analysis	 of	

unfamiliar	 texts,	 questions	 requiring	 students	 to	 design	 experiments,	 and	 coursework	

requiring	students	to	create	an	artefact	and	to	explain	how	the	design	was	conceptualized	

(Ministry	of	Education,	2010a).	Many	schools	 report	 the	use	of	problem-based	 learning	or	

creative	problem-solving	approaches	to	structure	project	tasks	such	as	students	deciding	the	

type	 and	 quantity	 of	 items	 to	 donate	 to	 tsunami	 survivors.	 The	 Ministry	 of	 Education	

provides	 teachers	 with	 Standards	 and	 Benchmarks	 for	 21st	 Century	 Competences.	 The	

standards	are	aspirational	statements	that	define	what	students	should	know	and	be	able	to	

do;	 the	 benchmarks	 further	 specify	 and	 clarify	 the	 standards	 indicating	 developmentally	

appropriate	targets	for	each	stage	of	education.	They	provide	a	common	point	of	reference	

for	all	 teachers	 to	plan,	 teach,	and	assess	 the	competences.	They	also	provide	a	guide	 for	

systematic	evaluation	(Ministry	of	Education,	2010a).	The	implementation	of	this	change	to	

assessment	has	been	challenging,	with	some	questioning	the	content	knowledge	demands	

of	some	of	the	tasks	and	of	the	teaching	practices	needed	to	develop	competences	(Centre	

for	 Educational	 Research	 and	 Innovation	 (CERI),	 2013).	 Salas-Pilco	 (2013)	 cites	 this	

framework	as	one	 that	was	developed	 for	 the	needs	of	 its	 society	with	 social	and	cultural	

competences	being	given	prominence.	The	difference	with	this	framework	is	perhaps	 in	 its	

development,	 arising	 from	 the	 earlier	 reform	 efforts	 in	 Thinking	 Schools,	 Learning	 Nation	

(TSLN)	compared	to	many	of	the	European	Frameworks	that	were	influenced	by	DeSeCo	and	

the	EU.		
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Table	2.9	

Overview	of	the	domains	and	components	of	the	Singapore	21st	Century	Competences.		

Singapore	21st	Century	Competences.		
Core	Values	 Respect,	Responsibility,	Integrity,	Care,	Resilience,	Harmony	
Social	and	
Emotional	
Competences	

Self-awareness	
Self-management	
Social	awareness	
Relationship-management	
Responsible	decision-making	
	

Domains	 Civic	literacy,	global	
awareness	and	cross-
cultural	skills	
	

Critical	and	inventive	
thinking	

Information	and	
communication	skills	

Components	 Active	community	life	
National	and	cultural	
identity	
Global	awareness	
Socio-cultural	
sensitivity	and	
awareness	

	

Sound	reasoning	and	
decision-making	
Reflective	thinking	
Curiosity	and	creativity	
Managing	complexities	
and	ambiguities	

	

Openness	
Management	of	information	
Responsible	use	of	
information	
Communicating	effectively	

Source	Ministry	of	Education,	2010b	

	

The	 outcome	 of	 developing	 these	 21st	 century	 competencies	 is	 a	 confident	 person,	 self-

directed	learner,	active	contributor	and	concerned	citizen.	The	outcomes	are	not	unlike	the	

outcomes	aspired	 to	 in	 the	 Irish	 Junior	Cycle	Key	Skills	 Framework.	A	 suite	of	professional	

development	materials,	 including	 pedagogical	 exemplars,	 supports	 Singapore’s	 curriculum	

framework.	Schools	are	also	 involved	 in	developing	Holistic	Development	Profiles	 for	 their	

students,	 which	 will	 record	 the	 student’s	 progress	 in	 developing	 competences	 (Plomp,	

2013).	Curriculum	2015	 is	 still	 at	 the	 implementation	phase	and,	 as	 a	 result,	 there	 is	 little	

formal	research	or	evaluation	available	at	this	time.		

	

2.4.8	Quebéc	Cross-Curricular	competencies		

The	 Quebéc	 Education	 programme	 promotes	 the	 development	 of	 what	 is	 referred	 to	 as	

cross-curricular	competencies.	These	competencies	cut	across	subject	boundaries	and	entail	

the	capacity	 to	act	effectively	by	mobilizing	a	variety	of	 resources.	The	programme	asserts	

that	 these	 competencies	 should	 be	 used	 and	 worked	 on,	 first	 of	 all,	 in	 subject	 specific	

programs	and	 in	activities	 that	are	part	of	school	 life	 (Ministére	de	 l’Éducation,	2007).	See	

Table	2.10	for	details.		
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Table	2.10	

Cross-curricular	competencies,	Secondary	cycle	two,	Quebéc	Education	programme.	

Cross-curricular	competencies,	Secondary	cycle	two	
Categories		 Cross-curricular	competencies	
Intellectual	 to	use	information	

to	solve	problems	
to	exercise	crucial	judgment	
to	use	creativity	

Methodological	 to	adopt	effective	work	methods	
to	use	information	and	communications	technologies	

Personal	and	social	 to	achieve	his/her	potential	
to	cooperate	with	others	

Communication	 to	communicate	appropriately		

Source:	Ministére	de	l’Éducation,	du	Loísir	et	du	Sport	(2007)	

	

As	 part	 of	 the	 reforms,	 teachers	 have	 to	 develop	 these	 cross-curricular	 competencies	 in	

tandem	 with	 integrating	 new	 knowledge	 from	 different	 disciplines	 into	 their	 teaching.	 In	

addition,	teachers	are	asked	to	frame	their	teaching	within	broad	areas	of	learning	such	as	

citizenship	 and	 environmental	 education.	 	 They	 must	 design	 activities	 based	 on	 social	

constructivist	 theories	 using	 teaching	 approaches	 that	 encourage	 active	 student	

participation	within	broad,	contextualized	and	integrated	learning	experiences	(Ministére	de	

l’Éducation,	 2007).	 Potvin	 and	 Dionne	 (2007),	 working	 with	 science	 teachers	 on	 the	

implementation	 of	 the	Québec’s	 Educational	 Reform,	 found	much	of	 the	 same	 challenges	

with	the	reform	as	arose	in	Scotland	and	Singapore.	There	was	a	resistance	to	change	and,	

even	 where	 teachers	 were	 motivated	 by	 the	 reforms,	 they	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 let	 go	 of	

content	 and	 to	 change	 practice.	 Some	 felt	 that	 the	 reform	 threatened	 to	 sacrifice	 a	

generation	 of	 students	 (p.404).	 This	 also	 echoes	with	 curriculum	debate	 in	 Ireland	 on	 the	

implementation	 of	 Project	 Maths.	 This	 is	 a	 major	 curriculum	 reform	 of	 post-primary	

mathematics	 education	 in	 Ireland.	 In	 their	 study	 they	 talk	 about	 the	 lack	 of	

professionalisation	 within	 teaching	 and	 the	 need	 for	 coaching	 rather	 than	 training	 for	

teachers.	 They	 distinguish	 coaching	 as	 a	 process	 of	 on-going	 feedback	 and	 academic	

support.	 They	 call	 for	 implementation	 to	 get	 as	 much	 attention	 and	 support	 as	 the	

development	of	the	curriculum	reforms	(Potvin	and	Dionne	2007).	Pardy	(2010)	questioned	

the	value	of	teaching	environmental	education	through	mathematics	and	other	subjects	and	

contends	 that	 this	 leads	 to	 an	 over	 simplified	 view	 of	 environmental	 education	 that	 only	

serves	 to	 instil	 orthodox	 environmental	 values	 in	 students.	 These	 criticisms	 of	 a	 surface	

integration	 of	 a	 theme	 such	 as	 environmental	 education	 could	 also	 be	 levelled	 at	 the	

integration	 of	 cross-curricular	 competencies.	 It	 also	 points	 to	 the	 challenges	 faced	 when	

changing	curriculum	to	meet	diverse	needs	of	the	economy	and	society.		
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2.4.9	New	Zealand	Key	Competencies	

The	New	Zealand	Curriculum	identifies	five	key	competencies:	

• thinking	
• using	language,	symbols,	and	texts	
• managing	self	
• relating	to	others	
• participating	and	contributing.	

	

People	 use	 these	 competencies	 to	 live,	 learn,	work,	 and	 contribute	 as	 active	members	 of	

their	 communities.	More	 complex	 than	 skills,	 the	 competencies	 draw	 also	 on	 knowledge,	

attitudes,	and	values	in	ways	that	lead	to	action.	They	are	not	separate	or	stand-alone.	They	

are	the	key	to	learning	in	every	learning	area	(Ministry	of	Education,	2007).	This	framework	

is	interesting	to	examine	in	the	context	of	developments	in	Ireland	as	the	changes	have	been	

in	 place	 since	 2007	 and	have	been	 evaluated	 (Sinemma,	 2011).	 Research	 in	 early	 adopter	

schools	found	that	key	competences	provided	opportunities	and	challenges	as	a	vehicle	for	

changing	teaching	and	learning.	Some	of	these	challenges	are	related	to	the	complex	nature	

of	 developing	 key	 competences,	 alluded	 to	 earlier	 in	 this	 literature	 review	 (Deakin	 Crick,	

2008;	Buckingham	Shum	&	Deakin	Crick,	2012),	and	the	time	needed	for	 teachers	 to	build	

personal	understandings	of	key	competences	(Hipkins	and	McDowall,	2013;	Schagen,	2011).	

Despite	a	 flexible	system	allowing	 for	 local,	 school-level	curriculum	design,	 the	problem	of	

external	assessment	and	the	need	for	exemplification	is	cited	as	challenges	to	competence	

development	(Gallagher,	Hipkins	and	Zohar,	2012).		The	time	needed	for	change	to	embed	is	

also	 highlighted,	 with	 commentators	 contending	 that	 the	 process	 of	 implementing	 key	

competences	 in	 schools	 is	 ongoing	 and	 not	 yet	 embedded	 in	 practice.	 They	 call	 for	more	

researcher/practitioner	 partnerships	 to	 help	 explicate	 the	 nature	 of	 relationships	 between	

immediate	and	longer-term	outcomes	of	learning	(Hipkins	and	McDowall,	2013).	To	help	in	

this	process,	the	Ministry	of	Education	in	New	Zealand	set	up	a	project	in	2010	to	work	with	

primary	and	secondary	schools	and	teachers	on	developing	supporting	materials	called	Key	

Competences	and	Effective	Pedagogy.	

	

2.5	Conclusion		

This	 literature	 review	 sought	 to	 analyse	 a	 range	 of	 policy	 developments	 nationally	 and	

internationally	 since	 Lisbon	 in	 2000	 and	 to	 show	 how	 these	 developments	 have	 shifted	

debate	 on	 education	 in	 Ireland	 to	 the	 inclusion	 of	 key	 skills	 in	 curriculum	 policy.	

Policymaking	 is	 not	 simple	 or	 linear.	We	 see	 this	 in	 the	 challenges	 faced	 by	 the	 NCCA	 in	
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implementing	change	to	senior	cycle	education	and,	more	recently,	the	proposed	changes	to	

junior	 cycle	education	 in	 Ireland.	Both	here	 in	 Ireland	and	across	Europe	 it	 is	 evident	 that	

there	are	multiple	actors	involved	in	policy	development,	often	with	conflicting	ideas.	Many	

different	 stakeholders	 within	 a	 vast	 range	 of	 constraints	 and	 influences	 affect	 curriculum	

development	 and	 change.	 These	 actors	 can	 represent	 cultural,	 political	 or	 epistemological	

stances,	or	a	combination	of	all	three	(Slattery,	2013).	The	Lisbon	agenda	does	not	represent	

the	 start	 of	 developments	 on	 competence	 education,	 which	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 vocational	

education	 and	 training;	 indeed,	 some	 countries	 had	 already	 been	 grappling	 with	 key	

competences	 since	 the	 1990’s	 (See	 Dabrowski	 and	 Wisnieki,	 2011	 on	 Polish	 education).	

However,	 the	positioning	of	key	competences	at	 the	 forefront	of	educational	policy	across	

Europe	 can	be	 clearly	 linked	back	 to	 Lisbon	 (Council	 of	 the	European	Union,	 2000),	which	

positioned	learning	at	the	heart	of	social	cohesion	and	economic	competitiveness.	Lisbon	led	

to	 the	 introduction	 of	 Open	 Method	 of	 Coordination,	 which	 has	 led	 to	 the	 setting	 of	

European	 common	 objectives	 and	 a	 system	 of	 monitoring	 these	 objectives	 through	

indicators.	The	Lisbon	agenda	is	a	distinct	European-centred	project	whose	aim	is	to	‘thicken’	

the	discourses	and	institutions	of	Europe,	irrespective	of	economic	competition	(Dale,	2009,	

p.27).	The	peer-learning	cluster	on	key	competences,	set	up	as	part	of	 the	OMC,	has	been	

influential	 in	curriculum	development	across	Europe	and	especially	 in	 Ireland.	Deakin	Crick	

(2008)	warns	 that	 European	 texts	 are	 best	 viewed	 as	 complex	 and	multifaceted	 ‘collages’	

which	are	dynamic	rather	than	static	and,	when	it	comes	to	the	discussion	of	competences,	

this	is	especially	true	(p.311).			

	

The	 frameworks	 examined	 in	 this	 section	 clearly	 show	 the	 roots	 of	 the	 thinking	 on	

competence	 development	 in	 school	 education,	 starting	 with	 the	 UNESCO	 four	 pillars,	

moving	on	to	the	work	of	OECD/DeSeCo	and	the	development	of	the	European	Framework	

for	 key	 Competences.	 The	 scoping	 of	 frameworks	 from	 other	 countries	 provided	 useful	

information	in	the	context	of	this	research.	This	initial	scoping	of	the	literature	indicates	that	

all	 countries	are	grappling	with	 introducing	key	competences	 into	school	education	 in	one	

form	or	another.		There	is	no	uniform	approach	to	implementing	key	competences	and	the	

approaches	 and	 nomenclature	 vary	 according	 to	 education	 system	 and	 school	 context.		

Countries	examined	have	all	recognised	the	need	to	develop	competences	in	the	context	of	

all	 learning.	 However,	 as	 seen	 in	 New	 Zealand,	 Singapore	 and	 Scotland,	 naming	 the	

competences	or	capabilities	is	not	enough	as	there	is	a	risk	that	they	will	be	subsumed	into	

or	onto	formal	learning	and	not	developed	in	any	real	sense.	All	the	frameworks	examined	
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acknowledge	 that,	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 competences,	 it	 requires	 rethinking	what	 students	

learn,	 how	 they	 learn	 and	 the	 learning	 environment	 in	which	 they	 learn—whether	 this	 is	

within	 formal	 schooling	 or	 outside	 it.	 This	 requires	 changing	 the	 curriculum	 to	 embed	

competences	within	the	knowledge,	changing	the	dominant	pedagogical	strategies	to	enable	

students	 to	 socially	 construct	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 within	 environments	 that	

encourage	 collaboration	 and	 the	 development	 of	 learning	 communities.	 This	 requires	 a	

change	 in	 school	 culture	 and	 should	 start	 by	 focusing	 attention	 on	 changing	 learners’	

experiences	(Grayson,	2014).	Pedagogy	is	at	the	heart	of	developing	key	competences.	Many	

of	 the	 frameworks	describe	qualities	 such	as	creativity,	 innovation,	personal	effectiveness,	

skills	such	as	reflection,	and	so	on.	Heretofore,	the	development	of	these	competences	was	

left	to	chance	in	many	education	systems;	the	competence	agenda	calls	for	them	to	be	more	

evident	 in	 curricula,	 in	 teaching	 strategies	 employed,	 and	 in	 assessment.	 In	 this	 review	of	

frameworks	from	other	countries,	which	is	by	no	means	exhaustive,	it	is	evident	that	there	

are	many	similarities	and	some	differences	 in	how	various	countries	are	 implementing	this	

skills	agenda.	Assessment	of	competences	remains	one	of	the	key	challenges	(Pepper,	2013).		

	

There	 are	 common	 challenges	 faced	 by	 countries	 in	 implementing	 competence-based	

curriculum:	how	to	assess	this	kind	of	learning,	how	to	bring	about	changes	to	pedagogical	

practices	 and	 the	 need	 to	move	 away	 from	what	 Reid	 calls	 ‘name	 and	 hope’	 approaches	

(2006).	 If	 they	 are	 named	 in	 written	 curriculum	 they	 will	 happen	 in	 enacted	 curriculum.	

Many	 countries	 have	 written	 competences	 into	 curriculum	 materials	 but	 there	 is	 little	

evidence	 of	 impact	 on	 student	 learning	 to	 date.	 Hipkins	 and	 McDowall,	 among	 others,	

caution	 against	 the	 layer-over	 attitude	 to	 embedding	 key	 competences	 into	 curricular	

subjects.	They	talk	about	the	complex	nature	of	competences	and	the	need	for	more	detail	

on	how	they	are	developed,	and	assessed.	They,	among	others,	point	to	the	lack	of	quality	

data	on	the	implementation	of	competence	education	at	the	classroom	level	and	the	need	

for	 exemplification	 on	 pedagogical	 practices	 (Hipkins	 and	 McDowall,	 2013;	 Plomp,	 2013;	

Hipkins	and	Boyd,	2011;	Priestley,	2010).		

	

Among	all	 the	 lists	generated	 in	 the	 last	 ten	years	 there	 is	general	 consensus	on	 the	 skills	

needed.	While	the	five	skills	 identified	by	the	NCCA	may	not	be	the	definitive	 list	 for	all	of	

education,	they	do	represent	a	good	starting	point	in	this	process.	The	work	on	key	skills	and	

key	 competences	 since	 Lisbon	 2000	 has	 answered	 many	 questions	 on	 the	 naming	 and	

description	 of	 skills	 needed,	 but	 also	 has	 left	 many	 unanswered	 questions	 around	
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implementation	and	assessment	of	skills.	Early	indication	is	that	the	proposed	embedding	of	

key	skills	in	learning	outcomes	of	subjects	may	indeed	be	the	correct	way	to	go,	with	many	

countries	 taking	 the	 lead	 from	 Ireland	 (Arjomand	and	 colleagues,	 2013).	The	 symphony	of	

sounds	calling	for	the	creation	of	the	knowledge	economy	has	charged	the	education	system	

with	this	duty	(Kenny,	Larkin,	MacSíthigh	and	Thijssen,	2009,	p.108).		

	

From	this	initial	scoping	of	literature	on	key	competences	it	is	clear	that	all	parties	seem	to	

be	singing	 from	the	same	hymn	sheet	 in	calling	 for	a	different	experience	 for	second	 level	

students.	 The	NCCA,	 in	 their	 documentation	and	work,	 clearly	promote	 the	embedding	of	

key	skills	in	curriculum	from	early	childhood	to	second	level.	Europe	sees	key	competences	

as	necessary	for	lifelong	learning.	The	Irish	government	sees	education	as	the	answer	to	our	

economic	woes,	with	 the	 development	 of	 the	 smart	 economy.	 All	may	 be	 singing	 off	 the	

same	 hymn	 sheet	 but	 little	 has	 changed	 since	 Lisbon	 2000	 for	 the	 Irish	 sixteen-year-old	

starting	year	one	of	the	Leaving	Certificate	this	year.		
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					CHAPTER	3	

METHODOLOGY	

Introduction	

This	research	used	a	quasi-experimental	pre-test/post-test	design.	An	intervention,	based	on	

the	 findings	 from	 the	 National	 Council	 for	 Curriculum	 and	 Assessment	 (NCCA)	 key	 skills	

initiative,	 was	 developed.	 This	 intervention	 was	 implemented	 in	 two	 schools,	 and	 two	

matched	schools	acted	as	control	groups.	In	this	chapter,	the	research	methods	are	outlined.	

An	 argument	 for	 using	 experimental	 research	 is	 provided	 and	 the	 inherent	 challenges	 in	

carrying	out	 the	 study	 including	 research	design,	 threats	 to	 validity,	 and	ethical	 issues	 are	

discussed.	 The	 design	 of	 the	 research,	 the	 development	 of	 the	 research	 instruments,	 and	

data	analysis	are	also	described.		

	

This	research	set	out	to	answer	the	following	question:	

What	 is	 the	 impact	 on	 student	 and	 teacher	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 learning,	 on	

classroom	practices	and	on	 student	achievement	associated	with	 the	 implementation	of	a	

key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning	at	second	level?	

In	answering	this	question,	the	following	hypotheses	were	tested:	

1. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	 result	 in	positive	changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	pedagogical	

practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

2. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	will	 result	 in	more	 favourable	 student	 academic	 outcome	

measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.	

3. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	result	in	positive	changes	in	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	

learning	 amongst	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 more	 than	 in	 the	 control	

schools.	

	

The	research	developed	an	intervention	for	the	implementation	of	key	skills	using	artefacts	

and	resources	developed	during	the	NCCA	key	skills	initiative.	See	Chapter	Four	for	details	of	

the	 intervention.	 The	 intervention	 was	 implemented	 and	 the	 process	 of	 implementation	

mapped	in	two	schools.	Pre-test	data	were	gathered	prior	to	implementation.	Two	schools	

were	matched,	with	 the	 intervention	schools	 to	act	as	control	and	 they	also	 took	 the	pre-

test.	 After	 implementation,	 all	 schools,	 both	 intervention	 and	 control,	 took	 a	 post-test.	

Additional	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 data	 in	 the	 form	 of	 questionnaires	 and	 interviews	

were	gathered	over	the	two	years.	The	following	section	will	discuss	the	use	of	experimental	

research	in	social	settings	such	as	schools,	and	the	threats	to	validity	therein.	
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Figure	3.1	provides	an	overview	of	the	chapter.		

	

	

Figure	3.1.	Overview	of	Methodology	Chapter	

	

3.1	Experimental	research	

This	 section	 sets	out	 to	describe	what	 is	meant	by	experimental	 research	 in	 social	 science	

and	in	educational	settings	in	particular.	In	doing	so	it	locates	experimental	research	in	the	

philosophical	post-positivist	paradigm.	Validity,	generalisability	and	causal	relationships	will	

be	discussed	as	they	pertain	to	experimental	research.	It	will	put	forward	the	argument	for	

the	use	of	experimentation	in	education,	while	keeping	in	mind	the	role	of	relationships	 in	

teaching	and	 learning	which,	one	could	argue,	calls	 for	experimental	quantitative	evidence	

to	 be	 supported	 by	 qualitative	 evidence	 to	 help	 elucidate	 the	 process	 involved	 in	

implementing	 interventions.	 In	 experimental	 research	 there	 are	 many	 difficulties	 due	 to	

what	Campbell	refers	to	as	the	intransigencies	of	the	research	setting	and	to	the	presence	of	

recurrent	 seductive	 pitfalls	 of	 interpretation	 (1969,	 p.1).	 Forty	 years	 on	 from	 Campbell’s	

work,	 researchers	 in	 education	 are	 still	 grappling	 with	 the	 messy	 and	 complex	 world	 of	

schools	and	classrooms	and	the	highly	personal	relationship	that	 is	central	to	teaching	and	

learning.	However,	this	does	not	mean	that	experimental	research	cannot	be	completed	in	

educational	settings.	 It	does	mean	that	this	research	needs	to	be	very	attentive	to	context	

and	process.		

	

Experimental	 research	 has	 its	 foundations	 in	 positivism	 where	 early	 positivists	 applied	

experimental	 methods	 and	 observation	 in	 social	 science	 settings	 and	 the	 researcher	 was	

seen	as	detached	observer.	Positivism	has	been	rejected	by	many	for	a	number	of	reasons,	

chief	among	them	the	recognition	that	researchers	and	their	perceptions	are	not	detached	
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from	 inquiry	 (Robson,	 2011;	Racher	 and	Robinson,	 2003;	Adelman,	 1991).	 Post-positivism,	

on	the	other	hand,	focuses	on	the	importance	of	utilising	multiple	measurements	in	addition	

to	 observations	 to	 assist	 in	 the	 identification	 of	 bias	 prevalent	 within	 interpretations	

(Trochim,	2008;	Philips	and	Burbules,	2000).	Post-positivists	believe	that	human	knowledge	

is	 not	 based	 on	 unchallengeable,	 rock-solid	 foundation—it	 is	 only	 through	 criticism	 that	

knowledge	 can	 advance.	 In	 this	 paradigm	 one	 makes	 claims	 to	 knowledge	 based	 on	

evidence,	but	these	claims	are	open	to	refutation,	all	our	beliefs	are	‘up	for	grabs’	during	the	

test	of	any	one	of	them	(Philips	and	Burbules,	2000,	p.20).	When	one	views	research	in	this	

way,	 where	 observations	 are	 theory-laden,	 facts	 are	 undetermined,	 conclusions	 open	 to	

refutation,	 values	 affect	 the	 choice	 of	 research	 question,	 and	 where	 all	 methods	 and	

conclusions	 must	 be	 examined	 for	 biases	 then	 experimental	 and	 quasi-experimental	

research	methods	hold	great	promise	for	educational	research	(2000,	p.65).	This	viewpoint	

is	supported	by	Shadish,	reporting	that	they	are	convinced	of	the	advantages	of	falsification	

as	a	major	component	of	any	epistemology	for	the	social	sciences	(2002,	p.456,	emphasis	in	

original	text,	see	also	Cook	and	Campbell,	1996).	

	

Many	 educational	 commentators	 have	 in	 recent	 years	 called	 for	 more	 evidence-based	

practice	in	education	(Hargreaves,	1997,	1999;	Slavin,	1989,	2002,	2004,	2008;	OECD,	2004;	

Plomp	 and	 Nieveen,	 2009;	 Dumont,	 Istance	 and	 Benavides,	 2010;	 Schneider,	 Carnoy,	

Kilpatrick,	 Schmidt	 and	 Shavelson,	 2005;	 Cook,	 2003)	 and	 for	 more	 replication	 research	

(Makel	and	Plucker,	2014).	Slavin	(1989)	talked	about	the	need	for	reliable	data	in	education	

for	making	decisions	on	the	adoption	or	the	maintaining	of	programs	(p.758).		He	used	the	

story	of	Rip	Van	Winkle	to	illustrate	the	lack	of	change	in	education.	He	contends	that,	if	Rip	

Van	Winkle	was	a	doctor	or	 farmer	and	woke	up	today,	he	could	not	work	because	of	the	

advances	made	 in	these	 fields;	however,	 if	he	were	a	teacher,	he	could	carry	on	as	he	did	

before	(2002).	This,	in	many	ways,	ignores	the	relational	and	sociocultural	nature	of	teaching	

(see	for	example	Martin	and	Dowson,	2009).	Borman	agrees	with	this	notion	and	contends	

that	 the	 lack	 of	 experimental	 research	 in	 social	 science	 continues	 to	 leave	 educational	

practice	 to	 be	 dictated	 by	 faddishness	 and	 craft	 rather	 than	 by	 scientific	 principles	 (2002,	

p.8).	Cook	 (2003)	 lists	many	different	 innovations,	 ‘brand-name’	 reforms	and	claims	about	

educational	 strategies,	 from	 smaller	 classes	 to	 Sizer’s	 coalition	 of	 Essential	 Schools,	 to	

constructivist	learning	and	contends	that	most	of	these	ideas	have	never	been	evaluated	to	

learn	how	they	affect	student	performance.		Slavin	supports	this	argument	that	educational	

policy	has	been	 long	characterised	by	 fads	and	 fashions	and	 therefore	education	does	not	
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make	 the	 kind	 of	 progress	 that	 is	 common	 in	 other	 fields	 where	 he	 contends	 scientific	

evaluations,	research	and	development	have	led	to	constant	improvements	in	methods	and	

outcomes	 (Slavin,	 1989,	 2002,	 2008).	 This	 debate	 around	 experimental	 research	 in	

education	has	been	going	on	for	some	time,	but	has	gained	prominence	in	the	last	decade	

with	the	launch	of	the	 'What	works	Clearinghouse'	 in	the	United	States	(2002).	For	a	fuller	

discussion	on	 linking	 research	and	policy	see	Evidence	 in	Education	 (OECD,	2007).	This	has	

led	to	a	perception	that	only	research	that	meets	the	‘gold	standard’,	will	get	funding	from	

the	 Federal	 Government	 and	 this	 has	 been	 highly	 contentious	 (Donmoyer	 and	 Galloway,	

2010).		

	

In	 social	 research,	 ethical	 concerns	 such	 as	withholding	 interventions	 from	 control	 groups	

and	experimentation	on	real	people	 in	 real	 settings	are	sometimes	cited	as	 the	reason	 for	

lack	 of	 experimental	 research.	 When	 a	 particular	 intervention	 is	 deemed	 to	 be	

advantageous,	is	it	ethically	sound	to	withhold	it	from	the	control	group?	Many	experiments	

deal	 with	 this	 by	 offering	 the	 intervention	 to	 the	 control	 group	 after	 the	 experimental	

period.	 However,	 if	 the	 intervention	 is	 on	 reading	 intervention	 in	 early	 years,	 clearly,	 the	

control	 group	 will	 have	 missed	 out	 on	 this	 opportunity.	 Arguably,	 flawed,	 untested	

educational	interventions	could	equally	be	detrimental	to	students	(Borman,	2002).		Berliner	

contends	 that	 seeing	 experimental	 research	 such	 as	 randomised	 experiments	 as	 the	 only	

'scientific'	approach	to	gaining	knowledge	reveals	a	myopic	view	of	science	in	general	and	a	

misunderstanding	of	educational	research	in	particular	(2002,	p.18).	He	points	to	a	variety	of	

challenges	 in	 carrying	 out	 research	 in	 schools,	 including	 variation	 in	 teaching	 methods,	

students’	home	lives,	varying	leadership,	and	so	on.	Howe,	in	discussing	education	science,	

contends	 that	 it	 deserves	 to	be	 rejected,	 as	 it	 is	 too	 technocratic,	 acritical,	 single-minded,	

exclusionary,	 and	 so	 forth,	 to	 be	 a	 good	 thing	 (2009,	 p.438).	 Elliott	 contends	 that	 this	

emphasis	on	evidence-based	practice	is	based	on	a	commitment	to	an	outcomes-based	view	

of	education	(2001,	p.527).	Rudd	and	Johnson	(2008)	call	for	educational	researchers	to	not	

only	 be	 skilled	 in	 experimental	 design	 but	 to	 also	 combine	 a	 variety	 of	 quantitative,	

qualitative	 and	 mixed	 methods	 approaches	 in	 their	 research.	 A	 concept	 supported	 by	

Donmoyer	 and	 Galloway	 who	 contend	 that	 the	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 interacting	

contextual	variables	and	the	 idiosyncratic	contextual	 factors	 indicate	a	need	for	qualitative	

data	to	support	quantitative	data	(2010,	p.24).	
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3.1.1	Quasi-experimental	research	

The	Oxford	English	Dictionary	definition	of	experiment	 is	a	scientific	procedure	undertaken	

to	make	 a	 discovery,	 test	 a	 hypothesis,	 or	 demonstrate	 a	 known	 fact.	 Shadish,	 Cook	 and	

Campbell	 describe	 an	 experiment	 as	 a	 study	 in	 which	 an	 intervention	 is	 deliberately	

introduced	 to	 observe	 its	 effect	 (2002,	 p.12).	 Central	 to	 true	 experiment	 is	 the	 random	

assignment	 to	 groups	 for	 the	 experiment.	 Experiments	 are	 theory-driven	 in	 that	 the	

researcher	must	specify	the	variables	to	be	included	in	the	research	and	the	exact	procedure	

to	 be	 followed.	 In	 order	 to	 do	 this,	 the	 researcher	 needs	 to	 have	 a	 reasonably	 well-

articulated	theory	of	the	phenomenon	being	researched	(Robson,	2002,	p.96).	A	variable	 is	

defined	 as	 a	 property	 or	 characteristic	 of	 a	 person,	 thing,	 group	 or	 situation	 that	 can	 be	

measured	 in	 some	 way.	 The	 independent	 variable	 is	 the	 variable	 manipulated	 by	 the	

researcher;	 the	dependant	variable	 is	 the	variable	 that	 is	 shown	to	change	because	of	 the	

intervention/manipulation.	Other	 variables	 that	 are	 controlled	during	 the	 intervention	 are	

control	variables.	As	we	will	see	later	in	the	discussion	on	causality,	it	is	not	always	this	clear	

cut	in	social	science	to	measure	and	control	variables.		

	

In	 a	 randomised	 experiment,	 groups	 are	 assigned	 to	 either	 the	 experimental	 or	 control	

groups	 in	a	 random	fashion,	 such	as	a	 coin	 toss	or	 computer-generated	 random	numbers.	

Borman	contends	that,	if	the	random	assignment	is	carried	out	properly	and	if	the	sample	is	

large	enough,	 then	 the	 two	groups	 should	be	essentially	 the	 same	or	 as	different	 as	 each	

other	 (2002).	 The	 experimental	 group	 gets	 the	 intervention;	 the	 control	 group	 gets	 no	

intervention.	 If	 the	 intervention	 has	 been	 properly	 implemented	 over	 time,	 then	 any	

differences	 between	 the	 groups	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 experiment	 period	 can	 reasonably	 be	

attributed	 to	 the	 intervention	 (Cook,	 2002;	 Shadish,	 Cook	 and	 Campbell,	 2002;	 Borman,	

2002;	Mertens,	2010).	This	is	the	simplest	version	of	the	randomised	experiment;	there	are	

other	versions,	with	some	including	two	or	more	interventions	or	versions	of	interventions.	

Experiments	 such	 as	 this—often	 referred	 to	 as	 randomised	 controlled	 trials	 (RCTs)—have	

been	used	widely	in	agriculture,	psychology	and	medicine	and	are	sometimes	referred	to	as	

the	'gold	standard'	in	research	(see	Slavin,	2002,	2004;	Oakley,	2001;	Robson,	2002).	Equally,	

many	argue	that	the	use	of	RCTs	in	social	science	is	not	desirable	as:		

only	when	a	system	is	sealed	off	from	other	influences	can	the	operation	of	causal	
entity	 be	 predicted	 with	 certainty,	 and	 this	 complete	 isolation	 is	 rarely	 if	 ever	
obtainable	in	social	sciences	(House,	1991,	p.5).			
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In	quasi-experimental	research,	the	researcher	studies	the	effect	of	an	intervention	on	intact	

groups	rather	than	randomly	assigned	participants	to	experimental	or	control	groups.	Quasi-

experiments	 use	 design	 rather	 than	 statistical	 controls	 to	 create	 the	 best	 possible	

approximation	 (or	 approximations)	 to	 the	missing	 counterfactual	 that	 random	assignment	

would	 have	 generated	 (Cook,	 2002,	 p.193).	 There	 are	many	 different	 designs	 that	 can	 be	

used	 in	 quasi-experimental	 research;	 Cook	 and	 Campbell	 (1979)	 have	 described	 a	 large	

number	 of	 different	 types	 of	 quasi-experiments.	 Some	 examples	 include	 static-group	

comparison	 design,	 non-equivalent	 control	 group	 design,	 regression-discontinuity	 design,	

and	 interrupted	 time-series	 design.	 In	 non-equivalent	 control	 group	 design	 both	 the	 test	

group	and	control	group	take	a	pre-test.	This	allows	the	researcher	to	ensure	that	the	two	

groups	 are	 matched	 on	 pre-test	 scores.	 It	 allows	 for	 attrition	 or	 drop	 out	 because	

participants	can	be	compared	on	their	pre-test.	Boruch	(2007)	advises	that	using	a	pre-test	

will	help	in	reducing	bias	in	research	process.	This	is	the	design	used	in	this	research.		

	

The	 matching	 of	 a	 test	 group	 with	 a	 control	 group	 is	 central	 to	 the	 success	 of	 a	 quasi-

experiment.	 This	 matching	 in	 educational	 fields	 presents	 the	 researcher	 with	 many	

challenges.	Schools,	management,	teachers,	students	and	communities	are	all	very	different	

in	a	wide	variety	of	ways.	Matching	on	more	than	one	variable	can	be	problematic.	This	can	

take	the	form	of	exact	matching	or	calliper	matching	(Shadish,	Cook	and	Campbell,	2002).	To	

some	 extent	 the	 groups	 being	 compared	 are	 non-equivalent.	 To	 compensate	 for	 this	

weakness	it	is	important	to	have	explicit	controls	for	threats	to	validity,	which	are	discussed	

later	in	this	chapter.	The	researcher	has	the	task	of	differentiating	between	differences	due	

to	 variables	 of	 interest	 and	differences	 that	 are	 the	product	 of	 the	 initial	 group	 variation.	

Breaugh	and	Arnold	(2007)	advise	asking	the	following	questions:	

On	 which	 variables	 should	 the	 participants	 be	 matched?	 What	 is	 the	 theoretical	

rationale	 for	 the	choice	of	matching	variables?	On	how	many	variables	 should	 the	

groups	be	matched?	How	close	does	the	match	have	to	be?	Is	matching	based	on	a	

one-to-one	match	or	on	group	similarities?	(p.	525).	

	

Cronbach	 has	 criticised	 quasi-experimentation	 for	 encouraging	 an	 atheoretical	 ‘black	 box’	

mentality	of	research,	contending	that	no	educational	intervention	fully	explains	an	outcome	

and	 can	 only	 at	 most	 be	 one	more	 determinant	 of	 that	 outcome	 (quoted	 in	 Cook,	 2002,	

p.245).	 If	we	observe	 a	 post-test	 difference	between	 groups,	 it	 could	be	 explained	by	 the	

intervention	or	any	number	of	alternative	explanations,	including	initial	selection	differences	
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among	 groups	 or	 different	 group	 histories.	 Borman	 contends	 that	 quasi-experiments	 are	

more	complicated	by	the	range	of	statistical	procedures	that	need	to	be	applied	to	rule	out	

selection	 bias	 and	 generate	 findings	 that	 are	 subject	 to	 a	 bewildering	 number	 of	

qualifications	(2002,	p.13).	Trochim	(2008)	asserts	that	alternative	explanations	can	be	ruled	

out	 by	 good	 argument,	 additional	 measurement,	 design	 features,	 and	 auxiliary	 analysis.	

Cook	(2002),	Cronbach	(1982)	and	others	strongly	favour	replication	of	treatment	effects	as	

a	standard	for	judging	the	validity	of	a	causal	assertion	or	the	comparison	of	the	results	to	a	

randomised	experiment	on	the	topic.		

	

It	is	important	that	the	intervention	be	implemented	in	a	consistent	way	in	the	research	and	

that	 the	 underlying	 theory	 is	 clearly	 articulated	 prior	 to	 the	 intervention.	 In	 addition,	 the	

process	 of	 implementation	must	 be	mapped	 as	 Trochim	 (2008)	 contends	 that,	 unless	 the	

intervention	is	implemented	as	the	theory	intended,	then	a	theory	driven	approach	is	futile.	

This	emphasis	on	 the	 implementation	of	 the	 intervention	and	 the	mapping	of	 the	process	

also	has	implications	for	the	generalisibility	of	findings.	It	is	of	limited	use	to	find	out	at	the	

end	of	a	process	that	an	intervention	works	in	a	particular	setting	if	you	cannot	say	what	is	

was	 about	 the	 intervention	 that	 worked.	 Borman	 contends	 that	 the	 typical	 black	 box	

approach	 to	 studying	 program	 effects	 clearly	 will	 miss	 the	 important	 nuances	 of	 the	

intervention's	effects	and	will	fail	to	create	reliable	knowledge	that	will	help	improve	schools	

(2002,	p.20).	Equally,	where	an	intervention	is	not	successful,	this	additional	 information	is	

important.	To	get	at	these	nuances	of	an	intervention's	effects	requires	evidence	on	how	the	

intervention	 was	 developed,	 how	 it	 was	 implemented,	 formative	 evaluation	 of	 the	

intervention,	evaluation	of	 impact	of	the	intervention	and	so	on.	The	intervention	may	not	

always	 be	 implemented	 as	 envisaged	 in	 all	 settings.	 To	 counteract	 these	 concerns,	 the	

intervention	used	in	this	research	has	been	used	in	other	settings	and	was	developed	as	part	

of	 a	 large-scale	 initiative	working	with	 schools	 (NCCA,	 2010b).	 To	 reduce	 implementation	

differences,	the	intervention	was	implemented	by	the	researcher	in	both	sites.		

	

Returning	 to	 Slavin's	 (2004)	 concept	of	 faddism	 in	 educational	 research,	 and	 the	need	 for	

evaluation	of	educational	innovations,	his	contention	that	innovations	are	adopted	when	in	

fashion	and	dropped	when	out	of	 fashion	 like	 the	changing	hemlines	 in	dresses,	 there	 is	a	

need	 to	 be	 able	 to	 make	 causal	 claims	 about	 research	 if	 we	 are	 to	 move	 beyond	 this	

faddism.	 In	 order	 to	 do	 this,	 educational	 research	needs	 to	 have	 validity.	 There	 are	many	
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aspects	to	validity.	Each	of	these	is	now	discussed	in	the	context	of	this	quasi-experimental	

research.			

	

3.1.2.	Validity	in	experimental	research	

Most	experiments	are	highly	localised	and	involve	one	particular	version	of	an	intervention.	

For	experiments	 to	 inform	policy	and	practice	 they	need	to	be	able	 to	be	replicated,	or	at	

least	be	able	to	be	applied	 in	new	and	different	contexts;	that	 is,	they	need	generalisation	

beyond	 the	original	 experimental	 study	 context	 (Shadish,	 Cook	 and	Campbell,	 2002,	 p.19).	

This	 leads	 to	 a	 conflict	 between	 the	 localised	 nature	 of	 the	 causal	 knowledge	 in	 a	 school	

setting	and	the	more	generalised	causal	goals	of	research	to	inform	policy.		

	

In	this	research	validity	is	examined	under	four	headings:	internal	validity,	construct	validity,	

statistical	conclusion	validity,	and	external	validity.	While	each	of	these	 is	dealt	with	under	

separate	headings	below,	all	four	are	related	and	overlap.	Cook	and	Campbell	(1979)	outline	

a	 typology	 that	 characterises	 each	 causal	 inference	 as	 having	 four	 related	 features.	 This	

typology	is	used	to	judge	the	quality	of	evidence	in	experiments	and,	in	particular,	 in	quasi	

experiments.		

• To	what	extent	are	variables	related	to	each	other?	(statistical	conclusion	validity).	

Assuming	 the	variables	are	 related	 to	each	other,	 is	 the	relationship	a	causal	one?	

(internal	validity)	

• Was	the	intervention	implemented	as	envisaged	and	the	outcomes	measured	for	a	

particular	sample	of	people,	treatment,	settings,	observations	and	times?	(construct	

validity)	

• Can	 the	 constructs	 of	 the	 cause	 and	 effect	 be	 generalised	 to	 other	 people,	

treatments,	settings	and	times	different	from	that	of	the	study?	(external	validity).		

	

Internal	validity	is	concerned	with	the	establishment	of	causal	relationship,	whereby	certain	

conditions	 are	 shown	 to	 lead	 to	 other	 conditions,	 as	 distinguished	 from	 some	 other	

unintended	 variable.	 Campbell	 and	 Stanley	 (1963)	 identified	 eight	 threats	 to	 internal	

validity;	Cook	and	Campbell	(1979)	extended	the	list	by	adding	four	more.	A	brief	description	

of	each	threat	relevant	to	this	research	is	discussed	below.		

	

History	refers	to	events	happening	during	the	course	of	study	that	can	influence	the	results.	

This	 is	 especially	 important	when	working	with	 schools	where	 a	 change	 in	 personnel	 or	 a	
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significant	 event	 can	 have	 a	 major	 impact	 on	 findings.	 This	 was	 very	 relevant	 to	 this	

research,	where	one	principal	retired	during	the	intervention;	as	the	Deputy	Principal	filled	

the	 position,	 this	 ensured	 continuation	with	 the	 research	without	 disruption.	 There	were	

changes	in	working	conditions	in	schools	due	to	the	Croke	Park	agreement	(Government	of	

Ireland,	2010b).	 In	the	context	of	 layoffs	and	pay	cuts,	 the	agreement	meant	among	other	

things	 that	 teachers	would	 give	 an	extra	 33	hours	 annually	 outside	of	 schools	 hours	 for	 a	

variety	 of	 activities	 including	 professional	 development.	 The	 professional	 development	 as	

part	of	the	intervention	was	carried	out	during	these	hours.	

		

Instrumentation	 can	be	a	 threat	 to	validity.	 In	 this	 research	 the	use	of	 the	Pupils’	 Feelings	

about	 School	 and	 School	 Work	 Inventory	 (PFSSW),	 developed	 by	 Entwistle	 (1988),	 did	

present	some	challenges,	which	are	discussed	further	in	section	3.3.1.	Differential	selection	

refers	 to	 the	 threat	 initial	 differences	 between	 experimental	 and	 control	 groups	 before	

intervention	 can	 cause	 during	 the	 intervention.	 Careful	 matching	 of	 groups	 lessened	 this	

threat.	Experimental	mortality	refers	to	participants	who	drop	out	of	the	research,	this	is	a	

threat	 if	 they	drop	out	of	either	 the	experimental	or	control	groups	at	different	rates	or	 if	

participants	 drop	out	 of	 the	 experimental	 group	because	 of	 the	 intervention.	 This	was	 an	

issue	for	intervention	school	one,	where	there	was	student	drop	out	between	pre-	and	post-

test;	 this	 is	discussed	 further	 in	section	6.1.	Experimental	 treatment	diffusion	 refers	 to	 the	

threat	 of	 participants	 from	 the	 experimental	 group	 sharing	 information	 with	 the	 control	

group.	 This	 is	 a	 significant	 threat	 when	 working	 with	 schools	 in	 a	 small	 country	 such	 as	

Ireland	 and	 in	 one	 geographical	 area.	 However,	 this	 did	 not	 happen	 in	 this	 research,	 as	

intervention	schools	did	not	know	control	schools.		

	

Other	threats	include;	

• Maturation	refers	to	biological	and	psychological	changes	in	the	participants	during	
the	course	of	the	study.		

• Testing	 refers	 to	 the	 situation	where	 the	 participants	 are	 involved	 in	 pre-test	 and	
post-test	situations	and	get	accustomed	to	the	test	procedure.		

• Compensatory	rivalry	by	the	control	group	refers	to	the	threat	of	the	control	group	
working	hard	to	prove	the	way	they	are	doing	things	is	better	than	the	experimental	
group.		
	

These	 threats	 were	 lessened	 by	 good	 experimental	 design	 and	 the	 use	 of	 control	 groups	

with	pre-tests	(Beaugh	and	Arnold,	2007).		
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Construct	 validity	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 measures	 used	 in	 the	 research.	 Trochim	 (2008)	

contends	that	construct	validity	 is	 linked	to	the	independent	variable,	the	intervention	and	

the	dependent	variable,	the	outcome	measures.	He	goes	on	to	say	that	construct	validity	is	

an	assessment	of	how	well	the	theory	is	translated	into	actual	interventions	and	measures.	

This	is	not	easy	and	requires	the	researcher	to,	in	the	first	instance,	be	very	clear	about	what	

is	being	measured,	how	it	 is	being	measured	and	how	this	 is	 linked	back	to	the	underlying	

theory	 (Lipsey,	 1993).	 Gathering	 qualitative	 data	 on	 the	 process	 can	 strengthen	 construct	

validity.	 There	 is	 a	 need	 to	 combine	 the	 strengths	 of	 qualitative	 research	 with	 that	 of	

quantitative	 to	 uncover	 the	 actual	 school	 and	 classroom	 processes	 and	 practices	 that	

underlie	 causal	 effects	 (Borman,	 p.20).	 Howe	 (1988)	 contends	 that	 all	 research	 has	

qualitative	 grounding,	 and	 that	 even	 highly	 quantitative	 studies	 need	 to	 have	 the	 context	

made	intelligible	by	the	use	of	some	sort	of	qualitative	data	(p.12).	This	would	indicate	that,	

in	 order	 to	 obtain	 a	 holistic	 understanding	 of	 what	 is	 happening	 in	 educational	 settings,	

there	is	a	need	to	use	mixed	methods.		

Table	3.1	

Threats	to	construct	validity	

Inadequate	pre-operational	explication	of	constructs	 refers	 to	 the	need	 to	be	sure	of	 the	

concept	being	researched	prior	to	commencing	research.		

Mono-operation	bias	refers	to	the	need	to	implement	multiple	versions	of	an	intervention	

rather	than	just	one	at	one	time.	This	was	not	possible	in	this	research.		

Mono-method	bias	refers	to	the	need	to	pilot	measures	to	ensure	they	measure	what	they	

set	 out	 to	measure	 and	 to	 the	 need	 to	 use	multiple	measures	 if	 the	 research	 question	

needs	them.	This	was	carried	out.		

Interaction	of	different	treatments	 in	social	settings	such	as	schools	where	there	could	be	

other	interventions	happening	that	could	affect	the	result.		

Restricted	 generalisability	 across	 constructs	 refers	 to	 how	 an	 intervention	 could	 be	

effective	 on	 one	 measure	 but	 could	 have	 negative	 side	 effects	 that	 could	 be	 missed.	

Confounding	constructs	and	level	of	constructs	refers	to	the	need	to	be	clear	on	what	the	

intervention	 is	 so	 as	 not	 to	 link	 the	 outcomes	 to	 other	 versions	 of	 the	 intervention.		

Hypothesis	 guessing	 refers	 to	 where	 the	 participants	 could	 try	 to	 conform	 to	 the	

hypothesis	being	tested.	This	was	evident	in	some	of	the	interviews	(see	data	chapters).		

Experimenter	 expectancies	 occur	 where	 the	 researcher	 could	 influence	 the	 outcome	 by	

how	they	conduct	the	research,	for	example,	by	smiling	when	the	correct	answer	is	given.	

	Source:	(Shadish,	Cook	and	Campbell,	2002,	p.73).		
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Cook	 and	 Campbell	 (1979),	 identify	 a	 number	 of	 threats	 to	 construct	 validity,	 Table	 3.1	

provides	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 threats	 relevant	 to	 this	 research.	 Construct	 validity	 was	

strengthened	 by	 pilot	 testing	 measurement	 instruments,	 and	 by	 replicating	 measures	 in	

both	 intervention	 and	 control	 schools.	 In	 addition,	 close	 monitoring	 and	 mapping	 of	 the	

intervention	was	essential	(see	Chapter	Four	for	further	details).	

	

External	 validity	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 results	 can	 be	 generalised	 to	

other	people,	in	other	settings,	at	other	times.	Robson	(2002)	lists	two	general	strategies	for	

enhancing	external	validity:	direct	demonstration	and	making	a	case.		Direct	demonstration	

entails	 showing	 that	 your	 study	 can	 be	 replicated	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 settings,	 with	 different	

people	and	at	different	 times.	Making	a	case	 involves	showing	 that	 the	participants	 in	 the	

study	and	the	settings	are	representative	of	the	general	population	and	that	good	sampling	

procedures	 were	 used.	 The	most	 relevant	 threat	 to	 external	 validity	 in	 this	 research	 was	

Reactive	effects	of	experimental	arrangements,	also	referred	to	as	the	Hawthorn	effect;	this	

refers	 to	 when	 inclusion	 in	 the	 study	 is	 bringing	 about	 the	 effect,	 rather	 than	 the	

intervention	itself.	The	Junior	Cycle	reform	consultation	started	in	2010	and	this	meant	that	

there	was	a	lot	of	discussion	in	the	media	about	curriculum	change	and,	to	some	extent,	key	

skills.	The	intervention	schools	were	very	open	to	being	part	of	a	key	skills	 initiative	at	this	

time.		

	

Other	threats	that	impacted	on	this	research	to	a	lesser	extent	are:	

• Interaction	 effects	 of	 testing	 –	 this	 refers	 to	 the	 impact	 of	 a	 pre-test	 on	 the	
participants	that	would	not	be	present	in	the	general	population.		

• Interaction	of	selection	and	experimental	 treatment	–	this	 refers	 to	the	threat	 that	
findings	 are	 specific	 to	 the	 group	 involved	 in	 the	 research	 and	 not	 the	 general	
population.		

• Multiple-treatment	 interference	 –	where	multiple	 interventions	 are	 jointly	 applied	
that,	when	applied	separately,	effects	are	not	the	same.	

(Shadish,	Cook	and	Campbell,	2002,	p.87).	

	

	 Statistical	 conclusion	 validity	 is	 closely	 linked	 to	 internal	 validity	 and	 is	 concerned	 with	

claims	of	causality	and	covariance.	Statistical	conclusion	validity	is	only	concerned	with	the	

fact	 that	 there	 is,	or	 is	not,	a	 relationship	between	variables	 such	as	 the	 intervention	and	

the	outcomes;	it	will	not	tell	which	aspects	of	the	intervention	are	related	to	the	outcomes.	

Internal	validity	deals	with	this.		Some	researchers	(Trochim,	2008)	refer	to	it	as	conclusion	

validity	and	contend	that	is	it	equally	applicable	to	qualitative	research,	indeed	any	research	
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that	 investigates	 a	 relationship.	 Critics	 of	 statistical	 significance	 tests	 contend	 that	 they	

should	be	 interpreted	 in	conjunction	with	effect	size,	which	 is	a	simple	way	of	quantifying	

the	 size	 of	 the	 difference	 between	 two	 groups	 (Lalithamma,	 Masoomeh	 and	 Khosrami,	

2009;	Coe,	2002).	There	are	two	types	of	error	that	can	be	made	when	inferring	statistical	

significance:	 Type	 I,	 when	 a	 relationship	 is	 inferred	 where	 there	 is	 no	 relationship	 (null	

hypothesis	is	rejected);	Type	II,	when	a	relationship	is	not	identified	where	there	is	one	(null	

hypothesis	is	confirmed).		

	

Violated	assumptions	of	 statistical	 significance	 is	 about	overestimating	or	underestimating	

the	 size	 of	 the	 significance.	 This	 can	 be	 improved	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 impact	 of	 the	

intervention,	 the	effect	 size.	Fishing	and	error	 rate	problem	 refers	 to	 the	 threat	of	 looking	

for	 a	 specific	 result	by	analysing	 the	data	 repeatedly	under	 slightly	different	 conditions	or	

assumptions.	 Unreliability	 of	 treatment	 implementation	 refers	 to	 the	 effect	 of	 partial	

implementation,	 which	 may	 be	 underestimated	 compared	 to	 full	 implementation.	

Standardising	 the	 implementation	 process,	 which	 was	 done	 in	 this	 research	 by	 the	

researcher	implementing	the	intervention	in	both	sites,	can	reduce	this	(Shadish,	Cook	and	

Campbell,	2002,	p.45).	

	

All	 threats	to	validity,	according	to	Shadish	and	Cook	(1999),	are	best	dealt	with	by	having	

good	design	 if	quality	 causal	 inferences	are	 to	be	arrived	at	and	 that	 this	theory	of	design	

rules	 for	 causal	 inference	 in	 quasi-experiments	must	 be	 interdisciplinary	 (p.300).	 Statistics	

have	 their	 place	 in	 reaching	 causal	 conclusions,	 but	 they	 cannot	 take	 the	 place	 of	 quality	

evidence.	Experiments	in	the	main	protect	against	bias	in	causal	estimates	but	do	less	well	in	

guarding	 against	 imprecision	 in	 these	 estimates.	 For	 this	 reason,	 Cook	 (2002)	 asserts	 that	

the	 complexity	 of	working	with	 schools	 leads	 to	 the	 need	 for	 larger	 sample	 sizes	 and	 for	

anticipating,	 measuring,	 and	 analyzing	 specific	 sources	 of	 variation	 in	 order	 to	 reduce	

unwanted	influence	(p.187).	Considering	the	complexity	of	working	with	schools	and	taking	

all	the	different	threats	to	validity	into	account,	it	is	the	contention	of	this	research	that	the	

use	of	 qualitative	methods	 to	 enhance	 and	 support	 quantitative	data	 is	 essential	 if	 causal	

inferences	are	to	be	made.	The	emphasis	should	be	placed	on	the	development	of	theory-

driven	 design	 of	 interventions	 that	 are	 put	 to	 the	 test	 using	 quasi-experimental	methods,	

which	 controls	 for	 threats	 to	 validity,	 supported	 by	 data	 that	 map	 the	 process	 of	 the	

intervention.	 However,	 causal	 inferences	 are	 contentious	 and,	 even	with	 all	 of	 the	 above	

conditions	being	met,	such	inferences	are	still	complex.	
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3.1.3	Causal	descriptions	and	causal	explanations	

Central	to	experimental	design	is	the	concept	of	causal	relationships;	when	the	independent	

variable	is	changed	it	has	an	effect	on	the	dependant	variable	where	all	other	variables	are	

controlled.	Many	evaluations	are	based	on	this	notion	of	cause	and	effect;	the	experiment	is	

the	 design	 of	 choice	 for	 studies	 that	 seek	 to	make	 causal	 conclusions,	 and	 particularly	 for	

evaluations	of	 educational	 innovations	 (Slavin,	 2002,	p.18).	However,	 in	 social	 science	 it	 is	

too	simplistic	to	assert	that	because	we	do	‘x’	then	‘y’	happens.	In	working	with	schools	and	

students,	 it	 is	 not	 possible	 to	 control	 for	 all	 possible	 variables.	 Even	 when	 randomised	

experiments	are	carried	out	and	results	obtained,	it	does	not	follow	that	because	activities	

A,	B	and	C	produced	results	X,	Y	and	Z	in	this	context	that	activities	A,	B	and	C	will	produce	

the	same	results	 in	new	and	different	contexts	(House,	1991).	Does	this	mean	that	we	just	

abandon	the	idea	of	experiments	in	social	settings?		

	

Cook	 contends	 that	 to	 be	 limited	 is	 not	 to	 be	 useless	 (2002,	 p.180).	 Shadish,	 Cook	 and	

Campbell,	 advise	 that	 the	 unique	 strength	 of	 experimentation	 is	 in	 describing	 the	

consequences	 attributable	 to	 deliberately	 varying	 a	 treatment	 (2002,	 p.9).	 They	 call	 this	

causal	description	 (p.9).	They	go	on	 to	say	 that	experiments	do	 less	well	 in	describing	and	

clarifying	 the	mechanisms	 and	 the	 conditions	 under	 which	 that	 causal	 relationship	 holds,	

what	they	call	causal	explanation.	They	use	the	example	of	turning	on	a	light	from	the	very	

simple	flicking	of	the	switch	to	the	excitation	of	protons;	clearly	the	cause	of	the	light	going	

on	 is,	 at	one	 level,	 very	 simple	but	 is	 caused	by	a	 complex	 cluster	of	many	 factors.	 In	 the	

lighting	 of	 the	 switch	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 describe	 these	 many	 factors,	 but	 this	 complete	

explanation	 of	 factors	 is	 not	 possible	 in	 social	 science.	 Indeed,	 one	 could	 argue	 that	 the	

motivation	 of	 the	 person	 who	 flicks	 the	 switch	 would	 be	 difficult	 to	 explain.	 This	 causal	

explanation	is	of	utmost	importance	when,	for	instance,	you	need	to	explain	why	the	flicking	

of	the	switch	will	not	 light	the	light,	when	you	want	light	 in	a	new	situation,	and	so	on.	To	

apply	 this	 logic	 to	 social	 science	 then,	 causal	 explanation	 is	 an	 important	 route	 to	 the	

generalization	 of	 causal	 descriptions	 because	 it	 tells	 us	 which	 features	 of	 the	 causal	

relationship	are	essential	to	transfer	to	other	situations	(Shadish,	Cook	and	Campbell,	p.10).		

	

Taking	 into	 account	 that	 experiments	 are	 better	 at	 improving	 causal	 descriptions	 than	

explaining	 causal	 relationships,	 Shadish	 and	 colleagues	 (2002)	 hold	 that	 the	 dichotomy	

between	 descriptive	 and	 explanatory	 causation	 is	 less	 clear	 in	 scientific	 practice	 than	 in	
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abstract	discussion	about	causation	(p.11).	They	 list	many	reasons	why	experiments	are	so	

central	to	research	in	education:	experiments	help	to	test	the	chains	of	causal	 link,	help	to	

distinguish	 between	 the	 validity	 of	 competing	 explanatory	 theories,	 help	 to	 explain	 the	

conditions	 under	 which	 causal	 relationships	 vary,	 and	 can	 help	 to	 add	 quantitative	 and	

qualitative	 observations	 for	 the	 descriptive	 causal	 effect.	 Experiments	 are	 also	 useful	 for	

identifying	practical	solutions	to	problems.	House	(1991)	takes	a	realist	view	that	there	are	

transfactual	 causal	 structures	 that	 influence	 events	 and	 that	 operate	 in	 different	 settings,	

even	 though	 their	 interactions	 with	 other	 causal	 mechanisms	 may	 not	 produce	 the	 same	

events	from	site	to	site.	He	goes	on	to	say	that	the	goal	of	research	is	to	discover	entities	that	

tend	 to	 produce	 effects	 (p.8).	 In	 social	 science,	 the	 social	 and	 cultural	 contexts	 of	 the	

research	 are	 central	 and	 crucial	 for	 understanding	 the	 operation	 of	 causal	 mechanisms	

(Biesta,	2007).	Maxwell	(2004)	proffers	that:	

qualitative	 methods	 have	 distinct	 advantages	 for	 identifying	 the	 influence	 of	
contextual	 factors	 that	 can't	 be	 statistically	 or	 experimentally	 controlled,	 for	
understanding	 the	 unique	 processes	 at	 work	 in	 specific	 situations,	 and	 for	
elucidating	the	role	of	participants'	beliefs	and	values	in	shaping	outcomes	(p.9).		

	

Cook	 agrees	 with	 this	 assertion	 and	 contends	 that	many	 controlled	 experiments	 will	 be	

improved	by	collecting	ethnographic	data	in	all	treatment	groups	(2002,	p.189).	He	goes	on	

to	 say	 that	 qualitative	 methods	 do	 have	 a	 central	 role	 to	 play	 as	 adjuncts	 within	

experimental	work	on	educational	interventions	and	help	to	describe	the	process.	Maxwell	

(2004)	argues	that	one	approach	cannot	be	held	above	the	other	in	assessing	causality,	and	

that	 a	mutual	 understanding	 is	 needed	 for	 the	 optimal	 integration	 of	 both	 approaches	 in	

educational	research.			

	

Experimental	 research	 in	 social	 settings	 is	 fraught	 with	 difficulties.	 Research	 design	 can	

guard	against	many	 threats	 to	validity	and	 in	doing	so	 increase	 the	ability	 to	generalise	 to	

other	treatments,	outcomes,	and	settings.	It	is	important	to	move	from	making	linear	claims	

of	 causality	 that	 A	 causes	 B	 when	 C	 and	 D	 are	 present	 in	 this	 setting	 to	 a	 more	 broad	

description	 of	 what	 is	 happening—what	 Shadish	 and	 colleagues	 (2002)	 describe	 as	

intersecting	pretzels.	Here	they	talk	about:		

disaggregating	 the	 treatment	 to	 examine	 its	 causally	 effective	 components,	
disaggregating	the	effect	to	examine	its	causally	impacted	components,	conducting	
analyses	of	demographic	and	psychological	moderator	variables,	and	exploring	 the	
causal	 pathways	 through	 which	 (parts	 of)	 the	 treatment	 affects	 (part	 of)	 the	
outcome	(p.469).		
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In	 order	 to	 achieve	 even	 some	 of	 this	 disaggregating,	 quantitative	 data	 needs	 to	 be	

supported	 by	 qualitative	 descriptive	 data.	 In	 presenting	 findings	 in	 this	 way,	 using	 rich	

descriptions	coupled	with	rich	data,	educational	research	can	and	should	inform	educational	

practice.	 Smyth	 and	McCoy	 (2011),	 describe	 certain	 features	 of	 research	 that	 is	 likely	 to	

facilitate	policy	learning	such	as:	

• research	that	considers	a	range	of	outcomes,	not	just	academic	achievement	
• research	that	takes	cognisance	of	cultural	context	
• the	 processes	 and	 outcomes	 for	 different	 groups	 within	 the	 research	 should	 be	

considered	
• evidence	 should	 be	 drawn	 from	 a	 mix	 of	 sources,	 especially	 students’	 own	

perspectives.	
	

As	 this	 research	 is	 situated	within	 the	policy	 field	of	key	skill	development	 in	education,	 it	

was	 important	 that	 it	 adhered	 to	 the	 above	 features.	 Section	 3.2	 describes	 the	 research	

design	used.		

	

3.2	Research	Design	

This	research	used	non-equivalent	control	group	design.	The	matching	of	a	test	group	with	a	

control	group	is	central	to	the	success	of	a	quasi-experiment.	The	two	groups	involved	in	the	

research	were	matched	on	variables	deemed	important	to	the	research	and	those	that	were	

possible	to	control.	However,	there	were	many	variables	which	could	not	be	matched	that	

may	have	been	important	to	the	research—for	example,	management	style	and	structures.	

This	led	to	less	internal	validity.		

	

Questionnaires	and	interviews	were	used	in	the	research	to	measure	attitudinal	and	practice	

outcomes.	 Junior	 Certificate	 and	 Leaving	 Certificate	 State	 Examinations	 Commission	 (SEC)	

examination	results	were	used	to	track	academic	achievement.		Pre-test	and	post-test	data	

were	 gathered	 on	 teachers’	 pedagogical	 practices.	 Students’	 feelings	 about	 school	 and	

schoolwork	were	measured	at	pre-test	and	post-test	stages	using	an	inventory	developed	in	

previous	 research	 (Entwistle	 and	 Kozeki,	 1985).	 The	 mapping	 of	 the	 process	 of	

implementation	and	the	use	of	qualitative	data	in	addition	to	the	quantitative	data	enabled	

the	 researcher	 to	get	 insights	 into	what	 is	happening	 in	 the	 ‘black	box’	of	 implementing	a	

key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning.		

	

3.2.1	Research	Sample	

Mertens	 (2010)	 advises	 that	 randomized	 probability	 samples	 are	 the	 ideal	 in	 the	 post-

positivist	 paradigm;	 however,	 she	 also	 acknowledges	 that	 they	 are	 not	 commonly	 used	 in	



 

80 
 

educational	 research	 (p.	 310).	 She	 warns	 against	 using	 the	 sample	 that	 presents	 itself	 as	

most	 convenient.	 	 Finding	 schools	 to	 take	 part	 in	 this	 research	 was	 not	 an	 easy	 task.	 A	

number	of	different	schools	were	approached	and	the	best	two	matched	pairs	were	chosen.	

All	 schools	 are	 situated	 in	 the	 same	 city.	 Intervention	 School	 One	 (IS1)	 is	 matched	 with	

Control	School	One	(CS1)	and	Intervention	School	Two	(IS2)	is	matched	with	Control	School	

Two	(CS2).	 	 Initially,	 IS2	was	matched	with	another	school	but	the	match	was	not	good	on	

intake,	 so	 an	 alternative	 school	 was	 sought	 using	 local	 knowledge.	 This	 experimentally	

accessible	 population	 was	 deemed	 suitable	 for	 the	 research	 undertaken	 (Mertens,	 2010,	

p.311).	 Ideally	 it	 would	 have	 been	 desirable	 for	 all	 four	 schools	 to	 be	 well	 matched,	

however,	 as	 finding	 the	 best	matched	 pair	was	 a	 priority	 it	 resulted	 in	 IS1	 and	 CS1	 being	

coeducational	schools	and	IS2	and	CS2	being	single	sex	girls	schools.	All	teachers	and	all	year	

five/six	 students	 were	 involved	 in	 the	 collection	 of	 quantitative	 data.	 Simple	 random	

sampling	was	 used	within	 schools	 to	 recruit	 students	 for	 interview.	 The	 researcher	 chose	

fifteen	students	randomly	from	the	total	number	of	students	in	each	school	for	interview;	all	

students	were	written	 to	 and	 asked	 to	 participate	 (see	 Appendix	 D).	 This	meant	 that	 the	

students	 interviewed	 were	 not	 chosen	 by	 the	 participating	 schools	 and	 so	 should	 be	

representative	of	 the	population.	48	participated	 in	pre-test	 interviews	and	41	 in	post-test	

interviews.	 For	 teacher	 interviews,	 convenience	 sampling	was	used	 to	 facilitate	 schools.	A	

date	was	picked	for	interviews	and	teachers	who	had	free	classes	on	that	date	were	asked	to	

participate	in	the	interviews;	five	interviews	were	carried	out	in	each	school.	This	meant	that	

the	data	do	not	 allow	 for	 generalisations	 to	 the	population	and	 that	 some	key	 individuals	

were	 not	 interviewed.	 Critical-case	 sampling	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 may	 have	 been	

more	desirable	(Patton,	2002).		

	

The	 intervention	 was	 implemented	 with	 all	 teachers	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 and	 the	

process	was	tracked	for	all	senior	cycle	students.	Schools	provided	the	Junior	Certificate	SEC	

results	 for	 all	 students	 who	 sat	 the	 examination	 in	 2010,	 and	 all	 who	 sat	 the	 Leaving	

Certificate	in	2012.	As	stated	previously,	matching	schools	in	research	such	as	this	presents	

the	 researcher	 with	 many	 pitfalls.	 However,	 while	 not	 an	 exact	 science,	 schools	 were	

matched	 under	 the	 following	 criteria:	 All	 schools	 are	 situated	 in	 inner	 city	 locations	 with	

mixed	 intake	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 social	 backgrounds.	 Schools	were	 also	matched	 on	 gender	

intake.	 Matched	 schools	 are	 of	 similar	 size.	 This	 was	 important	 as	 this	 influences	 the	

subjects	 and	 courses	 offered	 in	 senior	 cycle	 and	 the	 number	 of	 staff	 in	 the	 school	 (see	

Appendix	 E).	 This	matching	was	 examined	 further	 following	 pre-test	 data	 collection	 at	 T1	
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with	schools	being	matched	on	teacher	demographics,	 in-school	cooperation,	participation	

in	 professional	 development,	 and	pedagogical	 practices	 (see	Chapter	 Five).	 Students	were	

matched	on	their	study	orientation	and	school	motivation	(see	Chapter	Six).	Pre-test	student	

interviews	allowed	for	further	qualitative	matching	at	T1	to	check	if	intervention	and	control	

schools	 were	 good	 matches	 (see	 Chapter	 Seven).	 In	 addition,	 schools	 were	 matched	 on	

Junior	Certificate	SEC	examination	results	(see	Table	6.3).	

	

3.3	Research	Instruments	

A	variety	of	research	 instruments	were	used	in	this	research	to	gather	data	at	the	pre-test	

and	post-test	stages	of	the	research.	See	table	3.2	below	for	an	overview	of	data	collection.		

	

Table	3.2	

Data	collection	instruments		

Research	instrument	 Pre-test	 Post-test	 n	
SEC	examination	results		 Junior	Certificate		 Leaving	Certificate	 	
Student	questionnaire	 116	 116	 232	
Teacher	questionnaire	 80	 80	 160	
Student	interview	 48	 41	 89	
Teacher	interview	 	 20	 20	
CPD	evaluation	forms	 	 187	 	
	

	

3.3.1	Development	of	student	questionnaire	–	Approaches	to	learning	

Desimone	and	Carlson	Le	Floch	contend	that	questionnaires	have	been	shown	to	effectively	

measure	 several	 key	 targets	 of	 current	 school	 reform	 such	 as	 teachers’	 pedagogical	

strategies,	and	type	and	quality	of	professional	development	(2004,	p.2).		The	reliability	of	a	

questionnaire	instrument	is	in	whether	repeated	trials	yield	the	same	results.	Validity	of	the	

questionnaire	 instrument	 requires	 that	 it	 measure	 the	 construct	 it	 purports	 to	 measure.	

Desimone	and	Carlson	Le	Floch	warn	that	an	important	aspect	of	validity	is	that	the	person	

taking	 the	 questionnaire	 has	 similar	 understanding	 of	 the	 questions	 as	 the	 questionnaire	

designer	(2004,	p.4).	In	addition,	it	must	be	noted	that	there	are	issues	with	the	use	of	self-

completion	instruments	measuring	learning	strategies	with	students	(McNamara,	2011).	The	

questionnaire	 used	with	 students	 in	 this	 research	 has	 been	 used	 in	many	 other	 research	

projects.	Noel	Entwistle	and	colleagues	have	been	studying	approaches	to	learning	since	the	

early	 1970’s.	 In	 their	work,	 they	have	developed	 various	 inventories	 of	 learning,	 including	

the	Approaches	to	Study	Inventory	(ASI)	(Entwistle	and	Ramsden,	1983).	The	questionnaire	

used	 in	 this	 research	 is	 an	 adaptation	 of	 the	 ASI,	 which	 was	 developed	 by	 Entwistle	 and	
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Kozeki	 as	 part	 of	 a	 ten-year	 collaborative	 research	 programme	 between	 British	 and	

Hungarian	 colleagues	 (Entwistle	 and	 Kozeki,	 1985,	 1988).	 The	 questionnaire,	 called	 Pupils	

Feelings	about	School	and	School	Work	inventory	(PFSSW),	is	designed	in	two	parts,	one	on	

school	motivation	and	the	other	on	study	orientation.		

	

The	work	on	 school	motivation	and	 the	 formulation	of	 the	 subscales	 resulted	 from	Kozeki	

conducting	 an	 extensive	 set	 of	 over	 1,000	 interviews	with	 students,	 parents	 and	 teachers	

over	 a	 ten-year	 period	 (Entwistle	 and	 Kozeki,	 1988).	 Entwistle	 then	 identified	 three	 study	

orientations,	 which	 represented	 groupings	 combining	 learning	 processes	 with	 motivation	

(Entwistle	 and	 Ramsden,	 1983).	 The	 original	 work	 looked	 at	 two	 types	 of	 approaches	 to	

learning,	deep	and	surface;	a	 third	approach,	called	strategic,	was	developed	 in	 later	work	

(Marton	and	Säljö,	1984).	The	distinction	between	deep	and	surface	approaches	to	learning,	

together	 with	 the	 category	 of	 strategic	 approach	 to	 studying,	 have	 been	 widely	 used	 to	

describe	students’	ways	of	tackling	academic	tasks	(Entwistle,	2000).	

These	 instruments	have	proved	successful	 in	allowing	the	approaches	of	groups	of	
students	to	be	explored	over	time	and	in	relation	to	specific	forms	of	teaching	and	
differing	 assessment	 procedures.	 They	 have	 shown	 general	 relationships	 between	
approaches	 and	 both	 students’	 grades	 and	 qualitative	 measures	 of	 their	 learning	
outcomes	(Entwistle,	2000,	p.1).		

	

The	 theory	 from	 which	 these	 learning	 inventories	 are	 derived	 conceptualise	 students’	

learning	as	a	combination	of	both	motives	and	strategies.	For	example,	the	deep	approach	

to	study	 is	coupled	with	a	holistic	style	and	 intrinsic	motivation	to	give	an	overall	meaning	

orientation	 (Entwistle	 and	 Kozeki,	 1985).	 In	 his	 earlier	 work	 using	 the	 PFSSW	 inventory,	

Entwistle	 reports	 that,	 while	 the	 inventory	 was	 originally	 developed	 to	 investigate	 the	

relationships	 between	 the	 various	 dimensions	 it	 covered	 and	 to	 relate	 these	 to	 school	

attainment	 in	 Britain	 and	 Hungary,	 he	 also	 envisaged	 that	 the	 information	 could	 help	

teachers	 and	parents	 to	 discover	 students’	 school	motivation	 and	 their	 study	orientations	

(Entwistle	and	Kozeki,	1985).	Biggs	(1993)	also	found	that,	using	his	inventory	Study	Process	

Questionnaire	 (SPQ),	 which	 is	 similar	 to	 Entwistle’s,	 provided	 useful	 information	 for	

educators	concerning	teaching	approaches.		The	PFSSW	inventory	measured	three	different	

approaches	to	learning:	Deep,	Surface	and	Strategic.	The	characteristics	of	these	contrasting	

approaches	are	summarised	below	in	Table	3.3.	Appendix	F	gives	a	fuller	explanation	of	the	

constructs	for	each	of	the	main	scales	as	described	by	the	original	author	(Entwistle,	1987).	

The	 five	 key	 skills	 being	 developed	 by	 the	 intervention	 were	 working	 with	 others,	

information	processing,	critical	and	creative	thinking,	communicating,	and	being	personally	
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effective.	 The	 meaning	 orientation	 is	 the	 one	 most	 closely	 aligned	 with	 the	 concept	 of	

students	 developing	 skills	 for	 learning,	 where	 they	 are	 actively	 involved	 in	 their	 learning,	

constructing	 meaning	 and	 are	 interested	 in	 their	 learning.	 Therefore,	 analysis	 of	 data	

changes	in	these	scales	was	the	best	indicator	of	the	intervention	having	a	positive	effect	on	

student	learning.		

	

Entwistle	was	 influenced	and	 informed	by	the	work	of	Marton	and	Biggs	(Entwistle,	2009).	

Marton	used	a	 research	approach	called	phenomenography,	which	 is	an	empirically-based	

approach	 (based	 on	 observation	 and	 experience)	 that	 aims	 to	 identify	 the	 qualitatively	

different	ways	in	which	people	experience,	conceptualise,	perceive,	and	understand	various	

kinds	of	phenomena—in	this	case,	how	learners	experience	and	interpret	learning	(Marton,	

1994).	 	 Entwistle	 and	 colleagues	 developed	 the	 questionnaires	 and	 inventories	 to	 initially	

explore	 variations	 in	 the	ways	 students	 learned	 and	 studied.	 However,	 these	 instruments	

have	been	used	subsequently	to	monitor	effectiveness	of	teaching	(Entwistle,	2009,	p.169).			

	
Table	3.3	
Characteristics	of	approaches	to	study		

Defining	features	of	approaches	to	learning	
Deep	Approach	 Intention	-	to	understand	ideas	for	yourself	

Seeking	meaning	by	 Relating	ideas	to	previous	knowledge	and	experience		

Looking	for	patterns	and	underlying	principles	

	 Checking	evidence	and	relating	it	to	conclusions	

Examining	logic	and	argument	cautiously	and	critically	

Using	rote	learning	where	necessary	

And	as	a	result	 Being	aware	of	one’s	own	understanding	as	it	develops		

Becoming	more	actively	interested	in	the	course	content	

	 	

Surface	Approach	 Intention	–	to	cope	with	course	requirements	

Reproducing	by	 Treating	the	course	as	unrelated	bits	of	information	

Routinely	 memorising	 facts	 or	 carrying	 out	 set	 procedures	 Studying	

without	reflecting	on	either	purpose	or	strategy	

And	as	a	result	 Finding	difficulty	in	making	sense	of	new	ideas	

Seeing	little	value	or	meaning	in	either	the	course	or	the	task	set	

Feeling	undue	pressure	and	worry	about	work	

	 	

Strategic	 Intention	–	to	get	high	grades	in	examinations	

Achieving	by	 Ensuring	that	the	conditions	and	materials	for	studying	are	appropriate	

Use	marking	schemes	and	past	exam	papers	to	predict	questions		

And	as	a	result	 Rote	learning	and	lack	of	deep	understanding	of	material	

Source:	Approaches	to	learning	Entwistle	(2009)	p.36	
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Entwistle’s	later	work	is	mainly	focused	on	third	level	students’	learning	and	he	went	on	to	

adapt	 the	 PFSSW	 inventory	 and	 develop	 a	 revised	 version	 called	 Approaches	 and	 Study	

Strategies	 Inventory	 for	 Students	 (ASSIST),	 which	 is	 used	 widely	 in	 third	 level	 institutions	

across	the	world	(Diseth,	2001;	Entwistle,	Tait,	Entwistle	and	McCune,	1998).	 	 	 	ASSIST	has	

been	used	to	 look	at	approaches	 to	 learning	 in	accountancy	education	 in	 Ireland	 in	 recent	

years	 (Byrne,	 Flood	 and	Willis,	 2002,	 2004,	 2009).	 The	 Study	 Process	Questionnaire	 (SPQ)	

developed	by	Biggs	(1987)	has	been	used	widely	in	Australia	(Byrne,	Flood	and	Willis,	2004).	

Over	 the	 last	 thirty	 years	 this	 concept	 of	 approaches	 to	 learning	 has	 become	 a	 highly	

influential	framing	device	for	considering	student	learning	in	higher	education	and	has	been	

used	with	students	from	many	disciplines	(Byrne,	Finlayson,	Flood,	Lyons,	and	Willis,	2010;	

Dart,	Pillay	and	Burnett,	2000;	Burnett,	Pillay	and	Dart,	2003;	Byrne,	Flood	and	Willis,	2009).	

While	the	work	on	approaches	to	learning	has	used	different	instruments	such	as	ASI,	SPQ,	

ASSIST	 and	 the	 version	 used	 in	 this	 research,	 PFSSW,	 to	measure	 approaches	 to	 study	 in	

different	countries	with	different	students,	all	came	up	with	the	same	‘deep’,	 ‘surface’	and	

(later)	‘strategic’	distinction	in	student’s	learning	intentions	(Cuthbert,	2005;	Dart	1999).		

	

Byrne,	 Flood	 and	Willis	 (2004),	 commenting	 on	 ASSIST,	 used	 with	 accounting	 students	 in	

Ireland	and	 the	USA,	warn	 that	 such	an	 inventory	 is	useful	 to	measure	 the	broad	 learning	

approaches	 of	 a	 group	 of	 students,	 but	 it	 fails	 to	 fully	 capture	 the	 complexity	 of	

individualised	 ways	 of	 learning	 and	 studying;	 for	 this	 they	 recommend	 combining	 results	

with	qualitative	data	(p.455),	as	was	undertaken	in	this	research.	However,	they	do	conclude	

that	ASSIST	is	an	instrument	that	will	yield	valid	and	reliable	scores	for	assessing	the	learning	

approaches	 (p.456).	Entwistle,	Tait	and	McCune	(2000)	 looked	at	the	conceptual	basis	of	a	

number	of	study	strategy	 inventories	from	different	countries.	 	They	concluded	that,	while	

they	can	be	measured	using	inventories,	study	strategies	are	affected	by	specific	situation	or	

context	 and	 therefore	 the	 limitations	 of	 this	 methodology	 must	 be	 accepted	 (p.341).	

However,	 Entwistle	 contends	 that	 these	 inventories	 do	 contain	 scales	 that	 have	 a	 strong	

conceptual	and	psychometric	basis	because	 they	have	been	designed	and	developed	using	

educational	psychology	and	students’	own	experiences	(Entwistle,	2009,	p.170).		

	

The	PFSSW	inventory	was	deemed	suitable	for	this	research,	as	it	measured	approaches	to	

learning	which	are	closely	linked	to	the	work	on	key	skills,	and	was	developed	for	use	with	

second	level	students.	The	questionnaire	was	sourced	from	Noel	Entwistle	in	hard	copy	with	

permission	to	adapt	and	use	in	this	research.		Professor	Entwistle	advised	reading	his	book	
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Understanding	 Classroom	 Learning	 (1988)	 which	 reported	 on	 the	 development	 of	 the	

research	 instrument	and	that	some	of	 the	wordings	of	 items	might	well	have	to	change	to	

suit	 2010	 (Private	 communication,	 14.06.2010).	 The	 instrument	was	 trialled	 and	 very	 few	

changes	to	wording	were	made.			

	

	Many	 of	 the	 statements	 can	 be	 mapped	 onto	 the	 learning	 outcomes	 for	 key	 skills	 (see	

examples	 in	 Table	 3.4).	 The	 skills	 of	 communicating	 (C),	 being	 personally	 effective	 (BPE),	

information	processing	 (IP)	and	critical	and	creative	 thinking	 (CCT)	are	well	 represented	 in	

the	inventory.	Working	with	others	(WWO)	is	not.	However,	the	inventory	was	still	deemed	

a	 good	 reliable	 measure	 linked	 to	 key	 skills.	 Probing	 for	 working	 with	 others	 skills	 was	

included	in	the	structured	interviews.	

	
Table	3.4	
Mapping	of	Key	Skills	onto	the	PFSSW	statements	

Sample	of	statements	from	PFSSW	
School	and	school	work	inventory	section	

Key	
Skill	

I	try	to	relate	ideas	in	one	subject	to	those	in	others,	whenever	possible	
When	I	am	reading,	the	ideas	sometimes	produce	vivid	images	in	my	mind	
I	find	some	subjects	so	interesting	that	I	would	like	to	go	on	with	them	after	I	leave	here	
I	prefer	to	tackle	each	part	of	a	topic	or	problem	in	order,	working	through	it	one	step	at	
a	time	
I	am	very	good	at	organising	my	study	time	effectively	
I	generally	try	to	understand	things	even	when	they	initially	seem	rather	difficult		
I	like	to	play	around	with	ideas	of	my	own,	even	if	they	don't	get	me	very	far	
Often	I	ask	myself	questions	about	things	I	hear	in	class	or	read	in	books	
I	think	it's	important	to	look	at	problems	and	try	to	solve	them	using	what	I	have	learned	
I	try	to	relate	what	I	read	to	previous	work	
I	 prefer	 teachers	 who	 use	 lots	 of	 examples,	 or	 their	 own	 experiences,	 to	 help	 us	
understand	
I	 spend	 a	 good	 deal	 of	my	 spare	 time	 finding	 out	 about	 interesting	 topics	which	 have	
been	discussed	
If	I	do	something	badly,	I	try	to	work	out	why	so	that	I	can	do	better	next	time	
If	I	want	something	really	badly,	I	don't	mind	really	pushing	myself	to	get	it	
When	I	start	a	piece	of	work,	I	stick	at	it	even	if	I'm	finding	it	really	hard	
I	prefer	to	make	my	own	notes	when	I	can	
In	trying	to	understand	new	ideas,	I	often	try	to	relate	them	to	real	life	situations	
In	written	work	I	try	to	put	over	my	own	view	whenever	possible	
I	get	very	enthusiastic	about	some	of	my	school	work	
When	I	am	explaining	something,	I	generally	try	to	give	lots	of	detail	

CCT	
IP	
BPE	
BPE	
BPE	
IP	
CCT	
CCT	
CCT	
IP	
IP	
C,	
CCT	
BPE	
IP	
IP	
CCT	
C	
C	

Note:	Key	Skills	acronyms:	Communicating	(C),	Being	Personally	Effective	(BPE),	Information	
Processing	(IP)	Critical	and	Creative	Thinking	(CCT).	
	

The	 section	of	 the	questionnaire	on	motivation	was	 included	 to	ascertain	 if	 the	 change	 in	

teaching	practices	over	the	two	years	had	any	impact	on	student	motivation.	The	literature	

on	key	skills	contends	that,	when	teachers	use	the	Key	Skills	Framework	as	a	planning	tool,	



 

86 
 

learning	 becomes	more	 learner-centred	 and	 learners	 reported	 that	 they	 enjoyed	 learning	

more	(NCCA,	2010b).		

	

To	ascertain	if	the	language	in	the	questionnaire	was	suitable	for	the	age	group	in	question,	

the	 instrument	was	 trialled	 in	a	school	outside	 the	study	by	a	group	of	students	of	 similar	

age.	From	the	trialling	 it	was	decided	to	give	the	questionnaire	 in	one	sitting;	students	did	

not	feel	it	was	unduly	long.	However,	as	the	School	and	School	Work	Inventory	section	was	

deemed	 the	most	 relevant	 to	 this	 study,	 the	 sequence	 of	 questions	 was	 altered	 and	 the	

language	 in	 some	 sub-questions	 was	 changed	 to	 make	 them	 easier	 to	 understand	 (see	

Appendix	G	for	a	sample	of	the	questionnaire	used	in	this	research).		Entwistle	advises	that	

the	questionnaire	was	designed	for	use	with	students	of	at	least	12	years	of	age	but	that,	for	

younger	students	or	those	with	limited	reading	ability,	help	should	be	given	(Entwistle	and	

Kozeki,	1985).	The	link	person	in	the	schools	administered	the	questionnaires,	as	it	was	felt	

students	would	be	more	likely	to	ask	their	class	teacher	for	help	rather	than	the	researcher.	

Students	 ranged	 in	 age	 from	 15	 to	 19,	 with	 the	 average	 age	 being	 16.	 Perhaps	 more	

interesting	is	the	fact	that	the	questionnaire	was	seen	as	relevant	to	this	cohort	of	students,	

considering	 that	 it	 was	 developed	 in	 1983,	 some	 30	 years	 ago.	 The	 statements	 apply	 to	

learning	in	schools	today	as	much	as	they	did	at	the	time	of	development.		

	

3.3.1.1.	Student	Questionnaire	Reliability	Analysis	

The	 Pupils’	 Feelings	 about	 School	 and	 School	 Work	 Inventory	 (PFSSW)	 consists	 of	 60	

statements	 on	 study	 orientation	 and	 60	 statements	 on	 school	 motivation.	 Respondents	

indicate	 their	 agreement	 with	 each	 statement	 using	 a	 five-point	 Likert	 scale,	 where	 1=	

Definitely	disagree	up	to	5=	Definitely	agree.	The	statements	are	combined	into	10	subscales	

with	 six	 items	 each,	 which	 are	 further	 grouped	 into	 three	 main	 scales:	 Meaning,	

Reproducing	 and	 Achieving	 for	 study	 orientations	 and	 Affective,	 Cognitive	 and	Moral	 for	

school	motivation.		

	
Table	3.5	provides	an	over	view	of	the	main	scales	and	sub-scales.	See	Appendix	H	for	list	of	

all	 scales	 and	 subscales	 for	 Study	 Orientation	 and	 Appendix	 I	 for	 School	Motivation	 with	

scoring	procedure.	When	scoring	the	questionnaire,	sub-scale	scores	are	formed	by	adding	

together	the	responses	on	the	items	in	that	sub-scale.		
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Table	3.5	

Scales	and	sub-scales	for	PFSSW	inventory	

Study Orientations School Motivation 
Meaning 
Deep Approach 
Holistic style 
Intrinsic motivation 
 

Affective 
Warmth 
Identification 
Sociability 

Reproducing 
Surface approach 
Serialist style  
Fear of failure 
Instrumental motivation 
 

Cognitive 
Independence 
Competence 
Interest 

Achieving 
Strategic approach 
Conscientiousness 
Hope for success 

Moral 
Trust 
Compliance 
Responsibility 
Adult Pressure 

	

The	 sub-scales	 contained	 in	 each	 of	 the	 main	 scales	 were	 then	 combined	 to	 derive	 the	

scores	 for	 the	 main	 scales.	 For	 example,	 the	 Deep	 approach	 to	 studying	 contains	 the	

following	six	statements:	

Deep	approach	

• I	try	to	relate	ideas	in	one	subject	to	those	in	others,	whenever	possible.		
• I	generally	try	to	understand	things	even	when	they	initially	seem	rather	difficult.		
• Often	I	ask	myself	questions	about	things	I	hear	in	class	or	read	in	books.		
• I	try	to	relate	what	I	read	to	previous	work.		
• I	prefer	to	make	my	own	notes	when	I	can.		
• In	trying	to	understand	new	ideas,	I	often	try	to	relate	them	to	real	life	situations.	

	

Reliability	 of	 all	 grouped	 Likert	 items	 was	 carried	 out	 by	 calculating	 Cronbach’s	 alpha	

coefficient.	 It	 is	 easier	 to	 achieve	 high	 internal	 validity	 for	 experiments	 with	 tightly	

controlled	 conditions,	 than	 for	 studies	 in	difficult-to-control	 environments	 like	 classrooms.	

With	 a	 research	 instrument	 such	 as	 the	 PFSSW	 inventory	 used	 in	 this	 research,	 with	 60	

statements,	student	reading	levels,	ability	to	understand	the	statements	and	fatigue	all	have	

impact	on	the	validity.	Reliability	means	that	the	questionnaire	measures	what	 it	claims	to	

measure	consistently,	in	this	case	that	that	scores	have	high	enough	inter-item	correlations	

to	 produce	 meaningful	 scores.	 	 	 Cronbach’s	 alpha	 values	 were	 computed	 to	 assess	 the	

internal	 reliability	of	 the	data	 in	 the	current	 study.	The	coefficient	α	 score	 for	each	of	 the	

main	scales	 is	 listed	and	these	ranged	from	.83	to	.77.	This	 indicates	high	levels	of	 internal	

consistency	 for	 the	main	 scales.	 The	alpha	 values	 for	 the	 subscales	 range	 from	 .41	 to	 .77.	
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The	alpha	values	are	similar	to	those	obtained	in	previous	studies	for	the	main	scales	(Byrne	

and	Flood	2005;	Byrne,	Finlayson,	Flood,	Lyons,	and	Willis,	2010;	Lung,	Ginns	and	Krember,	

2008;	Entwistle,	Taite	and	McCune,	2000).	Some	researchers	have	adopted	an	arbitrary	cut-

off	point	for	alpha	of	.70;	others,	for	example	Schmitt	(1996),	have	argued	that	alpha	values	

as	low	as	.50	would	not	weaken	validity	coefficients.	Indeed,	Entwistle	and	Kozéki,	list	alpha	

scores	 ranging	 from	 	 	 0.32	 to	 0.74	 for	 the	 sub-scales	 in	 their	 original	 study	 using	 this	

questionnaire	with	a	much	 larger	sample	 (n	=	614)	 (1985).	The	number	of	 items	 in	a	scale	

affects	the	alpha	values.	Here,	the	number	of	items	in	the	sub-scales	is	six,	on	the	low	side.	

The	main	 scales	 have	 18	 items.	 Schmitt	 (1996)	 further	 pointed	 out	 that	 alpha	 can	 be	 an	

underestimate	 of	 reliability	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 multidimensionality.	 This	 instrument	 is	

measuring	 complex	multifaceted	 constructs,	which	may	not	be	adequately	portrayed	by	 a	

unidimensional	scale	and	reflects	similar	findings	using	Bigg’s	instrument	(Leung,	Ginns	and	

Kember,	 2008;	 Kember	 and	 Gow,	 1990).	 Entwistle,	 Tait	 and	McCune	 (2000),	 in	 exploring	

patterns	 of	 response	 to	 approaches	 to	 study	 inventory	 across	 contrasting	 groups	 and	

context,	 identified	 a	 group	 of	 students	 that	 were	 essentially	 ‘outliers’	 in	 their	 study.	 On	

analysis	 they	 found	 that,	 for	 failing	 students,	 the	 usual	 linkages	 between	 approaches	 to	

learning	and	perceptions	of	the	 learning	environment	did	not	follow	the	expected	pattern.	

This	 may	 have	 had	 implications	 for	 IS1	 and	 CS1	 where	 the	 student	 cohort	 was	 less	

homogenous	than	for	IS2	and	CS2.		

	

Table	3.6	

Reliability	–	Cronbach’s	alpha	scores	for	Study	Orientation	scales	

Scales	 #	of	items	in	scale	 Pre-test	
N	(116)	T1	

Post-test	
N	(116)	T2	

Meaning	 18	 .81	 .81	
Deep	approach	 6	 .68	 .71	
Holistic	style	 6	 .54	 .54	
Intrinsic	motivation	 6	 .71	 .69	

Reproducing	 18	 .77	 .76	
Surface	approach	 6	 .54	 .59	
Serialist	style	 6	 .59	 .69	
Fear	of	failure	 6	 .67	 .67	
Instrumental	motivation	 6	 .41	 .73	

Achieving	 18	 .83	 .83	
Strategic	approach	 6	 .70	 .76	
Hope	for	success	 6	 .65	 .55	
Conscientiousness	 6	 .76	 .77	

	 	 	 	
	

Reliability	 analysis	 for	 this	 instrument	 and	 for	 later	 versions	 of	 the	 inventory	 have	 been	

carried	 out	 with	 much	 larger	 samples	 and	 found	 to	 be	 robust	 in	 different	 contexts.	 In	
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samples	as	small	as	that	at	school	level	in	this	research,	random	error	is	much	more	likely	to	

affect	 reliability.	 The	 results	 are	 easily	 and	 disproportionately	 influenced	 by	 individuals	

(Black,	1999,	p.280).	Table	3.6	 lists	 the	alpha	scores	 for	 the	main	scales	and	sub-scales	 for	

Study	Orientations	at	T1	and	T2.		

	

The	alpha	scores	for	the	three	approaches	to	learning—deep,	surface	and	strategic—are	all	

very	good,	especially	for	deep	and	strategic	approaches	(.68	to	.77).	The	lowest	alpha	score	

is	for	instrumental	motivation	at	T1	(.41).		The	alpha	scores	for	School	motivation	display	the	

same	pattern	with	alpha	scores	from	.69	to	.82	for	the	main	scales	and	from	.44	to	.81	for	

the	sub-scales	(see	table	3.7).	

	

Table	3.7	

Reliability	–	Cronbach’s	alpha	scores	for	School	Motivation	scales	

	
	

The	sub-scale	trust	has	only	five	items,	as	one	item	was	left	out	of	the	questionnaire	in	error.	

The	three	scales	most	associated	with	 the	key	skills	work	are:	 identification	with	 teachers,	

affiliation	 with	 peers,	 and	 competence	 in	 knowledge	 and	 skills.	 The	 alpha	 scores	 for	

identification	 with	 teachers	 are	 very	 good	 at	 .71.	 The	 alpha	 scores	 for	 affiliation	 and	

competence	 are	 not	 as	 good,	 but	 acceptable,	 at	 .51	 to	 .65	 for	 these	 sub-scales.	 Gorsuch	

(1983)	 suggest	 that	 a	 sample	 size	 of	 at	 least	 200	 is	 required	 to	 undertake	 factor	 analysis;	

therefore,	such	analysis	was	not	carried	out	for	this	research.		

	

	

	

Scale	 #	of	items	in	scale	 Pre-test	
N	(116)	T1	

Post-test	
N	(116)	T2	

Affective	 18	 .81	 .82	
Warmth	 6	 .80	 .81	
Identification	 6	 .71	 .71	
Affiliation	 6	 .65	 .53	

Cognitive	 18	 .74	 .69	
Independence	 6	 .56	 .44	
Competence	 6	 .51	 .54	
Interest	 6	 .52	 .74	

Moral	 23	 .80	 .74	
Trust	 5	 .57	 .54	
Compliance	 6	 .57	 .67	
Responsibility	 6	 .61	 .56	
Adult	pressure	 6	 .79	 .79	
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3.3.2	Development	of	the	Teacher	Questionnaire	

Questions	 1-4	 in	 the	 teacher	 questionnaire	 were	 used	 to	 get	 background	 data	 on	

participating	teachers.	Teachers	had	the	option	to	give	their	names.	This	option	was	given	as	

it	was	felt	that	some	teachers	might	not	trust	that	the	data	gathered	would	not	be	shared	

with	management	and	might	feel	that	they	would	be	compromised	in	some	way	if	data	were	

shared.	See	Appendix	J	for	teacher	questionnaire	at	T2	with	additional	questions	included	at	

T2.		

	

Question	5-	8	are	based	on	questions	developed	as	part	of	the	OECD	Teaching	and	Learning	

International	Survey	TALIS	(OECD	2009b).	Permission	was	granted	for	these	questions	to	be	

used	 in	 this	 research.	 	 TALIS	 is	 the	 first	 international	 survey	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 working	

conditions	 of	 teachers	 and	 the	 learning	 environments	 in	 schools	 and	 is	 focused	 on	 lower	

secondary	 education	 teachers	 and	 principals.	 The	 questionnaire	 developed	 for	 this	 first	

round	 of	 TALIS	 examined	 aspects	 of	 teacher	 professional	 development;	 teacher	 beliefs,	

attitudes	 and	 practices;	 teacher	 appraisal	 and	 feedback;	 and	 school	 leadership	 in	 the	 23	

participating	 countries,	 one	of	which	 is	 Ireland	 (OECD,	 2009b,	 2009c).	Questions	 from	 the	

section	on	teacher	professional	development,	teacher	beliefs,	attitudes	and	practices	were	

used	 in	 this	 research	 for	 a	 number	 of	 reasons.	 It	 was	 important	 that	 base-line	 data	 on	

teacher	professional	development	were	gathered	to	strengthen	the	matching	of	schools	and	

to	 add	 to	 the	 description	 of	 the	 context	 for	 the	 intervention.	 Data	 on	 teacher	 beliefs,	

attitudes	and	practices	were	also	very	relevant	as	base-line	data	to	 inform	changes,	 if	any,	

after	the	intervention.	These	questions	had	been	used	in	a	large-scale	research	project	and	

had	been	shown	 to	be	valid,	 reliable	and	comparable	across	participating	countries	 (OECD	

2009b,	p.19),	increasing	internal	validity	in	this	research.		

	

Question	 5	 asked	 teachers	 in	 all	 schools	 about	 their	 professional	 development	 activities	

during	the	last	18	months.	This	period	of	time	was	chosen	in	order	to	get	a	full	picture	of	the	

activities	 and	 to	 include	 the	 previous	 year’s	 experience—the	 survey	 was	 administered	 in	

December	 2010—and	 it	 was	 a	manageable	 period	 for	 teachers	 to	 recall.	 In	 addition,	 this	

question	would	 serve	 to	highlight	discrepancies	 in	 school	participation	 rates.	The	question	

also	asked	teachers	to	rate	the	 impact	of	the	professional	development	on	a	scale	ranging	

from	no	impact,	a	small	impact,	and	a	moderate	impact,	to	a	large	impact.	Question	6	asked	

teachers	 to	 rate	 on	 a	 4-point	 scale,	 ranging	 from	 ‘No	need	 at	 all’’	 to	 ‘High	 level	 of	 need’,	

their	professional	development	needs	in	a	variety	of	areas.		
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Question	7	was	used	to	assess	teachers’	beliefs	about	teaching.	It	asked	teachers	to	indicate	

how	strongly	they	agreed	with	various	statements	on	a	4-point	Likert	scale,	ranging	from	1,	

‘strongly	 disagree’	 to	 4,	 ‘strongly	 agree’.	 Building	 on	 factor	 analysis	 used	 by	 TALIS,	 it	 is	

possible	 to	 summarise	 teachers’	 beliefs	 about	 teaching	 across	 two	 indices	 of	 direct	

transmission	 beliefs	 and	 constructivist	 beliefs	 (OECD	 2009b,	 p.268).	 This	 question	 was	

deemed	very	relevant	to	this	study	as,	in	order	to	use	key	skills	as	a	framework	for	learning,	

teachers	must	 see	 themselves	as	 facilitators	of	 learning	with	more	autonomy	given	 to	 the	

students,	whereas	the	direct	transmission	view	sees	the	teacher	as	the	instructor,	providing	

information	 and	 solutions	 (NCCA	 2010b;	 OECD	 2009b).	 In	 addition,	 as	 evident	 from	 the	

literature	review,	teachers’	beliefs,	practices	and	attitudes	are	important	for	understanding	

and	improving	educational	processes	and	are	therefore	very	relevant	to	this	research	(OECD	

2009b;	 Hargreaves	 2003;	 Elmore	 2002,	 2004;	 Little	 1993;	 Guskey	 1989,	 2002).	 	While	 the	

question	 can	 attempt	 to	 measure	 this,	 there	 are	 many	 factors	 that	 can	 impact	 on	 these	

beliefs,	such	as	employment	status,	subject	taught,	professional	development	activities,	and	

so	on.	The	list	is	long;	therefore,	quantitative	data	such	as	these	need	to	be	enhanced	with	

qualitative	 interview	 data.	Question	 8	was	 used	 to	 look	 at	 the	 extent	 of	 cooperation	 and	

collaboration	among	teachers	in	each	of	the	schools.		

	

Question	9	asked	teachers	to	rate	on	a	5-point	scale,	ranging	from	‘every	day’	to	‘never	use’,	

how	 often	 they	 used	 various	 teaching	 methods	 over	 the	 last	 year.	 In	 administering	 the	

questionnaire,	this	 list	of	41	different	methods	was	randomly	arranged	so	as	to	counteract	

the	likelihood	of	any	one	method	scoring	low	due	to	respondent	fatigue	with	the	list.	There	

have	been	many	studies	on	school	change	that	point	to	the	fact	that	teaching	and	learning	

and	 the	quality	of	 the	 learning	environment	are	 the	 factors	 that	 teachers	and	 schools	 can	

change	to	bring	about	enhanced	learning	for	students.	Other	variables	which	also	impact	on	

student	learning,	such	as	cognitive	and	motivational	capacities,	socio-economic	background,	

and	social	and	cultural	capital,	are	in	the	most	part	beyond	the	control	and	influence	of	the	

teacher	 in	 the	 classroom.	 Therefore,	 teaching	 methods	 that	 teachers	 use	 in	 class	 are	 of	

central	 relevance	 to	 this	 research	 (see	 Chapter	 Four	 for	 a	 fuller	 discussion	 on	 pedagogies	

used	 to	develop	key	 skills).	 This	question	 set	out	 to	ascertain	what	 the	 common	practices	

were	 across	 teachers	 in	 the	 schools.	 An	 additional	 question,	 on	 the	 professional	

development	 associated	 with	 the	 intervention,	 was	 included	 at	 T2	 for	 the	 intervention	

schools	(see	Appendix	J	for	sample	teacher	questionnaire).		
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Data	from	questionnaires	were	coded	and	analysed	using	SPSS	Version	20.	Parametric	tests	

were	carried	out,	 including	 independent	t-tests.	Reliability	analysis	of	grouped	Likert	 items	

was	carried	out	by	calculating	Cronbach’s	alpha	coefficient	as	described	in	section	3.3.1.1.		

	

3.3.3	Development	of	structured	interviews	with	students	and	teachers	

Questionnaires	 provide	 a	 lot	 of	 information;	 however,	 they	 cannot	 provide	 the	 depth	 of	

understanding	 that	 an	 interview	 can	 provide	 (Desimone	 and	 Carlson	 Le	 Floch,	 2004).	

Standardised	open-ended	interviews	were	used	in	this	research.	Patton	describes	this	style	

of	 interview	 as	 consisting	 of	 a	 set	 of	 carefully	 worded	 questions	 which	 are	 asked	 of	 all	

participants,	 in	the	same	sequence.	The	questions	are	worded	so	that	responses	are	open-

ended	(Patton	1987,	p.113).	 	This	style	of	 interview	was	used	for	a	number	of	reasons.	For	

research	 such	 as	 this,	where	 research	 sites	were	 being	 compared	 in	 a	 quasi-experimental	

design,	 it	was	 important	 to	 reduce	 interviewer	 bias.	 In	 addition	 it	was	 important	 that	 the	

respondents	were	given	equal	voice	in	the	interviews.	Patton	advises	that,	by	controlling	and	

standardising	 the	open-ended	 interview,	 the	 researcher	 gets	 data	 that	 are	 systematic	 and	

thorough	 for	 each	 participant,	 but	warns	 that	 flexibility	 and	 spontaneity	 are	 considerably	

reduced	(Patton	1987,	2002).		

	

The	interview	schedule	was	carefully	developed	and	trialled.	It	was	important	that	the	data	

collected	were	still	open-ended	 in	that	 the	participants	described	 in	their	own	words	 their	

response	 to	 the	 questions	 even	 though	 the	 precise	 questions	 were	 predetermined.	 For	

trialling	of	the	student	interview	schedule,	five	participants—two	female,	three	male—from	

two	different	schools	were	interviewed.	This	interview	schedule	was	then	analysed	with	the	

participants	 to	 probe	 for	 their	 thinking	 and	 understanding	 (see	 Appendix	 K	 for	 final	

interview	questions	at	T1).	Following	trialling,	some	questions	were	altered.	Students	in	the	

trial	said	that	their	favourite	teacher	may	not	be	their	best	teacher	for	learning.	One	student	

said	 I	 love	my	geography	 teacher	because	he	 is	always	giving	us	 free	classes	 to	chat,	but	 I	

think	he	is	a	crap	teacher;	if	you	want	to	find	out	about	good	teaching	change	that	question	

(Student	response	in	post-trial	discussion).	The	question	was	altered	from	asking	student	to	

describe	their	favourite	teacher	to	asking	students	to	describe	a	teacher	they	can	learn	from.	

Students	in	the	trial	also	reported	that	they	should	be	asked	about	influence	of	friends	as,	in	

fifth	year,	 friends	 in	some	classes	can	have	a	positive	or	negative	 impact;	Question	14	was	

added	to	the	schedule.	Students	reported	that	they	found	it	difficult	to	decide	what	a	typical	



 

93 
 

class	was;	they	needed	time	to	think.		In	addition,	to	get	a	view	into	their	experiences	across	

a	 variety	 of	 subjects,	 question	 20	 was	 added	 to	 the	 schedule.	 This	 cognitive	 probing	 for	

understanding	of	questions	is	essential,	especially	when	researching	experience	of	teaching	

and	 learning	 (Desimone	and	Carlson	Le	Floch	2004,	Patton,	1987).	Additional	questions	on	

skills	development	and	project	assessment	were	 included	at	T2	 (see	Appendix	L).	A	similar	

process	was	used	to	develop	the	teacher	interview	questions	(see	Appendix	M	for	the	final	

interview	schedule).		

	

Students	for	interview	were	chosen	by	random	selection.	When	the	list	was	generated,	the	

school	 link	 person	 was	 asked	 if	 a	 good	 spread	 of	 ability	 levels	 was	 represented	 in	 the	

selection.	This	was	not	verified	using	any	other	data,	and	so	relied	on	the	link	person’s	local	

knowledge	 of	 the	 students,	 which	was	 deemed	 sufficient.	 No	 changes	were	made	 to	 the	

selection.	The	interviewer	did	not	know	any	details	about	the	students	prior	to	interview,	so	

as	to	reduce	 interviewer	bias.	Fifteen	students	were	chosen	 in	each	 location	and	 letters	of	

consent	were	distributed	by	the	school	link	person	(Appendix	D).	All	students	who	returned	

letters	 of	 consent	were	 interviewed.	 The	 students	who	 did	 not	 return	 letters	 did	 so	 for	 a	

variety	of	reasons,	ranging	from	not	being	interested	to	claiming	to	have	lost	the	letter.	At	

T2,	some	of	the	students	were	not	in	school	on	the	day	of	the	interview;	in	CS1,	S8	had	left	

school	and	 in	CS2	S9	had	also	 left	 school	 (see	Appendix	Q	 for	 list	of	students).	 	 Interviews	

were	carried	out	on	the	same	day	with	students	in	each	school,	to	ensure	that	students	did	

not	 rehearse	 answers.	 The	 interviews	 took	 place	 in	 a	 quiet	 room	 in	 the	 school	 and	were	

recorded	with	each	student’s	permission.	Interviews	were	transcribed	for	analysis.		

	

3.3.4	CPD	evaluations	and	student	reflections	

After	 each	 professional	 development	 event	 held	 in	 the	 experimental	 schools,	 evaluation	

sheets	 were	 filled	 in	 by	 the	 participants	 (see	 Appendix	 N	 for	 sample	 evaluation	 sheets).	

Evaluations	 such	 as	 these	 at	 the	 end	 of	 CPD	 events	 have	 limited	 use.	 Muijs	 and	 Lindsay	

advise	that	there	should	be	less	emphasis	placed	on	participants’	satisfaction	with	CPD	and	

more	on	evaluating	 the	 impact	of	 the	CPD	on	 teaching	and	 learning	 (2008).	These	 ‘happy’	

sheets	 often	 do	 not	 reflect	 the	 depth	 of	 learning	 realised.	 They	 served	 to	 provide	 the	

researcher	with	 information	on	 teachers’	desired	needs	after	 sessions.	Teachers	were	also	

provided	with	student	reflection	sheets	to	use;	however,	as	very	few	used	them,	they	were	

not	included	in	data	analysis	(see	Appendix	O).		
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3.4	Analysis	of	data	

Student	 and	 teacher	 questionnaire	 data	 were	 coded	 and	 inputted	 into	 SPSS	 (Statistical	

Package	 for	Social	Sciences)	version	21.	Student	and	teacher	questionnaire	data	at	T1	was	

used	in	the	first	instance	to	match	schools.	An	independent	t-test	was	carried	out	on	T1	data	

to	 compare	 differences	 between	 sample	means	 for	matched	 schools	 (Field,	 2013,	 p.364).	

Students	were	matched	between	T1	and	T2	and	a	paired	sample	t-test	was	carried	out	on	

the	 data	 for	 all	 schools.	 When	 the	 sample	 size	 is	 small	 it	 is	 important	 that	 the	 original	

populations	 are	 normal.	 If	 the	 original	 sample	 for	 each	 population	 is	 normal	 then	 the	

difference	 between	 the	means	 of	 both	 populations	will	 be	 normal,	 even	 for	 small	 sample	

sizes	 (Mendenhall,	 Beaver	 and	Beaver,	 2009,	 p.399).	 The	 samples	 in	 this	 research	 are	 not	

randomly	selected,	 the	samples	are	 independent.	Normality	 is	 important	 in	more	complex	

models,	such	as	those	produced	through	multiple	regressions,	where	skewness	 in	the	data	

can	lead	to	problems	in	estimation	(Field,	2013).	The	t-test	is	extremely	robust	against	non-

normality	 (Guiard	 and	 Rasch,	 2004).	 For	 the	 t-test	 analysis	 of	 the	 inventory,	 three	

assumptions	 are	 made,	 (1)	 the	 sample	 is	 normally	 distributed,	 (2)	 the	 data	 are	 from	 an	

interval	or	ratio	scale	and,	(3)	the	data	come	from	populations	with	equal	variances	(Field,	

2013,	p.179).	While	there	 is	no	perfect	way	to	test	 for	normality,	 the	data	were	tested	for	

normality	 using	 histograms,	 P-P	 (Probability	 –	 Probability)	 plots,	 Q-Q	 (Quartile	 –	Quartile)	

plots,	a	sample	of	which	can	be	found	in	Appendix	R.	It	was	deemed	acceptable	to	assume	

that	the	data	are	normally	distributed	(assumption	one).	Q-Q	and	P-P	plots	obtained	at	T1	

and	T2	 satisfied	 the	assumption	 for	normal	distribution.	A	 likert	 scale	 is	used	 (assumption	

two)	and	SPSS	automatically	carries	out	Levene’s	test	for	equal	variance	(assumption	three).		

	

The	effect	size,	Cohen’s	d	(Cohen,	1992),	was	calculated.	The	key	for	interpreting	these	data	

is;		

0.2	=	Small	effect	

0.5	=	Medium	effect	

>	0.8	=	Large	effect	

	

As	significance	depends	on	sample	size,	a	small	difference	can	be	significant	if	the	sample	is	

big	enough,	conversely,	a	big	difference	can	be	non-significant	in	a	small	sample	(Field	and	

Hole,	 2003).	 Effect	 sizes	 are	 useful	 because	 they	 provide	 an	 objective	 measure	 of	 the	

importance	 of	 an	 effect,	 regardless	 of	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 test	 statistic	 (Field,	 2013).	

Reliability	 analysis	 of	 grouped	 Likert	 items	 was	 carried	 out	 calculating	 Cronbach’s	 alpha	
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coefficient.	Additional	analyses,	such	as	descriptive	statistics,	means	and	frequencies,	were	

also	carried	out	on	data.			

	

Qualitative	 interview	 data	 were	 recorded,	 transcribed	 and	 analysed	 using	 the	 software	

program	MAXQDA.	 Computer-based	 coding	 of	 qualitative	 data	 can	 be	more	 complex	 and	

more	detailed	than	manual	sorting	and	can	lead	to	greater	insights	but,	more	importantly,	it	

allows	 for	 instructive	 within-case,	 cross-case,	 and	 comparative	 analyses	 using	 coded	 data	

(Bazeley,	2009,	p.206).	However,	 as	MacMillan	and	Koenig	 caution,	 any	 software	 is	only	a	

way	of	organising	data,	not	of	analysing	it;	that	is	the	role	of	the	researcher	and	should	be	

situated	within	a	well-developed,	 theoretical	 framework	 (2004).	Krueger	and	Casey	 (2000)	

point	 out	 that	 the	 analysis	 of	 qualitative	data	 should	be	 systematic,	 sequential,	 verifiable,	

and	continuous.	Following	this	path	establishes	a	trail	of	evidence,	as	well	as	increasing	the	

rigour	of	qualitative	analysis	(Quoted	in	Rabiee,	2004).	It	was	important	to	use	a	programme	

such	as	MAXQDA	in	this	research	as	there	was	a	 large	volume	of	 interview	data	from	both	

students	and	teachers.	The	researcher	carried	out	all	interviews	and	anonymised	files	before	

sending	 them	 for	 transcription.	 While	 it	 is	 acknowledged	 that	 transcription	 is	 a	 pivotal	

aspect	 of	 qualitative	 inquiry	 and	 can	 powerfully	 affect	 the	 conclusions	 drawn	 (Oliver,	

Serovich	and	Mason,	2005,	p.1273),	due	 to	 the	volume	of	data	 in	 this	 research	 it	was	not	

feasible	for	the	researcher	to	do	the	transcriptions.	The	same	person	did	the	transcribing	at	

T1	 and	 T2.	 This	 ensured	 consistency	 in	 transcription	 and	 meant	 the	 researcher	 could	 be	

consulted	on	any	discrepancies	during	the	process.	Interviews	were	read	for	accuracy	before	

being	 input	 into	 the	programme	 for	analysis.	A	process	of	 coding	was	 then	undertaken	 to	

identify	 themes,	 which	 were	 further	 coded	 to	 identify	 big	 ideas.	 In	 this	 way	 there	 was	 a	

move	 from	 raw	data	 to	descriptive	 statements	 and,	 finally,	 to	 interpretation.	 There	was	 a	

number	of	á	priori	themes	identified	from	the	literature	reviewed	for	the	intervention.	For	

example,	while	analysing	teacher	data,	the	á	priori	themes	of	the	teacher’s	constructivist	or	

transmission	 beliefs	 about	 teaching	 and	 learning,	 their	 use	 of	 key	 skill	 teaching	 practices,	

and	 evidence	 of	 belonging	 to	 a	 professional	 learning	 community	were	 already	 evident	 as	

important	 from	 the	 literature.	 In	 analysing	 the	 student	 data,	 themes	 from	 the	 PFSSW	

inventory,	 such	 as	 study	 orientation	 and	 school	 motivation,	 were	 identified.	 	 Data	 were	

analysed	 using	 the	 general	 inductive	 approach	 and	 both	 inductive	 and	 deductive	 analysis	

(Thomas,	2006)	were	used.	Analysis	at	T1	involved	using	the	constant	comparison	method	of	

systematic	 searching	 for	 similarities	 across	 all	 schools	 and	 across	 matched	 schools	 and	

looking	 for	 differences	 (Glasser	 and	 Strauss,	 1967;	 Thomas,	 2006).	 	 Analysed	 data	 are	
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presented	in	Chapters	Five,	Six	and	Seven.	Figure	3.2	provides	an	overview	of	data	sources	

used	to	inform	each	of	the	three	hypotheses.		

	

Figure	3.2.	Overview	of	data	sources	used	to	inform	each	of	the	three	hypotheses.	

Data	are	labelled	as	follows:	

• (IS1_T2_S4)	denotes	that	the	quote	is	from	Intervention	School	one	at	T2,	post-test	

and	is	student	4.		

• (T4,	CS1)	denotes	Teacher	4	in	Control	School	one.	Teacher	interview	data	was	only	

collected	at	T2.	

This	 labelling	 was	 used	 to	 ensure	 that	 no	 one	 individual	 teacher	 or	 student	 was	

overrepresented	in	data	chapters.		

	

3.5	Ethical	considerations	

There	 are	 many	 ethical	 concerns	 in	 doing	 research	 in	 schools,	 especially	 with	 the	

implementation	of	an	intervention	in	a	quasi-experimental	design	as	proposed.	The	research	

conformed	to	the	Ethical	Guidelines	of	the	School	of	Education,	Trinity	College	Dublin	(TCD,	

2009).	All	 participants	were	notified	 in	writing	of	 the	nature	and	purpose	of	 the	 research,	

the	method	 of	 data	 collection,	 the	 extent	 of	 their	 involvement	 and	 the	 confidentiality	 of	

data	collected.	Robson	 (2002)	warns	 that	experimental	 research	poses	ethical	problems	 in	

sharp	forms	(p.66).	At	best	an	intervention	will	have	a	positive	impact;	at	worse	it	will	have	a	

null	 impact.	 However,	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 negative	 impact	 has	 to	 be	 considered.	 The	

intervention	 would	 not	 have	 been	 considered	 if	 it	 was	 not	 developed	 from	 a	 sound	

theoretical	basis	that	had	proven	positive	impacts	(NCCA,	2008;	2009b;	2010b).	Tracking	the	

implementation	of	 the	 intervention	and	 formative	evaluation	was	essential	 to	ensure	 that	
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any	negative	 impact	could	be	picked	up	early	 in	the	 intervention	so	that	the	process	could	

be	adapted	or	ceased.	As	this	research	was	being	carried	out	during	students’	senior	cycle	it	

was	important	to	guard	against	it	causing	stress	for	the	students.	Teachers	were	alerted	to	

this	possible	issue	and	asked	to	keep	students	well	being	in	mind	at	all	times.			

	

All	 research	 is	 vulnerable	 to	 abuse,	 educational	 research	 especially	 so,	 as	 it	 seeks	 to	

interpret	 meanings	 and	 implications	 of	 human	 practices	 (Pendlebury	 and	 Enslin,	 2001).	

Researcher	 bias	 needed	 careful	 consideration,	 as	 the	 researcher	 was	 involved	 in	 the	

development	of	the	Key	Skills	Framework	and	the	original	work	with	the	school	networks	in	

the	 policy	 arena.	 At	 the	 time	 of	 the	 research,	 the	 researcher	 had	 moved	 institutions;	

however,	 it	was	very	 important	to	guard	against	researcher	bias.	 	Value	neutrality	 is	never	

attainable	 in	 social	 sciences	 and	 especially	 in	 educational	 research	 (Philips	 and	 Burbules,	

2000,	p.48).	Howe	and	Moses	 (1999)	 contend	 that	 researchers	must	be	alert	 to	 the	often	

subtle	 relationships	 of	 power	 that	 exist	 between	 the	 researcher	 and	 participants	 in	 the	

research,	and	must	guard	against	situating	themselves	as	a	progressive	positive	force	in	the	

research	 site	 (See	 also	 Hammersley	 and	 Gomm,	 1997).	 This	 was	 vitally	 important	 in	 this	

research	 as	 the	 researcher	 implemented	 the	 intervention;	 there	 was	 a	 danger	 of	 the	

researcher	being	seen	as	having	all	the	power.		For	this	reason,	the	CPD	sessions	encouraged	

the	 participants	 to	 see	 themselves	 knowledge	 brokers	 in	 the	 process.	 The	 quasi-

experimental	design	helped	to	make	the	data	collection	process	as	free	from	bias	as	possible	

in	that	the	same	instruments	were	used	in	both	intervention	and	control	settings.		The	use	

of	structured	interviews	also	helped	the	process.	Rich	data	were	presented	in	a	manner	that	

allowed	the	reader	to	see	how	conclusions	were	reached.	However,	educational	research	is	

always	 advocacy	 research	 inasmuch	 as	 it	 unavoidably	 advances	 some	 moral-political	

perspective	(Howe	and	Moses,	1999,	p.	56,	emphasis	in	original	text).		

	

Other	 ethical	 considerations	 for	 this	 research	 are	 the	 concept	 of	 informed	 consent	 and	

privacy.	 As	 this	 research	 involved	 young	 people	 less	 than	 18	 years	 of	 age,	 it	 was	 vitally	

important	 that	 informed	 consent	 was	 obtained.	 Conforming	 to	 the	 Trinity	 School	 of	

Education	 ethical	 guidelines,	 the	 research	was	 conducted	 in	 a	manner	 that	 respected	 the	

rights	of	all	participants—including	privacy	of	data,	confidentiality	and	anonymity.	Howe	and	

Moses	(1999)	contend	that	part	of	the	informed	consent	process	is	describing	just	what	the	

risks	 to	 their	 privacy	 might	 be	 and	 what	 measures	 will	 be	 taken	 to	 ensure	 anonymity	 or	

confidentiality	 (p.25-26).	 Ethical	 considerations	around	consent	are	present	on	 two	 fronts:	
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that	of	the	teacher	participation	in	the	research	and	that	of	the	student’s	consent.	Teachers	

had	the	option	to	participate	in	the	research	or	to	absent	themselves	from	it.	However,	it	is	

arguable	to	what	extent	they	could	exercise	this	option	as	their	principal	and	management	

had	already	given	consent	to	allow	the	intervention	be	implemented	in	the	school.	Students	

were	 provided	 with	 information	 and	 consent	 forms	 that	 they	 signed	 and	 their	 parent	 or	

guardian	also	signed	(See	Appendix	D).	This	consent	was	to	participating	in	the	pre-test	and	

post-test	 questionnaires,	 use	 of	 academic	 data,	 and	 to	 being	 interviewed.	 Again,	 the	

students’	 actual	 participation	 in	 a	 change	 to	 their	 teaching	 and	 learning	 is	 not	within	 the	

scope	 of	 informed	 consent.	 While	 confidentiality	 is	 promised	 for	 participating	 schools,	

teachers	 and	 students,	 and	 will	 be	 achieved	 by	 using	 aliases,	 codes	 and	 general	 role	

descriptions,	in	a	small	country	such	as	Ireland,	deductive	disclosure	is	almost	inevitable.	At	

T2,	 consent	was	 again	 sought	 from	 interview	 participants	 in	 case	 they	 had	 changed	 their	

minds	during	the	intervening	time;	all	consented.	Prior	to	interview,	students	and	teachers	

were	asked	for	their	consent	to	tape	the	interviews.	All	interview	transcripts	were	encrypted	

and	stored	on	a	computer	 that	only	 the	 researcher	had	access	 to.	The	researcher	was	 the	

only	person	to	see	any	 identifying	 information.	On	completion	of	 the	research	 files	will	be	

destroyed.	Garda	vetting	was	obtained	before	interviews	with	students.		

	

The	two	control	schools	had	access	to	the	intervention	after	the	study	period.	No	deception	

was	used	 in	the	research;	the	control	schools	knew	they	are	acting	as	control.	Participants	

were	 made	 aware	 that	 they	 were	 involved	 in	 research.	 Pendlebury	 and	 Enslin	 (2001)	

contend	that	research	should	not	push	participants	into	conforming	to	what	the	researcher	

wants	 to	 find;	 rather,	 it	 should	 put	 participants	 in	 a	 stronger	 position	 to	 exercise	 their	

agency	in	light	of	their	circumstances	and	professional	obligations—the	participants	should	

feel	they	have	power	within	the	research	(p.369).	 It	was	 important	that	both	teachers	and	

students	felt	that	they	had	a	voice	in	this	research.		

	

3.6	Conclusion	

In	Chapter	Two	we	saw	how	the	influence	of	a	range	of	policy	developments,	internationally	

and	nationally,	have	shifted	the	debate	in	Ireland	around	education	and	led	to	the	inclusion	

of	key	skills	 in	curriculum	development	 from	early	childhood	to	senior	cycle.	This	 research	

set	out	to	look	at	the	impact	on	teacher	and	student	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	learning	and	

classroom	 practices	 and	 on	 student	 achievement	 with	 the	 implementation	 of	 a	 key	 skills	

approach	to	teaching	and	learning.	The	argument	has	been	presented	that	the	best	way	to	
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research	 this	 question	 is	 to	 use	 a	 quasi-experimental	 pre-test/	 post-test	 design,	

incorporating	 both	 quantitative	 and	qualitative	methods	 to	 gather	 rich	 data.	 Situating	 the	

research	within	the	post-positivist	paradigm,	the	research	is	about	opening	up	the	argument	

for	key	skills	 in	the	curriculum	to	refutation,	opening	up	new	knowledge	that	could	 inform	

the	 policy	 debate	 in	 Ireland.	 In	 keeping	with	 Popper’s	 notion	 of	 problem	 solving	 and	 the	

venturing	of	possible	solutions,	in	this	research	an	intervention	was	developed	which	is	open	

to	constructive	criticism,	the	detection	of	flaws,	and	the	possibility	of	improvement	upon	the	

trial	 solution	 through	 analysis	 of	 rich	 data	 from	 participants	 (Magee,	 1974;	 Phillips	 and	

Burbules,	2000).		

	

	This	 rich	 data	 was	 gathered	 using	 the	 Pupil’s	 Feelings	 about	 School	 and	 School	 Work	

inventory	 developed	 by	 Entwistle	 and	 Kozeki	 (1988),	 which	 is	 still	 being	 used	 in	 various	

forms	in	research	across	the	globe.	Teacher	questionnaires	were	developed	using	questions	

from	the	OECD	TALIS	work	(2009b,	2009c).	These	data	were	further	 illuminated	using	data	

from	 student	 and	 teacher	 interviews.	 	 However,	 as	 discussed,	 experimental	 research	 in	

social	settings	is	fraught	with	difficulties.	Research	design	can	guard	against	many	threats	to	

validity	 and,	 in	doing	 so,	 increase	 the	ability	 to	generalise	 to	other	 treatments,	outcomes,	

and	settings.	

	 	



 

100 
 

 	



 

101 
 

CHAPTER	FOUR	

KEY	SKILLS	INTERVENTION	

Introduction	

The	intervention	used	in	this	research	asked	a	lot	of	the	participating	schools.	It	asked	them	

to	 change	how	 they	planned	 for	 teaching,	 how	 they	 taught,	 and	how	 their	 students	were	

learning,	 in	 order	 to	 embed	 key	 skills	 in	 their	 teaching.	 It	 asked	 them	 to	 do	 this	 in	 senior	

cycle	 over	 a	 two-year	 period,	 during	 which	 time	 their	 students	 were	 preparing	 for	 the	

Leaving	Certificate,	a	high-stakes	examination.	At	 the	 time	of	 this	 research,	key	skills	were	

not	 included	in	curriculum	documents	for	subjects	at	senior	cycle.	 	Mathematics	education	

was	undergoing	reform	through	Project	Maths	and	this	reform	included	key	skills	but	was	at	

an	 early	 stage	 of	 implementation.	 	 	 The	 research	 proposed	 was	 ambitious	 and,	 as	 such,	

needed	to	be	well	designed	to	get	 teachers	 to	engage	with	 it.	The	aim	of	 the	 intervention	

was	 to	 provide	 clear	 signposting	 of	 how	 key	 skills	 can	 be	 implemented	 in	 schools	 and	 a	

model	for	professional	development	connected	with	ten	key	characteristics.	It	involved	the	

development	 of	 a	 theory-driven	 designed	 intervention	 that	 was	 investigated	 using	 quasi-

experimental	 methods,	 which	 controlled	 for	 threats	 to	 validity,	 supported	 by	 data	 that	

mapped	the	process	of	the	intervention.	The	intervention	had	some	currency	in	that	it	was	

designed	based	on	work	carried	out	and	reported	on	by	the	NCCA	from	2006	to	2010	(NCCA,	

2008,	2009b,	2010b).	In	addition,	as	outlined	in	Chapter	Two,	teachers	and	schools	could	not	

be	 immune	 to	 the	push	 for	 competence-based	education	and	 for	 the	development	of	21st	

century	 skills,	 which	 pervaded	 educational	 discourse	 during	 this	 period	 especially	 since	

2000.	 	 The	NCCA	work	with	 schools	 from	2006	 to	 2010	 looked	 at	 how	 key	 skills	 could	 be	

developed	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 subjects.	 The	 NCCA	 set	 up	 a	 network	 of	 schools	 to	 develop	

teaching	and	 learning	artefacts,	 including	 lesson	plans,	 supporting	videos	and	examples	of	

student	work	(see	www.ncca.ie)	.	Some	pedagogical	practices	emerged	from	this	work,	such	

as	 assessment	 for	 learning	 strategies	 and	 cooperative	 learning.	 Key	 pedagogical	 practices	

are	described	in	five	booklets	developed	by	the	NCCA	for	each	of	the	five	key	skills.		Some	of	

the	material	reads	like	a	‘tips	and	tricks’	manual,	without	a	sound	theoretical	basis	provided.	

This	chapter	will	describe	the	intervention	used	in	this	research.	It	provides	the	theoretical	

perspectives,	 which	 underpin	 the	 pedagogies	 used,	 and	 the	 model	 of	 professional	

development.				

	

From	 the	 work	 on	 key	 skills	 in	 schools	 it	 was	 clear	 that	 there	 was	 a	 commonality	 in	 the	

pedagogical	 and	 theoretical	 traditions	 on	 which	 teachers	 were	 building	 in	 relation	 to	
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teaching	and	learning	to	develop	key	skills.		However,	the	concepts	were	very	fluid,	reacting	

to	the	context	in	which	the	learning	was	taking	place.	The	intervention	in	this	research	was	

not	 about	 describing	 ‘best	 practice’;	 rather	 it	 sought	 to	 open	 up	 discussion	 on	 which	

teaching	and	learning	activities	are	most	likely	to	encourage	the	forms	of	understanding	and	

ways	of	thinking	and	teaching	that	would	help	to	embed	and	develop	key	skills	 in	teaching	

and	 learning.	 Key	 pedagogical	 strategies	 are	 described	 using	 supporting	 readings	 and	

examples.	 This	 meant	 that	 teachers	 could	 develop	 their	 own	 ideas	 and	 innovations;	 the	

emphasis	 was	 on	 putting	 the	 control	 into	 the	 teachers’	 hands	 in	 their	 classrooms.	 The	

intervention	was	not	bespoke	for	each	school,	but	was	flexible	so	as	to	adapt	to	the	context	

in	 the	school.	The	development	of	 the	 intervention	was	based	on	a	design-based	research	

process	 and	 sought	 to	 look	 at	 the	 professional	 development	 process	 in	 tandem	with	 the	

embedding	of	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning.			The	flexibility	of	the	Key	Skills	Framework	

in	allowing	for	multiple	interpretations	was	both	a	support	and	a	weakness	in	the	research.	

It	was	a	 support	 in	 that	 teachers	could	develop	 their	own	understanding	of	elements	of	a	

skill	 and	 teach	 accordingly,	 and	 a	 weakness	 in	 that,	 on	 occasions,	 this	 led	 to	 a	 surface	

understanding	 of	 skills	 and	 of	 how	 to	 embed	 them	 in	 teaching.	 The	 work	 on	 key	 skills	

challenged	 teachers’	 tacit	 knowledge	 and	 sought	 to	 encourage	 the	 use	 of	 evidence-based	

practice	(Elliot	2001;	Thomas	and	Pring,	2004).		

	

The	 NCCA’s	 work	 with	 schools	 on	 key	 skills	 makes	 strong	 claims	 on	 what	 works	 in	

embedding	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning	(see	Section	2.4.1).	Throughout	the	work	there	

is	 a	 strong	emphasis	on	context,	with	 the	notion	 that	 teaching	 is	 very	 context	dependant,	

and	 that	 different	 contexts,	 different	 subjects,	 different	 students,	 different	 schools	 all	will	

mean	different	interpretations	of	the	‘picture’	presented.	It	reports	what	is	possible,	it	gives	

ideas,	and	it	provides	a	framework	for	planning,	tools	for	reflection,	and	so	on.	This	research	

sought	to	build	on	this	work	and	to	evaluate	the	process	using	a	quasi-experimental	design	

for	data	collection.		
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Figure	4.1.	Overview	of	the	Key	Skills	Intervention	Chapter	

	

Figure	4.1	provides	an	overview	of	the	chapter.	Section	4.1	presents	the	theoretical	basis	for	

the	professional	development	process	developed	for	the	intervention.		Section	4.2	provides	

a	description	of	the	pedagogical	practices	used	in	the	intervention	to	develop	key	skills.		

	

4.1	Teacher	professional	development	

Teachers	 are	 not	 deliverers	 but	 developers	 of	 learning.	 Those	 who	 focus	 only	 on	
teaching	techniques	and	curriculum	standards,	and	who	do	not	also	engage	teachers	
in	the	greater	social	and	moral	questions	of	our	time,	promote	a	diminished	view	of	
teaching	and	teacher	professionalism	that	has	no	place	in	a	sophisticated	knowledge	
society	(Hargreaves,	2003,	p.161).		
	

There	is	a	considerable	amount	of	literature	on	professional	development,	teacher	learning	

and	 teacher	 change.	 Johnson	 and	 colleagues,	 evaluating	 professional	 development	 at	

primary	 level	 in	 Ireland,	 assert	 that	 change	 must	 be	 conceptualised	 as	 a	 dynamic	 and	

longitudinal	process	with	system-wide	priorities	for	reform,	individual	teacher	readiness	and	

responsiveness	 to	 reform	 ideas,	 and	 school	 and	 peer-level	 support	 (Johnston,	 Murchan,	

Loxley,	 Fitzgerald	 and	Quinn,	 2007,	p.220).	 The	 key	message	 from	 this	 evaluation	was	 the	

role	 of	whole-school	 professional	 development	 in	 assimilating	 and	 internalising	 change	 to	

practice	 and	 in	 encouraging	 schools	 and	 individuals	 to	 take	 ownership	 of	 their	 own	

professional	 learning	 (Loxley,	 Johnson,	 Murchan,	 Fitzgerald	 and	 Quinn,	 2007;	 Murchan,	

Loxley	 and	 Johnston,	 2009).	 	 Timperley	 and	 colleagues,	 in	 their	 Best	 Evidence	 Synthesis,	

highlight	the	importance	of	creating	dissonance	or	cognitive	conflict	in	teachers’	thinking	in	

order	to	bring	about	changes	in	their	practice.	They	need	to	confront	what	they	are	doing	at	

present	 and	 see	 better	 alternatives,	 rather	 than	 layering	 new	 thinking	 onto	 old	 practice	

(Timperley,	Wilson,	Barrar	and	Fung,	2007).	This	is	especially	important	in	the	development	

of	key	skills,	as	many	pedagogical	practices	used	may	appear	familiar	to	teachers.	Work	on	
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key	 skills	 in	 Scotland	 and	 New	 Zealand	 highlights	 the	 need	 to	 provide	 a	 rationale	 for	 the	

change	to	competence-based	education,	to	theorise	key	competences	in	curriculum	terms,	

and	 to	 provide	 a	 sound	 theoretical	 basis	 for	 changing	 pedagogical	 practice	 (Reid,	 2006;	

Hipkins	and	McDowall,	2013;	Priestley	and	Minty,	2013).	It	is	evident	from	the	literature	that	

changing	practice	is	a	very	complex	process,	Day’s	(1999)	detailed	definition	of	professional	

development	is	worth	considering	in	light	of	this	research.		

Professional	 development	 consists	 of	 all	 natural	 learning	 experiences	 and	 those	
conscious	 and	 planned	 activities	 which	 are	 intended	 to	 be	 of	 direct	 or	 indirect	
benefit	 to	 the	 individual,	 group	or	 school,	which	 contribute,	 through	 these,	 to	 the	
quality	 of	 education	 in	 the	 classroom.	 It	 is	 the	 process	 by	 which,	 alone	 and	 with	
others,	 teachers	 review,	 renew	and	extend	 their	 commitment	as	change	agents	 to	
the	moral	purpose	of	teaching;	and	by	which	they	require	and	develop	critically	the	
knowledge,	skills	and	emotional	intelligence	essential	to	good	professional	thinking,	
planning	and	practice	with	children,	young	people	and	colleagues	throughout	each	
phase	of	their	teaching	lives	(p.4).		
	

Day’s	 description	 rightly	 links	 professional	 development	 to	 what	 is	 happening	 in	 the	

classroom,	to	student	learning.	It	also	highlights	the	need	for	teachers	to	develop	their	own	

knowledge,	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 for	 real	 professional	 learning	 to	 occur.	 This	 professional	

development	intervention	set	out	to	provide	conditions	for	teachers	and	schools	to	develop	

as	 a	 professional	 learning	 community.	 Bolam	 and	 colleagues	 usefully	 identify	 eight	

characteristics	 of	 a	 professional	 learning	 community	 (PLC)	 and	 four	 key	 processes	 for	 PLC	

operation	that	are	very	relevant	to	this	research.		These	are	

• Shared	values	and	vision	
• Collective	responsibility	for	pupils’	learning	
• Collaboration	focused	on	professional	learning:	individual	and	collective	
• Individual	and	collective	professional	learning	
• Reflective	professional	enquiry	
• Openness,	networks	and	partnership	
• Inclusive	membership	
• Mutual	trust,	respect	and	support	
• Optimising	resources	and	structures	
• Promoting	individual	and	collective	learning	
• Evaluating	and	sustaining	a	professional	learning	community	
• Leading	and	managing	a	professional	learning	community	

(Bolam,	McMahon,	Stoll,	Thomas,	Wallace,	and	colleagues	2005).		

	

Aspects	 of	 most	 characteristics	 listed	 are	 to	 be	 found	 in	 the	 design	 of	 the	 professional	

development	 in	 this	 research.	 	 Developing	 a	 learning	 community	 is	 not	 easy	 and	 each	 is	

unique	and	formed	in	different	ways	to	varying	degrees	of	success	(Stoll,	Bolam,	McMahon,	

Wallace	 and	 Thomas,	 2006).	 The	 key	 skills	 learning	 community	 formed	 in	 each	 of	 the	
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intervention	 schools	 for	 the	 duration	 of	 this	 intervention	 was	 formed	 around	 a	 common	

interest,	 that	 of	 student	 learning	 and	 promoting	 and	 developing	 individual	 and	 collective	

learning	 about	 key	 skill	 pedagogies.	 The	 leadership	 for	 the	 community	 came	 from	 the	

researcher,	 the	management	 in	 the	 schools	 and	eventually	 from	 the	 teachers	who	 shared	

their	 practice	 with	 the	 community.	 Day	 and	 Leitch	 (2001)	 advise	 that	 programmes	 of	

continuing	professional	development	must	give	a	central	role	to	the	emotional	dimension	of	

teachers’	 selves,	as	 teaching	 requires	motivation,	commitment	and	emotional	attachment,	

and	 this	 requires	 a	 deep	 knowledge	 of	 self	 as	well	 as	 student	 (p.	 414).	 Elmore	 (2004)	 has	

noted	 that	 the	 kind	 of	 difficult,	 contingent	 and	 uncertain	 learning	 that	 constitutes	

professional	change	for	teachers	 is	best	situated	in	close	proximity	to	the	work	itself—	the	

teacher’s	own	classroom.	However,	how	change	is	implemented	needs	further	examination;	

Granville	 (2005)	warns	 that	 the	 teacher	 can	be	 seen	as	an	 instrument	of	 ‘delivery’,	a	 relay	

post	between	the	policy-makers	and	the	 learner	 in	a	highly	centralised	system	like	the	one	

present	in	Ireland	(p.47).	Recent	ESRI	research	of	students’	experiences	of	lower	secondary	

education	highlights	the	critical	role	students	and	teachers	can	play	in	identifying	successful	

pedagogical	practices	and	ways	 to	 improve	 learning	 (Smyth,	Dunne,	McCoy	and	Darmody,	

2006;	 Smyth,	 Banks	 and	 Calvert,	 2011).	 Robinson	 and	 Sebba	 (2005)	 in	 their	 review	 of	

research	 into	 professional	 development	 reported	 that	 much	 of	 the	 research	 in	 this	 area	

comments	on	 the	 improvement	 in	 the	knowledge,	understanding	and	practice	of	 teachers	

and	other	professionals	rather	than	on	student	performance	(p.4).	Muijs	and	Lindsay	(2008)	

point	out	that	while	the	importance	of	professional	development	is	widely	acknowledged	by	

professions,	 evaluation	 of	 the	 impact	 is	 rarely	 undertaken	 in	 a	 systematic	 and	 focused	

manner	(p.	196).		

	

Cochran-Smith	 (2001)	 proffered	 that	 teacher	 development	 opportunities	must	 be	 focused	

on	 altering	 the	 student	 experiences.	 At	 the	 heart	 of	 all	 professional	 development	

endeavours	 with	 schools	 and	 teachers	 must	 be	 an	 enhanced	 experience	 for	 learners.	

However,	the	link	between	teaching	and	learning	is	not	a	straightforward	one.	What	makes	

a	 ‘good’	 teacher	 is	 very	 context	 bound.	 Teaching	 affects	 learning	 directly,	 not	 just	 by	

opening	up	a	body	of	knowledge	to	the	learner,	but	also	by	how	the	teacher	scaffolds	and	

models	 the	 learning	 process.	 Teaching	 also	 influences	 learning	 in	 many	 indirect	 ways,	 in	

attitudes	 to	 learning,	 attitudes	 to	 knowledge,	 and	 motivation	 and	 interest	 in	 learning	

(Anton-Lee,	 2003).	 	 In	 recent	 years	 there	 have	 been	 various	 initiatives	 in	 Ireland	working	

with	schools.	Many	of	these	initiatives	and	projects	are	based	on	the	premise	that	students’	
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learning	can	be	enhanced	by	their	active	engagement	in	learning.	Coolahan	(2007)	contends	

that	 there	 is	much	 to	 be	 gained	 by	making	 explicit	 what	 is	 often	 left	 unstated	 about	 the	

criteria	 involved	 in	high	quality	teaching	(p.34).	Fullan	(1991)	contends	that	any	 innovation	

that	requires	new	activities	on	the	part	of	students	will	succeed	or	fail	according	to	whether	

students	actually	participate	in	these	activities	and	that	this	engagement	with	new	ways	of	

doing	things	depends	on	their	understanding	of	the	change	and	their	motivation	to	change	

and	learn	new	ways	of	doing	(p.183).	Clearly,	changing	students’	practices	around	learning	is	

as	 complex	 as—and	may	 even	 be	more	 complex	 than—changing	 teachers’	 ways	 of	 doing	

and	acting.	Cordingley	and	colleagues	offered	a	 summary	of	 factors	 influencing	 the	use	of	

research	 by	 teachers,	 including	 perceived	 relevance,	 evidence	 of	 learning	 outcomes,	 and	

clear	 links	 from	 the	 research	 to	 classroom	practice	 (Cordingley,	 Bell,	 Thomason	 and	 Firth,	

2005).	 Generating	 support	 from	 the	 people	 on	 the	 ground	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 strategic	

approaches	 to	encouraging	active	 implementation	of	evidence-based	policy.	Others	advise	

caution	 with	 the	 what-went-right	 approach	 to	 developing	 educational	 policy	 (Steiner-

Khamsi,	2012,	p.20).	Cordingley	 (2009)	 	 rightly	asserts	 that	 the	school	 is	 the	most	 suitable	

place	for	professional	learning.		

	

Hunzicker	 (2011)	 ,	 like	 many	 others,	 talks	 about	 re-conceptualising	 professional	

development	 from	 the	 ‘one-shot’,	 ‘sit-and-get’	 model	 to	 one	 where	 teacher	 learning	

becomes	 part	 of	 the	 daily	 routine	 (see	 also	 Sugrue,	 Morgan,	 Devine	 and	 Raftery,	 2001;	

Granville,	 2004,	 2005;	 Gleeson,	 2012;	 Darling-Hammond,	 2012).	 Hunzicker	 goes	 on	 to	 say	

that	 effective	 professional	 development	 is	 anything	 that	 engages	 teachers	 in	 learning	

activities	 that	 are	 supportive,	 job-embedded,	 instructionally	 focused,	 collaborative,	 and	

ongoing	(p.177)	and	 is	most	effective	when	teachers	have	multiple	opportunities	to	interact	

with	 information	 and	 ideas	 over	 several	 months	 (p.178).	 Guskey	 echoes	 this	 need	 for	

context-specific	 professional	 development	 that	 works	 at	 the	 individual	 and	 at	 the	

organisational	 level	 (Guskey,	 1989,	 2002).	 This	 facilitates	 both	 school-	 and	 peer-level	

support.	 Effective	 professional	 development	 is	 ongoing,	 includes	 training,	 practice	 and	

feedback,	 and	 provides	 adequate	 time	 and	 follow-up	 support.	 Successful	 programmes	

involve	 teachers	 in	 learning	 activities	 that	 are	 similar	 to	 ones	 they	 will	 use	 with	 their	

students,	 and	 encourage	 the	 development	 of	 teachers’	 learning	 communities.	 They	 work	

best	if	they	adopt	an	immersive,	experiential,	learning	approach	where	teachers	can	develop	

their	own	skills	in	real	situations	(Conneely,	Girvan	and	Tangey,	2012,	p.45).	There	is	interest	

across	education	in	developing	schools	as	learning	organisations,	and	in	developing	ways	for	



 

107 
 

teachers	to	share	their	expertise	and	experience	more	systematically	(OECD,	2005;	Dumont,	

Istance	and	Benavides,	2010;	Darling-Hammond,	2012).		

	

In	working	with	the	network	of	schools,	the	NCCA	developed	a	discussion	paper	on	Leading	

and	 Supporting	Change	 in	 Schools	 (2009c).	 The	need	 to	place	 teachers	 and	 schools	 at	 the	

centre	 of	 the	 change	 process	 is	 recognised	 but,	 also,	 the	 need	 for	 outside	 support	 and	

expertise	is	emphasised.	Similarly,	research	on	professional	development	at	primary	level	in	

Ireland	 found	 the	 role	of	 the	cuiditheoirí,	 the	external	 support	 personnel,	 in	working	with	

schools	 as	 essential	 to	 capacity-building	 in	 schools	 and	 bringing	 about	 genuine	 change	

(Johnston,	 Murchan,	 Loxley,	 Fitzgerald	 and	 Quinn,	 2007).	 Cordingley	 and	 colleagues	

examined	 the	 role	 of	 a	 specialist	 in	 professional	 development	 and	 found	 the	 following	

common	elements	across	a	range	of	studies	where	CPD	had	an	impact	on	student	learning:	

• Specialists	 built	 the	 CPD	 processes	 on	what	 teachers	 knew	 and	 could	 do	 already,	

with	an	emphasis	on	individual	learning.	

• In	most	cases,	the	CPD	lasted	longer	than	two	terms.	

• Specialists	encouraged	and	guided	the	teachers	in	supporting	each	other.	

• Specialists	introduced	the	theoretical	and	practical	knowledge	base.	

• On-going	 specialist	 support	 included	 modelling,	 workshops,	 observation	 and	

feedback,	coaching,	and	planned	and	 informal	meetings	 for	discussion	(Cordingley,	

Bell,	Isham,	Evans	and	Firth,	2007).	

	

It	 was	 this	 model	 of	 change	 that	 this	 intervention	 sought	 to	 develop,	 one	 where	 the	

researcher	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 support	 and	 resource	 by	 the	 schools	 in	 the	 process	 of	

embedding	key	skills	 in	teaching	and	learning.	Observation	and	feedback	did	not	form	part	

of	the	process,	due	to	time	constraints	on	the	part	of	the	researcher.	In	addition,	it	sought	to	

develop	the	schools	as	a	professional	learning	community	where	the	sharing	of	practice	was	

encouraged.	Building	on	what	literature	described	as	effective	professional	learning	and	on	

learning	from	the	NCCA	School	Network	reports	(2008,	2009b,	2010b),	this	intervention	had	

the	following	key	characteristics:	

1. The	 professional	 development	 took	 place	 in	 the	 schools	 with	 all	 staff,	 including	
management,	promoting	the	development	of	shared	values	and	vision.	

2. Workshops	were	interactive	and	activity-based,	encouraging	participants	to	develop	
their	own	skills	to	encourage	individual	and	collective	professional	learning.	

3. Workshops	focused	on	pedagogical	practices	and	were	not	subject-specific	in	order	
to	focus	on	student	learning.	
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4. Key	readings	were	provided	 for	participants	 to	engage	with	 research	underpinning	
the	 pedagogical	 practices	 advocated	 in	 order	 to	 promote	 reflective	 professional	
enquiry.	

5. Participants	were	encouraged	to	share	practice	in	both	a	formal	and	non-formal	way	
during	PD	events,	to	encourage	collaboration	focused	on	learning	and	teaching.	

6. Workshops	were	tailored	to	suit	the	needs	of	the	participating	schools	but	were	at	
all	times	focused	on	key	skills	in	order	to	optimise	resources	and	structures.	

7. Participants	 were	 encouraged	 to	 think	 and	 plan	 how	 they	 could	 develop	 the	 key	
skills,	to	build	on	existing	practices,	and	to	explore	new	practices	using	a	do,	review	
and	redo	cycle,	promoting	reflective	enquiry.	

8. Participants	were	encouraged	 to	display	 key	 skills	 in	 classrooms	and	 to	be	explicit	
with	students	on	skills	they	were	developing	so	that	students	were	focused	on	their	
own	role	in	learning.	

9. Participants	were	encouraged	to	view	each	other’s	practice	and	to	give	feedback	so	
as	to	promote	mutual	respect,	trust	and	support.	

10. Schools	nominated	a	lead	person	or	group	for	key	skills	and	were	encouraged	to	see	
this	 person	 or	 group	 as	 a	 resource	 that	 could	 be	 called	 on	when	 needed	 so	 that	
leadership	of	the	process	was	shared.	
	

Over	 the	 two	 years,	 all	 the	 staff	 (including	management)	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 took	

part	in	six	CPD	sessions.	The	sessions	were	2.5	hours	long.	Including	all	members	of	staff	and	

management	helped	to	build	a	shared	vision	for	the	initiative.	Lead	people	were	identified	in	

schools.	 This	 was	 for	 a	 number	 of	 reasons:	 to	 help	 with	 communication	 in	 and	 with	 the	

schools,	to	act	as	a	link	between	the	researcher	and	the	teachers,	to	open	up	the	possibility	

that	 the	work	 on	 key	 skills	might	 continue	 after	 the	 research	 ended.	 In	 both	 schools	 the	

deputy	principal	and	a	core	group	of	teachers	got	involved	from	the	start.	Between	sessions	

two	and	three,	three	and	four,	and	four	and	five,	the	researcher	met	with	groups	of	teachers	

to	discuss	sharing	their	practice	with	the	bigger	group.	This	sharing	of	practice	was	seen	as	

an	 integral	 part	 of	 the	 key	 skills	 intervention,	 and	 contributed	 to	 both	 individual	 and	

collective	professional	learning.	These	meetings	typically	lasted	one	hour	and	were	held	over	

lunch.	In	IS1	there	were	meetings	with	the	ICT	coordinator	as	the	school	was	very	active	in	

developing	ICT	use	in	teaching	and	learning	and	wanted	to	link	this	with	the	key	skills	work.	

This	resulted	in	a	very	lively	fourth	professional	development	event	on	how	the	integration	

of	 ICT	 can	 enhance	 the	 development	 of	 key	 skills.	 Ten	 teachers	 shared	 practice	 and	 the	

researcher	 took	 on	 the	 role	 of	 facilitator	 to	 keep	 the	 focus	 on	 key	 skills.	 In	 addition,	 a	

meeting	with	the	principal	and	discipline	team	about	developing	a	code	of	behaviour	took	

place	in	IS1.	This	was	not	part	of	the	key	skills	work	but	the	school	wanted	to	link	the	code	of	

behaviour	with	 teaching	and	 learning.	This	enabled	a	more	productive	use	of	 resources	at	

school	level	and	ensured	that	key	skills	were	prioritised	in	school	professional	development.	

In	previous	years,	 IS1	had	CPD	on	assessment	 for	 learning,	 so	had	more	knowledge	of	 the	

area	than	IS2.	IS2	had	fewer	CPD	sessions	in	the	last	18	months	than	IS1.	They	had	no	CPD	
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on	assessment	 for	 learning	or	 cooperative	 learning	 in	 the	 last	18	months.	 This	 tailoring	of	

the	 sessions	 to	 the	 school’s	 needs	 was	 seen	 as	 an	 important	 part	 of	 the	 professional	

development	process	and	enhanced	the	collaborative	 focus	on	student	 learning.	 IS2	asked	

that	the	key	skills	at	junior	cycle	and	the	junior	cycle	developments	be	discussed	with	staff;	

they	gave	time	outside	the	key	skills	work	to	this,	with	the	researcher	facilitating	the	event.	

The	move	to	developing	as	a	professional	learning	community	was	most	evident	in	the	final	

session,	 where	 the	 research	 paper	 Improving	 Second-Level	 Education:	 Using	 Evidence	 for	

Policy	Development	was	discussed	(Smyth,	and	McCoy,	2011).	The	readiness	to	engage	with	

research	was	very	evident.		

	

Typically,	 sessions	 after	 the	 first	 introductory	 one,	 began	 with	 people	 sharing	 their	

experience	 of	 embedding	 key	 skills	 in	 their	 subject	 areas.	 It	was	 important	 to	 interrogate	

these	inputs	and	to	explore	the	complex	nature	of	key	skills	development,	so	as	to	avoid	the	

surface	 or	 layering-over	 treatment	 of	 skills	 (Hipkins	 and	 McDowall,	 2013;	 Timperley	 and	

colleagues,	 2007;	 Reid,	 2006).	 	 In	 addition,	 as	 the	work	 on	 developing	 key	 skills	 required	

teachers	to	move	to	a	more	constructivist	approach	to	teaching,	 it	was	 important	that	the	

intervention	 adopted	 a	 constructivist	 approach	 to	 teacher	 learning	 and	 provided	

opportunities	for	teachers	to	build	on	what	they	already	knew	and	to	interpret	key	skills	and	

construct	 their	 own	 meaning	 with	 colleagues.	 	 As	 Reid	 (2006)	 posits,	 the	 pedagogical	

challenge	is	to	plan	learning	experiences	with	reference	to	the	whole	competency/capability,	

even	while	one	aspect	of	it	might	be	the	focus	of	a	specific	experience	(p.	46).	This	continued	

to	be	a	challenge	 in	the	work	on	key	skills,	with	some	teachers	seeing	the	development	of	

the	key	skills	as	an	addition	to	the	learning	rather	than	an	integral	part	of	the	process	(see	

Chapter	Seven	for	a	fuller	discussion).	The	sessions	were	activity	based,	striving	to	model	the	

process	of	skills	development	and	to	enable	teachers	to	develop	their	own	skills,	knowledge	

and	 attitudes	 towards	 individual	 skills.	 Videos	 from	 the	 key	 skills	 tool-kit	 were	 shown	 in	

sessions	 and	 discussion	 promoted.	 Table	 4.1	 provides	 a	 short	 overview	 of	 the	 six	 CPD	

sessions	in	each	of	the	intervention	schools.	The	control	schools	did	not	have	any	input	on	

key	skills	during	this	period;	they	did	have	other	professional	development	events,	which	are	

considered	in	Chapter	Five.		
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Table	4.1.	

Overview	of	CPD	school	sessions		

CPD	
session	
	

IS1	 IS2	

1	 Introduction	to	Key	Skills		
Critical	and	Creative	thinking	
Questioning	–	wait	time,	no	hands,		
higher	order	questioning	
Peer-	and	self-assessment	
Peer	teaching	
Dialogical	teaching	
Error	analysis	
Academic	controversy	
Brainstorming	
Power	of	persuasion	
Hot-seating	
	

Introduction	to	Key	Skills		
Critical	and	Creative	thinking	
Questioning	–	wait	time,	no	hands,		
higher	order	questioning	
Peer-	and	self-assessment	
Peer	teaching	
Dialogical	teaching	
Error	analysis	
Academic	controversy	
Brainstorming	
Power	of	persuasion	
Hot-seating	

2	 Sharing	reflections	
Working	with	Others	
Introduction	to	cooperative		
learning	theory	and	research	
How	to	manage	group	work	
Developing	ground	rules	
Group	activity	
Information	Processing	
Note	making	
Mind	mapping	
Graphic	organisers	
	

Sharing	reflections	
Working	with	Others	
Introduction	to	cooperative		
learning	theory	and	research	
How	to	manage	group	work	
Developing	ground	rules	
Group	activity	

3	 Information	Processing	
Colleagues	presenting	on		
Peer	presentations	and		
cooperative	learning	in	Biology	
Using	mind	mapping	and	creative		
thinking	in	Art	
Using	card	matching	games		
for	information	processing	and		
developing	good	questioning		
skills	in	woodwork	
Group	poster	making	and		
poster	presentation		
Role	of	Feedback	
	

Sharing	reflections	
Information	Processing	
Note	making	
Mind	mapping	
Graphic	organisers	
Group	poster	making	and		
poster	presentation	
Introduction	to	AfL		
Role	of	Feedback	
	

4	 Communicating	
Colleagues	presenting	on		
Using	Moodle	in	assessment	in	LCVP	
Using	games	in	English	
Creating	quizzes	in	languages	
Using	a	scanner	to	enhance	visual		
aspects	of	teaching	in	science	

Communicating	
Colleagues	presenting	on	
Powerpoint	games	in	languages	
Correction	key	to	help	students		
self-assess	in	English	
Using	music	and	rhythm	to	learn		
complex	facts	and	details	
Bingo	in	Irish	class	
Using	AfL	techniques	to	keep	learning		
on	track	
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5	 Being	Personally	Effective	

Revisiting	AfL	and	sharing	practice	
Peer	and	self-assessment	
Setting	goals	
Monitoring	progress	
Students	taking	personal	responsibility		
for	behaviour	in	class		

Being	Personally	Effective	
Exploring	key	aspects	of	AfL	and		
sharing	practice	
Peer	and	self-assessment	
Students	developing	exam	papers	
Setting	goals	
Monitoring	progress	
	

6	 Unlocking	 learning	 using	 key	 skills	
plenary	session	
Sharing	our	success	stories	and	looking	at	
challenges	
Looking	at	key	skills	in	Junior	Cycle	
Discussion	 on	 key	 findings	 from	 ESRI	
research	

Unlocking	 learning	 using	 key	 skills	
plenary	session	
Sharing	our	success	stories	and	looking	at	
challenges	
Looking	at	key	skills	in	Junior	Cycle	
Discussion	 on	 key	 findings	 from	 ESRI	
research	

	
It	 is	 difficult	 to	 capture	 the	 richness	 of	 the	 interactions	 on	 the	 professional	 development	

days	 in	 a	 table;	however,	 this	does	give	an	overview	of	 the	key	 topics	 covered	during	 the	

events.	 The	 Key	 Skills	 Framework	 and	 accompanying	 booklets	 were	 distributed	 at	

workshops,	 along	 with	 other	 resources	 such	 as	 key	 readings	 supporting	 the	 pedagogical	

practice.	

	

The	intervention	was	evaluated	at	the	end	of	each	session	using	teacher	evaluation	sheets	

(see	Appendix	N	for	questions	used	each	day).		Interviews	were	conducted	with	a	sample	of	

teachers	and	 students	at	 the	end	of	 the	 intervention.	Teacher	and	 student	questionnaires	

used	 in	 data	 collection	 also	 formed	 part	 of	 the	 evaluation	 process.	 Some	 teachers	 used	

student	feedback	sheets;	however,	as	this	practice	was	not	widespread,	it	was	decided	not	

to	analyse	these	data	for	the	research.		

	

The	intervention	promoted	some	key	pedagogical	practices	which,	according	to	the	research	

literature,	were	central	to	the	development	of	key	skills.	Section	4.2	provides	an	overview	of	

the	theoretical	underpinnings	for	these	practices.		

	

4.2	Pedagogical	practices	

Pedagogy	is	never	innocent;	it	is	a	medium	that	carries	its	own	message	(Bruner,	1999).	In	all	

of	the	work	on	developing	frameworks	for	key	competences,	the	role	of	pedagogy	is	centre	

stage.	 From	 Entwistle’s	 work	 on	 deep	 learning	 Bruner’s	 concept	 of	 folk	 pedagogies	 or	

Shulman’s	model	of	pedagogical	reasoning	and	action,	all	are	underpinned	by	the	complete	

act	 of	 pedagogy	 (Bruner,	 1999;	 Entwistle,	 2009;	 Schulman,	 1999).	 This	 complete	 act	 of	

pedagogy	 involves	 comprehension,	 transformation,	 instruction,	 evaluation,	 reflection	 and	
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new	 comprehensions	 (Shulman,	 1999,	 p.71).	 The	 development	 of	 key	 competences	 in	

learning	and	teaching	requires	all	this	and	arguably	more	in	that	the	comprehension	of	key	

skill	development	 is	complex.	 	 In	 this	 research,	 the	pedagogical	practices	employed	by	 the	

teachers	 to	embed	and	develop	key	 skills	 in	 teaching	and	 learning	varied	considerably.	All	

were	 used	 to	 develop	 student-centred	 learning	 environments	 to	 support	 students	

developing	deep	approaches	 to	 learning	 (Baeten,	Kyndt,	Stuyven	and	Dochy,	2010).	Figure	

4.2	illustrates	the	more	common	practices	used	to	develop	each	of	the	five	key	skills.	

		

	
Figure	4.2.	Pedagogical	practices	associated	with	each	key	skill	
	
Pedagogy	must	be	viewed	 from	a	 situated	perspective,	 from	 the	perspective	of	a	 learning	

community,	where	the	individual	actions	and	interactions	between	all	participants	are	seen	

as	part	of	one	process.	Leach	and	Moon	(1999)	describe	this	as	how	

Participants	 create,	 enact	 and	 experience	 –	 together	 and	 separately	 –	 purposes,	
values	and	expectations;	knowledge	and	ways	of	knowing;	rules	and	discourse;	roles	
and	 relationships;	 resources,	 artefacts;	 and	 the	 physical	 arrangement	 and	
boundaries	of	the	setting.	All	of	these	together	and	none	of	these	alone,	(p.	268).		
	

Therefore,	 while	 teachers	 explored	 using	 the	 different	 pedagogical	 practices	 in	 their	

classrooms,	the	application	of	the	process	was	very	context-dependent	in	each	school,	with	

each	teacher,	each	group	of	students,	different	subjects	and	different	classes.	Central	to	the	

development	 of	 the	 intervention	 was	 that	 the	 main	 approach	 to	 developing	 key	 skills	 is	

through	 learning	 environments	 that	 facilitate	 active	 learning	 (Grayson,	 2014).	 The	 term	

‘deep	learning’	is	associated	with	the	work	of	Noel	Entwistle	and	others	in	the	1980s,	which	
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distinguishes	between	deep	and	surface	learning.	With	the	deep	approach,	the	intention	is	

for	students	to	understand	and	includes	the	following	elements:	

• Relating	ideas	to	previous	knowledge	and	experience	
• Looking	for	patterns	and	underlying	principles	
• Checking	evidence	and	relating	it	to	conclusions	
• Examining	logic	and	argument	cautiously	and	critically	
• Becoming	actively	interested	in	course	content.		

	
With	the	surface	approach,	the	intention	is	to	cope	with	course	requirements	and	includes	

the	following	elements:	

• Studying	without	reflecting	on	purpose	or	strategy	
• Treating	the	course	as	unrelated	bits	of	knowledge	
• Memorising	facts	and	procedures	routinely	
• Finding	difficulty	in	making	sense	of	new	ideas	presented	
• Feeling	undue	pressure	and	worry	about	work.	

	
When	one	compares	these	two	descriptions,	even	in	a	very	perfunctory	sense,	it	is	clear	that	

a	lot	of	learning	at	senior	cycle	in	Ireland	is	more	aligned	with	the	surface	approach	than	the	

deep	 approach,	 with	 teacher-dominated	 transmission	 approaches	most	 prevalent.	 Recent	

research	has	pointed	 to	 the	exam-focused	nature	of	 the	 system	which	has	had	a	negative	

effect	 on	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 and	 has	 led	 to	 a	 culture	 of	 ‘teaching	 to	 the	 test’	 and	

instrumental	 teaching	and	 learning	activities	 in	 Irish	classrooms	 (Smyth,	Dunne,	Darmondy	

and	McCoy,	 2007;	 Smyth,	 Banks	 and	Clavert,	 2011;	Hyland,	 2011;	Gleeson,	 2012).	 Looney	

refers	 to	 this	 as	 the	 ‘shadow	 curriculum’,	 shaped	 by	 the	 externally	 examined	 high-stakes	

examination	 (Looney,	 2009,	 p.21).	 Smyth	 and	 colleagues	 report	 that	 what	 is	 distinctive	

about	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 year	 is	 how	 students	 became	 highly	 instrumental	 in	 their	

learning,	 focusing	only	on	what	was	needed	to	do	well	 in	the	exam,	with	this	all	adding	to	

the	feeling	of	stress	and	pressure		(Smyth,	Banks	and	Clavert,	2011,	p.55;	see	also	Smyth	and	

Calvert,	 2011).	 This,	 in	 turn,	 has	 an	 effect	 on	 the	 teaching,	 where	 students	 see	 the	 good	

teacher	as	the	one	who	sticks	to	what	is	coming	up	on	the	exam	and	gives	notes	for	it.	There	

is	a	mismatch	between	the	more	teacher-centred	methods	used	in	second-level	schools	and	

the	more	active	methods	which	 young	people	 find	engaging,	 and	 the	pedagogies	 that	 are	

needed	to	develop	key	skills	(Smyth,	Dunne,	Darmondy	and	McCoy,	2007;	Smyth,	Banks	and	

Clavert,	 2011).	 There	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 systematic	 evidence	 on	 the	 use	 of	 different	 teaching	

methods	at	post-primary	 level	 in	 Ireland	 (Smyth	and	McCoy,	2011);	 this	 research	aimed	to	

add	to	the	evidence	base	on	pedagogies	used	to	develop	key	skills.		
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Three	main	changes	to	practice	were	promoted	through	the	 intervention:	getting	teachers	

to	move	to	constructivist	theory	of	teaching	and	learning,	the	use	of	assessment	for	learning	

strategies,	 and	 encouraging	 the	 use	 of	 strategically	 planned	 cooperative	 learning	

techniques.		

	

4.2.1	Move	to	constructivist	teaching	

Constructivism	holds	 that	 learners	actively	build	knowledge	and	understanding	by	building	

on	 what	 they	 already	 know	 and	 synthesising	 this	 with	 new	 information.	 Constructivist	

instruction	 has	 been	 found	 to	 lead	 to	 the	 use	 of	 deep	 learning	 strategies,	 learning	 for	

understanding,	 increased	 motivation	 and	 self-efficacy	 (Nie	 and	 Lau,	 2010;	 De	 Corte,	

Verschaffel	 and	 Van	 De	 Ven,	 2001;	 Entwistle,	 2009).	 For	 the	 constructivist,	 learning	 is	 an	

active	process	 through	which	 learners	 ‘construct’	 new	meaning	 in	negotiation	with	others	

(Bruner,	 1999;	 Jordan,	 Carlile	 and	 Stack,	 2008;	 Carlile	 and	 Jordan,	 2005;	 Cano	 2005).	 The	

move	 to	 a	 constructivist	 way	 of	 teaching	 requires	 that	 teachers	 change	 how	 they	 view	

learning	 and	 learners.	 Teacher	 as	 	 ‘knower’	 is	 now	 encouraged	 to	 become	 a	 ‘paragon	 of	

learning’	or	a	co-learner	engaging	with	students	in	facilitating	and	guiding	learning	activities	

towards	 the	 realisation	of	 21	 century	 skills	 (Conneely,	Murchan,	 Tangney,	 Johnston,	 2013,	

p.2).	There	is	no	agreed	definition	of	constructivist	pedagogies;	rather	it	is	best	described	as	

the	creation	of	a	learning	environment,	activity	or	method	that	is	grounded	in	constructivist	

theory	 of	 learning	 with	 goals	 that	 focus	 on	 individual	 students	 developing	 deep	

understandings	 in	subject	matter	of	 interest,	and	habits	of	mind	that	aid	 in	 future	 learning	

(Richardson,	2003,	p.1627).	It	is	these	habits	of	mind	that	are	so	closely	linked	to	developing	

key	 skills.	 Teachers	 used	 various	 pedagogical	 practices	 such	 as	 graphic	 organisers,	

brainstorming	and	questioning	to	ascertain	what	students	already	knew	about	topics.	They	

used	assessment	for	learning	practices	to	encourage	learners	to	take	responsibility	for	their	

own	learning.	

	

In	the	development	of	key	skills,	a	more	student-centred	constructivist	classroom,	where	the	

learner	 takes	 responsibility	 for	 their	 own	 learning	 and	 the	 teacher	 takes	 on	 a	 role	 of	

facilitator	of	that	learning,	is	more	desirable.	Vygotsky	(1978)	emphasised	the	importance	of	

others	in	learning	and	the	social	aspect	of	learning.	Taking	this	and	Bruner’s	work	on	culture	

in	 learning	 (1999)	 means	 that	 the	 importance	 of	 both	 assessment	 for	 learning	 and	

cooperative	 learning	 are	 emphasised	 in	 the	 development	 of	 key	 skills.	 This	 situated	

perspective	 of	 learning	 means	 that	 teachers	 are	 challenged	 to	 provide	 students	 with	
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opportunities	 to	 solve	 real	 problems	 in	 real	 situations	 and	 to	 do	 so	 as	 part	 of	 a	 learning	

community	(Carlile	and	Jordan,	2005).	Therefore,	peer	teaching	and	peer	feedback	are	very	

important	skills	 to	develop.	This	shift	 to	becoming	a	constructivist	 teacher	 is	not	easy	as	 it	

requires	 a	 complete	 shift	 in	 one’s	 fundamental	 beliefs	 about	 the	nature	of	 knowledge	and	

the	act	of	teaching	(Skidmore	and	Gallagher,	2005,	p.	6).		

	

The	 need	 to	 develop	 learner	 talk	 within	 teaching	 is	 also	 a	 key	 aspect	 of	 constructivist	

teaching.	 Skidmore	 describes	 four	 ways	 in	 which	 teacher-student	 interaction	 can	 be	

developed,	 that	 of	 dialogic	 instruction	 (Nystrand,	 1997),	 dialogical	 inquiry	 (Wells,	 1999),	

dialogical	 pedagogy	 (Skidmore,	 2000)	 and	 dialogic	 teaching	 (Alexander,	 2004)	 (quoted	 in	

Skidmore,	2006,	p.503).	What	is	common	to	all	of	these	is	a	move	to	students	constructing	

knowledge	 within	 the	 curriculum	 and	 a	 move	 from	 teacher-dominated	 transmission	

approaches.		Skidmore	goes	on	to	say	that	improving	the	quality	of	classroom	dialogue	can	

make	a	major	contribution	to	enhancing	student	learning	(p.511).	Alexander	(2008)	advises	

that:		

Talk	 vitally	 mediates	 the	 cognitive	 and	 cultural	 spaces	 between	 adult	 and	 child,	
among	children	themselves,	between	teacher	and	learner,	between	society	and	the	
individual,	between	what	the	child	knows	and	understands	and	what	he	or	she	has	
yet	to	know	and	understand	(p.92).	
	

This	concept	of	dialogical	teaching	is	closely	linked	with	assessment	for	learning	techniques	

such	 as	 questioning,	 peer	 feedback	 and	 self-assessment,	 and	 to	 cooperative	 learning	

practices.	To	develop	key	skills	such	as	critical	and	creative	thinking,	information	processing	

and	communicating	requires	students	to	talk	about	their	thinking	and	to	share	their	learning	

with	 others,	 engaging	 in	 dialogue	 informed	 by	 an	 attitude	 of	 care	 and	 respect	 (Wegerif,	

2004,	 2011;	 Skidmore,	 2006).	 	 Skidmore	 and	Gallagher	 (2005)	maintain	 that	 constructivist	

theory	 implies	the	need	to	see	students	as	 intellectually	autonomous	meaning-makers	and	

dialogical	 conceptions	 of	 pedagogy	 supports	 this	 shift	 in	 power	 relationships	 in	 teaching	

(p.1).	It	provides	students	with	opportunities	to	question	and	explore	ideas	and,	in	doing	so,	

opportunities	to	regulate	their	own	thinking	and	to	develop	skills	and	move	away	from	the	

dominance	of	the	teacher	(Lyle,	2008a,	p.225;	see	also	Kim,	2005;	Cano,	2005).		

	

4.2.2	Assessment	for	learning	strategies	

Assessment	 for	 learning	 strategies	 feature	prominently	 in	 the	NCCA	key	 skills	 publications	

and	in	KeyCoNet’s	review	of	literature	on	key	competences	(Grayson,	2014;	Pepper,	2013).	
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Peer	 assessment	 was	 found	 to	 increase	 student	 motivation	 and	 skills	 development	 in	 a	

recent	Irish	study	on	developing	21st	century	skills	(Conneely,	Girvan	and	Tangney,	2012).		

	

Black	and	Wiliam	(2009)	define	formative	assessment:		

Practice	 in	 a	 classroom	 is	 formative	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 evidence	 about	 student	
achievement	 is	elicited,	 interpreted,	and	used	by	teachers,	 learners,	or	their	peers,	
to	make	decisions	about	the	next	steps	in	instruction	that	are	likely	to	be	better,	or	
better	 founded,	 than	 the	 decisions	 they	 would	 have	 taken	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 the	
evidence	that	was	elicited	(p.9).	
	

Wiliam	(2010,	p.154,	2011)	suggests	that	formative	assessment	entails	five	key	strategies,	all	

of	which	were	emphasised	in	the	key	skills	intervention	in	this	research.	These	are:	

• Clarifying,	 sharing	 and	 understanding	 learning	 intentions	 and	 criteria	 for	 success.	

This	was	emphasised	in	the	intervention	and	linked	to	the	key	skill	being	personally	

effective.	

• Creating	 effective	 classroom	 discussion,	 activities	 and	 tasks	 that	 elicit	 evidence	 of	

learning.	 Here	 teachers	 used	 questioning	 skills,	 poster	 presentations,	 dialogical	

teaching,	show-me-boards	and	so	on	to	elicit	evidence	of	learning.		

• Providing	 feedback	 that	 moves	 learners	 forward.	 The	 feedback	 was	 linked	 to	 the	

criteria	 for	 success	 and	 learning	 intentions	 and	was	 task	 focused,	 letting	 students	

know	where	they	are	in	their	learning,	where	they	are	going	and	what	needs	to	be	

done	 to	 get	 them	 there.	 This	 feedback	 should	 support	 the	 development	 of	 self-

knowledge	and	motivation	of	the	learner.		

• Activating	students	as	instructional	resources	for	one	another.	Here,	teachers	were	

encouraged	 to	 use	 cooperative	 learning,	 peer	 feedback,	 peer	 teaching	 and	 group	

discussions.	These	pedagogical	strategies	are	under-used	in	most	settings	(Volante,	

2010).		

• Activating	students	as	 the	owners	of	 their	own	 learning.	Here,	 teachers	developed	

the	key	skill	of	being	personally	effective	and	encouraged	students	to	set	goals	and	

to	self-assess.	This	focus	on	student	self-evaluation	was	intended	to	help	students	to	

feel	 responsible	 for	their	own	 learning,	and	to	be	aware	of	 the	process	of	 learning	

(not	just	the	outcomes),	and	their	development	(Voogt	and	Kasurinen,	2005).	

	

Assessment	 for	 learning	 helps	 students	 not	 only	 to	 improve	 their	 learning	 but	 also	 to	

improve	 their	meta-cognitive	 skills,	 skills	 such	as	 learning	how	 to	 learn	 (Hargreaves,	2004;	

see	also	Hattie	and	Timperley,	2007).	Learning	to	learn	as	been	espoused	as	an	essential	21st	
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century	skill,	named	in	the	European	Framework	for	Key	Competences	for	Lifelong	Learning	

(European	 Commission,	 2007b)	 and	 in	 the	 Irish	 Senior	 Cycle	 Key	 Skills	 Framework	 (NCCA,	

2006)	where	the	five	key	skills	are	seen	as	contributing	to	developing	the	skill	of	learning	to	

learn.	 At	 European	 level,	 the	 need	 to	 develop	 this	 skill	 is	 central	 to	 all	 aspects	 of	 life	 as	

exemplified	by	the	follow	quote:	in	the	context	of	globalization,	citizens	must	learn	to	learn	

in	order	that	they	can	maintain	their	full	and	continued	participation	in	employment	and	civil	

society	or	risk	social	exclusion	(Hoskins	and	Fredriksson,	2008,	p.5).	They	go	on	to	conclude	

that	 learning	 to	 learn	 is	 a	 cross-curricular	 competence	 that	 is	 developed,	 not	 through	 a	

single	subject/discipline,	but	through	a	combination	of	learning	activities.	It	is	related	to	the	

process	rather	than	the	content,	is	based	on	one’s	interaction	with	the	environment,	and	it	

combines	processes	with	affective	aspects	such	as	motivation	and	attitudes	to	learning.	For	

this	research,	the	concept	of	learning	to	learn	is	included	in	all	skills,	but	particularly	in	being	

personally	 effective	 when	 students	 think	 about	 and	 reflect	 on	 their	 own	 learning.	 Harlen	

(2012)	contends	that	feedback	to	students	plays	a	key	role	in	determining	their	self-efficacy,	

their	 motivation	 for	 learning	 and	 their	 ability	 to	 take	 on	 learning	 activities.	 	 Clearly,	

assessment	 for	 learning	 is	 closely	 linked	 to	 learning	 to	 learn,	where	students	 interact,	and	

respond	to—and	give	feedback	in—the	learning	process.		

	

4.2.3	Cooperative	learning	

There	 seems	 to	 be	 universal	 agreement	 that	 cooperative	 learning	 is	 effective.	 Roseth,	

Johnson	 and	 Johnson	 (2008)	 concluded	 that,	 under	 cooperative	 conditions,	 interpersonal	

relations	have	the	strongest	influence	on	achievement.	Gillies	(2008)	contends	that	working	

cooperatively	has	an	effect	on	behaviour,	discourse	and	 learning.	 	 Slavin	 (2010)	maintains	

that	 cooperative	 learning	 offers	 a	 proven,	 practical	 means	 of	 creating	 exciting	 social	 and	

engaging	 classroom	 environments	 where	 students	 can	 develop	 skills	 needed	 for	 today’s	

economy	 and	 society	 (p.	 173).	 While	 not	 all	 studies	 report	 an	 increase	 in	 academic	

achievement,	they	do	report	 increased	motivation	and	social	skill	development	(Hänze	and	

Berger,	2007).	Using	a	controlled	experiment	research	design,	Fung	and	Howe	(2012)	found	

that	collaborative	group	work	with	teacher	guidance	facilitates	students’	learning	of	critical	

thinking.	 	 Lyle	 (2008b)	 found	 that	 collaborative	 talk	 leads	 to	 cognitive	 development	 and	

promotes	 communicative	 competence.	 In	 order	 to	 develop	 the	 key	 skill	 of	 working	 with	

others,	teachers	used	a	variety	of	cooperative	learning	strategies.	To	implement	cooperative	

learning	 successfully	 in	 teaching,	 teachers	 needed	 to	 develop	 the	 skills	 to	 implement	 it	 in	

their	classes,	including	ensuring	cooperative	learning	experiences	were	well	structured,	that	
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tasks	 set	 were	 challenging,	 and	 that	 students	 were	 taught	 the	 social	 skills	 required	 to	

manage	conflict	and	to	monitor	and	review	progress	in	their	groups	(Johnson	and	Johnson,	

2000,	2013;	Slavin	2010;	Gillies,	2008;	Gillies	and	Boyle,2010;	Roseth,	Johnson	and	Johnson,	

2008;	 Rojas-Drummond	 and	 Mercer,	 2003).	 Blatchford	 and	 colleagues	 contend	 that,	 if	

cooperative	 learning	 is	 not	 planned	 strategically,	 teachers	 will	 fail	 to	 realise	 the	 ‘social	

pedagogic’	potential	of	the	classroom	(Blatchford,	Kutnick,	Baines	and	Galton,	2003,	p.154).	

Peer	 learning	 not	 only	 enhances	 cognitive	 gain,	 it	 also	 encourages	 personal	 and	 social	

development	 and	 the	 development	 of	 skills	 such	 as	 cooperation,	 communication,	 and	

information	 processing	 (Topping,	 2005).	 Conneely	 and	 colleagues,	 in	 an	 Irish	 study	 of	 a	

structured,	collaborative,	project-based,	technology-supported	learning	environment,	found	

that	 student	 collaboration	 was	 a	 contributing	 factor	 to	 positive	 outcomes,	 with	 students	

developing	 enhanced	 research,	 observational	 and	 presentation	 skills	 (Conneely,	Murchan,	

Tangney,	 Johnston,	 2013,	 p.3).	 However,	 it	 has	 to	 be	 more	 than	 just	 exchanging	 ideas;	

teacher-led	discourse	and	peer	group	 interactions	 in	cooperative	 learning	are	essential	 for	

success	(Rojas-Drummond	and	Mercer,	2003).	

	

4.3	Conclusion	

The	framework,	used	to	develop	the	intervention	is	outlined	in	Table	4.2	below.	Phase	one	

consisted	of	a	 literature	 review	of	key	 skill	development	 in	 Ireland	and	 in	other	countries.	

Phase	 two	consisted	of	 a	 review	of	 the	NCCA	work	with	 schools	between	2006	and	2010,	

and	 a	 review	 of	 literature	 on	 teacher	 professional	 development.	 Phase	 three	 involved	

recruiting	 schools	 and	 developing	 an	 intervention	 plan.	 Phase	 four	was	 implementing	 the	

intervention.	Phase	five,	the	present	phase,	involves	reporting	on	the	process.	Plomp	(2009)	

described	this	kind	of	research	as:		

the	 systematic	 study	 of	 designing,	 developing	 and	 evaluating	 educational	
interventions	 (such	 as	 programs,	 teaching-learning	 strategies	 and	 materials,	
products	 and	 systems)	 as	 solutions	 for	 complex	 problems	 in	 educational	 practice,	
which	 also	 aims	 at	 advancing	 our	 knowledge	 about	 the	 characteristics	 of	 these	
interventions	and	the	processes	of	designing	and	developing	them	(p.13).		
	

He	goes	on	 to	 say	 that	 reforms	cannot	be	developed	at	 the	drawing	 tables	 in	government	

offices,	rather	they	need	systematic	research	in	a	variety	of	real-world	settings	(Plomp,	p.9).	

It	was	important	that	the	intervention	be	implemented	in	a	consistent	way	in	the	research	

and	that	the	underlying	theory	was	clearly	articulated	prior	to	the	intervention.	In	addition,	

the	 process	 of	 implementation	 was	 mapped,	 as	 Trochim	 contends	 that	 a	 theory	 driven	

approach	 to	 quasi-experimentation	 will	 be	 futile	 unless	 we	 can	 demonstrate	 that	 the	
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program	 was	 in	 fact	 carried	 out	 or	 implemented	 as	 the	 theory	 intended	 (Trochim,	 1986,	

online	eprint).	

	
Table	4.2.	

Phases	of	research	process		

Phase	of	research	 Focus	 Actions	
Phase	1	
Problem	identification	

	
What	is	known	about	the	issue?	

Literature	review	of	key	skills	
development	in	Ireland	and	
elsewhere	

Phase	2	
Identification	of	
tentative	products	and	
design	principles	

Consult	experts	and	practitioners	
Focused	literature	review	
Analyse	practical	context	
Analyse	promising	examples	

Review	the	NCCA	key	skills	
initiative	
Review	literature	on	teacher	
professional	development	and	
student	learning	

Phase	3	Tentative	
products	and	theories	
	

Tentative	innovation	approaches	
Tentative	design	principles	

Develop	an	intervention	for	
implementation	in	schools	
Piloting	instruments	for	data	
collection	
	

Phase	4	Prototyping	
and	assessment	of	
preliminary	products	
and	theories		
	

Refinement	of	problem,	solution	
and	method	
Formative	evaluation	
Redesign	and	refinement	of	
intervention	and	theories	

Implementation	of	intervention	
Mapping	the	process	
Evaluating	the	impact		

Phase	5	Problem	
resolution	and	
advancing	theory	
	

Practical	results	in	refined	
intervention	
Contribution	to	theory	

Putting	forward	a	thesis	based	on	
analysis	of	results	

Source:	Plomp,	2009,	p.16	

	

Changing	pedagogical	practices	was	a	key	driver	for	this	 intervention;	 in	order	to	do	this	 it	

was	essential	that	teachers	were	engaging	with	the	underlying	theory	of	this	change.	It	was	

important	 to	 respect	 participants’	 professionalism	 and	 expertise;	 therefore,	 professional	

development	 events	 were	 teacher-centred	 and	 structured	 around	 critical	 reflection	 on	

pedagogy.	 The	 role	 of	 constructivist	 teaching	 pedagogies	 such	 as	 cooperative	 learning,	

including	 developing	 communication	 skills,	 assessment	 for	 learning	 including	 questioning	

and	feedback	in	particular,	and	the	role	of	dialogue	in	meaning	making	were	explored	during	

CPD	 events	 with	 teachers	 modelling	 the	 process,	 working	 in	 groups,	 presenting	 posters,	

sharing	practice	and	giving	feedback.	This	 intervention	was	not	about	providing	recipes	for	

teaching;	 it	was	about	providing	 ideas,	which	might	suggest	new	approaches	that	teachers	

could	 incorporate	 in	 their	 daily	 work	 and,	 in	 doing	 so,	 they	 would	 be	 developing	 new	

practical	knowledge	and	sharing	that	knowledge	during	the	CPD	events.	Furthermore,	it	was	
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about	exploring	how	this	intervention	could	fit	within	the	context	of	the	day-to-day	teaching	

and	 the	 summative	 test	 at	 the	 end	of	 senior	 cycle.	 The	 research	 set	 about	 evaluating	 the	

impact	 of	 this	 professional	 development	 with	 teachers	 and	 students	 in	 a	 systematic	 and	

focused	 way	 using	 a	 quasi-experimental	 pre-test/post-test	 design.	 The	 following	 three	

chapters	present	the	findings	from	the	research	with	teachers	and	students	in	experimental	

and	control	schools.	
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		CHAPTER	5	

FINDINGS	I:	TEACHER	QUESTIONNAIRE	AND	INTERVIEW	DATA	ANALYSIS	

	

Introduction	

This	 chapter	 considers	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 teacher	 questionnaires	 at	 T1	 and	 T2.	

Questionnaires	at	T1	are	considered	to	match	the	schools	prior	to	the	intervention.	Data	at	

T1	are	then	compared	to	data	at	T2	to	analyse	any	changes	that	have	occurred	during	the	

period	 of	 the	 intervention.	 Teacher	 interview	 data	 at	 T2	 are	 considered	 in	 an	 effort	 to	

expand	on	this	analysis.	Some	student	data	are	included	to	further	illuminate	key	findings.		

This	 research	 set	 about	 answering	 the	 following	 question:	What	 is	 the	 impact	 on	 student	

and	 teacher	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 learning,	 on	 classroom	 practices	 and	 on	 student	

achievement	 associated	with	 the	 implementation	of	 a	 key	 skills	 approach	 to	 teaching	 and	

learning	at	second	level?		

	

In	answering	this	question,	the	following	hypotheses	were	tested:	

1. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	 result	 in	positive	changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	pedagogical	

practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

2. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	will	 result	 in	more	 favourable	 student	 academic	 outcome	

measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.	

3. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	result	in	positive	changes	in	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	

learning	 amongst	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 more	 than	 in	 the	 control	

schools.	

	

The	findings	from	this	chapter	are	concerned	with	the	third	hypothesis,	that	of	changes	to	

the	 teachers’	 pedagogical	 practices.	 Section	 5.1	 describes	 teacher	 data	 collection	 and	

analysis.	 Section	 5.2	 presents	 data	 on	matching	 the	 schools	 at	 pre-test	 (T1)	 stage	 of	 the	

research.	Section	5.3	presents	and	analyses	the	changes	between	pre-test	(T1)	and	post-test	

(T2)	stages	of	the	research	under	three	headings.	Section	5.4	examines	the	impact	of	the	key	

skills	 intervention	 in	 the	 experimental	 schools.	 Section	 5.5	 focuses	 on	 challenges	 and	

opportunities	identified	by	teachers	working	with	key	skills.		
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5.1	Teacher	data	collection	and	analysis	

Figure	5.1	presents	an	overview	of	the	teacher	data	collected	and	analysed	for	this	research.	

Quantitative	 data	 were	 collected	 at	 T1	 and	 T2.	 As	 part	 of	 the	 intervention,	 teacher	

evaluations	of	workshops	were	collected	at	points	throughout	the	process.		Qualitative	data	

in	the	form	of	teacher	interviews	were	collected	at	T2.		

	

	
Figure	5.1.	Teacher	data	for	analysis	

	

For	pre-test	data	(T1),	the	questionnaires	were	disseminated	to	the	teachers	in	Intervention	

School	1	 (IS1)	and	 Intervention	School	2	 (IS2)	after	the	first	key	skills	workshop;	therefore,	

the	 completion	 rate	 was	 high.	 In	 Control	 School	 1	 (CS1)	 and	 Control	 School	 2	 (CS2),	 link	

people	disseminated	questionnaires,	so	there	was	less	than	100%	completion	rate	(see	Table	

5.1).	 The	 questionnaires	 were	 disseminated	 in	 this	 way	 to	 increase	 internal	 validity	 and	

reduce	the	chance	of	compensatory	rivalry.	To	reduce	the	risk	that	the	control	group	might	

identify	with	the	researcher,	the	link	teacher	disseminated	the	questionnaire.	Shadish,	Cook	

and	Campbell	 (2002)	warn	 that	 the	 control	 group	can	 change	how	 they	act	and	how	 they	

report	 if	 they	see	themselves	as	 in	competition	with	another	group.	The	control	schools	 in	

this	 study	 were	 informed	 that	 the	 questionnaire	 was	 part	 of	 a	 research	 project	 and	

completion	was	optional.	 For	post-test	data	 (T2)	 the	questionnaires	were	distributed	after	

information	sessions	on	the	research	 in	both	control	schools.	This	 information	session	was	

organised	 so	 as	 to	 offer	 the	 control	 schools	 the	 option	 of	 participating	 in	 key	 skills	

workshops	in	the	coming	school	year	if	they	wished.	At	T2	in	both	intervention	schools,	the	

link	 person	 disseminated	 the	 questionnaires.	 This	 was	 so	 that	 all	 teacher	 questionnaires	

were	filled	out	in	the	same	week	of	term	and,	due	to	time	constraints	on	the	researcher,	link	
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people	were	asked	to	distribute	questionnaires.		This	led	to	a	lower	response	rate	than	at	T1	

in	 intervention	 schools,	 as	 the	 link	 person	 had	 to	 personally	 give	 out	 the	 questionnaires,	

since	 there	 was	 no	 planned	 staff	 event	 during	 that	 week.	 However,	 with	 80	 teachers	

completing	the	questionnaire	at	T1	and	T2,	the	numbers	do	not	differ	to	an	extent	that	the	

data	are	compromised.	The	numbers	are	shown	in	Table	5.1	below.	

	

Table	5.1	
Teacher	questionnaires	at	T1	and	T2	as	percentage	of	population	
	 	 Pre-test	Questionnaire	T1	 Post-test	Questionnaire	T2	
School	
ID	

Total	#	
teachers		

Response	
frequency	

%	population	 Response	
frequency	

%	population	

IS1	 26	 25	 96.2	 19	 73.1	
CS1	 25	 17	 68.0	 23	 92.0	
IS2	 25	 23	 92.0	 18	 72.0	
CS2	 21	 15	 71.4	 20	 95.2	
Total	 	 80	 	 80	 	
	

Teacher	 interviews	 were	 conducted	 during	 May	 of	 year	 two	 of	 the	 research.	 A	 date	 for	

interviews	 was	 selected	 and	 the	 teachers	 present	 on	 the	 day	 who	 had	 a	 free	 class	 were	

asked	to	participate	 in	the	 interview.	This	convenience	sampling	method	was	used	for	two	

reasons:	to	facilitate	the	schools	so	they	did	not	have	to	interrupt	classes	to	free	teachers	to	

be	interviewed,	and	to	prevent	schools	putting	forward	pre-selected	teachers.	This	did	mean	

that	 in	 intervention	 schools	 only	 one	 of	 the	 teachers	 interviewed	 had	 participated	 in	

presenting	to	colleagues.		

	

Table	5.2	
Interview	participation		
School	ID	 #	teachers	 #Interviewed	 						Gender	
	 	 	 F	 M	

IS1	 26	 5	 3	 2	
CS1	 25	 5	 3	 2	
IS2	 25	 5	 5	 	
CS2	 21	 5	 5	 	
Total	 	 20	 	 	
	

Teachers	 were	 not	 given	 the	 interview	 questions	 before	 the	 interview.	 All	 were	 offered	

transcripts	 of	 the	 interviews	 and	 only	 one	 requested	 a	 transcript.	 Interviews	were	 taped,	

transcribed	and	analysed	using	MAXQDA.	The	analysis	process	is	described	in	Chapter	Three.		
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5.2	Matching	schools	for	quasi-experimental	research	

Matching	research	sites	for	a	quasi-experimental	study	such	as	this	 is	an	 imperfect	science	

and	presents	the	researcher	with	many	challenges.	In	this	section,	teacher	quantitative	data	

are	used	to	match	schools	on	teacher	demographics,	in-school	cooperation,	participation	in	

professional	 development,	 and	 pedagogical	 practices	 (see	 Figure	 5.2).	 Teacher	 interviews	

were	carried	out	at	T2;	therefore,	only	questionnaire	data	are	used	in	the	matching	process.	

Areas	where	schools	are	not	well	matched	were	highlighted.	

	

	

Figure	5.2.	Data	used	to	match	schools	at	T1	

	

5.2.1	Teacher	demographic	data	

Questions	one	to	four	on	the	teacher	questionnaire	were	used	to	obtain	demographic	data	

on	participating	 teachers,	 see	Table	5.3.	Most	 teachers	did	not	give	 their	names,	as	 it	was	

optional,	and	some	did	not	give	their	age.	 In	this	section	on	matching	schools,	data	for	 IS1	

and	CS1	are	shaded	to	aid	reading	tables.	From	these	data,	schools	are	matched	in	almost	all	

areas	 such	as	gender,	employment	and	age.	 	However,	 IS2	has	 less	part-time	people	 than	

CS2,	and	IS1	has	more	male	teachers	than	CS1	responding	to	the	questionnaire.	Looking	at	

sample	stability,	it	is	clear	that	there	is	little	change	to	the	sample	over	the	duration	of	the	

research.	
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Table	5.3	
Gender,	employment	status	and	age	of	teachers	completing	questionnaires	
	 IS1	

n(25)	
CS1	
n(17)	

IS2	
n(23)	

CS2	
n(15)	

IS1	
n(19)	

CS1	
n(23)	

IS2	
n(18)	

CS2	
n(20)	

	 Pre-test	questionnaire	T1	 Post-test	questionnaire	T2	
Gender		
	

%	Male	
%	Female	

60	
40	

100	 83	
17	

93	
7	

56	
44	

83	
17	

89	
11	

85	
15	

Employment		
		

%	Full	time	
%	EPT	/	CID		
%	Part	time	
>	50%	
%	Part	time	
<	50%	

48	
0	
	
40	
	
12	

41	
24	
	
24	
	
12	

78	
13	
	
9	

47	
	
	
40	
	
13	

44	
6	
	
44	
	
6	

38	
12	
	
21	
	
29	

83	
	
	
11	
	
11	

55	
5	
	
15	
	
25	

Number	 of	
staff	 by	 age	
group	
	

20-29	
30-39	
40-49	
50-59	
60-69	
Missing	
data/no	age		

6	
12	
1	
4	
	
	
2	

8	
5	
2	
2	

2	
7	
5	
6	
1	
	
2	

6	
1	
3	
5	

7	
3	
3	
4	
1	
	

11	
9	
1	
2	
	
	
1	

1	
7	
6	
4	
	

7	
4	
1	
7	
	
	
1	

	

5.2.2	In-school	collaboration	

The	extent	of	cooperation	and	collaboration	among	teachers	at	the	start	of	the	research	in	

both	 intervention	and	control	 schools	was	used	 to	 inform	 the	matching	process.	 In-school	

collaboration	was	encouraged	as	part	of	the	intervention.	These	data	give	a	snapshot	of	in-

school	 cooperation	 in	 the	 research	 schools	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 intervention.	 Most	

schools	 have	 term	or	monthly	 staff	meeting,	with	 CS1	 giving	 ten	minutes	 once	 a	week	 to	

whole	 staff	 meetings	 using	 allocated	 CPD	 hours	 under	 the	 Croke	 Park	 agreement	 (DES,	

2011).	There	 is	 some	evidence	of	 teachers	exchanging	materials	 in	all	 schools.	Schools	are	

not	well	matched	on	team	teaching.	Twelve	people	in	IS1	and	seven	in	CS2	report	engaging	

in	this	practice	at	least	3-4	times	a	year.	The	majority	of	teachers	have	never	observed	other	

teachers’	classes	and	provided	feedback	or	discussed	and	coordinated	homework	practices	

across	subjects.	In	order	to	allow	for	comparisons	across	schools,	numbers	are	expressed	as	

percentages	 since	 the	 number	 of	 respondents	 differs	 between	 schools.	 	 Table	 5.4	 below	

shows	 the	percentage	of	 teachers	 reporting	a	degree	of	 involvement	 in	 these	practices	at	

T1.		
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Table	5.4	
In	school	cooperation	at	T1		

	

Analysis	of	these	data	shows	a	greater	emphasis	 in	all	schools	on	activities	that	TALIS	term	

exchange	and	co-ordination	 for	 teaching,	which	 is	made	up	of	 the	 first	 four	practices	over	

professional	collaboration,	which	is	made	up	of	the	last	three	practices	listed	above.					

	

Table	5.5		

Indices	of	teachers’	participation	in	school	co-operation	

Expressed	 as	 percentage	 reporting	 to	
engage	at	least	3-4	time	a	year	in	each	
of	the	following	

IS1_T1	
n(25)	

CS1_T1	
n(17)	

	 IS2_T1	
n(23)	

CS2_T1	
n(15)	

	

Exchange	and	coordination	for	teaching	 53	 68	 	 53	 58	 	

Professional	collaboration	 37	 16	 	 13	 31	 	

	

Schools	 are	well	matched	 on	 the	 degree	 that	 they	exchange	 and	 coordinate	 for	 teaching,	

with	little	difference	for	these	indices.	There	are	bigger	differences	evident	with	professional	

collaboration.	 IS1	participates	 in	more	peer	observation	and	peer	teaching	than	CS1,	while	

CS2	report	higher	numbers	across	two	indices	peer	teaching	and	the	discussing	of	homework	

practices.	 Matching	 on	 professional	 collaboration	 is	 not	 as	 good	 as	 on	 exchange	 and	

coordination	for	 teaching	but,	with	 low	percentages	reporting	these	activities,	 it	 is	difficult	

to	ascertain	if	the	differences	will	impact	on	matching.	In	commenting	on	the	impact	of	the	

intervention,	these	differences	will	be	taken	into	account	when	looking	at	changes	between	

T1	and	T2.	

	

	

Expressed	 as	 percentage	 reporting	 to	
engage	 at	 least	 3-4	 time	 a	 year	 in	 each	 of	
the	following	

IS1	
n(25)	

CS1	
n(17)	

IS2	
n(23)	

CS2	
n(15)	

Attend	 staff	meetings	 to	 discuss	 vision	 and	
mission	of	the	school	

76	 82.4	 69.6	 73.3	

Discuss	 and	 decide	 on	 the	 selection	 of	
instructional	media	(e.g.	textbooks)	

16	 35.3	 17.4	 26.7	

Exchange	teaching	materials	with	colleagues	 68	 88.2	 73.9	 86.7	
Ensure	common	standards	in	evaluations	for	
assessing	students	

52	 64.7	 52.2	 46.7	

Teach	jointly	as	a	team	in	the	same	class	 60	 23.5	 8.7	 46.7	
Observe	other	teachers’	classes	and	provide	
feedback	

28	 5.9	 O	 0	

Discuss	and	coordinate	homework	practices	
across	subjects	

24	 17.6	 17.4	 46.7	
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5.2.3	Teachers	pedagogical	practices	at	T1		

Teachers	 were	 matched	 on	 their	 use	 of	 different	 pedagogical	 practices;	 this	 matching	

showed,	 for	 all	 schools,	 that	 a	 dependence	 on	more	 traditional	 teaching	 pedagogies	 over	

more	active	student-centred	pedagogies	was	prevalent	at	T1.	Teachers	were	presented	with	

a	list	of	pedagogical	practices	and	were	asked	to	indicate	on	a	Likert	scale	if	they	used	them	

every	day,	a	 few	 times	a	week,	a	 few	 times	a	month,	a	 few	 times	a	year,	or	never.	When	

analysed,	 the	 percentage	 reporting	 using	 the	 more	 teacher-centred	 pedagogies	 scored	

higher	 than	 the	 more	 student-centred	 pedagogies.	 For	 ease	 of	 interpretation,	 these	 are	

presented	 in	 two	 tables.	 This	 separation	 of	 pedagogical	 practices	 into	 traditional	 and	 key	

skills	 pedagogies	 is	 crude	 and	 it	 could	 be	 argued	 that	 such	 a	 dichotomy	 does	 not	 exist.	

However,	when	comparing	pre-test	and	post-test	data,	a	fuller	picture	emerges.		

	

Some	differences	do	emerge	in	these	data,	with	CS2	scoring	highest	for	use	of	all	traditional	

methods.	At	 this	 point,	 it	 is	 notable	 that	 the	percentages	 reporting	 to	use	 these	methods	

every	day	or	a	 few	 times	a	week	are	 significantly	higher	 than	 the	percentage	 reporting	 to	

use	more	student-centred	pedagogies	across	all	schools.	

	

Table	5.6	

Use	of	more	traditional	pedagogies	at	T1	

%	Reporting	using	practices	every	day	
or	a	few	times	a	week	

IS1	
n(22)	

CS1		
n(17)	

	 IS2	
n(25)	

CS2	
n(15)	

	

Exam	paper	questions	 58.5	 47.1	 	 60	 73.7	 	
Handouts	 85.5	 76.5	 	 52	 60	 	
Note	taking	 67.5	 52.9	 	 52	 93.3	 	
Reading	the	textbook	 81	 41.2	 	 48	 87.1	 	
Lecture/	teacher	talk	 81	 52.9	 	 36	 73.7	 	
Worksheets	or	other	individual	work	 67.5		 64.7	 	 60	 73.7	 	
	

Across	all	schools,	high	numbers	of	teachers	report	the	use	of	more	traditional	methods	of	

teaching,	with	93.3%	of	teachers	in	CS2	using	note	taking	every	day	or	a	few	times	a	week	as	

opposed	to	52%	 in	 IS2.	The	use	of	exam	paper	questions	 is	highest	 for	CS2	and	 lowest	 for	

CS1.	 IS1	 reports	 greater	 use	 of	 the	 textbook	 than	 CS1	 at	 T1.	 CS2	 uses	 more	 traditional	

methods	 than	 IS2	at	T1.	These	baseline	data	are	 taken	 into	consideration	when	discussing	

changes	 at	 T2.	 This	 represents	 a	 snapshot	 in	 the	 school	 year,	 as	 stated;	 a	 comparison	

between	pre-test	and	post-test	data	 is	more	 revealing.	 In	 contrast,	 as	 shown	 in	Table	5.7,	

there	is	considerably	lower	engagement	in	the	use	of	key	skills	pedagogies	at	T1.		
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Table	5.7	

Use	of	key	skills	pedagogies	at	T1	

%	Reporting	using	practices	every	day		
or	few	times	a	week	

IS1	
n(22)	

CS1		
n(17)	

	 IS2	
n(25)	

CS2	
n(15)	

	

Self-evaluation	&	individual	target	setting	 9.0	 11.8	 	 24.0	 26.7	 	
Buzz	groups	(students	working	in	groups)	 4.5	 5.9	 	 4.0	 0	 	
Cooperative	learning	 22.5	 35.3	 	 36.0	 46.7	 	
Student	presentations	 0	 5.9	 	 0	 0	 	
Group	assignments	 18.0	 17.6	 	 0	 26.7	 	
Peer	correcting	 18.0	 23.5	 	 20.0	 33.3	 	
Peer	teaching	 9.0	 17.6	 	 12.0	 26.7	 	
Graphic	organisers	 4.5	 17.6	 	 16.0	 33.3	 	
Traffic	lights	 4.5	 0	 	 0	 0	 	
	

From	 these	 data	 it	 is	 obvious,	 by	 the	 low	numbers	 in	 all	 practices	 (46.7%	being	 the	most	

widely	used	of	any),	that	these	kinds	of	student-centred	practices,	key	skills	pedagogies	are	

not	commonplace	in	schools.	CS2	reports	a	higher	use	of	some	strategies	than	IS2.	Only	one	

teacher	 in	CS1	reports	using	student	presentations,	one	teacher	 in	 IS1	reports	using	traffic	

lights—an	assessment	for	learning	technique.	26.7%	of	teachers	in	CS2	report	that	they	use	

group	 assignments	 compared	 to	 none	 in	 IS2.	 CS2	 reports	 a	 higher	 level	 of	 use	 of	 peer	

teaching	 and	 graphic	 organisers.	 However,	 as	 numbers	 are	 so	 low,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	match	

schools	on	these	data,	only	to	observe	that	key	skills	pedagogies	are	not	prominent	in	any	of	

the	schools.	 In	 interview,	students	at	T1	were	asked	 to	 think	about	a	 typical	day	 in	school	

and	 to	 rank	 1-4	 what	 they	 spend	 most	 time	 doing	 in	 class.	 In	 all	 schools,	 students	 list	

listening,	 talking/discussing,	 taking	 notes	 and	 reading	 from	 the	 book	 as	 the	 four	 activities	

they	 spend	most	 time	on	 in	 any	one	day	 in	 school,	 supporting	 the	data	 from	 teachers	on	

most	used	pedagogical	practices	at	T1	(see	Table	7.2	in	Chapter	Seven).		

	

5.2.4	Professional	development	activities	

	

At	 the	 start	 of	 the	 research,	 teachers	 were	 asked	 about	 their	 professional	 development	

activities	during	the	previous	18	months.	This	period	of	time	was	chosen	in	order	to	get	a	full	

picture	of	the	activities	and	include	the	previous	year’s	experience,	and	it	was	a	manageable	

period	for	teachers	to	recall.	Teachers	were	asked	whether	or	not	they	had	participated	in	

each	of	the	activities	 listed,	see	data	in	Table	5.8.	Looking	at	the	pre-test	data,	the	schools	

are	well	matched	on	participation	in	professional	development	activities.	All	schools	have	a	

high	participation	in	course	workshops.	At	the	time	of	the	research,	mathematics	teachers	in	

Ireland	were	involved	in	the	implementation	of	Project	Maths.		
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Table	5.8	

Percentage	 of	 teachers	 reporting	 at	 T1	 to	 have	 participated	 in	 professional	 development	

events	in	past	18	months		

CPD	events		 	 IS1	
n(25)	

CS1	
n(17)	

	 IS2	
n(23)	

CS2	
n(15)	

Course	 workshops	 (e.g.	 on	 subject	
matter	or	methods)	

	 80	 71	 	 83	 80	

Education	Conferences	or	seminars		 	 20	 35	 	 35	 27	
Qualification	 programme	 (e.g.	 Masters	
degree)	

	 28	 29	 	 30	 47	

Participation	in	a	network	of	teachers		 	 28	 35	 	 48	 40	
Individual	 or	 collaborative	 research	 on	
a	topic	of	interest	to	you	professionally
	 	

	 52	 12	 	 22	 27	

Mentoring	and/or	peer	observation	and	
coaching,	 as	 part	 of	 a	 formal	 school	
arrangement	

	 32	 24	 	 4	 27	

		

For	 IS1	 the	number	of	 teachers	 reporting	 that	 they	are	 involved	 in	 research	 is	high	 (52%).	

This	 is	 due	 to	 the	 school	 taking	 part	 in	 a	 project	 with	 a	 local	 Education	 Centre.	While	 a	

number	of	teachers	signed	up	for	this,	none	completed	the	project.	In	addition,	a	number	of	

teachers	were	 involved	 in	 the	 introduction	of	 iPads	 for	 first	 year	 classes.	While	neither	of	

these	projects	is	research-based,	the	principal,	in	conversation,	felt	that	this	would	account	

for	the	high	scores	in	this	area.	Mentoring	and	peer	observation	is	low	across	all	schools,	but	

especially	 in	 IS2.	 This	 school	did	not	have	a	 culture	of	 taking	 teachers	 from	 initial	 teacher	

education	 courses,	which	would	 account	 for	most	 of	 the	mentoring	 opportunities	 in	 Irish	

schools.	Equally,	when	asked	about	their	professional	development	needs,	schools	were	well	

matched	as	evidenced	by	the	percentages	in	Table	5.9	below.		

	

Table	5.9		

Professional	development	needs	as	reported	by	teachers	at	T1	

%	 Teachers	 reporting	 moderate	 or	
high	level	of	need	for:		

IS1	
n(25)	

CS1	
n(17)	

	 IS2	
n(23)	

CS2	
n(15)	

	

Student	assessment	practices	 68	 59	 	 48	 33	 	
Classroom	management	 32	 24	 	 13	 13	 	

Knowledge	 and	 understanding	 of	
instructional	practices		

32	 29	 	 17	 33	 	

ICT	skills	for	teaching	 48	 47	 	 74	 67	 	

	

As	mentioned	earlier,	the	matching	of	schools	presents	researchers	with	many	challenges	as	

evident	 in	 the	 matching	 at	 T1	 for	 the	 schools	 in	 this	 research.	 Schools	 are	 not	 perfectly	
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matched	 in	 all	 areas.	 However,	 the	 matching	 process	 provides	 solid	 baseline	 data	 to	

compare	and	contrast	at	T2.		

	

Figure	5.3.	Matching	of	schools	at	T1	

	

5.3	Analysis	of	change	between	T1	and	T2		

This	section	of	 the	chapter	examines	data	 from	T1	and	T2	 in	order	to	explore	the	changes	

that	occurred	during	the	period	of	the	intervention.	Data	from	questionnaires	at	T1	and	T2	

and	 teacher	 interviews	at	T2	will	be	used	 to	 illuminate	key	 themes	 in	 respect	 to	 teachers’	

pedagogical	 practices.	 In	 particular,	 it	 will	 look	 at	 Hypothesis	 3	 (H1):	 that	 the	 key	 skills	

approach	 will	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 teachers’	 pedagogical	 practices	 in	 the	

experimental	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	Figure	5.4	provides	an	overview.		

	

Figure	5.4.	Teacher	data	analysis	at	T2	
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Section	 5.3.1	 explores	 teachers’	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 teaching,	 looking	 at	

constructivist	 and	 transmission	 beliefs.	 Section	 5.3.2	 explores	 teachers’	 pedagogical	

practices	 and	 looks	 at	 changes	 between	 T1	 and	 T2.	 Section	 5.3.3	 explores	 the	 impact	 of	

professional	development	on	teachers’	practices,	and	section	5.3.4	presents	changes	to	 in-

school	cooperation	as	reported	at	T2.	

	

5.3.1	Teachers’	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	teaching	

Teachers	were	asked	to	indicate	how	strongly	they	agreed	with	various	statements	on	a	4-

point	 Likert	 scale,	 ranging	 from	1,	 ‘strongly	 disagree’	 to	 4,	 ‘strongly	 agree’.	 	 This	 question	

was	 taken	with	permission	 from	 the	TALIS	questionnaire	and,	building	on	 statistical	 factor	

analysis	 used	by	 TALIS,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 summarise	 teachers’	 beliefs	 about	 teaching	 across	

two	indices	of	Direct	Transmission	beliefs	and	Constructivist	beliefs	(OECD,	2009b,	p.268).	It	

would	 be	 expected	 that	 constructivist	 beliefs	 and	 direct	 transmission	 beliefs	 would	 show	

negative	 correlations	as	 the	 two	views	are	 supposed	 to	be	 contradictory	 in	nature	 (OECD,	

2009b).		

	

This	 question	 was	 deemed	 very	 relevant	 to	 this	 study	 as,	 in	 order	 to	 use	 key	 skills	 as	 a	

framework	for	 learning,	teachers	must	see	themselves	as	facilitators	of	 learning	with	more	

autonomy	given	to	the	students,	whereas	the	direct	transmission	view	sees	the	teacher	as	

the	instructor,	providing	information	and	solutions	(NCCA,	2010b;	OECD,	2009b).	In	addition,	

as	 evident	 from	 the	 literature,	 teachers’	 beliefs,	 practices	 and	 attitudes	 are	 important	 for	

understanding	and	improving	educational	processes	and	are	therefore	very	relevant	to	this	

research	(OECD,	2009b,	2009c;	Hargreaves,	2003;	Elmore,	2004;	Little,	1993;	Guskey,	1989,	

2002).	While	 this	 question	 can	 attempt	 to	measure	 this,	 there	 are	many	 factors	 that	 can	

impact	 on	 these	 beliefs,	 such	 as	 employment	 status,	 subjects	 taught	 professional	

development	activities	and	so	on;	the	list	is	long.	This	question	on	the	pre-test	and	post-test	

questionnaires	does	add	to	the	information	on	the	beliefs	about	teaching.	

			

The	questionnaire	items	comprising	these	indices	are	as	follows:	

Index	of	direct	transmission	beliefs	about	teaching		

• Effective/good	teachers	demonstrate	the	correct	way	to	solve	a	problem.	
• Instruction	 should	 be	 built	 around	 problems,	 with	 clear,	 correct	 answers,	 and	

around	ideas	that	most	students	can	grasp	quickly.	
• How	 much	 students	 learn	 depends	 on	 how	 much	 background	 knowledge	 they	

have—that	is	why	teaching	facts	is	so	necessary.	
• A	quiet	classroom	is	generally	needed	for	effective	teaching.		
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Index	of	constructivist	beliefs	about	teaching	

• My	role	as	a	teacher	is	to	facilitate	students’	own	enquiry.	
• Students	learn	best	by	finding	solutions	to	problems	on	their	own.	
• Students	 should	be	allowed	 to	 think	of	 solutions	 to	practical	problems	 themselves	

before	the	teacher	shows	them	how	they	are	solved.	
• Thinking	 and	 reasoning	 processes	 are	 more	 important	 than	 specific	 curriculum	

content.		
	

The	 results	 from	 this	 analysis	 for	 intervention	 and	 control	 schools	 are	 presented	 in	 Table	

5.10;	 this	shows	the	mean	scores	on	each	of	 the	scales	 for	 transmission	and	constructivist	

beliefs.	 A	mean	 closer	 to	 four	 indicates	 a	 strong	 pedagogical	 content	 belief	 more	 closely	

related	to	the	direct	transmission	view	or	to	the	constructivist	view.		

	

Table	5.10	

Mean	 scores	 for	 direct	 transmission	 and	 constructivist	 beliefs	 at	 T1	 and	 T2	 with	

corresponding	reliability	scores	

Teacher	beliefs	 Pre-test	(T1)	 Post-test	(T2)	
Intervention	
schools	(n48)	

Control		
Schools	(n32)	

Intervention	
schools	(n35)	

Control		
Schools	(n45)	

Direct	 transmission	
beliefs	
	

2.46	 2.88	 2.22	 2.74	

Cronbach’s	Alpha	 .60	 .61	 .60	 .34	
Constructivist	beliefs		
	

2.99	 3.07	 3.06	 3.07	

Cronbach’s	Alpha	 .63	 .51	 .76	 .64	

	

Teachers	 in	 all	 schools	 score	 higher	 on	 constructivist	 beliefs	 than	 transmission	 beliefs.	

Intervention	 schools	 report	 lower	 scores	on	 transmission	beliefs	 than	 control	 schools.	 The	

reliability	scales	are	acceptable	for	four	items	on	each	scale	and—given	such	a	small	sample	

size—,	with	one	exception,	 transmission	beliefs	at	T2	 for	control	schools.	This	 increases	 to	

.50	 if	 the	 item	effective/good	 teachers	 demonstrate	 the	 correct	way	 to	 solve	 a	 problem	 is	

removed.	This	is	acceptable	on	a	three-item	scale	(Field	2013,	p.709;	Staub	and	Stern	2002,	

p.349).	 An	 independent	 T-test	 between	 intervention	 and	 control	 schools	 highlights	 a	

difference	 between	 schools	 at	 pre-test	 stage	 on	 transmission	 beliefs.	 The	 effect	 size,	

Cohen’s	 d	was	 calculated;	 the	 key	 for	 interpreting	 these	 data	 is	 0.2	 =	 Small	 effect,	 0.5	 =	

Medium	effect	and	>	0.8	=	Large	effect.	Table	5.11	presents	the	results	for	the	independent	

t-test	on	teachers’	beliefs	at	T1.		
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Table	5.11		

Teacher	beliefs	Intervention	schools	and	Control	schools	at	T1	–	Independent	t-test	

	 School	 n	 Mean	 Std.	Dev	 Mean	
Difference	

Cohen’s	d	

Transmission	 Intervention	 48	 2.46	 .497	 -.419***	 .87	
Control	 32	 2.88	 .475	 	 	

Constructivist	 Intervention	 48	 2.99	 .465	 -.075	 .17	
	 Control	 32	 3.07	 .441	 	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	

	

The	control	 schools	 record	higher	means	 for	both	 transmission	and	constructivist	 styles	of	

teaching,	 which	 would	 indicate	 that	 they	 do	 not	 hold	 strong	 beliefs	 for	 either	 style	 of	

teaching.	This	correlates	with	the	findings	for	Ireland	from	TALIS	(OECD,	2009).	At	T1,	control	

schools	 hold	 stronger	 transmission	 beliefs	 than	 the	 intervention	 schools	 with	 d	 =	 0.87,	 p	

≤0.001;	this	 is	significant	and	does	represent	a	difference	 in	teacher	beliefs	at	 the	pre-test	

stage.	This	difference	increases	in	the	post-test	analysis.	Table	5.12	presents	the	results	for	

the	independent	t-test	on	teachers’	beliefs	at	T2.		

	

Table	5.12	

Teacher	beliefs	Intervention	schools	and	Control	schools	at	T2	–	Independent	t-test	

	 School	 n	 Mean	 Std.	Dev	 Mean	
Difference	

Cohen’s	d	 	

Transmission	 Intervention	 35	 2.22	 .	590	 -.523***	 .96	 	
Control	 45	 2.74	 .481	 	 	 	

Constructivist	 Intervention	 35	 3.06	 .700	 -.013	 .01	 	
Control	 45	 3.07	 .550	 	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	

	

At	 T2,	 the	 Intervention	 schools	 again	 record	 lower	 scores	 in	 transmission	 beliefs	 than	 the	

control	 schools;	 this	difference	 is	greater	 than	at	T1	and	 is	 statistically	 significant	with	d	 =	

0.96	and	p≤	.001.	Table	5.13	shows	the	mean	difference	for	transmission	and	constructivist	

beliefs	 between	 T1	 and	 T2.	 Analysing	 changes	 between	 T1	 and	 T2,	 it	 is	 noted	 that	

intervention	schools	have	a	greater	mean	difference	(–.242)	than	the	control	schools	(–.138)	

for	transmission	beliefs;	this	indicates	a	change	between	T1	and	T2	and	the	change	is	greater	

than	 in	 the	 control	 schools,	 supporting	 H1.	 This	 change	 in	 beliefs	 widens	 the	 difference	

between	 transmission	 beliefs	 and	 constructivist	 beliefs	 at	 T2	 for	 the	 Intervention	 schools;	

the	difference	is	.84	(Table	5.14).	
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Table	5.13		

Teacher	beliefs	Intervention	and	control	schools	T1	and	T2	–	mean	difference	

	 IS	T1	
n(48)	

IS	T2	
n(35)	

Mean	
difference	

CS	T1	
n(32)	

CS	T2	
n(45)	

Mean	
difference	

Transmission	 Mean	 2.46	 2.22	 –.242	 2.88	 2.74	 –.138	
	 Std.Dev	 .497	 .509	 	 .475	 .481	 	
Constructivist	 Mean	 2.99	 3.06	 .069	 3.07	 3.07	 .007	
	 Std.Dev	 .465	 .700	 	 .441	 .550	 	
	

This	 indicates	 a	 more	 informed	 stance	 on	 teaching	 beliefs	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools.	

However,	professional	development	activities	may	change	beliefs	and	attitudes,	but	so	also	

may	other	 factors,	 so	 this	 change	 cannot	be	 contributed	 to	 the	 intervention	alone	 (OECD,	

2009).		

		

Table	5.14		

Difference	in	means	between	Transmission	and	Constructivist	beliefs	at	T1	and	T2	

	 IS	T1	
n(48)	

IS	T2	
n(35)	

CS	T1	
n(32)	

CS	T2	
n(45)	

Transmission	 Mean	 2.46	 2.22	 2.88	 2.74	
Constructivist	 Mean	 2.99	 3.06	 3.07	 3.07	
	 Difference	 .53	 .84	 .19	 .33	
	

This	 difference	 was	 also	 notable	 in	 teacher	 interviews	 at	 T2,	 where	 teachers	 in	 control	

schools	talked	about	how,	in	time,	you	become	more	comfortable	with	the	syllabus	and	with	

exams	and	how	to	get	students	to	do	well	(TI2,	CS1).	They	talked	about	developing	a	good	

set	of	notes,	of	distilling	out	the	key	questions	from	the	papers	and	about	honing	students’	

skills	at	answering	exam-paper	questions.	On	 the	other	hand,	 teachers	 in	 the	 intervention	

schools	were	more	 inclined	 to	mention	how	 it	was	necessary	 for	 the	students	 to	 think	 for	

themselves	and	to	link	learning	to	real	life.	One	Business	teacher	talked	about	how	they	do	a	

lot	of	newspaper	articles	with	 them;	we	will	discuss	business	 topics	and	 try	 to	get	 them	to	

think	about	what	they	are	seeing,	rather	than	me	talking	all	the	time	(T2,	IS1).		

	

In	interview,	a	student	described	this	teacher	as:	she	is	into	Business	and	she	gives	you,	like,	

these	amazing	realistic	examples,	things	that	we	relate	to,	it’s	just	really	good	and	I	always	

end	up	coming	out	of	the	classroom	and	thinking	I	have	learned	a	lot	(IS1_T2_SI6).	A	teacher	

in	 IS2	talks	about	 it	being	very	difficult	not	 to	nanny	them	and	described	how	she	gave	all	

the	information	for	a	particular	question	on	a	language	paper	and	asked	students	to	prepare	

an	answer	and	how	they	 rebelled	because	 they	wanted	a	sample	answer	 to	 learn	off.	She	
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persisted	 and	 encouraged	 students	 to	 take	 responsibility,	 but	 they	 did	 not	 like	 it;	 she	

described	 the	process	 as	 interesting	 that	 they	prefer	 to	be	 like	 little	machines	 learning	off	

material	(T4,	IS2).	She	then	introduced	an	element	of	peer	teaching,	where	they	prepared	at	

night	and	presented	the	next	day	to	the	class,	and	where	people	could	take	notes	and	add	to	

their	own	answers.	Students	did	not	have	confidence	 in	their	own	work,	but	were	happier	

when	they	saw	a	standard	as	a	group	and	that	 this	met	 the	exam	standards.	 	This	 tension	

between	believing	 that	 it	 is	 better	 to	 get	 students	 involved	 in	 their	 own	 learning	 and	 the	

need	to	get	them	through	the	exams	is	very	evident	in	all	interview	data.	Therefore,	it	is	not	

surprising	 that	 teachers	 have	 beliefs	 in	 both	 transmission	 and	 constructivist	 styles	 of	

teaching.	 Teachers	 in	 the	 TALIS	 2008	 survey,	 as	 in	 this	 research,	 reported	 focusing	 on	

knowledge	transmission	with	learners	taking	passive	roles	in	the	process	rather	than	seeing	

themselves	 as	 facilitating	 learning	 and	 active	 development	 of	 competences	 (OECD,	 2009).	

Professional	 development	 needs	 to	 target	 individual	 teachers	 and	 seek	 to	 develop	

knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	around	teaching	and	how	young	people	learn.		

	

5.3.2	Teacher	pedagogical	practices	

Leach	and	Moon	(1999)	talk	about	pedagogic	settings,	which	they	define	as	the	interactions	

between	 all	 its	 participants	 as	 well	 as	 individual	 actions	 within	 it.	 They	 talk	 about	 the	

interdependence	 between	 what	 participants	 create,	 enact	 and	 experience—together	 and	

separately	 (p.268).	 The	 key	 skills	 intervention	 asked	 teachers	 to	 try	 to	make	 the	 teaching	

and	 learning	more	 learner-centred,	with	 the	 focus	on	 students	 reflecting	on	 their	 learning	

and	setting	goals	 for	 themselves,	and	 taking	 responsibility	 for	 their	 learning.	The	key	 skills	

workshops	promoted	certain	core	pedagogical	 strategies	as	central	 to	 the	development	of	

key	 skills,	 such	 as	 cooperative	 learning	 (Johnson	 and	 Johnson	 2000,	 2013;	 Slavin,	 2010),	

assessment	for	learning,	including	the	use	of	peer	teaching,	assessment	and	feedback	(Black	

and	Wiliam	2009;	Wiliam,	2010,	2011),	the	use	of	questioning	to	promote	dialogue,	the	use	

of	graphic	organisers	and	visual	representations	(Petty,	2009),	see	Chapter	Four	for	details	

of	 the	 intervention.	 	Question	9	on	 the	 teacher	questionnaire	asked	 teachers	 to	 rate	how	

often	they	used	various	teaching	methods	over	the	previous	year	at	T1	and	T2.		

	

Many	studies	on	school	change	point	to	the	fact	that	teaching	and	learning	and	the	quality	

of	the	learning	environment	is	the	one	factor	that	teachers	and	schools	can	change	to	bring	

about	enhanced	learning	for	students	(Hattie,	2003,	2009;	Entwistle,	2009).	Other	variables	

which	also	impact	on	student	learning,	such	as	cognitive	and	motivational	capacities,	socio-
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economic	 background,	 and	 social	 and	 cultural	 capital,	 are	 in	 the	 most	 part	 beyond	 the	

control	and	influence	of	the	teacher	in	the	classroom;	therefore,	pedagogical	practices	that	

the	teachers	use	 in	class	are	of	central	 relevance	to	this	 research.	This	question	set	out	to	

ascertain	what	where	the	common	practices	across	teachers	in	the	schools.	Teachers	were	

asked	if	they	used	the	methods	every	day,	a	few	times	a	week,	a	few	times	a	month,	once	in	

last	year,	or	never	used.	

	

A	few	considerations	need	to	be	taken	into	account	when	interrogating	these	data.	The	pre-

test	 questionnaire	 was	 completed	 in	 term	 one	 and	 the	 post-test	 questionnaire	 was	

completed	in	the	final	term,	when	schools	are	getting	ready	for	summer	examinations.	The	

timing	of	the	questionnaires	could	have	implications	for	the	teaching	methodologies	used	by	

teachers.	 However,	 there	 is	 still	 a	 striking	 difference	 between	 the	 pre-test	 and	 post-test	

scores	 for	 the	 intervention	 schools	 on	 more	 student-centred	 approaches,	 supporting	 H1.	

Data	 for	 control	 schools	 reveal	 the	predominance	of	more	 traditional	 pedagogies	 and	 the	

persistence	of	these	between	T1	and	T2.	Table	5.15	presents	data	on	percentage	of	teachers	

reporting	to	use	more	traditional	pedagogical	practices	in	Control	schools	at	T1	and	T2.		

	

Table	5.15		

Reported	use	of	more	traditional	pedagogical	practices	–	Control	schools	T1	and	T2	

%	 Reporting	 using	 practices	 every	
day	or	few	times	a	week	 		

CS1_T1	
n=17	

CS1_T2	
n=23	

CS2_T1	
n=15	

CS2_T2	
n=20	

Exam	paper	questions	 47.1	 56.5	 73.7	 65	
PowerPoint		 52.9	 65.3	 60	 60	
Handouts	 76.5	 43.4	 60	 60	
Note	taking	 52.9	 43.4	 93.3	 80	
Reading	the	textbook	 41.2	 39.1	 87.1	 70	
Lecture/	teacher	talk	 52.9	 56.5	 73.7	 70	
Worksheets	or	other	individual	work	 64.7	 69.5	 73.7	 75	
	

Percentages	 at	 post-test	 for	more	 traditional	methodologies	 are	higher	 than	 the	 key	 skills	

methodologies,	as	was	the	case	in	pre-test	data.	There	is	little	change	between	T1	and	T2	for	

Control	schools,	with	few	exceptions.	CS1	reported	using	fewer	handouts	at	T2.	These	data	

are	 supported	 in	 teacher	 interview	 data,	 with	 one	 teacher	 describing	 how	 he	 assesses	

student	 learning:	 I	 use	 kind	 of	 continuous	 assessment	 on	 their	 copy	 books,	 the	 notes	 that	

they	are	taking.	I	will	take	them	up	every	so	often	and	say	“Right	if	they	are	not	up	to	date	

you	lose	marks	on	the	overall	league	table	and	if	they	are	up	to	date	you	get	the	full	marks”	

(T5,	CS1).	He	describes	 this	as	continuous	assessment,	and	 that	 it	encourages	competition	
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between	 students	 to	 have	 the	 best	 set	 of	 notes:	have	 it	 that	 they	 are	 competing	 against	

each	other	to	have	proper	notes	 (T5,	CS1).	This	emphasis	on	notes	and	having	notes	up	to	

date	and	organised	is	very	evident	in	other	interviews,	and	how	teachers	link	their	identity	

to	 their	notes	with	comments	 like	 I	was	giving	out	some	final	notes	 for	Geography,	…	and	

they	said	to	me	“Miss,	not	all	teachers	do	this	for	us,	you	make	it	so	easy	to	learn	all	the	bits,	

you	make	 it	 very	 easy	 because	 you	 condense	 everything	 down”	 (T1,	 CS1).	 This	 teacher	 is	

proud	 of	 her	 notes	 and	 how	 students	 appreciate	 them,	 yet	 there	 is	 little	 room	 for	

information	processing	or	 critical	 engagement	with	material	 if	 the	 teacher	 is	 doing	 all	 the	

condensing	 of	 the	 important	 points.	 Another	 teacher,	 when	 talking	 about	 students,	

lamented	 their	 lack	 of	 organisation	 of	 notes	 copies.	 This	 link	 of	 well-organised	 notes	 to	

learning	is	also	evident	in	student	interviews.	Most	of	the	teachers	make	them	easy	and	help	

you	organise	them	 (CS1_T2_S6).	This	kind	of	 teaching	 is	promoting	and	supporting	a	more	

strategic	and	 surface	attitude	 to	 learning	with	 students;	 it	demonstrates	an	acceptance	of	

the	 notion	 that	 this	 is	 good	 teaching,	 something	 to	 be	 proud	 of,	 to	 encourage	 and	 teach	

students	as	evidenced	in	this	quote:	we	would	have	some	who	would	come	in	with	their	big	

bundle	of	notes	like	this	and	they	don’t	know	where	to	start	…	I	gave	up	a	couple	of	periods	

just	to	actually	sit	down	and	organise	them	(T1,	CS1).		

	

When	 asked	 in	 interview	 how	 they	 might	 improve	 their	 learning,	 students	 often	 talked	

about	being	organised.	 I	suppose	if	 I	went	home	and	looked	over	my	notes	every	night	and	

revised	the	things	I	did	in	school	that	day,	and	if	I	was	more	organised,	I	suppose	that	would	

be	 better,	 I	 am	 not	 very	 organised	 (CS1_T2_S4).	 A	 lot	 of	 emphasis	 in	 teacher	 interview	

responses	in	control	schools	is	put	on	teacher	resources	such	as	Well	I	have	all	my	resources	

sort	of	built	up	over	the	years,	I	have	the	folders	there	with	all	the	resources	but	I	have	the	

disks	with	the	Power	Point	presentations.	I	 just	cast	the	eye	over	the	timetable	for	the	next	

day	and	see	if	there	is	any	photocopying	that	has	to	be	done	(T5,	CS2).	The	student	interview	

data	also	corroborates	 this	 teacher-centred	mode	of	 teaching.	 In	 interview	at	T2,	students	

from	control	schools	report	that	most	time	in	class	is	spent	on	pair	work,	listening,	reading	

from	 a	 book,	 talking/discussing	 and	 taking	 notes	 (see	 Table	 7.2).	 In	 contrast	 to	 the	 high	

percentages	of	teachers	using	more	traditional	pedagogies,	the	use	of	more	student-centred	

key	skills	pedagogies	is	not	as	widespread	among	teachers	in	control	schools,	as	evidenced	

by	the	percentages	in	Table	5.16	below.		
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Table	5.16		

Key	skills	pedagogies–	Control	schools	T1	and	T2	

%	Reporting	using	practices	every	day	or	few	
times	a	week	

CS1_T1	
n=17	

CS1_T2	
n=23	

CS2_T1	
n=15	

CS2_T2	
n=20	

Self-evaluation	&	individual	target	setting	 11.8	 17.4	 26.7	 20	
Buzz	groups	(students	working	in	groups)	 5.9	 8.7	 0	 10	
Cooperative	learning	 35.3	 45	 46.7	 40	
Student	presentations	 5.9	 0	 0	 25	
Peer	correcting	 23.5	 17.4	 33.3	 35	
Peer	teaching	 17.6	 8.7	 26.7	 30	
Graphic	organisers	 17.6	 14.3	 33.3	 15	
Games	 5.9	 4.3	 33.3	 25	
Traffic	lights	 0	 0	 0	 5	
	

There	is	some	change	in	the	use	of	key	skills	orientated	pedagogies	from	T1	to	T2	in	control	

schools.	 In	 CS1,	 one	 additional	 teacher	 reported	 using	 self-evaluation	 and	 there	 is	 an	

increase	in	the	use	of	cooperative	learning.	There	is	a	drop	in	teachers	reporting	the	use	of	

peer	correcting	and	peer	teaching.	In	CS2,	there	are	no	meaningful	changes	between	T1	and	

T2.	In	interviews	in	CS1,	three	teachers	do	mention	cooperative	learning	and	pair	work	when	

describing	a	typical	class.	One	teacher,	who	said	they	were	working	as	a	facilitator	with	an	

outside	agency,	described	in	detail	how	she	organised	cooperative	learning	in	her	class:	

Where	you	start	 is	you	have	 to	 teach	 the	students	how	to	operate	 in	a	group	and	
that	is	start	off	slow,	teach	them	how	to	work	in	pairs	and	then	build	up	to	groups	
and	I	suppose	there	is	a	lot	of	planning	beforehand	where	you	have	to	work	step	by	
step,	this	is	what	you	will	do	now	and	after	two	minutes	this	is	what	you	will	do	and	
I	might	 display	 those	 instructions	 on	 the	 PowerPoint	 and	make	 the	 students	 very	
aware	of	 the	 rules	 so	as	a	group	everybody	has	a	 job	assigned,	perhaps	as	a	 time	
keeper,	 somebody	 to	make	 sure	 that	 everybody	 is	 contributing,	 someone	 else	 to	
ensure	that	everybody	has	taken	something	down,	do	you	know	that	kind	of	thing,	
but	those	rules	can	be	relaxed	as	the	students	get	used	to	it	so	now	the	classes	that	I	
would	 have,	 for	 example	 I	 have	 sixth	 years	 and	 they	 have	 done	 group	work	 since	
they	 were	 first	 years	 with	 me,	 so	 they	 are	 well	 used	 to	 it,	 they	 would	 have	 this	
classroom,	desks	put	into	groups	and	everything	within	three	minutes	(TI2,	CS1).	
	

Through	 their	 work	 with	 professional	 development,	 this	 teacher	 has	 well-developed	

cooperative	 learning	 organisation	 skills.	 This	 indicates	 how	 an	 individual’s	 experience	 can	

impact	on	the	teaching	and	learning	in	a	school.	It	also	highlights	the	challenges	in	matching	

schools	for	research	purposes,	as	key	individuals	such	as	this	can	have	an	important	impact	

on	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 students.	 However,	 this	 teacher	 was	 the	 exception	 in	 her	

description	 of	 cooperative	 learning;	 clearly	 sharing	 and	 facilitating	 CPD	 sessions	 had	

enhanced	 her	 expertise	 and	 she	 shows	 evidence	 of	 linking	 theory	 with	 practice.	 	 More	

evident	 in	 interviews	was	a	 less	 informed	stance	on	pedagogy,	with	 teachers	 trying	 things	
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out	without	much	reflection.		A	teacher	in	interview	described	using	assessment	for	learning	

techniques	as	follows:	I	generally	use	something	along	the	lines	of	a	traffic	light	system,	kind	

of	 at	 the	 end	 of	 each	 class,	 ask	 them	 ‘O.K.,	 hands	 up	who	 feels	 that	 they	 could	 answer	 a	

question	on	any	of	 the	 topics	 that	we	discussed	 today’	 (T5,	 CS1).	 The	 teacher	did	not	 talk	

about	how	he	used	 this	methodology	 to	give	 feedback	or	 to	adjust	his	 teaching.	Rather	 it	

was	being	used	as	a	learning	check	before	moving	on.	Similarly,	in	CS2	a	teacher	has	an	idea	

of	the	assessment	for	learning	technique	of	traffic	lighting,	but	not	a	deep	understanding	of	

how	to	use	it.		

I	do	a	lot	of	oral	testing	in	class	where	I	would	be	asking	individual	students,	getting	
them	to	raise	their	hands,	or	we	use	the	traffic	 light	system—you	know	where	the	
green	white	and	gold.	I	have	not	used	it	that	much	recently	but	I	would	have	used	it	
with	my	first	years	(T3,	CS2).		
	

This	teacher	has	an	idea	about	using	traffic	lights,	which	are	green	(I	know	it),	orange	(I	am	

unsure)	and	red	(I	don’t	know	it);	she	describes	using	green,	white	and	gold.	The	practice	is	

clearly	not	part	of	her	repertoire.		

	

There	is	little	evidence	of	students	being	given	opportunities	to	think	for	themselves,	to	be	

epistemic	 agents	 in	 the	 learning	 process.	 The	 teaching	 described	 is	 much	 more	 closely	

aligned	with	 the	 transmission	 style	 of	 teaching	 than	with	 the	 constructivist	 style.	 I	 would	

have	my	own	notes	so	I	would	teach	using	the	Power	Point	but	I	would	have	the	handouts	to	

give	them,	the	summary	sort	of	so	that	they	would	have	that	(T5,	CS2).	This	is	very	teacher-

centred,	didactic	teaching.	Two	teachers	in	CS2	do	mention	peer	teaching	in	interview:		

If	you	set	up	your	groups	right,	you	have	strong	and	weak	kids	there	and	the	strong	
ones	 will	 get	 their	 knowledge	 reinforced	 and	 the	 weak	 ones	 will	 actually	 learn.		
Sometimes,	just	after	learning	a	concept,	it	is	much	easier	for	them	to	transfer	that	
knowledge	 to	 someone	 else	 because	 they	 have	 just	 learned	 it,	 they	 have	 an	
understanding	of	it,	so	they	are	actually	much	better	teachers	to	teach	them	at	that	
time,	so	by	getting	them	to	re-explain	it	to	each	other	they	come	to	understand	it	a	
lot	better	(T4,	CS2).		
	

The	 transmission	 style	 of	 teaching	 is	 evident	 in	 the	 language	 used	 by	 this	 teacher	 in	

describing	 the	 transfer	 of	 knowledge.	 This	 picture	 of	 very	 teacher-led	 teaching	 is	 further	

illuminated	in	the	student	interview	data	discussed	in	Chapter	Seven.	In	interview,	students	

were	 asked	 to	 think	 about	 the	 last	month	 in	 school	 and	 to	 rate	methodologies	 they	used	

often	[every	day,	or	a	few	times	a	week]	or	do	not	use	often	[once	a	month,	a	few	times	a	

year,	or	never]	from	a	list	read	out	to	them	during	the	interview.	See	section	7.3.3,	where,	

making	out	notes	is	the	only	methodology	recorded	by	50%	or	more	for	the	students	(Tables	

7.3	and	7.4).		
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In	 looking	at	 these	data	 for	 the	 intervention	 schools,	 the	 reported	use	of	more	 traditional	

methodologies	is	greater	than	the	use	of	key	skills	pedagogies;	however,	there	is	evidence	of	

a	change	of	practice	in	some	areas.		

	

Table	5.17		

Use	of	more	traditional	pedagogical	practices	–	Intervention	schools	T1	and	T2	

%	 Reporting	 using	 practices	 every	
day	or	few	times	a	week	

IS1_T1	
n=22	

IS1_T2	
n=18	

IS2_T1	
n=25	

IS2_T2	
n=17	

Exam	paper	questions	 58.5	 84	 60	 76.7	
PowerPoint		 13.5	 44.8	 36	 59	
Handouts	 85.5	 16.8	 52	 59	
Note	taking	 67.5	 61.6	 52	 29.5	
Reading	the	textbook	 81	 56	 48	 59	
Lecture/	teacher	talk	 81	 78.4	 36	 76.7	
Worksheets	 or	 other	 individual	
work	

67.5	 78.4	 60	 82.6	

		

The	 reported	 use	 of	more	 traditional	methods	 is	 still	 very	 evident	 in	 post-test	 data,	 with	

little	change	except	in	the	use	of	handouts	and	exam	questions.	IS1	is	not	using	handouts	in	

class	as	often;	this	could	be	for	a	number	of	reasons,	including	getting	students	to	develop	

their	 own	 notes.	 The	 time	 of	 year	 of	 the	 post-test	 questionnaire	 could	 account	 for	 the	

increased	use	of	exam	papers.	The	use	of	teacher	talk	has	increased	in	IS2.	This	use	of	notes	

that	 is	 so	 evident,	 in	 both	 pre-test	 and	 post-test	 interviews	with	 students,	 is	 also	 evident	

across	 all	 teacher	 interviews.	One	 teacher	 talks	 about	 how	 they	 put	 a	 lot	of	 emphasis	 on	

notes	and	note	taking	and	then	learning	those	notes	and	then	questioning	students	on	them	

(T4,	IS1).		

	

This	 spoon-feeding	 reference	 comes	 up	 a	 lot	 and	 the	 tension	 between	 getting	 students	

ready	 for	 the	 exam	 and	 trying	 to	 get	 them	 to	 work	 independently	 is	 very	 evident.	 One	

teacher	described	how,	in	teaching	History,	he	grapples	with	this:	I	think	they	need	to	learn	

to	develop	 their	own	points,	not	 to	 regurgitate	material.	Particularly	with	History,	 learn	 to	

research	 topics	 without	 plagiarising	 information	 and	 to	 think	 on	 their	 own,	 they	 need	 to	

learn	 the	 independence.	 He	 talks	 about	 the	 need	 for	 students	 to	 learn	 independence	 and	

research	skills	but	he	also	grapples	with	handing	over	the	power	to	the	students.	They	need	

to	 definitely	 be	 able	 to	 think	 on	 their	 own	 and	 answer	 questions	 on	 their	 own,	 without	

constantly	looking	to	me	for	the	notes,	that’s	the	biggest	problem,	you	give	them	a	question	

and	they	put	up	their	hands,	can	you	help	me	now?	Students	are	dependent	on	the	teacher	
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for	the	correct	answer	and	he	finds	a	criticism	of	myself	that	I	find	I’m	actually	nearly	hand	

feeding	 them	and	giving	 them	every	answer	and	 that	 is	 something	 I	 need	 to	work	on	 (T5,	

IS1).	 This	 teacher	 is	 describing	 a	 more	 student-focused,	 learning-oriented	 classroom,	 but	

also	acknowledging	his	shortcomings	in	trying	to	move	to	this	kind	of	teaching	and	learning.	

Both	teachers	and	students	experience	this	tension	between	feeling	that	this	way	of	learning	

is	good	and	enjoyable	but,	because	of	 the	exams	 looming,	 it	has	 to	be	kept	 in	check,	with	

one	teacher	commenting	on	a	class	who	had	written	songs	about	the	heart	that		

all	the	key	skill	stuff	that	we	have	done	is	great....	the	girls	were	doing	a	song	about	
the	heart	and	 it	was	brilliant,	 they	were	 really	enjoying	 it	and	 they	were	on	about	
putting	 it	 on	 YouTube	 and	 stuff	 and	 using	 big	 words	 that	 they	would	 never	 have	
learned	before	so	I	definitely	do	think	it	is	enjoyable	but	it	does	have	to	be	kept	to	a	
minimum	if	you	are	to	cover	the	course	(TI2,	IS2).		
	

Students	 report	 that	 it	 is	 great	 in	 class	 we	 get	 to	 do	 fun	 things	 like	 make	 up	 songs,	 do	

quizzes,	but	sometimes	you	just	want	the	notes	and	the	main	points	to	learn,	you	can’t	write	

a	 song	 on	 the	 leaving	 paper	 (IS2_T2_SI4).	 This	 corroboration	 of	 the	 change	 process	 from	

both	the	teacher	and	student	perspective	strengthens	the	evidence	of	impact	from	the	key	

skills	intervention	and	provides	evidence	in	support	of	H1.	There	is	some	evidence	of	a	move	

away	from	giving	all	the	notes	to	students,	but	teachers	still	talk	about	how	they	make	the	

connection,	 how	 they	 shorten	 the	 course,	 and	 so	 on,	 as	 evident	 in	 the	 following	 quote:	 I	

make	those	connections	all	the	time,	which	does	help	to	shorten	the	course....	I	would	often	

use	 hand-outs	 that	 I	 would	 make	myself	 that	 would	 force	 them	 just	 to	 identify,	 to	 make	

those	 key	 points	 and	 the	 links	 (T2,	 IS2).	 One	 teacher	 said	 you	would	 feel	 a	 duty	 of	 care	 I	

suppose	 to	 get	 the	 course	 done	 (T4,	 IS2).	 This	 sentiment	 was	 echoed	 across	 both	

intervention	schools:	they	need	to	be	able	to	work	independently	and	some	of	the	key	skills	

stuff	helps	with	that	...	because	we	are	doing	exam	papers,	I	have	to	get	back	to	it	now	(T5,	

IS1).	

	

However,	 the	embedding	of	key	skills	as	part	of	everyday	practice	 is	not	evident,	with	this	

teacher	talking	about	I	have	to	get	back	to	it	now.	This	implies	that	getting	back	to	the	exam	

papers	 is	 the	 serious	work	of	 teaching,	 the	 key	 skills	 ‘stuff’	helps	with	 getting	 students	 to	

work	 independently	 but	 this	 is	 not	 what	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 is	 about.	 That	 said,	 the	

extent	 to	which	both	 students	and	 teachers	mention	 the	move	 to	key	 skills	pedagogies	 in	

the	intervention	schools	is	very	promising.		The	use	of	key	skills	methodologies	has	increased	

between	T1	and	T2;	Table	5.18	shows	this	change,	with	 increased	use	 in	both	 intervention	

schools	providing	evidence	for	H1.		
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Table	5.18	

Key	skills	pedagogies	–	Intervention	schools	T1	and	T2	

%	 Reporting	 using	 practices	 every	 day	 or	
few	times	a	week	

IS1_T1	
n=	22	

IS1_T2	
n	=	18	

IS2_T1	
n=	25	

IS2_T2	
n	=	17	

Self-evaluation	&	individual	target	setting	 9	 61.6	 28	 64.9	
Buzz	groups	(students	working	in	groups)	 4.5	 6.8	 20	 53.1	
Cooperative	learning	 22.5	 50.4	 24	 53.1	
Student	presentations	 0	 50.4	 4	 5.9	
Peer	correcting	 18	 72.8	 36	 70.8	
Peer	teaching	 9	 44.8	 0	 70.8	
Graphic	organisers	 4.5	 50.4	 0	 35.3	
Games	 18	 67.2	 20	 88.5	
Traffic	lights	 4.5	 29.4	 12	 59	
	

From	these	data,	it	is	obvious	that	there	is	a	big	change	between	pre-test	and	post-test	data	

on	the	use	of	key	skills	methodologies,	with	the	biggest	increase	in	student	self-evaluation,	

student	 presentations,	 peer	 teaching,	 peer	 corrections	 and	 the	 use	 of	 graphic	 organisers.	

The	reported	use	of	all	key	skills	methodologies	rose	between	pre-test	and	post-test	data	in	

intervention	schools.	This	is	very	evident	in	interview	data	also.	One	teacher	reported	that	I	

would	say	I	have	been	pretty	poor	in	doing	group	work	up	until	these	key	skills	sessions,	and	

why?		Because	I	never	really	seen	it	being	done,	I	would	not	have	the	confidence	to	manage	

it.	 The	 simple	 answer	 is	 that	 co-operative	 learning	 now	 seems	 brilliant,	 but	 I	 thought	 to	

myself	it	wouldn’t	work	through	lack	of	knowledge	(T1,	IS1).	The	teacher	goes	on	to	say	that	

she	is	still	grappling	with	cooperative	learning	and	how	to	organise	it.	However,	it	is	obvious	

that	she	has	trialled	it	 in	a	number	of	classes	with	different	combinations;	 it	appears	to	be	

part	of	her	repertoire	now.	This	teacher	has	looked	at	group	composition,	at	her	relationship	

with	 the	 learners	and	 their	 social	 skills;	 she	 is	 trying	 to	both	understand	and	evaluate	her	

pedagogical	practice	in	this	area.	She	went	on	to	say	she	thought	it	was	brilliant	because	the	

students	were	doing	the	work,	not	me;	they	had	to	think	(T1,	IS1).		

	

There	is	an	increase	in	use	of	key	skills	methodologies	between	pre-test	and	post-test	data,	

especially	 for	 IS2,	 for	 example,	 three	 teachers	 report	using	 traffic	 lights	 at	 T1,	nine	 report	

using	them	at	T2.	This	move	to	more	student-centred	teaching	was	also	evident	in	teachers’	

interviews;	one	teacher	reported	that		

key	skills	has	had	an	impact	as	it	kind	of	makes	you	realise	that	they	are	going	from	
class	to	class	 for	nine	classes	and,	 like,	 they	are	 just	sitting	there	and	they	are	 just	
passive	a	 lot	of	the	time	like.	Well	they	used	to	be	like	we	were,	when	we	were	in	
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school,	 so	 now	 they	 are	 a	 bit	 more	 involved	 and	 they	 are	 kind	 of	 taking	 more	
responsibility	for	their	learning	instead	of	us	being	there	and	always	talking	(T5,	IS2).		
	

In	some	cases,	the	changes	have	been	small;	 in	others,	the	change	is	across	all	classes	and	

even	in	the	organisation	of	the	learning	environment.		

I	have	actually	moved	my	tables	so	they	are	not	in	rows	anymore;	they	are	actually	
in	groups,	which	I	do	think	works	a	lot	better	in	that	I	don’t	actually	correct	a	lot	of	
their	stuff,	 they	correct	off	each	other	most	of	 the	time…They	don’t	work	on	their	
own	a	lot	anymore,	which	is	probably	a	big	change	because	there	is	always	chat	in	
the	classroom	(T5,	IS2).		
	

This	teacher	 is	using	cooperative	 learning	groups	to	do	peer	correcting	and	has	recognised	

that	 the	 student	voice	 is	enhanced	 in	 this	environment.	 These	pedagogies	appear	 to	have	

been	embraced	by	many	teachers	in	the	school	and	are	part	of	their	practice.	For	example,	

here	a	teacher	talks	about	how	the	traffic	light	system	is	used	in	her	class:	I	use	those	cards	

the	red,	orange	and	green	cards,	all	the	time,	the	traffic	lights,	they	are	on	their	tables,	you	

would	do	an	example	or	teach	a	topic	and	to	see	if	they	understand,	just	get	them	to	hold	up	

a	card,	then	you	know	if	you	can	move	on	or	if	you	need	to	explain	it	in	a	different	way,	you	

can	see	who	needs	help	 	 (T4,	 IS2).	The	 teacher	 is	using	 the	 feedback	 from	the	students	 to	

adapt	her	teaching;	traffic	lights	are	being	used	as	more	than	just	a	learning	check.	This	idea	

of	 having	 the	 cards	on	 the	 table	 came	up	 in	 a	 key	 skills	workshop	where	 teachers	 shared	

practice.	 The	 practice	 spread	 to	many	 classes	 as	 a	 result,	 and	 provides	 good	 evidence	 of	

professional	 learning	 during	 the	 process	 supporting	 H1.	 Here	we	 can	 see	 how	 the	 use	 of	

traffic	 lights	 is	 embedded	 in	 practice	 and	 commonplace	 in	 classes.	 Students	 comment	 on	

them	 in	 interview,	 as	 a	 way	 to	 let	 teachers	 know	 if	 you	 understand	 and	 a	 way	 to	 get	

teachers	to	pace	their	classes	to	suit	their	learning.		

	

Looking	at	 student	 interview	data	on	 teaching	methodologies	used	 frequently	 in	 class,	we	

see	that,	at	T2,	over	50%	or	more	of	students	 report	 that	 they	are	peer	 teaching,	working	

with	 others,	 and	making	 out	 notes	 (see	 Table	 7.3).	 This	 is	 significant,	 as	 these	 interviews	

were	 conducted	 in	 May,	 a	 period	 of	 revision	 in	 schools,	 and	 that	 students	 report	 these	

methodologies	at	this	time	in	sixth	year	is	supporting	teacher	data	on	their	use.	In	addition,	

there	 is	 a	 change	between	 the	T1	and	T2	data,	where	50%	or	more	 reported	 that	making	

notes	 was	 the	 most	 frequently	 used	 methodology	 in	 class,	 with	 a	 very	 low	 percentage	

reporting	to	engage	in	peer	teaching.	
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5.3.3	Teacher	professional	development	

These	data	are	used	to	ascertain	if,	between	T1	and	T2,	teachers	moved	from	exchange	and	

coordination	 activities	 to	more	 professional	 collaboration.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 intervention,	

teacher	 professional	 development	 was	 ongoing	 in	 research	 schools.	 Schools	 were	

implementing	the	Croke	Park	hours—which	included	elements	of	professional	development	

in	addition	to	staff	meetings,	parent	teacher	meetings	and	school	open	nights/days.	Mixed	

messages	can	impact	on	the	implementation	of	change	in	the	classroom.	It	was	important	to	

ascertain	 the	 level	 of	 CPD	 being	 engaged	 in	 and	 the	 teacher	 belief	 of	 its	 impact	 on	 their	

classroom	practice.	This	additional	professional	development	 in	 tandem	with	 the	key	skills	

intervention	 was	 mapped	 in	 pre-test	 and	 post-test	 questionnaires.	 Table	 5.19	 shows	 the	

different	CPD	events	 that	 teachers	 engaged	 in	between	T1	and	T2.	Data	 are	presented	as	

percentages	 of	 the	 number	 of	 respondents	 for	 ease	 of	 access	 to	 data	 and	 to	 facilitate	

comparison	across	pre-test	and	post-test	questionnaire	data.		

	

Table	5.19		

Participation	 in	 professional	 development	 activities	 during	 previous	 18	 months	 in	

intervention	and	control	schools	

%	 Reporting	 participated	
in	each	of	the	following		

IS	T1	
n(48)	

IS	T2	
n(36)	

CS	T1	
n(32)	

CS	T2	
n(23)	

Course	workshops	 81	 81	 75	 75	
Education	Conferences	 27	 39	 31	 32	
Qualification	programme	 29	 17	 37	 14	
Participation	in	a	network	 37	 42	 37	 20	
Research	 37	 39	 19	 14	
Mentoring	 19	 22	 25	 23	
Presenting	to	colleagues	 	 42	 	 0	
	

In	 the	 post-test	 questionnaire,	 a	 question	 on	 presenting	 to	 colleagues	 was	 added	 to	 the	

question	on	professional	development.	This	was	 included	because	teachers	 in	 intervention	

schools	did	 this	as	part	of	 the	workshops	on	key	skills	and	 it	was	 important	 to	ascertain	 if	

this	 practice	 was	 part	 of	 professional	 development	 events	 in	 the	 control	 schools.	 The	

number	 of	 teachers	 taking	 part	 in	 qualification	 programmes	 such	 as	 a	 Masters	 degree	

courses	drops	between	pre-test	and	post-test	stages.	This	could	be	for	a	number	of	reasons,	

but	 is	 most	 likely	 due	 to	 the	 change	 in	 financial	 award	 for	 such	 courses.	 In	 2012,	 the	

additional	payment	for	a	Masters	qualification	was	removed	(DES	Circular	3/2012a).	
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When	asked	 in	 interview	about	their	professional	development	 in	the	past	 few	years,	only	

one	 teacher	 in	 IS1	 mentioned	 having	 completed	 a	 Masters-level	 programme	 and	 how	 it	

impacted	on	her	work	in	the	classroom:	I	would	not	put	too	much	priority	on	a	Masters	per	

se,	it	is	a	qualification	and	I	learned	a	certain	amount	but	what	I	learned	most	was	actually	

doing	my	thesis,	...	it	made	me	reflect	...	I	suppose	at	that	time	it	was	a	good	experience	(T1,	

IS1).	 Teachers	 do	 not	 mention	 how	 partaking	 in	 a	Masters	 qualification	 impacts	 on	 their	

work	 and	 this	 may	 be	 linked	 to	 the	 fragmented	 nature	 of	 CPD	 and	 the	 dominance	 of	

individualism	 in	 Irish	 schools.	 In	 the	 pre-test	 teacher	 questionnaire,	 47	%	 of	 CS2	 teachers	

reported	that	they	had	taken	part	in	a	qualification	programme	in	the	previous	18	months;	

in	 interview,	 none	 mentioned	 this	 as	 having	 an	 impact	 on	 their	 teaching.	 However,	 in	

questionnaire	data	(see	Table	5.20),	participation	in	a	qualifications	programme	was	said	to	

have	a	high	impact	by	50%	of	participants	in	intervention	schools	and	33%	of	participants	in	

control	schools.	Mentoring	and	peer	observation	is	low	across	all	schools,	with	a	slight	rise	in	

the	practice	at	T2	for	intervention	schools.	At	T2,	participation	in	a	network	is	increased	for	

the	intervention	schools,	and	reduced	for	the	control	school.		

	

The	question	also	asked	teachers	to	rate	the	 impact	of	the	professional	development	on	a	

scale	ranging	across	no	impact,	a	small	impact,	a	moderate	impact	and	a	large	impact.	Table	

5.20	shows	the	percentage	of	teachers	that	said	they	had	attended	an	event	and	that	it	had	

a	 large	 impact	on	their	practice.	When	considering	these	data,	 it	 is	 important	to	note	that	

one	is	looking	at	low	numbers	of	respondents.	The	table	shows	the	number	of	teachers	who	

participated	in	the	professional	development	activity	and	the	%	of	that	number	who	thought	

it	 had	 a	 high	 impact	 on	 their	 practice.	 Of	 note	 here	 is	 the	 low	 impact	 of	 courses	 and	

workshops	 in	 subject	 areas;	 of	 the	 29	 teachers	 in	 intervention	 schools,	 only	 31%	of	 them	

said	this	experience	had	high	impact	on	their	development	as	a	teacher.	Equally,	of	the	32	

teachers	in	control	schools,	only	22%	reported	high	impact.	On	the	other	hand,	qualification	

programmes	 and	 observation	 in	 schools	 had	 high	 impact.	 This	 impact	 is	 not	 evident	 from	

interview	data.		
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Table	5.20	

Impact	of	professional	development	at	T2	in	Intervention	and	Control	schools	

	 Participation	
in	CPD	#	

%	Reporting	
high	impact	

Participation	
in	CPD	#	

%	Reporting	
high	impact	

	 Intervention	schools	
n=38	

Control	schools		
n=	43	

Course	workshops	(e.g.	on	subject	
matter	or	methods)	

29	 31	 32	 22	

Education	Conferences	or	
seminars		

14	 43	 12	 33	

Qualification	programme	(e.g.	
Masters	degree)	

6	 50	 6	 33	

Participation	in	a	network	of	
teachers		

15	 60	 9	 11	

Presenting	on	classroom	practice	
to	your	colleagues	at	a	staff	event	

7	 57	 0	 0	

Individual	or	collaborative	
research	on	a	topic	of	interest	to	
you	professionally	

14	 57	 6	 17	

Mentoring	and/or	peer	
observation	and	coaching,	as	part	
of	a	formal	school	arrangement	

8	 63	 9	 44	

	

Of	the	seven	teachers	who	reported	that	they	presented	to	their	colleagues,	only	four	felt	it	

had	 a	 high	 impact	 on	 their	 practice.	 From	 interview	 data	 and	 informal	 conversations,	 the	

participating	 teachers	 in	 IS1	 felt	 it	 added	 to	 their	 workload,	 whereas	 in	 IS2	 they	 saw	 the	

experience	as	an	affirmation	of	their	professional	standing	in	the	school.	Where	presenting	

one’s	work	to	colleagues	is	not	part	of	the	culture	of	the	school,	some	teachers	can	feel	that	

they	 are	 being	 singled	 out	 and	 that	 it	 is	 not	 worth	 the	 time	 commitment:	 I	 enjoyed	

presenting	 at	 the	 workshop,	 but	 it	 meant	 meeting	 up	 with	 my	 colleagues	 beforehand,	

putting	together	slides	and	so	on,	a	lot	of	work	and	I	know	the	feedback	was	great	but	you	

wonder	will	others	do	 it	next	time	 (T3,	 IS1).	However,	 it	can	also	be	very	affirming:	When	I	

saw	the	evaluations	I	couldn’t	believe	that	other	teachers	thought	what	I	was	doing	was	so	

beneficial	to	them,	it	gives	me	a	great	gee-up	to	keep	going	(T3,	IS1).	Other	colleagues	liked	

this	aspect	of	key	skills	work	and	asked	for	more	of	this	in	future.		

We	obviously	 learn	better	 from	colleagues	 ....I	would	 love	 to	have	more	 from	our	
colleagues	and	probably	more	group	work	and	more	 interactive	work.	Rather	than	
just	sitting	and	listening,	because	you	know	it	can	get	very	factual	in	some	sessions,	
especially	subject	workshops,	with	a	lot	of	information	being	thrown	at	you	(T5,	IS1).	
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In	IS2	one	teacher	commented	that	sharing	made	sense	because	of	the	shared	knowledge	of	

the	culture	of	the	school:	I	definitely	think	sharing	our	ideas	with	each	other	is	going	to	mean	

more	 than	 listening	 to	 maybe	 another	 school	 because,	 like	 we	 are	 saying,	 I	 am	 teaching	

these	children,	you	have	these	children	so	it	is	working	with	them	for	me;	it	can	work	for	you	

(T5,	 IS2).	 There	 is	 a	move	 towards	 a	more	 collaborative	 professional	 community,	 but	 it	 is	

tentative	 and	 would	 need	 further	 support.	 This	 opportunity	 to	 present	 to	 others	 has	 an	

impact	also	when	it	happens	outside	the	school,	as	evident	from	this	interview	response:	

I	have	become	involved	with	the	national	induction	programme	for	new	teachers.	I	
was	 a	mentor	 and	 I	 am	 a	 facilitator	 now,	 last	 year	 is	my	 first	 year	 facilitating	 the	
workshop	so	 that	 really,	 it	did	make	an	 impact	because	you	have	 to	practise	what	
you	preach	 so	 it	 does	make	a	huge	 impact	because	 you	are	 reminding	 yourself	 of	
strategies	and	different	kinds	of	ideas	and	it	is	like	(T2,	CS2).	
	

Teachers	were	asked	to	rate	on	a	4-point	scale,	ranging	from	‘No	need	at	all’’	to	‘High	level	

of	 need’,	 their	 professional	 development	 needs	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 areas.	 Extra	 topics	 were	

added	to	the	post-test	questionnaire	to	reflect	the	changes	in	education	at	the	time	of	the	

research.	Results	are	shown	in	Table	5.21.	

	

Table	5.21		

Professional	development	needs	reported	at	T1	and	T2	

%	 teachers	 reporting	 moderate	
or	high	level	of	need	for:		

Pre-test	(T1)	 Post-test	(T2)	
IS1	
n(25)	

CS1	
n	(17)	

IS2	
n(23)	

CS2	
n(15)	

IS1	
n(19)	

CS1	
n(23)	

IS2	
n(18)	

CS2	
n(20)	

Student	assessment	practices	 68	 59	 48	 33	 39	 25	 61	 50	

Classroom	management	 32	 24	 13	 13	 72	 13	 56	 10	

Knowledge	and	understanding	of	
instructional	practices	in	my	
main	subject	field(s)	

32	 29	 17	 33	 66	 13	 50	 20	

ICT	skills	for	teaching	 48	 47	 74	 67	 39	 58	 56	 35	

New	items	in	post-test	questionnaire	
New	proposed	Junior	Cycle	
Developments	

	 	 	 	 78	 83	 94	 75	

Assessment	for	learning	
strategies	

	 	 	 	 0	 61	 0	 55	

Helping	students	develop	skills	
for	learning	

	 	 	 	 74.7	 37.5	 82.4	 55	

	

These	data	are	 interesting	and	are	 further	 informed	by	the	 interview	data.	Teachers	 in	 IS1	

indicate	a	high	level	of	need	for	professional	development	in	Student	Assessment	Practices	

at	 68%	 in	 pre-test	 data;	 this	 falls	 to	 39%	 in	 post-test	 data.	 59	%	of	 CS1	 teachers	 report	 a	
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need	for	professional	development	in	this	area	and	this	similarly	falls	to	25%	in	post-test.	In	

IS2	and	CS2	this	need	rises	between	pre-test	and	post-test	data.	Looking	at	this	 in	tandem	

with	 the	question	on	Assessment	 for	 learning	strategies	 in	 the	post-test	questionnaire,	we	

see	 that	 neither	 intervention	 school	 see	 a	 need	 for	 CPD	 in	 this	 area	whereas	 the	 control	

schools	 do	 see	 a	 need.	 Assessment	 for	 learning	 strategies	 are	 mentioned	 by	 teachers,	

predominantly	from	the	intervention	schools	and	from	one	teacher	in	CS1	during	interviews.	

The	 move	 to	 more	 school-based	 assessment	 in	 the	 Junior	 Cycle	 proposals	 (NCCA,	 2011;	

NCCA/DES,	2014)	may	have	an	influence	here,	with	teachers	more	conscious	of	the	need	to	

look	 at	 this	 area.	 IS1	 and	 CS1	 are	 DEIS	 schools	 and	 dealing	 with	 a	 very	 mixed	 cohort	 of	

students,	described	by	one	teacher	as			

…a	varied	bunch;	we	have	a	mix,	for	example	I	have	a	class	of	fifth	years	with	some	
really	 high	 achieving	 students	 from	 different	 backgrounds,	 I	 have	 some	 students	
from	middle-class	backgrounds	and	then	I	have	students	from	disadvantaged	areas,	I	
have	students	with	 low	literacy	 levels,	a	 lot	of	our	students	here	would	have	quite	
low	reading	ages,	reading	ages	below	their	chronological	age...	so	there	are	 lots	of	
issues	that	they	are	grappling	with,	and	for	some	attendance	is	poor.	They	might	not	
be	the	most	interested	but	they	are	nice	kids	to	teach	(T2,	CS1).		
	

This	 diversity	 adds	 to	 the	 teacher’s	work,	making	 it	 complex	 and	demanding	 to	 introduce	

curriculum	 change.	 The	 relational	 aspect	 of	 teaching	 is	 also	 evident:	 they	 are	 nice	 kids	 to	

teach;	this	ethic	of	care	for	the	students	is	evident	in	many	interviews,	teachers	wanting	to	

do	 the	best	 for	 their	 students—even	 if	 this	means	giving	 them	notes	 and	getting	 them	 to	

rote	learn	sample	answers	so	they	can	‘game’	the	examination.	This	description	is	very	much	

echoed	in	the	matched	school:		

they	are	definitely	a	mixed	bag,	going	from	high	ability	 to	 low,	there	are	definitely	
ones	that	would	be	struggling	now,	to	ones	who	would	just	get	it	like	that	and	have	
a	passion	for	history	and	love	it;	some	of	the	girls	that	you	might	not	see	from	one	
end	of	the	week	to	the	other	and	then	they	will	turn	up	again	(T5,	IS1).		
	

In	IS1	post-test	data,	39%	of	teachers	report	that	they	have	a	moderate	or	high	level	of	need	

for	professional	development	in	student	assessment	practices,	and	no	need	for	professional	

development	 in	 assessment	 for	 learning	 strategies.	 This	 is	 not	 surprising,	 as	 during	 the	

intervention	 a	 lot	 of	 emphasis	was	placed	on	both	of	 these	 areas,	 so	 this	 need	may	have	

been	met	by	 the	 intervention.	On	the	other	hand,	72%	report	 that	 they	need	professional	

development	 in	 classroom	management.	 This	 is	 echoed	 in	 interview	data,	where	 teachers	

reported	that	discipline	would	be	the	biggest	issue	here	(T2,	IS1).	This	also	could	be	linked	to	

the	 66%	 who	 reported	 a	 need	 for	 professional	 development	 in	 the	 knowledge	 and	

understanding	of	instructional	practices	in	main	subject.	When	one	considers	that,	across	all	
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schools,	 teachers’	 participation	 in	 course	 workshops	 in	 the	 previous	 18	months	 is	 high—

between	60%	and	84%	of	teachers	reporting	attendance	with	little	 impact	on	practice	(see	

Table	 5.20)—this	 professional	 need	 for	 knowledge	 and	 understanding	 of	 instructional	

practices	is	not	being	met	in	the	system,	according	to	this	group	of	teachers.		

	

In	interviews,	the	teachers	from	control	schools	expressed	disaffection	with	the	use	of	Croke	

Park	hours	in	the	school.	From	We	could	have	used	them	better	to	It	is	purely	administrative,	

it	is	very	bureaucratic	in	terms	of,	you	kind	of	felt	you	are	ticking	a	box,	not	always	the	most	

efficient	 use	 of	 time,	 if	 I	 am	 honest	 (T2,	 CS1).	 A	 typical	 response,	 when	 asked	 what	

professional	development	they	had	in	school	during	the	last	year,	was		

I	actually	cannot	remember.	We	had	a	bit	of	training	on	iPads	there,	a	few	months	
ago	and	at	the	start	of	the	year,	we	had	a	bit	of	CPD	but	I	actually	can’t	remember	
what	 it	 was…	 I	 remember	 last	 year	 thinking	 about	 the	 thirty-three	 hours	 and	 I	
thought	this	would	be	great	in	terms	of	CPD	but	it	did	not	work	out	that	way	for	us	
and	in	terms	of	how	it	impacts	on	teaching	(T2,	CS2).		
	

This	negative	experience	of	what	teachers	saw	as	professional	development	may	have	led	to	

the	 low	 percentages	 looking	 for	 more	 professional	 development	 in	 these	 areas.	

Interestingly,	 in	 CS1,	 83%	 of	 teachers	 wanted	 professional	 development	 on	 the	 new	

proposed	 Junior	 Cycle	 developments	 and	 61%	 on	 assessment	 for	 learning	 strategies,	 two	

very	topical	areas	at	the	time	of	the	questionnaire.		

	

IS2	on	the	other	hand	reported	an	increase	in	need	for	professional	development	in	all	areas	

from	pre-test	to	post-test	stages.	This	is	puzzling	and	may	on	the	one	hand	point	to	a	lack	of	

success	 in	 the	 intervention	 but,	 alternatively,	 it	 may	 be	 that	 the	 teachers	 want	 more	

professional	 development	 because	 they	 see	 it	 as	 having	 an	 impact	 on	 their	 teaching.	 	 In	

interview,	the	teachers	report	that	the	key	skills	intervention	was	for	some	of	them	the	first	

professional	development	experience	as	a	whole	school	in	a	long	time.	It	was	for	some	the	

first	 time	 they	heard	about	assessment	 for	 learning.	One	 teacher	described	 the	 culture	of	

the	school	in	the	following	terms:	

We	are	used	to	working	on	our	own,	previously	we	had	very	little	input	on	anything	
about	teaching,	actually	I	can’t	think	of	any	time	I	had	a	session	like	you	have	done.	
It	was	my	first	 time	to	hear	about	assessment	 for	 learning.	 It	 is	a	 long	time	since	 I	
heard	 anything	 like	 that,	 probably	 the	 Dip—a	 reference	 to	 the	 Higher	 Diploma	 in	
(teacher)	Education,	commonly	known	as	‘The	Dip’	(T3,	IS2).		
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Not	 all	 teachers	 were	 the	 same;	 some	 had	 had	 input	 in	 subject	 meetings,	 in	 particular	

English	 and	 mathematics,	 but	 not	 as	 a	 whole	 staff.	 This	 was	 also	 evident	 from	 key	 skills	

workshop	evaluations,	with	comments	such	as		

…brilliant	 to	 hear	 all	 about	 cooperative	 learning	 and	 to	 get	 useful	 tips	 on	 how	 to	
implement	it	with	my	classes.	I	think	this	is	a	very	useful	idea	and	I	will	use	the	traffic	
light	 idea	 and	 the	 questioning	 techniques.	 I	 had	 never	 heard	 of	 them,	 had	 never	
really	 given	 my	 questioning	 techniques	 any	 thought	 until	 today,	 thanks!	 (IS2,	
Workshop	evaluation).		
	

This	positive	experience	of	professional	development	might	also	explain	how	94%	reported	a	

need	 for	 professional	 development	 on	 the	 new	 proposed	 Junior	 Cycle	 developments	 and	

82%	reported	a	need	for	more	professional	development	 in	helping	students	develop	skills	

for	learning.	This	came	up	in	workshop	evaluations;	when	asked	if	they	had	any	suggestions	

for	 follow-up	workshops,	 one	 teacher	 asked	 about	getting	 student	 reflections	 and	 putting	

the	onus	for	learning	on	them,	but	I	have	been	trying	this	quite	a	bit	but	students	feel	it’s	the	

responsibility	of	the	teacher	to	get	them	their	result;	how	can	we	develop	their	own	skills	for	

learning?	 (IS2,	 Workshop	 evaluation).	 Another	 typical	 comment,	 when	 asked	 about	 a	

professional	development	event	that	had	an	impact	on	their	teaching,	was	I	enjoyed	all	the	

key	skills	days,	we	always	got	to	discuss	and	I	always	went	away	thinking	there	are	bits	there	

that	 I	have	 to	 revisit	and	bring	 into	my	classroom	 (T2,	 IS2).	This	 sense	of	engagement	and	

enjoyment	might	suggest	that	these	teachers	may	be	more	predisposed	to	wanting	further	

professional	development.	All	key	skills	workshop	evaluations	were	overwhelmingly	positive,	

with	words	 such	 as	Excellent,	 Informative,	 Interesting,	 Inventive,	 Positive,	 Great,	 Relevant,	

Inspiring,	Useful,	Fun,	Enlightening	used	to	describe	the	workshops	(IS1	and	IS2,	Workshop	

evaluations).	

CS2,	like	CS1,	reported	a	low	level	of	need	for	professional	development	across	all	areas	with	

a	 slight	 rise	 in	 the	 need	 for	 professional	 development	 in	 student	 assessment	 strategies	

between	 pre-test	 and	 post-test	 stages,	 from	 33%	 to	 50%,	 which	 may	 link	 to	 their	 75%	

reported	 need	 for	 professional	 development	 in	 the	 new	 proposed	 Junior	 Cycle	

developments.	 The	 need	 for	 professional	 development	 in	 ICT	 skills	 for	 teaching	 remains	

stable	across	pre-test	and	post-test	data	for	IS1	and	CS1.	This	need	declines	for	IS2	and	CS2	

in	 this	 time	 period.	 The	 professional	 development	 needs	 in	 both	 intervention	 schools	 is	

higher	on	average	than	the	two	control	schools	and	above	the	TALIS	average	of	48%	(OECD,	

2009b).	 It	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 the	 average	 number	 of	 professional	 development	 days	 in	

Ireland	is	5.6	and	is	the	lowest	of	all	TALIS	countries.	86%	of	these	days	are	spent	on	courses	
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and	 workshops	 outside	 the	 school,	 and	 over	 half	 of	 all	 teachers	 in	 TALIS	 report	 having	

additional	professional	development	needs	(Gilleece,	Sheil,	Perkins	and	Proctor,	2009,	p.50).	

	

5.3.4	In-school	cooperation	

In-school	cooperation	shows	little	change	between	T1	and	T2	for	all	schools	except	IS2.	The	

percentages	for	professional	collaboration	are	low	for	all	schools	and	so	it	is	difficult	to	say	

there	was	any	major	shift	for	schools	during	the	intervention.		In	IS2	there	is	an	increase	in	

number	 of	 teachers	 reporting	 that	 they	 team-teach,	 observe	 others	 teaching	 and	 discuss	

and	coordinate	homework	practices;	however,	numbers	are	 low.	There	 is	no	evidence	of	a	

major	 cultural	 shift	 to	 professional	 collaboration,	 rather	 small	 pockets	 of	 change.	 This	

professional	collaboration	is	also	evident	in	teacher	interviews	(Table	5.22).	

	
Table	5.22			

In-school	cooperation	in	Intervention	and	Control	Schools	at	T2	

Percentage	 reporting	 to	 engage	 at	 least	 3-4	
times	a	year	in	each	of	the	following:	

IS1_T2	
n(18)	

CS1_T2	
n(24)	

IS2_T2	
n(23)	

CS2_T2	
n(20)	

Attend	 staff	 meetings	 to	 discuss	 vision	 and	
mission	of	the	school	

83	 54	 69	 70	

Discuss	 and	 decide	 on	 the	 selection	 of	
instructional	media	(e.g.	textbooks)	

22	 33	 22	 20	

Exchange	teaching	materials	with	colleagues	 72	 92	 72	 85	

Ensure	 common	 standards	 in	 evaluations	 for	
assessing	students	

50	 58	 66	 70	

Teach	jointly	as	a	team	in	the	same	class	 61	 45	 16	 30	
Observe	 other	 teachers’	 classes	 and	 provide	
feedback	

17	 4	 11	 0	

Discuss	 and	 coordinate	 homework	 practices	
across	subjects	

33	 20	 44	 20	

	

In	post-test	data,	the	teachers	report	a	similar	pattern	for	staff	meetings	and	discussing	the	

selection	 of	 instructional	 materials.	 Across	 the	 schools,	 the	 exchange	 of	 instructional	

materials	 with	 colleagues	 is	 a	 little	 more	 frequent,	 with	 little	 difference	 between	

intervention	 and	 control	 schools.	 In	 all	 schools,	 there	 is	 more	 frequent	 collaboration	 on	

ensuring	 common	 standards	 in	 evaluations	 for	 assessing	 students.	 In	 the	 post-test	 data	

there	is	change	in	three	areas	of	in-school	collaboration	for	IS2	(see	Table	5.23).	
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Table	5.23		

Professional	collaboration	at	T1	and	T2	for	all	schools	

%	reporting	to	engage	at	
least	 3-4	 times	 a	 year	 in	
each	of	the	following	

IS1_T1	
n(25)	

IS1_T2	
n(18)	

CS1_T1	
n(17)	

CS2_T2	
n(24)	

IS2_T1	
n(23)	

IS2_T2	
n(18)	

CS2_T1	
n(15)	

CS2_T2	
n(20)	

Teach	jointly	as	a	team	in	
the	same	class	

60	 61	 23.5	 45	 8.7	 16	 46.7	 30	

Observe	 other	 teachers’	
classes	 and	 provide	
feedback	

28	 17	 5.9	 4	 0	 11	 0	 0	

Discuss	 and	 coordinate	
homework	 practices	
across	subjects	

24	 33	 17.6	 20	 17.4	 44	 46.7	 20	

	

A	few	teachers	 in	 IS2	are	team	teaching,	observing	colleagues	and	coordinating	homework	

practices	 more	 often	 than	 at	 T1.	 These	 practices	 were	 encouraged	 in	 the	 key	 skills	

workshops.	 When	 looking	 at	 the	 overall	 indices	 for	 exchange	 and	 coordination	 and	

professional	collaboration,	these	almost	double	for	IS2	at	T2;	there	is	no	change	for	IS1	and	

they	decrease	for	CS2	and	increase	for	CS1.		

	

Table	5.24		

Indices	of	teachers’	participation	in	co-operation	with	other	staff		

%	reporting	to	engage	at	
least	 3-4	 time	 a	 year	 in	
each	of	the	following	

IS1_T1	
n(25)	

IS1_T2	
n(18)	

CS1_T1	
n(17)	

CS2_T2	
n(24)	

IS2_T1	
n(23)	

IS2_T2	
n(18)	

CS2_T1	
n(15)	

CS2_T2	
n(20)	

Exchange	 and	 co-
ordination	for	teaching	

53	 57	 68	 59	 53	 47	 58	 61	

Professional	
collaboration	

37	 37	 16	 23	 13	 24	 31	 16	

	

For	 IS2,	 more	 teachers	 are	 team	 teaching,	 observing	 classes	 and	 coordinating	 homework	

practices;	while	numbers	are	low,	it	does	represent	a	change	in	practice	between	T1	and	T2.	

This	change	is	also	evident	in	interview	data.	One	teacher	talked	about	how	he	approached	

the	 key	 skills	 work	 by	 trying	 to	 learn	 from	 colleagues	 who	 were	 already	 implementing	

strategies	in	their	classes.	He	said		

I	sat	in	on	a	couple	of	teachers,	I	tried	to	learn	from	the	good	teachers,	I	 looked	at	
what	they	did,	how	they	communicated	and	I	kind	of	adapted	it	for	myself,	so	at	the	
beginning	definitely,	I	would	have	tried	to	learn	from	other	people	but	you’re	stuck	
in	your	room	and	you	know	you	don’t	really	get	the	opportunity	(T2,	IS1).	
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However,	he	lamented	the	lack	of	opportunity	to	continue	this	practice;	the	key	skills	work	

gave	a	reason	for	observing	a	colleague	but,	when	this	was	no	longer	needed,	you’re	stuck	in	

your	room	and	you	know	you	don’t	 really	get	 the	opportunity	 (T2,	 IS1).	Another	teacher	 in	

the	same	school	said	I	love	sharing	ideas	and	I	love	getting	ideas	from	other	people	so	I	have	

no	 problem	 saying	 “This	 is	 what	 I	 am	 doing.	 	 Please	 critique	 it;	 if	 you	 think	 it	 could	 be	

improved,	you	know	that	kind	of	a	way”	(T1,	IS1).	In	CS1,	66.7%	(16)	are	still	reporting	that	

they	have	never	observed	a	colleague’s	class.	No	teacher	from	CS1	mentioned	observing	a	

colleague	in	interviews.		

	

Teacher	4		talked	about	this,	almost	foreign,	concept	of	sharing	and	how	they	viewed	it:		

It	is	mostly	informal,	I	can’t	think	of	a	situation	where	we	shared	formally,	there	was	
one	 we	 did	 with	 yourself	 and	 we	 were	 talking	 about	 that	 earlier	 in	 the	 literacy	
meeting	so	we	are	going	to	do	that	again	now	with	literacy	stuff,	that	was	very	good,	
and	that	was	the	first	sign	I	ever	seen	of	it	and	I	think	it	just	needs	more	of	that	so	it	
becomes	normal.	 I	would	hope	that	we	would	almost	be	at	a	stage	now	where	we	
would	be	able	 to	sit	down	and	to	 take	 it	 into	 full	working	 together	as	a	 team	that	
would	be	the	longer	term	aim	(T4,	IS1).		
	

The	 influence	of	 the	key	skills	work	 is	evident	here	and	how	 it	can	move	 into	other	areas.	

However,	 the	barrier	of	not	having	a	culture	of	working	this	way	 is	also	evident	 first	sign	 I	

ever	seen	of	it,	this	is	a	mid-career	science	teacher	talking	in	interview.	This	one	we	did	with	

you	she	refers	 to	was	a	meeting	of	 four	 teachers	 to	discuss	what	 they	were	doing	 in	 their	

classes	to	develop	key	skills	and	what	they	might	share	with	the	staff	at	the	next	workshop.	

However,	 the	 use	 of	 ‘we’	 throughout	 this	 quote	 does	 represent	 a	move	 in	 this	 teacher’s	

thinking	from	what	‘I’	do	to	what	‘we’	as	a	staff	do	and	can	do	in	the	future.	We	see	also	the	

influence	of	the	‘outsider’	giving	legitimacy	to	the	way	of	doing.	This	teacher	sees	the	value	

in	sharing	but	recognises	that	there	needs	to	be	more	of	it	and	for	it	to	become	normal	and	

to	be	part	of	practice	and	culture	in	the	school.		

	

	A	more	typical	response,	when	asked	about	planning,	was	there	is	very	little	planning	with	

colleagues,	we	don’t	have	an	awful	lot	of	time	but	informally	we	do	talk	amongst	ourselves	

and	share	 resources	 (T3,	 IS1).	Across	 interviews,	collaboration	was	mentioned	more	 in	 the	

intervention	 schools	 than	 the	 control	 schools.	 Some	mentioned	 how	 they	 followed	 up	 on	

ideas	after	key	skills	workshops,	I	thought	X’s	idea	of	the	bookmark	with	the	key	words	was	

brilliant;	I	went	to	her	and	saw	how	she	was	using	it	in	her	class	and	now	I	use	it	(T3,	IS2).	In	

control	 schools,	when	 asked	 about	 planning,	 the	 responses	 invariably	were	 about	 subject	

department	meetings,	with	comments	such	as:		
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Well,	 in	 terms	of	 the	start	of	 the	year,	you	know	you	plan	 for	your	year,	you	have	
the	methodologies	and	all	that	kind	of	stuff,	you	know,	real	tick	the	boxes,	plan	for	
the	curriculum	and	the	syllabus	and	your	different	teaching	strategies.	What	I	like	to	
do	personally	 is	 that	 I	 plan	 topic	on	my	own,	 it	 is	mostly	on	our	own	and	 I	would	
prefer	if	we	could	plan	as	a	department	and	it	is	something	that	we	are	gearing	up	
to,	 we	 have	 not	 had	 a	 department	meeting	 long	 enough	 to	 be	 able	 to	 plan	 as	 a	
whole	group	(TI2,	CS2).		
	

In	 the	same	school,	when	asked	about	Croke	Park	hours,	 teachers	reported	that	they	had,	

say,	 iPad	 training	 there	 a	 couple	 of	 weeks	 ago	 and	we	 have	 had	 people	 in	 talking	 about	

stress	and	 that	 kind	of	 thing	 so	we	have	used	 some	of	 it	 in	 that	direction;	 other	bits	 have	

been	used	for	planning,	department	meetings	and	so	on	(T1,	CS1).	The	segmentation	of	the	

time	into	short	periods	does	not	suit	real	engagement	or	encourage	in-school	collaboration.	

I	think	we	would	benefit	more	if	we	had	more	block	periods	as	opposed	to	one	way	we	were	

using	it	was	an	hour	after	work	every	Monday,	whereas	I	think	if	we	had	more	three-	or	four-

hour	sessions	every	few	weeks	it	would	be	a	better	way	of	spending	it	(T1,	CS1).	This	lack	of	

time	 to	plan	 is	 also	 echoed	 in	CS2:	 I	 definitely	 think	we	ought	 to	 spend	more	 time	on	our	

subjects,	especially	with	things	like	Project	Maths	coming	up,	but	all	the	teachers	need	to	get	

together	and	make	a	plan	but	we	don’t	seem	to	have	time	for	that	(TI3,	CS2).		

	

From	interviews,	both	control	schools	had	a	lot	of	time	allocated	to	planning.	This	time	was	

divided	into	short	periods	which	did	not	appear	to	have	an	impact	on	how	teachers	talked	

about	collaboration,	as	evidenced	by	the	 following	quote:	We	had	 in-service	on	Asperger’s	

and	to	help	us	deal	with	that,	so	that	is	one	in-service	we	have	had.	The	rest	I	think	has	been	

between	 subject	 planning	 and	 department	 meetings	 and	 staff	 meetings	 (T1,	 CS2).	 The	

emphasis	on	content	rather	than	on	pedagogy	when	talking	about	planning	is	evident,	with	

teachers	 tracking	 coverage	 of	 the	 course	 rather	 than	 learning	 experience	 or	 outcomes.	 In	

the	following	quote,	when	asked	about	working	with	colleagues,	the	teacher	described	it	as	

follows,	you	are	kind	of	keeping	each	other	in	check	because	some	of	the	courses	are	so	big	

to	know	how	to	keep	on	top	 (T4,	CS1).	Planning	 is	very	much	at	 the	 level	of	exchange	and	

coordination	and	not	professional	collaboration.		

	

5.4	Key	Skills	professional	development	in	intervention	schools	

In	 the	 post-test	 questionnaire,	 the	 intervention	 schools	 were	 asked	 to	 comment	 on	 the	

impact	of	the	professional	development	activities	they	had	taken	part	 in	as	part	of	the	key	

skills	work.	The	scale	went	from	no	impact	to	a	large	impact.	The	results	of	this	are	shown	in	

table	5.25.	From	this	post-test	data,	the	majority	of	teachers	report	that	participation	in	the	
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key	skills	work	has	had	a	moderate	to	large	impact	on	their	work,	with	the	greatest	impact	

being	in	discussing	teaching	methodologies,	hearing	what	colleagues	do	in	their	classes,	and	

getting	 to	 share	 practice	 in	 discussion—all	 activities	 that	 would	 be	 associated	 with	

developing	as	a	professional	community	of	 learners	 in	the	school.	CPD	evaluations	support	

this	positive	attitude	 to	 the	professional	 learning	 that	 took	place	during	 the	key	 skills	CPD	

sessions	 in	 schools.	 	 These	 data	 also	 support	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 key	 skills	 intervention	 on	

changing	 teachers’	 attitudes	and	beliefs	about	 teaching	and	 learning	and	on	 the	design	of	

the	CPD	sessions,	with	comments	 such	as	Could	we	have	more	of	 this	 type	of	practical	 in-

service?	 Brilliant	 to	 see	 how	others	 are	 using	 such	 fantastic	 techniques	 in	 their	 class	 (CDP	

evaluation,	CPD3,	IS2).	

	
Table	5.25	

Impact	of	Key	Skills	Intervention	

Impact	of	Key	Skills	Intervention	 School	 No	
impact	

Small	
impact	

Moderate	
impact	

Large	
impact	

Using	Key	Skills	Framework	to	plan	for	
teaching	

IS1	(18)	 5.6	 11.1	 38.9	 44.4	
IS2	(18)	 	 11.1	 66.7	 22.2	

Discussing	 teaching	 methodologies	
such	 as	 cooperative	 learning,	
assessment	 for	 learning,	 concept	
mapping	and	so	on	

IS1	(18)	 	 5.6	 27.8	 66.7	
IS2	(18)	 	 11.1	 33.3	 55.6	

Hearing	 about	 teachers	 experience	 of	
key	skills	in	other	schools	and	subjects	

IS1	(18)	 	 11.1	 50	 38.9	
IS2	(18)	 5.6	 22.2	 50	 22.2	

Hearing	 my	 colleagues	 describe	 what	
they	do	in	their	classes	

IS1	(18)	 	 5.6	 27.8	 66.7	
IS2	(18)	 	 5.6	 33.3	 61.1	

Having	 a	 focus	 on	 teaching	 and	
learning	at	whole	school	level	

IS1	(18)	 5.6	 27.8	 27.8	 38.9	
IS2	(18)	 	 11.1	 44.4	 44.4	

Being	involved	in	an	initiative	that	was	
part	 of	 a	 policy	 proposal	 not	 yet	
implemented	in	all	schools	

IS1	(18)	 16.7	 16.7	 22.2	 44.4	
IS2	(18)	 5.6	 33.3	 44.4	 16.7	

Having	 one	 person	 work	 with	 the	
school	for	a	sustained	period	

IS1	(18)	 16.7	 11.1	 33.3	 38.9	
IS2	(18)	 	 22.2	 38.9	 38.9	

Getting	to	share	practice	in	discussions	 IS1	(18)	 	 11.1	 22.2	 66.7	
IS2	(18)	 5.6	 11.1	 27.8	 55.6	

	

Having	a	 focus	on	teaching	and	 learning	at	a	whole	school	 level	also	shows	a	high	 impact.	

There	is	less	impact	from	being	involved	in	an	initiative	that	is	part	of	a	policy	proposal	and	

having	 one-person	work	with	 the	 school	 for	 a	 sustained	 period.	When	 asked	 in	 interview	

about	 professional	 development	 that	 had	 an	 impact	 on	 their	 work	 many	 teachers	

mentioned	the	key	skills	work:	

I	look	at	how	I	give	homework	different	now,	I	try	to	think	of	the	skills	and	how	they	
can	develop	them.	In	class	I	have	student	presentations,	you	can	get	them	to	work	
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on	the	board,	get	them	to	write	down	what	they	mean…,	and	so	I	suppose	they	are	
teaching.	The	one	key	skills	thing	I	like	to	do	is	I	like	to	sit	down	in	the	middle	of	the	
class	 and	 let	 them	 teach	 for	 three	or	 four	minutes,	 telling	me	how	 they	do	 it	 (T5,	
IS1).		
	

Here	we	see	how	this	 teacher	has	 looked	at	both	their	classroom	teaching	and	homework	

strategies	 and	 tried	 to	 link	 them	 to	 key	 skills.	 To	develop	 the	 skills	 of	 communicating	 and	

information	 processing,	 student	 presentations	 and	 peer	 teaching	 are	 encouraged.	 This	

teacher	is	handing	over	the	learning	to	the	students;	he	is	learning	with	them	they	are	telling	

him	how	they	do	it,	and	he	is	physically	placing	himself	as	a	learner	in	the	middle	of	them.	

Here	we	can	see	that	the	learning	is	participatory,	proactive	and	a	collaborative	process	for	

both	 the	 teacher	 and	 the	 learner;	 it	 is	 moving	 to	 being	 a	 community	 of	 learners.	 	 One	

teacher	 said	 that	 using	 key	 skills	 as	 a	 planning	 framework	 shifted	 the	 power	 in	 the	

classroom:	I	think	it	empowers	the	student,	I	think	it	gives	them	more	control	over	their	own	

learning,	even	 in	 terms	of	 letting	 them	know	that	 they	are	succeeding,	and	 that	 they	have	

these	markers	 for	 success	 (T3,	 IS1).	Another	 teacher	described	 the	aspects	of	her	 teaching	

she	changed	by	planning	using	the	key	skills	as	a	framework:	Getting	them	thinking	on	their	

own	would	be	the	shining	beacon,	less	of	me	spoon-feeding	them,	a	bit	of	team	work,	to	kind	

of	 formulate	 their	 thoughts	 and	 really	 think	 instead	 of	 writing	 everything;	 they	 are	 a	 bit	

obsessed	 with	 notes	 (T1,	 IS2).	 Clearly,	 these	 teachers	 have	 started	 to	 question	 how	 they	

teach	 and	 have	 looked	 at	 how	 to	 involve	 the	 students	more	 in	 their	 own	 learning.	 Some	

teachers	moved	to	getting	students	to	evaluate	their	learning	so	as	to	inform	their	teaching.	

This	teacher	lamented	that	it	took	her	eight	years	of	teaching	to	ask	students,	“What	helps	

you	with	your	 learning?”	 She	goes	on	 to	 talk	about	 the	 impact	of	doing	 it:	When	 I	got	 the	

confidence	to	ask	them	that	question,	it	made	a	huge	difference	to	my	own	teaching,	I	have	

to	say	(T1,	IS1).	

	

Scott	contends	that	teachers,	both	primary	and	secondary,	unite	in	their	contempt	for	those	

who	are	‘refugees	from	the	classroom’,	which	includes	school	principals	and	others	such	as	

educational	 consultants	 and	 academic	 educators	 (Scott,	 2009,	 p.226).	 It	was	 important	 to	

explore	where	teachers	saw	the	researcher	in	terms	of	identity,	that	of	teacher	practitioner	

or	 ‘outsider’.	 Scott	 goes	 on	 to	 say	 that	 if	 information	 is	 seen	 to	 come	 from	 one	 who	 is	

sympathetic	to	the	group	then	it	is	accepted	and	acted	upon,	but	if	it	comes	from	‘someone	

beyond	the	pale’	then	it	will	be	rejected	as	untrue	and	unreliable	(Scott,	2009,	p.279).	To	this	

end,	 videos	 from	 other	 teachers’	 classrooms	 were	 incorporated	 into	 most	 key	 skills	

workshops.	 In	 analysing	 the	 evaluation	 sheets	 from	 the	 various	 key	 skills	 workshops	 in	
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schools,	it	was	evident	that	teachers	recognised	that	this	form	of	professional	development	

was	 different	 from	 the	 one-shot,	 subject	 events	 and	 that	 they	 welcomed	 this	 changed	

emphasis.	 It	was	a	good	opportunity	 for	 sharing	 ideas	at	staff	 level	of	which	 there	are	not	

many	due	to	time	constraints	(IS2,	Workshop	evaluation).	Yes,	today	was	really	useful,	there	

was	a	good	exchange	when	discussing	which	assessments	were	beneficial	and	those	less	so	

(IS1,	Workshop	evaluation).	 This	opportunity	 to	 share	 ideas	 that	was	built	 into	workshops	

was	welcomed,	 as	 it	 encouraged	 teachers	 to	 talk	 about	 their	 practice.	 Comments	 such	 as	

Great	ideas	about	how	to	apply	group	work	properly	and	how	to	introduce	different	types	of	

learning	and	to	hear	frustrations	of	other	teachers	are	similar	highlight	how	teachers	see	this	

as	being	different	to	previous	professional	development	activities,	by	the	sheer	number	who	

mention	 how	 beneficial	 the	 opportunity	 is	 to	 discuss	 with	 colleagues	 (IS1,	 Workshop	

evaluations).	

	

In	later	sessions,	some	teachers	led	part	of	the	key	skills	workshops,	and	this	was	particularly	

successful	on	many	 levels.	 I	was	very	 interested	 to	see	how	my	colleagues	have	 redirected	

their	way	of	teaching	to	suit	the	needs	of	our	students	(IS1,	Workshop	evaluation).	The	idea	

that	the	session	was	bespoke,	in	that	it	dealt	with	the	students	in	their	school	rather	than	a	

generic	intervention,	was	evident	in	comments	such	as	all	practical	examples,	especially	X’s	

marking	scheme,	great	to	hear	the	different	 ideas	from	the	teachers	and	how	they	work	 in	

subjects	 other	 than	mine	 (IS1,	Workshop	 evaluation).	 This	 cross-fertilisation	 of	 ideas	 from	

different	 subjects	 that	 is	missing	 from	subject	CPD,	where	all	 teachers	attending	a	 session	

are	 from	 same	 subject	 area,	 was	 also	 very	 significant.	 In	 IS1	 a	 specialist	 teacher	 gave	 a	

presentation	on	how	he	adapted	the	book	to	make	it	more	accessible	to	his	students,	using	

matching	games	and	so	on.	Many	teachers	in	feedback	said	they	had	never	heard	from	this	

subject	area	before	and	were	very	frank	in	their	comments,	such	as	I	felt	there	was	little	to	

be	learned	from	a	practical	subject	like	this	where	only	the	troublesome	students	went,	but	I	

was	 pleasantly	 surprised	 today	 by	 all	 I	 learned	 (IS1,	 Workshop	 evaluation).	 In	 all	 cases,	

teachers	wanted	more	of	 this	kind	of	 interaction,	evident	 in	 the	 following	evaluation:,	The	

vast	amount	of	good	 teaching	going	on	 in	 this	 school;	 could	we	have	more	of	 this	 type	of	

practical	 in-service?	Brilliant	 to	 see	how	others	are	using	 such	 fantastic	 techniques	 in	 their	

class	(IS2,	Workshop	evaluation).	
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5.5	Challenges	with	implementing	key	skills			

This	section	begins	to	look	at	the	challenges	identified	by	teachers	in	intervention	schools	to	

implementing	key	skills	in	teaching	and	learning.	Teachers	are	central	to	school	change;	it	is	

teachers	who	interpret	and	shape	innovation	and	interventions	(NCCA,	2009c;	Fullan,	2001,	

2011;	OECD,	 2013c).	 In	 order	 to	 implement	 the	 embedding	 of	 key	 skills	 in	 their	 teaching,	

teachers	had	to	change	how	they	planned	for	and	taught	classes.	Teacher	interviews	sought	

to	 explore	 teachers’	 experience	 of	 curriculum	 change	 in	 relation	 to	 their	 sense	 of	

professionalism,	 their	 practice	 and	 the	 challenges	 they	 faced	 in	 changing	 attitudes	 and	

beliefs	about	 teaching	and	 learning	through	engaging	 in	 the	key	skills	 intervention.	Also,	 it	

was	 important	to	 look	at	how	the	pace	of	school	change	in	the	 last	years	has	 impacted	on	

teachers	 having	 ‘change	 fatigue’.	 This	 intervention	 happened	 during	 the	 introduction	 of	

‘Croke	Park	Hours’,	 the	proposed	 Junior	Cycle	 reforms,	 the	 introduction	of	Project	Maths,	

the	 ICT	 grants	 to	 schools,	 changes	 to	 school	 personnel	 due	 to	 retirements,	 and	 so	 on.	 In	

addition,	the	interviews	sought	to	investigate	the	teachers’	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	their	

own	professional	development	and	to	ascertain	if	the	intervention	as	implemented	had	any	

impact	 on	 this.	 For	 teachers	 to	 implement	 key	 skills	 in	 the	 classroom,	 they	 needed	 to	

understand	 what	 each	 skill	 meant	 in	 terms	 of	 elements	 and	 learning	 outcomes.	 This	 is	

challenging,	 as	 it	 required	 teachers	 to	 engage	with	 key	 skills	 as	 stand-alone	 concepts	 and	

then	 as	 overlapping	 concepts.	 It	was	 important	 to	 explore	 if	 teachers	 see	 Key	 Skills	 as	 an	

add-on	to	the	curriculum	or	central	to	pedagogical	content	knowledge.	Slattery	talks	about	

pedagogy	 as	 a	 form	 of	 interactive	 relationship	 between	 teachers,	 students,	 subjects,	

materials	 and	 context,	 rather	 than	 a	 bag	 of	 tricks	 to	 be	 applied	 in	 the	 teaching	 process	

(2013,	p.262).	One	teacher	talked	about	an	imposed	curriculum	and	the	impact	it	has	on	her	

teaching:	

See	I	think	in	a	way,	one	is	totally	bound	by	a	curriculum	and	a	time	element.		If	you	
didn’t	 have	 the	 time	 element,	 you	 could	 be	 far	 more	 expansive	 and	 I	 suppose	
creative	and	I	suppose	after	all	the	years	I	find	it	very	hard	that	you	have	an	imposed	
curriculum	(T4,	IS2).	
	

This	teacher	is	very	bound	by	the	curriculum	or	syllabus	content	and	sees	this	as	a	barrier	to	

teaching	using	 the	key	skills.	She	 felt	 that	students’	ability	 to	critically	engage	with	English	

literature	 is	 hampered	 by	 prescribed	 texts.	 For	 teachers	 to	 engage	 with	 the	 key	 skills,	

especially	 those	of	Critical	and	Creative	Thinking	and	 Information	Processing,	 they	need	to	

adopt	 a	 different	 role	 in	 the	 classroom,	 that	 of	 facilitator	 of	 learning,	 not	 that	 of	 expert	

transmitter	of	knowledge.	 	To	change	this	role,	the	teachers	needed	to	be	active	in	setting	

up	classroom	opportunities	for	students	to	communicate	their	learning,	to	work	with	others	
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and	 to	 actively	 engage	 with	 knowledge	 and	 learning.	 Pedagogies	 such	 as	 cooperative	

learning,	peer	teaching,	peer	correcting	and	some	assessment	for	 learning	strategies,	were	

integrated	 into	practice	 in	 intervention	schools,	as	evidenced	from	both	questionnaire	and	

interviews.		

	

When	 teachers	 are	 asked	 to	 try	 new	 ideas	 in	 class,	 they	 often	 cite	 anxiety	 over	 a	 lack	 of	

control	in	the	learning	situation.	How	will	they	know	all	have	‘got	the	notes’	if	they	work	in	

groups,	 and	 so	 on?	 They	 also	 often	 talk	 about	 the	 power	 relation	 in	 the	 classroom	when	

they	 are	 seen	 as	 the	 expert	 transmitters	 of	 knowledge.	 The	 teacher’s	 attitude	 to	 this	

identity,	of	seeing	themselves	as	the	authoritative	expert	and	students	as	the	ones	accepting	

this	power	and	control,	was	telling	in	looking	at	their	description	of	how	skills	are	developed	

in	 teaching	 and	 learning.	 Teachers	 want	 to	 implement	 this	 change	 but	 are	 conscious	 of	

trying	to	cover	a	course	for	the	end	of	year	examination.		

Well,	 in	 earlier	 times,	 I	 think	 people	were	 very	 reluctant	 to	 try	 and	 change,	 but	 I	
think	people	are	coming	round	and	are	trying	new	things	and	stuff.		I	don’t	think	it	is	
as	easy	done	as	you	think,	as	in	I	like	doing	everything	but	a	lot	of	the	time	I	would	
still	go	back	to	what	I	know,	because	there	is	a	course	there	and	if	you	feel	you	are	
falling	behind	you	just	plough	on,	so	I	do	think	it	is	hard	to	realistically	bring	it	in	to	
your	teaching	a	lot	of	the	time	(T5,	IS2).	

	

This	language	of	imposed	pressure	is	very	evident	in	interviews,	the	need	to	just	plough	on	

and	complete	a	course.	While	this	teacher	is	trying	some	of	the	‘Key	Skills	stuff’	they	are	not	

convinced	and	go	back	to	the	tried-and-tested	when	under	pressure.	Or,	as	this	teacher	puts	

it,	 in	 the	end	 it’s	beautiful	doing	a	 lot	of	 this	 creative	 stuff	and	 it	 is	 lovely	as	a	day-to-day	

thing.	 But	 your	 back’s	 against	 the	 wall	 with	 a	 written	 test	 or	 a	 time	 limit,	 you	 know,	 so	

everything	 gets	 crushed,	 you	 know	 (TI4,	 IS2).	 Your	 back’s	 against	 the	 wall,	 and	 trying	 to	

complete	the	course	crushes	creativity.			

	

In	this	research	the	focus	of	the	change	was	on	the	teacher.	However,	following	the	analysis	

of	student	and	teacher	data,	it	is	clear	that	the	students’	resistance	to	change	at	senior	cycle	

was	 underestimated.	 This	 resistance	 is	 very	 evident	 in	 student	 data	 and	 in	 teacher	

interviews.	 From	 the	 mild	 I	 did	 find	 some	 of	 the	 strategies	 great,	 I	 haven’t	 implemented	

them	all	with	the	seniors,	it’s	a	little	bit	more	difficult,	and	they	are	more	resistant	(T1,	IS2)	to	

there	was	almost	a	revolt	from	the	students	to	developing	their	own	notes	(T3,	IS2).	Students	

differ	 in	 many	 ways	 fundamental	 to	 learning:	 prior	 knowledge,	 ability,	 conceptions	 of	

learning,	 learning	 styles	 and	 strategies,	 interest,	 motivation,	 self-efficacy,	 beliefs	 and	
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emotions,	 as	 well	 as	 socio-environmental	 terms	 such	 as	 linguistic,	 cultural	 and	 social	

background.	 A	 fundamental	 challenge	 in	 teaching	 is	 to	 manage	 such	 differences	 (OECD,	

2010a,	p.16).	In	trying	to	bring	about	curriculum	change	at	senior	cycle	in	Ireland,	one	needs	

to	add	the	pressure	of	the	high-stakes	examination	into	this	mix	also.		

	

Critical	 and	 creative	 thinking	 involves	 students	 being	 able	 to	 challenge	 assumptions,	

interpret	 meaning,	 to	 think	 imaginatively,	 to	 explore	 options	 and	 evaluate	 outcomes.	

Teachers	 need	 to	model	 processes	 of	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking	 for	 students,	 to	 set	 up	

situations	where	students	have	to	 interpret	and	question	sources	of	 information.	Teachers	

need	to	develop	questioning	skills	and	the	ability	to	question	and	probe	for	understanding.	

Students	also	need	to	develop	questioning	skills,	to	persist	at	tasks,	and	to	critically	engage	

in	thinking	about	problems.	There	was	evidence	of	this	in	some	subjects	more	than	others.	

Teachers	 struggled	 with	 stepping	 back	 and	 allowing	 students	 to	 think	 for	 themselves,	 as	

evident	in	the	following	quote,	I	found	I	struggle	with	giving	them	a	question	in	class	and	it’s	

very	hard	not	to,	you	know	go	down	and	say	“okay	you	need	help;	okay	let	me	give	you	help”	

(T5,	IS1).		

	
This	teacher	shows	a	lack	of	understanding	of	critical	and	creative	thinking	and	equates	it	to	

students	working	alone	on	a	test	or	homework	assignment.	If	the	student	is	regurgitating	a	

learned-off	 answer	 or	 set	 of	 notes	 then	 there	 is	 little	 critical	 thinking	 happening.	 This	 is	

linked	 to	 the	 cultural	 reality	 of	 a	 system	 where	 learning	 is	 measured	 and	 teachers	 held	

accountable	to	educational	attainments	as	assessed	by	a	terminal	exam	that	rewards	facts	

delivered	 to	 the	 learner	 and	 then	 rehearsed	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 being	 restated	 under	

controlled	 conditions.	 Teaching	 to	 the	 test	 is	 an	 accepted	 norm	 in	 Irish	 classrooms,	 as	

described	by	a	number	of	recent	studies	(Smyth,	Dunne,	Darmody	and	McCoy,	2007;	Smyth,	

Banks	 and	 Calvert,	 2011;	 Hyland,	 2011).	 Therefore,	 any	 change	 such	 as	 accepting	 that	

classroom	 discussions,	 peer	 teaching	 and	 other	 such	 pedagogies	 were	 acceptable	

alternatives	to	the	transmission	model	of	teaching	is	significant.		

Quite	 honestly,	 I	 put	 the	 answer	 into	 summary	 form	and	 that	 is	 the	 drudge	 then,	
they	have	to	know	a	summary	of	that,	they	have	to	know	how	to	be	able	to	write	it,	
here’s	a	small	bit,	learn	that	by	heart,	write	it	out	tomorrow.	You	know	that	is	soul	
destroying	(T4,	IS2).	
	

This	teacher	described	the	process	as	soul	destroying,	and	went	on	to	describe	how	she	tried	

to	change	it	with	some	success,	but	with	great	resistance	from	her	students.	This	description	

of	 learning	 is	 very	 teacher-focused	 and	 content	 oriented.	 The	 assessment	 system	
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encourages	this	kind	of	learning	but,	if	teachers	want	to	develop	skills,	they	need	to	move	to	

a	different	kind	of	teaching.	From	the	student	point	of	view,	this	move	to	more	collaborative	

learning	has	worked	when	the	teacher	explains	 it	 to	you	 it	 is	kinda	harder	to	 learn	but	she	

put	us	in	groups	and	when	your	friend	explains	it	to	you,	you	get	it	better	because	they	put	it	

in	your	own	words	(IS2_T2_S12).		

	

Teachers	 find	 it	 hard	 to	move	 away	 from	 the	way	 they	 have	 always	 taught	 the	 course	 to	

introducing	change,	as	evidenced	 in	 this	 teacher’s	banked	 resources:	 I	have	been	 teaching	

the	same	topics	over	the	course	of	years,	I	would	have	a	lot	of	resources	myself	that	I	have	

banked	and	I	would	just	dip	into	them	(T3,	IS1).	This	isn’t	necessarily	bad;	however,	the	idea	

of	banked,	unchanging	resources	does	not	imply	a	culture	of	change	or	creativity.			

	

Some	teachers	moved	from	mainly	being	involved	in	exchange	and	coordination	activities	to	

more	professional	collaboration,	especially	in	IS2.		However,	teachers	too	demonstrated	that	

they	would	also	like	the	‘sample	answer’	to	implementing	the	key	skills	and	the	‘laminated	

sheet’	for	revision!	

Yeah	 I	 thought	 it	 was	 good,	 some	 very	 helpful	 things	 there	 and	 I	 suppose	what	 I	
really	want	now,	is	a	sort	of	a	summary	sheet	on	my	desk	to	remind	me	of	what	the	
various	 things	 are,	 just	 to	 say	 “Oh	 yeah	 I	 could	 do	 that,	 I’d	 forgotten	 about	 that	
particular	one”.	I	really	would	want	a	little	laminated	card	(T4,	IS2).		
	

When	describing	skills,	teachers	from	the	intervention	schools	talked	about	critical	thinking,	

about	 information	 processing	 and	 learning-to-learn	 skills	 as	 being	 important.	One	 teacher	

described	it	as	students	needing	to	know	how	to	organise	information,	how	to	form	links,	to	

think	 critically	 about	 what	 you	 are	 reading	 (T1,	 IS1).	 Another	 talked	 about	 the	 need	 for	

teamwork	skills	 in	 the	workplace,	the	ability	 to	contribute	and	be	confident	 in	what	you’re	

saying	 (T3,	 IS1).	 	 The	 need	 to	 develop	 young	 people’s	 self-efficacy	was	 described	 as	 Kids	

leave	blanks	 instead	of	 trying,	which	 I	 think	 is	 just	a	 lack	of	confidence	thing,	so	 if	you	can	

kind	 of	 build	 them	 up	 to	 just	 believe	 in	 themselves	 (T5,	 IS2).	 This	 need	 for	 confidence	 in	

learning	and	 in	 taking	responsibility	 for	 learning	 is	 threaded	through	a	 lot	of	 the	 interview	

data	and	highlights	the	recognition	by	teachers	that	students	are	not	doing	this	at	Leaving	

Certificate	level	at	the	present	time.	I	think	they	should	develop	more	independent	learning	

skills,	and	taking	responsibility	for	their	own	learning	(T5,	IS2)	

	

In	 contrast,	 teachers	 in	 the	 control	 schools	 talked	 about	 skills	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 Leaving	

Certificate	exam,	rather	than	transferrable	life	skills:	I	think	it	is	important	that	they	are	able	
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to	 analyse,	 being	 able	 to	 interpret	 questions	 at	 higher	 level,	 a	 lot	 of	 them	 struggle	 if	 the	

question	is	not	just	straightforward,	they	find	it	hard	to	interpret	questions	(T5,	CS2).	Many	

teachers	 mention	 organisational	 skills	 as	 being	 important	 and	 students	 in	 interview	 list	

organisational	skills	most	often	as	the	skill	they	learned	in	Leaving	Certificate.	When	probed,	

this	often	meant	organising	their	notes.		

	

5.6	Review	of	the	most	salient	issues	

Stenhouse	 talked	 about	 the	 problem	 of	 the	 gap	 between	 ideas	 and	 aspirations	 and	 our	

attempts	to	operationalize	them	(1975,	p.3).	In	order	to	close	this	gap,	teachers	need	to	see	

themselves	 as	 curriculum	 developers,	 where	 they	 take	 the	 curriculum	 as	 written	 and	

interpret	 this	 in	 light	 of	 their	 students’	 context	 and	 develop	 learning	 and	 teaching	

experiences	to	allow	their	students	engage	with	the	curriculum	in	a	meaningful	way,	actively	

developing	competences.	This	 is	what	the	Key	Skills	 initiative	asked	of	teachers.	They	must	

teach	 the	 content	 and	 knowledge	 in	 such	 a	 way	 as	 to	 allow	 and	 to	 encourage	 the	

development	 of	 key	 skills.	 This	 requires	 teachers	 to	 develop	 skills	 in	 curriculum	

interpretation	 and	 development;	 it	 needs	 them	 to	 see	 their	 teaching	 as	 the	 active	

construction	of	knowledge	with	learners,	not	the	transmission	of	a	body	of	knowledge.			

	

In	viewing	curriculum	in	this	way,	Stenhouse	(1975)	contends	that	the	quality	of	the	teacher	

is	a	principal	weakness	and	also	a	great	 strength	 (p.96).	He	put	 forward	 the	notion	of	 the	

‘extended	 professional’,	 characterised	 by	 a	 commitment	 to	 question,	 reflect	 and	 develop	

skills	for	teaching	and	learning,	such	as	what	was	asked	of	teachers	in	this	research	(p.144).	

Later	 he	went	 on	 to	 say	 that	 there	 could	 be	 no	 curriculum	development	without	 teacher	

development	(Stenhouse,	1980).	Cordingley	(2009)	contends	that	school	is	the	most	suitable	

place	for	professional	learning	and	points	to	the	need	for	internal	and	external	professionals	

to	be	involved	in	the	process.	The	role	of	teachers’	craft	knowledge	is	very	important	in	this	

process.	Just	as	any	group	of	students	brings	a	complex	array	of	prior	knowledge,	motivation	

to	 learn	and	personal	disposition,	 so	 too	do	a	group	of	 teachers.	The	extent	 to	which	 this	

intervention	on	key	skills	helped	teachers	develop	as	professionals	is	difficult	to	ascertain	in	

any	 definitive	 manner;	 rather,	 a	 move	 towards	 a	 more	 developed	 sense	 of	 teacher	 as	

professional	 is	evident	in	these	data.	In-school	collaboration	is	 low	across	all	schools	in	the	

research	and	the	intervention	had	less	 impact	on	this	 in	 IS1	than	it	did	 in	 IS2,	according	to	

teacher	responses	to	the	questionnaire.	This	was	also	supported	in	interviews.		

	



 

163 
 

The	intervention	did	have	an	impact	in	the	two	intervention	schools.	Data	show	that	there	is	

a	 considerable	 move	 to	 using	 what	 are	 termed	 key	 skills	 pedagogies	 in	 the	 schools,	

supporting	 H1;	 this	 is	 further	 supported	 by	 student	 data.	 Teachers	 in	 the	 intervention	

schools	 do	 appear	 to	 have	 moved	 to	 a	 more	 constructivist	 way	 of	 viewing	 teaching	 and	

learning,	which	would	represent	a	change	in	attitude	and	belief	about	teaching	and	learning.	

Evaluation	of	the	CPD	events	was	very	positive	in	the	teacher	evaluations	and	in	subsequent	

interviews.		

	

Lyle	 (2008a)	 talks	 about	 the	 epistemological	 dominance	 of	 the	 teacher	 (p.	 225).	 Skidmore	

laments	students’	lack	of	epistemic	agency,	where	students	take	responsibility	for	their	own	

learning,	their	own	thinking	and	their	own	problem	solving	(2006).	This	teacher	dominance	

was	very	evident	 in	many	of	 the	student	 interviews	where	they	 looked	to	the	teacher	and	

tests	to	know	how	they	were	doing,	to	their	dependence	on	notes	and	on	the	information	

being	 filleted	 down	 to	 bite-size	 chunks.	 Lyle	 (2008a,	 p.227)	 reminds	 us	 that	 these	 power	

relations	between	teacher	and	learner,	such	as	that	of	the	teachers	having	all	the	knowledge	

often	 appear	 natural	 and	 neutral;	 certainly,	 to	 the	 students	 in	 this	 research,	 the	 teacher	

having	the	power	over	the	knowledge	was	very	evident	and	was	seen	as	natural:	in	biology,	

the	 teacher	gives	out	 literally	what	you	need	 to	know	 in	 the	 chapter,	 in	 like	 two	A4	pages	

(IS2_T2_S8).		However,	Lyle	(2008a)	reminds	us	that	power	relations	are	not	neutral	as	they	

are	 socially	 constructed,	political,	 and	historical	 in	origin	 (p.227).	 Evidence	 in	 this	 research	

would	point	to	learning	environments	where	students	and	teachers	co-construct	a	culture	of	

rote	learning,	supported	by	a	high-stakes	external	assessment.		
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CHAPTER	6		

FINDINGS	II:	PRESENTATION	AND	ANALYSIS	OF	STUDENT	QUANTITATIVE	DATA	

	
Introduction	

This	 chapter	 is	 concerned	 with	 presenting	 and	 analysing	 student	 quantitative	 data.	 State	

examination	 results	 for	 the	 schools	 at	 T1	 and	 T2	 are	 presented.	 Data	 from	 student	

questionnaires	at	T1	and	T2	are	analysed.	Findings	from	data	are	discussed	in	relation	to	the	

research	question:	

What	 is	 the	 impact	 on	 student	 and	 teacher	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 learning,	 on	

classroom	practices	and	on	 student	achievement	associated	with	 the	 implementation	of	a	

key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning	at	second	level?		

In	answering	this	question,	the	following	hypotheses	were	tested:	

1. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	 result	 in	positive	changes	 in	 the	 teachers’	pedagogical	

practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

2. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	will	 result	 in	more	 favourable	 student	 academic	 outcome	

measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.	

3. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	result	in	positive	changes	in	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	

learning	 amongst	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 more	 than	 in	 the	 control	

schools.	

	

The	chapter	is	concerned	with	Hypothesis	1	(H2)	and	Hypothesis	2	(H3),	and	is	set	out	in	six	

sections.	Section	6.1	outlines	the	data	used	in	this	chapter	for	analysis;	section	6.2	profiles	

the	 participating	 students.	 Section	 6.3	 presents	 the	 findings	 from	 the	 analysis	 of	 State	

Examination	 results	 for	 the	 participating	 schools.	 Section	 6.4	 presents	 findings	 from	 the	

student	 questionnaire	 on	 study	 orientation,	 and	 section	 6.5	 presents	 findings	 from	 the	

student	questionnaire	on	school	motivation.	Finally,	section	6.6	provides	a	summary	of	the	

salient	 issues	 arising	 from	 this	 analysis,	 which	 will	 be	 further	 explored	 in	 Chapter	 Seven	

using	data	from	the	student	interviews	at	T1	and	T2.		

	

6.1	Student	Data	for	Analysis		

Both	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	were	collected	at	two	stages	of	the	research,	at	pre-

test	 (T1)	 and	 post-test	 (T2).	 This	 chapter	 is	 mainly	 concerned	 with	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	

quantitative	data;	however,	data	 from	student	 interviews	and	from	teacher	 interviews	will	
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be	used	in	some	areas	to	support	and	triangulate	quantitative	data.	For	a	fuller	description	

of	data	collection	and	analysis	process,	refer	to	Chapter	Three.		

	

The	following	codes	will	be	used	throughout	the	chapter:	IS1	refers	to	Intervention	School	1;	

CS1	refers	to	Control	School	1,	and	so	on.	IS	refers	to	all	intervention	school	participants	and	

all	CS	refers	to	all	control	school	participants.	IS1_T1_S11	refers	to	interview	data	collected	

at	T1	in	Intervention	School	1	from	student	11.	IS2_T4	refers	to	teacher	interview	data	from	

Intervention	 School	 2.	 Teacher	 interviews	were	 carried	out	only	 at	 T2.	 Figure	6.1	 gives	 an	

outline	of	the	student	data	for	analysis.		

	

	

Figure	6.1.	Student	data	for	analysis	

	

Students	 completed	questionnaires	 across	 the	 four	 schools	 at	 T1	 (November	of	 fifth	 year)	

and	 T2	 (April	 of	 sixth	 year).	 All	 students	 who	 were	 present	 on	 the	 day	 completed	 the	

questionnaire	in	hard	copy.	In	pre-test	this	resulted	in	higher	numbers	than	post-test,	since	

attendance	was	not	as	good	for	the	latter	part	of	year	two.	The	final	number	of	students	for	

the	matched	sample	(n116)	was	lower	than	the	totals	at	T1	(n149)	and	T2	(n120)	(see	Table	

7.1).	 This	 attrition	was	 due	 to	 students	 leaving	 school,	 poor	 attendance	 at	 T2	 and,	 in	 five	

cases,	questionnaires	were	not	completed	correctly	at	T1.	In	addition,	students	from	the	LCA	

group	who	filled	 in	the	questionnaire	at	T1	were	excluded	at	T2—nine	students	 in	 IS1	and	

eight	in	CS1.	The	single-sex	girls’	schools	tended	to	fill	in	questionnaires	with	more	diligence,	

have	less	early	school	levers	and	higher	attendance	at	T2,	resulting	in	less	attrition	in	IS2	and	

CS2.		
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Table	6.1	
Student	questionnaire	completion		

	

It	 is	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 sample	 size	 is	 small,	 with	 61	 in	 the	matched	 sample	 for	 the	

intervention	 schools	 and	 55	 in	 the	 matched	 sample	 for	 the	 control	 schools.	 This	 has	 an	

impact	on	the	level	of	analysis	possible	with	these	data.	The	use	of	data	from	the	qualitative	

interviews	 to	 triangulate	 data	 strengthens	 findings;	 however,	 a	 larger	 sample	would	 have	

been	desirable	for	the	research.		

	

6.2	Profile	of	Participating	Students	

Table	 6.2	 gives	 data	 for	 gender,	 age	 and	 participation	 in	 Transition	 Year	 (TY),	 Leaving	

Certificate	Vocational	Programme	 (LCVP),	 Leaving	Certificate	Established	 (LCE)	and	Leaving	

Certificate	 Applied	 (LCA)	 for	 the	 matched	 sample.	 Schools	 were	 matched	 in	 programme	

provision	and	gender.		

	

Table	6.2	

Gender,	age	and	programme	participation	for	matched	sample	at	T2	

School	 Gender	 Age	at	T2	 Average	
Age	

Number	participating	in	

	 M	 F	 16	 17	 18	 19	 	 TY	 LCE	 LCVP	 LCA	
IS1	 13	 13	 2	 15	 7	 2	 17.34	 13	 26	 0	 0	
CS1	 13	 14	 2	 13	 6	 6	 17.59	 7	 27	 0	 0	
IS2	 	 35	 4	 19	 12	 0	 17.22	 16	 35	 23	 0	
CS2	 	 28	 7	 15	 6	 0	 16.96	 10	 28	 26	 0	
Total	 26	 90	 15	 62	 31	 8	 	 46	 116	 53	 0	
	

IS1	and	CS1	have	a	higher	average	age	than	IS2	and	CS2,	with	CS1	having	the	highest	average	

age—they	have	six	students	aged	19	at	T2.	 IS2	has	a	higher	average	age	than	CS2.	 IS1	and	

CS1	have	a	greater	number	of	newcomers	than	IS2	and	CS2;	these	students	tend	to	be	older	

than	the	 Irish	cohort.	For	example,	CS1_T2_S8,	was	19	years	old	and	from	Romania.	 	Both	

IS1	and	CS1	provide	LCA	with	similar	numbers	opting	 to	 take	the	programme,	 they	do	not	

School	 n(T1)	 %	of	total	 n(T2)	 %	of	total	 Matched	

sample	
Intervention	school	1	 39	 26.2	 26	 21.7	 26	

Control	school	1	 37	 24.8	 27	 22.5	 27	

Intervention	school	2	 41	 27.5	 39	 32.5	 35	

Control	school	2	 32	 21.5	 28	 23.3	 28	

Total	 149	 100.0	 120	 100.0	 116	
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provide	LCVP.	These	students	were	not	included	in	the	matched	sample.	IS2	and	CS2	do	not	

provide	LCA	but	do	provide	LCVP	with	the	majority	of	the	students	taking	this	option	in	CS2	

and	 66%	of	 students	 in	 IS2	 taking	 LCVP.	 All	 schools	 provide	 TY	 on	 an	 optional	 basis,	with	

between	 21%	 CS1	 and	 50%	 IS1	 taking	 this	 option	 in	 the	 matched	 sample.	 Only	 seven	

students	 from	 the	 matched	 sample	 have	 taken	 TY	 in	 CS1,	 compared	 to	 13	 in	 IS1.	 The	

participation	 in	TY	 in	 IS2	 is	also	greater	than	in	CS2	for	the	matched	sample.	However,	the	

numbers	 taking	 TY	 are	 too	 low	 to	 allow	 for	 any	 meaningful	 analysis.	 Transition	 Year	

participation	was	never	mentioned	in	interviews.	LCVP	was	mentioned	when	students	talked	

about	 skills	development.	However,	 it	 has	 to	be	noted	 that	Transition	Year	 can	 impact	on	

student	 achievement	 and	 on	 students’	 attitude	 to	 learning	 (Smyth,	 Byrne	 and	 Hannon,	

2004).	

	

6.3	Academic	Outcome	Data	

The	Junior	Certificate	results	for	the	cohort	who	sat	the	examination	in	2010	were	obtained	

from	each	school.	These	results	are	not	specifically	for	the	cohort	involved	in	the	research;	

as	seen	above,	46	of	the	matched	sample	took	the	TY	option,	and	therefore	would	have	sat	

their	 Junior	 Certificate	 examination	 in	 2009.	 The	 Leaving	 Certificate	 results	 for	 the	 cohort	

involved	 in	 the	 research	who	sat	 the	examination	 in	2012	were	also	obtained.	Schools	did	

not	want	 to	 release	 student	 examination	 data	 for	 ethical	 reasons,	 and	 this	 hampered	 the	

validity	 of	 the	 data	 to	 support	 H2.	 It	 was	 not	 possible	 to	 track	 exact	 students,	 since	 the	

schools	would	only	share	the	total	results	for	the	year	the	research	commenced	and	for	the	

year	 it	ended,	without	student	names.	These	data	do	provide	useful	 information	and	were	

used	as	one	of	 the	criteria	 to	match	schools	and	 to	compare	academic	achievement	at	T1	

and	T2	for	H2.		

	

Scores	 for	 the	 State	 Examinations	were	 calculated	 using	 the	 point	 allocation	 the	 same	 as		

that	used	to	allocate	points	for	Leaving	Certificate:	A1	is	awarded	100	points;	A2,	90;	B1,	85;	

and	 so	 on	 down	 to	 D3	 getting	 45	 points	 in	 higher	 level	 papers.	 Ordinary	 level	 papers	

awarded	A1,	60	points;	down	to	5	 for	a	D3	at	OL.	See	Appendix	P	 for	 total	 table	of	points	

used	at	both	Junior	Certificate	and	Leaving	certificate.	Total	mean	score	for	the	schools	was	

calculated	 as	well	 as	mean	 score	 for	 a	 number	 of	 subjects	 that	 all	 candidates	 took	 in	 the	

examination.	Junior	Certificate	results	were	one	of	the	criteria	used	to	match	the	schools	in	

the	first	instance.	There	are	higher	points	scores	in	Junior	Cycle	because	students	took	up	to	

ten	subjects	in	the	exam.	In	Leaving	Certificate,	the	majority	of	students	took	seven	subjects.	
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IS1	has	56	students	who	sat	the	Junior	Certificate	and	23	who	sat	the	LCE.	Of	the	56	who	sat	

Junior	Certificate,	fourteen	students	left	the	school,	some	to	move	to	another	school,	and	19	

took	the	LCA	option.	LCA	students	were	not	involved	in	this	research.		

	

Table	6.3	shows	the	Junior	Certificate	results	for	the	participating	schools.	IS1	and	CS1	were	

very	closely	matched	on	Junior	Certificate	results.	IS2	and	CS2	show	a	difference	of	56	points	

in	 Junior	 Certificate	 results	 for	 all	 subjects	 and	 33	 points	when	 looking	 at	 English,	Maths,	

History	 and	 Geography.	 Looking	 at	 the	 top	 10	 students	 in	 schools	 provides	 interesting	

results.	While	IS1	and	CS1	are	well	matched	in	overall	results	and	in	specific	subject	results,	

the	top	ten	students	in	CS1	out-perform	the	top	ten	in	IS1	by	154	points,	suggesting	that	CS1	

has	some	high-achieving	students.		The	difference	between	the	top	ten	students	in	IS2	and	

CS2	is	85	points,	with	students	in	IS2	out-performing	CS2.		

	

Table	6.3	

Junior	Certificate	results	for	schools	

School	 n	 Total	mean	score	
all	subjects	

Select	subjects	 Top	10	students	
mean	

IS1		 56	 325	 98	[Eng,	maths,	bus,	geog]	 338	

CS1		 31	 323	 98	[Eng,	maths,	bus,	geog]	 492	

IS2		 58	 627	 232	[Eng,	maths,	hist,	geog]	 893	

CS2		 47	 571	 199	[Eng,	maths,	hist,	geog]	 808	

	
Looking	 at	 Leaving	 Certificate	 results,	 presented	 in	 Table	 6.4,	 there	 appears	 to	 be	 little	

difference	 between	 IS1	 and	 CS1.	 In	 IS2	 and	 CS2,	 there	 is	 a	 difference	 of	 184	 points	 in	

students’	 means	 for	 all	 subjects.	 This	 gap	 is	 not	 evident	 when	 looking	 at	 the	 English,	

mathematics	 and	 business	 points.	 Interestingly,	 the	 difference	 between	 the	 Junior	

Certificate	 points	 and	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 points	 for	 IS1	 and	 CS1	 is	 the	 same,	 at	 125	

points.	It	is	139	points	for	IS2;	however,	this	difference	for	CS2	is	267,	suggesting	that	Junior	

Cycle	performance	is	not	maintained	into	Leaving	Certificate.	As	these	results	are	not	for	the	

matched	 cohort	 at	 Junior	 Cycle,	 the	 data—while	 good	 for	 matching	 at	 T1—provide	 little	

defendable	evidence	of	increased	academic	achievement	at	T2.	
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Table	6.4	

Leaving	Certificate	State	Examination	results	for	schools	

School	 n	 Total	mean	score	
all	subjects	

Select	subjects	 Top	10	students	
mean	

IS1	-	LCE	 23	 200	 100	[maths,	Eng,	bus,	geog]	 319	

CS1	-	LCE	 28	 198	 101	[maths,	Eng,	bus,	geog]	 350	

IS2	-	LCE	 52	 488	 80	[Eng,	maths,	bus]	 510	

CS2	-LCE	 42	 304	 92	[Eng,	maths,	bus]	 455	

	

These	 data	 show	 good	matching	 for	 IS1	 and	 CS1	 on	 academic	 data,	with	 little	 change	 for	

mean	scores	in	Leaving	Certificate.	However,	the	difference	of	154	points	between	the	top	

ten	 students	 in	 CS1	 and	 IS1	 is	 not	maintained	 and	 the	 difference	 at	 LC	 is	 just	 31	 points,	

which	 may	 indicate	 an	 increase	 in	 academic	 achievement	 for	 IS1	 students.	 Junior	 Cycle	

examination	results	 indicate	that	 IS2	are	a	more	academic	cohort	than	CS2,	outperforming	

them	at	Junior	Certificate	by	56	points	for	this	cohort.	IS2	outperforms	CS2	by	184	points	on	

Leaving	 Certificate	 results.	 This	 is	 a	 big	 increase	 on	 the	 Junior	 Certificate	 difference	 of	 56	

points,	and	may	indicate	that	IS2	has	increased	academic	achievement.	As	the	students	are	

not	matched	on	academic	data	at	T1	and	T2,	it	is	difficult	to	arrive	at	firm	conclusions	for	H2	

other	than	that	the	gap	between	the	top	ten	students	in	IS1	and	CS1	is	less	at	LC	than	at	JC	

and	 IS2	 outperform	 CS2	 by	 a	 very	 large	 margin	 of	 185	 points.	 This	 rise	 in	 academic	

achievement	 may	 be	 due	 to	 changes	 in	 study	 orientation	 (see	 section	 6.4.2)	 where	 IS1	

appear	 to	have	 changed	 study	orientation	between	T1	and	T2	 in	 that	 they	are	adopting	a	

deeper	 approach	 to	 learning,	 with	 greater	 intrinsic	 motivation	 and	 this	 is	 leading	 to	 a	

meaning	 orientation	 to	 study	with	 increased	 conscientiousness.	 CS2	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 is	

adopting	a	more	holistic	style	of	 learning,	 leading	to	a	meaning	orientation	to	study	but	 in	

tandem	they	are	adopting	a	strategic	approach	to	their	learning	to	enhance	their	grades.		

	

6.4	Student	Study	Orientations		

The	Pupils’	Feelings	about	School	and	School	Work	Inventory	(PFSSW)	used	in	this	research	

consists	 of	 60	 statements	 on	 study	 orientation	 and	 60	 statements	 on	 school	 motivation.	

Respondents	 indicate	 their	 agreement	 with	 each	 statement	 using	 a	 5-point	 Likert	 scale	

where	1	=	Definitely	disagree	up	to	5	=	Definitely	agree.	The	statements	are	combined	into	

10	 subscales	 with	 six	 items	 each,	 which	 are	 further	 grouped	 into	 three	 main	 scales:	

Meaning,	 Reproducing	 and	 Achieving	 for	 study	 orientations,	 and	 Affective,	 Cognitive	 and	

Moral	 for	 school	motivation	 as	 outlined	 in	 Table	 3.5.	 	See	Appendix	H	 and	Appendix	 I	 for	

details	 on	 statements	 for	 each	 scale	 and	 scoring	 procedure.	 For	 more	 details	 on	 the	
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questionnaire	 and	 scoring	 procedure	 consult	 section	 3.3.1.	 Each	 sub-scale	 has	 six	

statements;	 therefore,	30	 is	 the	maximum	score	 for	 a	main	 scale	 such	as	Deep	Approach.	

Cronbach’s	alpha	values	were	computed	to	assess	the	 internal	reliability	of	the	data	 in	the	

current	 study.	 The	 coefficient	α	 score	 for	 each	of	 the	main	 scales	 ranged	 from	 .83	 to	 .77.	

This	 indicates	 high	 levels	 of	 internal	 consistency	 for	 the	main	 scales.	 Details	 of	 reliability	

scores	for	all	scales	can	be	consulted	in	section	3.3.1.1.		

	

Clearly,	one	could	use	any	of	these	study	orientations—meaning,	reproducing	or	achieving—

depending	on	 the	 learning	 task	at	hand.	Previous	 research	points	 to	 the	emphasis	on	 rote	

learning	 in	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate,	 which	 would	 imply	 that	 a	 lot	 of	 surface	 and	 strategic	

learning	 is	 happening	 at	 this	 time	 (Hyland,	 2011;	 Smyth,	 Banks	 and	 Calvert,	 2011).	 It	 is	

contended	that	rote	 learning	 is	 the	result	of	having	a	high-stakes	exam	based	on	a	tightly-

defined	 syllabus	 that	 is	 assessed	 with	 well-defined	 marking	 schemes.	 Rote	 learning	 has	

always	occurred	but	has	now	become	something	of	an	art	form,	precisely	because	there	is	a	

more	transparent	and	accountable	assessment	system.	Students	can	view	exam	scripts,	read	

examiners’	reports,	study	sample	answers,	and	so	on.	It	is	seen	as	good	educational	practice	

for	students	to	know	exactly	what	is	expected	of	them	by	the	examiner	and	good	teaching	

to	provide	students	with	this	information.	It	was	not	expected	that	there	would	be	dramatic	

changes	 in	study	orientations	between	T1	and	T2,	as	students	come	 into	senior	cycle	with	

very	 well-formed	 study	 habits	 built	 up	 in	 Junior	 Cycle.	 Data	 from	 the	 PFSSW	 do	 provide	

some	interesting	results.		

	

Data	 at	 T1	 were	 used	 in	 the	 first	 instance	 to	 match	 schools.	 An	 independent	 t-test	 was	

carried	out	on	T1	means	for	study	orientation	and	school	motivation	to	examine	difference	

between	matched	schools.	The	purpose	of	the	t-test	 is	to	assess	if	the	means	on	the	scales	

for	study	orientation	and	school	motivation	of	the	two	groups	are	statistically	different	from	

each	other.	This	is	an	effective	method	of	considering	small	sample	sizes.	The	objective	is	to	

make	 inferences	 about	 the	 difference	 between	 the	 two	 population	 means	 for	 the	 study	

orientation	and	school	motivation.		
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Figure	6.2	illustrates	for	the	reader	the	analysis	of	data	on	study	orientations	at	T1	and	T2.	

	

	

Figure	6.2.	Analysis	of	Study	Orientation	data	at	T1	and	T2	

	

6.4.1	Matching	schools	at	T1	for	study	orientations.		

Independent	 t-tests	 were	 carried	 out	 to	 compare	means	 for	 all	 scales	 and	 sub-scales	 for	

study	orientation	for	students	from	IS1	and	CS1,	IS2	and	CS2.	Results	of	these	tests	revealed	

that	 the	 schools	 did	 not	 differ	 significantly	 for	 any	 of	 the	 scales	 or	 sub-scales	 for	 study	

orientation	(see	Appendix	S	for	calculations).	From	these	data	we	can	see	that	the	means	on	

study	orientation	for	IS1	and	CS1	are	not	significantly	different	at	T1,	since	p>	.05	for	all	sub-

scales.		

		

The	 next	 section	 examines	 changes	 in	 means	 between	 T1	 and	 T2.	 In	 the	 first	 instance	

between-school	 differences	 are	 examined	 and	 then	 changes	 in	 individual	 schools	 are	

considered	for	all	scales	and	sub-scales	for	study	orientation	and	school	motivation.		

	

6.4.2	Between-school	changes	in	study	orientation	at	T2.		

Matched	 schools	 were	 compared	 at	 T2	 using	 independent	 t-tests.	 Table	 6.5	 presents	 the	

data	 for	 IS1	 and	 CS1	 at	 T2.	 Effect	 size	 was	 calculated	 using	 Cohen’s	 d.	 The	 key	 for	

interpreting	these	data	 is	0.2	=	Small	effect,	0.5	=	Medium	effect	and	>	0.8	=	Large	effect.	

These	guidelines	are	used	in	this	chapter	to	assess	the	importance	of	the	effects	of	changes	

between	T1	and	T2	 for	 study	orientation	and	school	motivation	scales	 (see	section	3.4	 for	

discussion	of	effect	size).	30	is	the	highest	mean	possible.	A	negative	mean	difference	means	

that	the	CS	had	a	higher	mean	than	the	IS.		
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Table	6.5	

Independent	t-test	on	study	orientation	IS1	and	CS1	at	T2	
Study	orientation	
scales	

Sch_ID	 n	 Mean	 Std.	
Dev.	

Mean	
Difference	

Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

	

Meaning		 IS1_T2	 26	 22.53	 3.560	 2.402*	 0.74	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 20.13	 3.001	 	 	 	

Deep	Approach	 IS1_T2	 26	 23.04	 4.485	 2.372*	 0.57	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 20.67	 3.961	 	 	 	

Holistic	Style	 IS1_T2	 26	 23.58	 3.489	 1.651	 0.51	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 21.93	 3.088	 	 	 	

Intrinsic	
motivation	

IS1_T2	 26	 21.00	 4.354	 3.185*	 0.73	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 17.81	 4.507	 	 	 	

Reproducing		 IS1_T2	 26	 20.51	 2.566	 -.249	 -0.10	 	
	 CS1_T2	 27	 20.76	 2.593	 	 	 	

Surface	approach	 IS1_T2	 26	 20.73	 2.892	 -1.121	 -0.39	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 21.85	 2.996	 	 	 	

Serialist		 IS1_T2	 26	 21.92	 3.554	 1.108	 0.40	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 20.81	 1.981	 	 	 	

Instrumental	
motivation			

IS1_T2	 26	 20.81	 3.335	 .178	 0.05	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 20.63	 4.244	 	 	 	

Fear	of	failure			 IS1_T2	 26	 18.62	 5.478	 -1.162	 -0.24	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 19.78	 4.282	 	 	 	

Achieving		 IS1_T2	 26	 20.34	 3.649	 1.383	 0.38	 	

	 CS1_T2	 27	 18.96	 3.679	 	 	 	

Strategic	approach	 IS1_T2	 26	 19.46	 5.472	 1.610	 0.32	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 17.85	 4.769	 	 	 	

Hope	for	success	 IS1_T2	 26	 19.31	 3.653	 .011	 0.00	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 19.30	 4.177	 	 	 	

Conscientiousness	 IS1_T2	 26	 22.27	 4.414	 2.528*	 0.58	 	

CS1_T2	 27	 19.74	 4.545	 	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	
At	T1	the	independent	t-tests	revealed	that	the	matched	schools	did	not	differ	significantly	

on	study	orientation	scales.	An	independent-samples	t-test	was	conducted	to	compare	study	

orientation	 scales	 in	 IS1	 and	CS1	 at	 T2.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 schools	 differ	 significantly	 on	 a	

number	 of	 scales.	 Students	 in	 IS1	 have	 a	 statistically	 significant	 higher	mean	 on	 the	 scale	

meaning	orientation	(m	=	22.53,	sd	=	3.56)	to	students	in	CS1	(m	=	20.13,	sd	=	3.001),	t	(51)	=	

2.66,	p	=	.10,	d	=	0.74.	Their	mean	score	on	the	scale	deep	approach	to	learning	also	differs	

significantly	from	that	of	the	CS1	students:	(m	=	23.04,	sd	=	4.485)	for	IS1	compared	to	(m	=	

20.67,	sd	=	3.961)	for	CS1,	t	(51)	=	2.042,	p	=	.046,	d	=	0.57.	This	indicates	that	students	in	IS1	

are	 using	 strategies	 in	 their	 study	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	 material	 and	 relate	 it	 to	
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previous	 knowledge	 rather	 than	 memorising	 facts,	 and	 this	 is	 significantly	 different	 to	

students	 in	 CS1,	 with	 a	 medium	 effect	 on	 study	 habits.	 Students	 in	 IS1	 are	 also	 more	

intrinsically	motivated	 to	 learn	 (m	=	21.00,	sd	=	4.354)	 than	CS1	students	 (m	=	17.81,	sd	=	

4.507),	 t	 (51)	 =	 2.615,	 p	 =	 0.12,	d	 =	 0.73.	 In	 addition,	 they	 are	more	 conscientious	 about	

study	 (m	=	22.27,	 sd	4.414)	 than	CS1	students	 (m	=	19.74,	 sd	=	4.545),	 t	 (51)	=	2.053,	p	=	

.045,	d	=	0.58.	See	Appendix	F	where,	according	to	Biggs	(1993),	a	conscientious	student	is	

determined	to	carry	out	what	is	expected	from	them	as	well	as	possible.		

	

The	 data	 for	 IS2	 and	 CS2,	 at	 T2,	 present	 a	 different	 picture	 to	 the	 previous	 data.	 Again,	

independent	t-tests	were	carried	out	to	compare	the	means	at	T2	for	the	matched	schools	

and	the	data	obtained	is	presented	below	in	Table	6.6.			

Table	6.6	

	Independent	t-test	on	study	orientation	IS2	and	CS2	at	T2	
Study	orientation	
scales	

Sc_ID	 n	 Mean	 Std.	
Dev.	

Mean	
Difference	

Effect	
size	

Cohen’s	
d	

Meaning	orientation	 IS2_T2	 35	 21.65	 2.878	 -1.640*	 -	0.54	
CS2_T2	 28	 23.29	 3.321	 	 	

Deep	Approach		 IS2_T2	 35	 23.57	 3.852	 -.714	 -	0.19	
CS2_T2	 28	 24.29	 3.650	 	 	

Holistic	Style		 IS2_T2	 35	 21.94	 3.058	 -2.057*	 -	0.64	
CS2_T2	 28	 24.00	 3.538	 	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 IS2_T2	 35	 19.46	 4.761	 -2.150	 -	0.46	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.61	 4.732	 	 	

Reproducing	
orientation	

IS2_T2	 35	 21.75	 2.927	 .185	 0.06	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.57	 2.718	 	 	

Surface	approach		 IS2_T2	 35	 21.60	 3.950	 .600	 0.15	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.00	 4.260	 	 	

Serialist		 IS2_T2	 35	 22.31	 3.554	 -.793	 -0.25	
CS2_T2	 28	 23.11	 2.910	 	 	

Instrumental	
motivation			

IS2_T2	 35	 21.34	 4.116	 .771	 0.19	
CS2_T2	 28	 20.57	 4.050	 	 	

Fear	of	failure			 IS2_T2	 35	 21.77	 5.024	 .164	 0.03	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.61	 4.969	 	 	

Achieving	
orientation	

IS2_T2	 35	 19.45	 3.837	 -1.769	 -	0.49	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.22	 3.520	 	 	

Strategic	approach		 IS2_T2	 35	 18.63	 4.947	 -2.764*	 -	0.61	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.39	 4.058	 	 	

Hope	for	success	 IS2_T2	 35	 19.09	 4.901	 -.629	 -	0.13	
CS2_T2	 28	 19.71	 4.681	 	 	

Conscientiousness		 IS2_T2	 35	 20.66	 4.802	 -1.914	 -	0.40	
CS2_T2	 28	 22.57	 4.902	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
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At	 T1,	 the	 independent	 t-tests	 for	 IS2	 and	CS2	 revealed	 that	 the	matched	 schools	 did	not	

differ	 on	 the	 study	 orientation	 scales.	 	 An	 independent	 samples	 t-test	 was	 conducted	 to	

compare	study	orientation	scales	in	IS2	and	CS2	at	T2.	The	data	revealed	that	CS2	students	

have	a	statistically	significant	higher	mean	on	the	scale	meaning	orientation	 to	study	 (m	=	

23.29,	sd	=	3.321)	compared	to	IS2	(m	=	21.65,	sd	=	2.287),	t	(61)	=	2.099,	p	=	.040,	d	=	0.54.	

The	sub-scales	within	this	scale	are	interesting	as	the	two	schools	do	not	differ	significantly	

on	the	deep	approach	to	learning,	p>	.05,	but	do	differ	significantly	on	the	scale	holistic	style	

with	CS2	(m	=	24.00,	sd	=	3.538)	compared	to	IS2	(m	=	21.94,	sd	=	3.058),	t	(61)	=	2.474,	p	=	

.016,	 d	 =	 0.64.	 Students	 in	 CS2	 have	 a	 greater	 tendency	 to	 use	 a	 holistic	 style	 when	

approaching	 learning	 than	 IS2	 students.	 However,	 they	 are	 also	 more	 likely	 to	 take	 a	

strategic	approach	 to	 studying,	as	 they	have	 statistically	 significant	higher	means	 for	 scale	

strategic	approach	(m	=	21.39,	sd	=	4.058)	than	students	in	IS2	(m	=	18.63,	sd	=	4.947),	t	(61)	

=	2.383,	p	=	.02,	d	=	0.61.	The	key	skills	intervention	appears	to	have	encouraged	students	to	

move	away	from	strategic	approach	to	a	more	deep	approach	to	learning	supporting	H3.		

	

Looking	 back	 at	 these	 data	 across	 the	 four	 schools,	 IS1	 appear	 to	 have	 changed	 study	

orientation	between	T1	and	T2	in	that	they	are	adopting	a	deeper	approach	to	learning,	with	

greater	 intrinsic	 motivation	 and	 this	 is	 leading	 to	 a	 meaning	 orientation	 to	 study	 with	

increased	 conscientiousness.	 CS2	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 is	 adopting	 a	 more	 holistic	 style	 of	

learning	 leading	 to	a	meaning	orientation	 to	 study	but	 in	 tandem	are	adopting	a	 strategic	

approach	to	their	learning	to	enhance	their	grades.		

	

	

6.4.3	Within-school	changes	in	study	orientation	at	T2.		

Students	were	matched	between	T1	and	T2	and	a	paired	sample	t-test	was	carried	out	on	

data	for	all	schools.	The	effect	size,	Cohen’s	d,	was	calculated	to	measure	the	strength	of	the	

experimental	 effect	 for	 each	 of	 the	 scales.	 H3	 contends	 that	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	

schools	will,	by	using	the	key	skills	approach,	have	a	more	deep	meaning	orientation	to	their	

learning	at	T2.	Table	6.7	presents	the	results	of	paired	sample	dependent	t-test	 for	 IS1	for	

study	orientation	scales.	
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Table	6.7		

Paired-sample	t-test	on	study	orientation	for	IS1	

Study	orientation	scales	 Sc_ID	
n	(26)	

Mean	 Std.	
Dev.	

Mean	
Difference	

Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

	

Meaning		 IS1_T1	 22.17	 3.533	 -.379	 -	0.10	 		
	IS1_T2	 22.53	 3.560	 	 	

Deep	Approach		 IS1_T1	 22.23	 4.633	 -.808	 -	0.18	 		
IS1_T2	 23.04	 4.485	 	 	

Holistic	Style		 IS1_T1	 23.08	 3.417	 -.500	 -	0.14	 		
IS1_T2	 23.58	 3.489	 	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 IS1_T1	 21.19	 4.167	 .192	 0.04	 		
IS1_T2	 21.00	 4.354	 	 	

Reproducing	 IS1_T1	 21.72	 2.015	 1.20*	 0.52	 		
IS1_T2	 20.51	 2.566	 	 	

Surface	approach		 IS1_T1	 21.92	 2.952	 1.962	 0.41	 		
IS1_T2	 20.73	 2.892	 	 	

Serialist	style	 IS1_T1	 22.81	 3.487	 .885	 0.25	 		
IS1_T2	 21.92	 3.554	 	 	

Instrumental	
motivation			

IS1_T1	 21.58	 3.489	 .769	 0.23	 		
IS1_T2	 20.81	 3.335	 	 	

Fear	of	failure			 IS1_T1	 20.58	 4.282	 1.962	 0.40	 		
IS1_T2	 18.62	 5.478	 	 	

Achieving		 IS1_T1	 20.74	 4.505	 .397	 0.10	 		

IS1_T2	 20.34	 3.649	 	 	
Strategic	approach		 IS1_T1	 19.88	 5.332	 .423	 0.08	 		

IS1_T2	 19.46	 5.472	 	 	
Hope	for	success	 IS1_T1	 20.23	 4.227	 .923	 0.23	 		

IS1_T2	 19.31	 3.653	 	 	
Conscientiousness		 IS1_T1	 22.12	 5.631	 -.154	 -	0.03	 		

IS1_T2	 22.27	 4.414	 	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

This	 paired	 sample	 t-test	 revealed	 that,	 for	 IS1,	 students	 at	 T2	 are	 using	 significantly	 less	

reproducing	study	orientations	 (m=20.51,	 sd	=	2.566)	 than	at	T1	 (m	=	21.72,	 sd	=	2.015),	 t	

(25)	 =	 2.124,	 p	 ≤	 .05,	 d	 =	 0.52.	 The	 means	 for	 all	 sub-scales	 are	 lower	 at	 T2,	 while	 not	

significantly	so;	this	does	lead	to	a	significant	reduction	in	using	a	reproducing	orientation	to	

study	 at	 T2.	 The	 effect	 size	 represents	 a	 medium	 effect	 for	 this	 change.	 The	 key	 skills	

intervention	 encouraged	 students	 to	 move	 away	 from	 Reproducing	 and	 Achieving	 study	

orientations	 to	more	Meaning	 orientations.	 Table	 6.8	 presents	 that	 data	 for	 the	matched	

control	school,	CS1.		
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Table	6.8	

Paired-sample	t-test	on	study	orientation	for	CS1	

Study	orientation	
scales	

Sc_ID	
n	(27)	

Mean	 Std.	Dev.	 Mean	
Difference	

Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

	

Meaning		 CS1_T1	 21.32	 3.758	 1.18	 0.35	 	
CS1_T2	 20.13	 3.001	 	 	 	

Deep	Approach		 CS1_T1	 20.52	 4.484	 -.14	 -0.04	 		
CS1_T2	 20.67	 3.961	 	 	 	

Holistic	Style		 CS1_T1	 22.30	 4.205	 .37	 0.10	 		
CS1_T2	 21.93	 3.088	 	 	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 CS1_T1	 21.15	 4.120	 3.33***	 0.77	 		
CS1_T2	 17.81	 4.507	 	 	 	

Reproducing		 CS1_T1	 21.18	 3.377	 .40	 0.14	 		
CS1_T2	 20.76	 2.593	 	 	 	

Surface	approach		 CS1_T1	 21.48	 4.117	 -.37	 -0.10	 		
CS1_T2	 21.85	 2.996	 	 	 	

Serialist	style	 CS1_T1	 21.41	 4.126	 .59	 0.19	 		
CS1_T2	 20.81	 1.981	 	 	 	

Instrumental	
motivation			

CS1_T1	 21.81	 4.234	 1.18	 0.28	 		
CS1_T2	 20.63	 4.244	 	 	 	

Fear	of	failure			 CS1_T1	 20.00	 4.756	 .22	 0.05	 		
CS1_T2	 19.78	 4.282	 	 	 	

Achieving		 CS1_T1	 21.37	 3.740	 2.40**	 0.65	 		
CS1_T2	 18.96	 3.679	 	 	 	

Strategic	approach	 CS1_T1	 21.11	 4.264	 3.25**	 0.72	 		
CS1_T2	 17.85	 4.769	 	 	 	

Hope	for	success	 CS1_T1	 20.93	 4.028	 1.63*	 0.40	 		
CS1_T2	 19.30	 4.177	 	 	 	

Conscientiousness		 CS1_T1	 22.07	 5.091	 2.33*	 0.48	 		
CS1_T2	 19.74	 4.545	 	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

This	 paired	 sample	 t-test	 revealed	 that,	 for	 CS1,	 students	 are	 using	 significantly	 less	

achieving	study	orientations	at	T2	(m=18.96,	sd	=	3.679)	than	at	T1	(m	=	21.37,	sd	=	3.74),	t	

(26)	=	3.182,	p	=	.004.	This	represents	a	large	effect	size,	d	=	0.65.	The	means	for	the	use	of	

strategic	approach,	hope	 for	 success	 and	conscientiousness	 are	all	 significantly	 lower	at	T2	

than	 at	 T1,	 with	medium	 effect.	 It	 would	 be	 expected	 that	 the	mean	 for	achieving	 study	

orientation	would	stay	the	same	as	at	T1,	or	increase	as	the	Leaving	Certificate	examination	

was	imminent.	Students	in	CS1	also	have	significantly	lower	means	for	intrinsic	motivation	at	

T2	(m	=	17.81,	sd	=	4.507)	than	at	T1	(m	=	21.15,	sd	=	4.120),	t	(26)	=	3.570,	p	=	.001	with	an	

effect	size	of	d	=	0.77.	The	paired	sample	t-test	 for	 IS2	and	CS2	 is	different	 in	a	number	of	

ways.		

	

Table	6.9	presents	the	data	for	IS2	paired-sample	t-test,	looking	at	changes	between	T1	and	

T2.		
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Table	6.9	

Paired-sample	t-test	on	study	orientation	for	IS2	

Study	orientation	
scales	

Sc_ID		
n	(35)	

Mean	 Std.	
Dev.	

Mean	
difference	

Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

Meaning		 IS2_T1	 22.16	 2.744	 .50476	 0.18	
IS2_T2	 21.65	 2.878	 	 	 	

Deep	Approach		 IS2_T1	 22.31	 3.462	 -1.257	 -	0.34	
IS2_T2	 23.57	 3.852	 	 	 	

Holistic	Style		 IS2_T1	 23.71	 2.876	 1.771*	 0.60	
IS2_T2	 21.94	 3.058	 	 	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 IS2_T1	 20.46	 4.341	 1.000	 0.22	
IS2_T2	 19.46	 4.761	 	 	 	

Reproducing		 IS2_T1	 20.96	 2.721	 -.79286	 -	0.28	 		
IS2_T2	 21.75	 2.927	 	 	 	

Surface	approach		 IS2_T1	 21.43	 3.202	 -.171	 -	0.05	 		
IS2_T2	 21.60	 3.950	 	 	 	

Serialist	style	 IS2_T1	 22.34	 3.077	 .029	 0.01	 		
IS2_T2	 22.31	 3.554	 	 	 	

Instrumental	
motivation			

IS2_T1	 20.23	 3.540	 -1.114	 -	0.29	 		
IS2_T2	 21.34	 4.116	 	 	 	

Fear	of	failure			 IS2_T1	 19.86	 4.716	 -1.914	 -	0.39	 		
IS2_T2	 21.77	 5.024	 	 	 	

Achieving		 IS2_T1	 20.57	 3.240	 1.11429	 0.32	 		
IS2_T2	 19.45	 3.837	 	 	 	

Strategic	approach		 IS2_T1	 20.09	 3.689	 1.457	 0.33	 		
IS2_T2	 18.63	 4.947	 	 	 	

Hope	for	success	 IS2_T1	 19.86	 5.013	 .771	 0.16	 		
IS2_T2	 19.09	 4.901	 	 	 	

Conscientiousness		 IS2_T1	 21.77	 3.370	 1.114	 0.27	 		
IS2_T2	 20.66	 4.802	 	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

This	 paired	 sample	 t-test	 revealed	 that	 for	 intervention	 school	 two,	 students	 means	 on	

holistic	style	are	significantly	lower	at	T2		(m=21.94,	sd	=	3.058)	than	at	T1	(m	=	23.71,	sd	=	

2.876),	t	(34)	=	2.404,	p	=		.022.	This	represents	a	medium	effect	(d	=	0.60)	for	this	change.	

This	 reduction	 in	means	 for	 holistic	 style	 at	 T2	 coupled	with	 an	 increase	 in	mean	 for	 CS2	

translates	into	a	significant	difference	between	the	two	schools	at	T2;	see	Table	6.7,	which	

has	 an	 impact	 on	 the	 overall	meaning	 orientation	 for	 CS2.	 There	 is	 little	 change	 in	 study	

orientation	 between	 T1	 and	 T2	 for	 IS2.	 The	 paired	 sample	 t-test	 revealed	 that	 for	 CS2,	

students’	study	orientations	at	T2	are	not	significantly	different	to	their	study	orientations	at	

T1	on	any	of	the	scales	as	p	>	.05	for	all	scales	see	Appendix	T	for	calculations.		

	

Looking	 at	 all	 the	 data	 for	 the	 paired	 sample	 t-tests	 on	 study	 orientations,	 the	 two	 areas	

where	there	was	change	in	the	 intervention	schools	 is	 in	the	use	of	the	holistic	style	 in	 IS2	
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and	the	achieving	orientation	in	IS1,	both	of	which	have	significantly	lower	means	at	T2.	The	

holistic	style	is	concerned	with	students	using	their	imagination	and	putting	across	their	own	

views;	this	is	lower	at	T2	compared	to	T1	for	IS2.	If	using	key	skills	for	learning,	it	would	be	

expected	that	students	may	have	enhanced	creativity	and	so	may	be	more	inclined	to	use	a	

holistic	 style	 for	 learning.	 IS1	 students	 are	 using	 less	 reproducing,	 surface	 approach	 to	

learning	at	T2.	This	may	be	due	to	the	key	skills.	The	matched	CS1	has	reduced	means	 for	

intrinsic	 motivation	 and	 achieving	 orientation	 and	 all	 sub-scales	 for	 this	 orientation	 to	

learning.	 	 As	 this	 is	 a	 control	 school	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 speculate	 as	 to	 why	 this	 might	 be,	

however,	the	interview	data	does	shed	some	light	on	this	phenomenon.	CS2	does	not	differ	

significantly	on	means	for	study	orientation	between	T1	and	T2.		

	

6.5	Student	School	Motivation		

Entwistle	and	Kozéki	(1985)	developed	the	inventory	to	measure	the	main	aspects	of	school	

motivation.	They	identified	three	motivational	domains,	Affective,	Cognitive	and	Moral.	Each	

of	these	is	subdivided	into	three,	with	six	items	(rated	on	a	five	point	Likert	scale)	covering	

the	defining	aspects	of	 each	 subscale.	An	additional	 sub	 scale	 to	 cover	 the	more	negative	

effect	 of	 adult	 pressure	 was	 added	 after	 they	 had	 piloted	 the	 measure.	 Respondents	

indicate	 their	 agreement	 with	 each	 statement	 using	 a	 five-point	 Likert	 scale	 where	 1=	

Definitely	disagree	up	 to	5=	Definitely	agree	 for	 some	 items	and	 the	opposite	 for	 items	 in	

italics.	For	example	for	Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	activity	the	following	statements	make	up	

the	sub-scale:	

• School	is	a	boring	place	

• Many	school	lessons	are	dull	and	uninteresting	

• I	spend	a	lot	of	my	spare	time	finding	out	about	things	on	my	own	
• I	feel	happy	and	excited	when	a	new	topic	is	introduced	
• There	are	a	lot	of	classes	that	I	find	exciting	and	challenging	
• I	find	schoolwork	really	very	interesting.	

	

See	Appendix	 I	 for	 the	 full	 60	 statements	 for	 school	motivation	and	 scoring	 key.	 The	 sub-

scales	of	particular	 interest	 in	this	research	are	 Identification	with	teachers,	Affiliation	with	

peers,	 Independence	and	 self-confidence,	Competence	 in	 knowledge	and	 skills	 and	 Interest	

and	enthusiasm	in	activity.	One	statement	for	Trust	was	omitted	from	the	questionnaire	in	

error,	so	means	for	this	sub-scale	are	slightly	lower.		
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6.5.1	Matching	schools	at	T1	on	school	motivation.		

Independent	 t-tests	were	 carried	out	on	T1	data	 to	examine	difference	between	matched	

schools	 on	 school	motivation.	 Calculations	 can	 be	 found	 in	 Appendix	U.	 These	 data	 show	

that	the	means	for	school	motivation	for	IS1	and	CS1	are	not	significantly	different	at	T1,	as	

p>	 .05	 for	 all	 sub-scales.	 Also	 data	 for	 IS2	 and	 CS2	 show	 that	 they	 are	 not	 significantly	

different	for	school	motivation	at	T1,	as	p>	.05	for	all	sub-scales.		

	

6.5.2	Between-school	differences	at	T2.		

Independent	t-tests	were	carried	out	to	compare	the	means	for	IS1	and	CS1	at	T2	on	school	

motivation	scales.	These	data	are	presented	in	table	6.10.		

	

Table	6.10		
Independent	t-test	for	school	motivation	IS1	and	CS1	at	T2	
School	Motivation	 School	ID	 n	 Mean	 Std.	Dev.	 Mean	

Diff.	
Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

Affective			 IS1_T2	 26	 22.47	 3.702	 2.321*	 0.69	
CS1_T2	 26	 20.15	 3.172	 	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	
from	parents		

IS1_T2	 26	 23.35	 4.507	 2.962*	 0.58	
CS1_T2	 27	 20.38	 5.790	 	 	

Identification	with	
teachers		

IS1_T2	 26	 22.38	 4.129	 3.940**	 0.91	
CS1_T2	 27	 18.44	 4.635	 	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 IS1_T2	 26	 21.69	 4.269	 .174	 0.04	
CS1_T2	 27	 21.52	 4.191	 	 	

Cognitive			 IS1_T2	 26	 19.74	 3.454	 1.842*	 0.57	
CS1_T2	 27	 17.90	 3.106	 	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

IS1_T2	 26	 20.46	 3.558	 1.091	 0.33	
CS1_T2	 27	 19.37	 3.127	 	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	
and	skills	

IS1_T2	 26	 20.15	 3.823	 2.043	 0.51	
CS1_T2	 27	 18.11	 4.371	 	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

IS1_T2	 26	 18.62	 4.867	 2.393	 0.51	
CS1_T2	 27	 16.22	 4.644	 	 	

Moral		 IS1_T2	 26	 20.26	 3.838	 1.442	 0.21	
CS1_T2	 27	 19.53	 3.358	 	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

IS1_T2	 26	 17.54	 3.409	 .650	 0.19	
CS1_T2	 27	 16.89	 3.446	 	 	

Need	for	order	and	
compliance	with	norms		

IS1_T2	 26	 20.65	 3.532	 2.432*	 0.65	
CS1_T2	 27	 18.22	 4.032	 	 	

Responsibility	and	
anticipating	consequences	

IS1_T2	 26	 22.58	 4.347	 1.244	 0.33	
CS1_T2	 27	 21.33	 3.374	 	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

IS1_T2	 26	 19.50	 6.313	 3.315*	 0.60	
CS1_T2	 27	 16.19	 4.923	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

	At	T1	the	paired	sample	t-test	revealed	that	the	matched	schools	IS1	and	CS1	did	not	differ	

significantly	 on	 the	 scales	 for	 Schools	 motivation.	 The	 same	 test	 at	 T2	 showed	 some	
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significant	changes	in	some	of	the	scales.	The	greatest	difference	is	the	IS1	students’	means	

for	 the	 scale	 identification	with	 teachers	 (m	=	22.38,	 sd	=	4.129)	 compared	with	CS1	 (m	=	

18.44,	sd	=	4.635),	t	(50)	=	3.263,	p	=	.002.	This	increased	identification	with	teachers	has	a	

high	effect	on	school	motivation	(d	=	0.91).	In	addition,	IS1	students	report	higher	means	for	

warmth	and	empathy	from	parents	(m	=	23.35,	sd	=	4.507)	compared	to	CS1	(m	=	20.38,	sd	=	

5.790),	t	(50)	=	2.058,	p	=	0.45.	This	has	a	medium	effect	on	school	motivation	(d	=	.58).	This	

may	be	connected	to	the	mean	age	of	students	being	higher	 in	CS2.	The	overall	means	for	

scale	of	affective	domain	 is	also	higher	for	 IS1	(m	=	22.47,	sd	=	3.702)	compared	to	means	

for	CS1	(m	=	20.15,	sd	=	3.172),	t	(50)	=	2.427,	p	=	.019,	d	=	0.69.	This	has	a	medium	effect	on	

school	motivation.	 Affiliation	 with	 peers	 is	 not	 significantly	 different	 for	 the	 two	 schools.	

However,	 from	 these	 data,	 clearly	 students	 in	 IS1	 feel	 supported	 by	 both	 parents	 and	

teachers	in	their	schooling.	This	support	could	also	account	for	the	fact	that	students	in	this	

school	also	have	higher	means	for	order	and	compliance	with	norms	(m	=	20.65,	sd	=	3.532)	

compared	to	the	students	in	CS1	(m	=	18.22,	sd	=	4.032),	t	(51),	=	2.332,	p	=	.024.		Students	

have	 higher	 means	 for	 the	 scale	 feel	 pressure	 and	 excessive	 demands	 from	 adults,	 (m	 =	

19.50,	 sd	=	6.313)	compared	to	means	 for	CS1	 (m	=	16.19,	 sd	=	4.923),	 t	 (51)	=	1.166,	p	=	

.037.	Both	of	these	have	a	medium	effect	on	the	students’	school	motivation	(d	=	0.65	and	d	

=	 0.60).	 IS1	 has	 higher	 means	 on	 all	 sub-scales	 for	 the	 cognitive	 domain,	 leading	 to	 a	

significant	 difference	 in	 IS1	 (m	=	 19.74,	 sd	 =	 3.454)	 in	 this	 domain	 compared	 to	CS1	 (m	=	

17.90,	sd	=	3.106),	t	(51)	=	2.043,	p	=	.046.	While	these	changes	could	be	as	a	result	of	the	

intervention	on	key	skills,	which	encourages	teachers	to	shift	the	power	relations	within	the	

classroom,	one	would	have	expected	to	see	a	greater	change	in	the	cognitive	domain.		

	

Data	from	the	two	sample	independent	t-tests	at	T2	for	IS2	and	CS2	are	presented	in	Table	

6.11.	Significant	changes	in	means	are	shaded.	
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Table	6.11	
Independent	t-test	for	school	motivation	IS2	and	CS2	at	T2	
School	Motivation	 School	

ID	
n	 Mean	 Std.	

Deviation	
Mean	
Diff.	

Cohen’s	
d		

Affective			 IS2_T2	 35	 21.77	 3.944	 -.610	 -0.16	
CS2_T2	 28	 22.38	 3.796	 	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	
from	parents		

IS2_T2	 35	 23.46	 4.961	 .493	 0.09	
CS2_T2	 28	 22.96	 6.191	 	 	

Identification	with	
teachers		

IS2_T2	 35	 19.80	 5.733	 -1.271	 -0.24	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.07	 4.666	 	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 IS2_T2	 35	 22.06	 3.629	 -1.050	 -0.30	
CS2_T2	 28	 23.11	 3.392	 	 	

Cognitive			 IS2_T2	 35	 18.95	 3.805	 -.963	 -0.51	
CS2_T2	 28	 20.82	 3.661	 	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

IS2_T2	 35	 20.94	 4.137	 .014	 0.00	
CS2_T2	 28	 20.93	 4.642	 	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	
and	skills	

IS2_T2	 35	 18.83	 4.515	 -2.243*	 -0.54	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.07	 3.751	 	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

IS2_T2	 35	 17.09	 5.612	 -3.379*	 -0.65	
CS2_T2	 28	 20.46	 4.803	 	 	

Moral		 IS2_T2	 35	 20.32	 2.980	 -1.379	 -0.49	
CS2_T2	 28	 21.70	 2.702	 	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

IS2_T2	 35	 3.59	 .676	 -.311	 	-0.45	
CS2_T2	 28	 3.90	 .725	 	 	

Need	for	order	and	
compliance	with	norms		

IS2_T2	 35	 20.00	 4.166	 -.786	 	-0.22	
CS2_T2	 28	 20.79	 3.023	 	 	

Responsibility	and	
anticipating	consequences	

IS2_T2	 35	 23.03	 3.176	 -1.793*	 	-0.57	
CS2_T2	 28	 24.82	 3.151	 	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

IS2_T2	 35	 17.17	 4.750	 -.614	 	-0.11	
CS2_T2	 28	 17.79	 6.887	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

At	 T1	 the	 two-sample	 independent	 t-test	 revealed	 that	 IS2	 and	 CS2	 did	 not	 differ	

significantly	on	any	of	 the	 scales	or	 sub-scales	 for	 school	motivation.	 It	did	 show	 that	CS2	

had	higher	means	on	most	of	the	scales	than	IS2.	However,	this	difference	widens	at	T2	for	

three	 sub-scales.	 The	 sub-scale	 responsibility	 and	 anticipating	 consequences	 for	 CS2	 has	

higher	means	at	T2	(m	=	24.82,	sd	=	3.151)	compared	to	IS2	at	T2,	(m	=	23.03,	sd	=	3.176),	t	

(61)	=	-2.234,	p	=	.029.	As	mentioned,	this	scale	is	not	as	relevant	to	key	skills	as	the	other	

two	scales	means	that	differ	significantly,	those	of	competence	in	knowledge	and	skills	in	CS2	

(m	=	21.07	sd	=3.751)	compared	to	IS2	at	T2	(m	=	18.83,	sd	=	4.5140,	t	(61)	=	-2.109,	p	=	.039	

and	means	for	interest	and	enthusiasm	in	activity	at	CS2	(m	=	20.46,	sd	=	4.803)	compared	to	

IS2	 (m	=	17.09,	 sd	=	5.612),	 t(61)	=	 -2.529,	p	=	 .014.	The	change	 in	 these	 two	scales	has	a	

medium	and	significant	effect	on	school	motivation.	This	is	difficult	to	explain	in	the	context	
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of	 the	 intervention	 in	 IS2	 and	 points	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 untangling	what	 is	 going	 on	 in	

teaching	and	learning.		

	

6.5.3	Within-school	changes	to	school	motivation	between	T1	and	T2.		

Students	were	matched	between	T1	and	T2	and	paired-sample	t-tests	were	carried	out	on	

the	data	for	all	schools.	Table	6.12	presents	the	data	for	changes	in	means	for	IS1	between	

T1	and	T2	on	school	motivation	scales.	Significant	changes	in	means	are	shaded,	a	negative	

mean	difference	represents	an	increase	between	T1	and	T2.			

	

Table	6.12	
Paired	sample	t-test	for	school	motivation	IS1	
School	motivation	scales	 Sch.	ID	

n	(26)	
Mean	 Std.	

Dev.	
Mean	

Difference	
Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

Affective			 IS1_T1	 20.49	 3.769	 -1.747*	 -0.48	
IS1_T2	 22.24	 3.577	 	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	from	
parents		

IS1_T1	 22.46	 5.750	 -.885	 -0.17	
IS1_T2	 23.35	 4.507	 	 	

Identification	with	teachers		 IS1_T1	 17.80	 4.950	 -4.320***	 -0.96	
IS1_T2	 22.12	 3.982	 	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 IS1_T1	 21.27	 3.014	 -.423	 -0.11	
IS1_T2	 21.69	 4.269	 	 	

Cognitive			 IS1_T1	 19.08	 3.523	 -.667	 -0.19	
IS1_T2	 19.74	 3.454	 	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

IS1_T1	 19.88	 3.691	 -.577	 -0.16	
IS1_T2	 20.46	 3.558	 	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	and	
skills	

IS1_T1	 19.77	 4.633	 -.385	 -0.09	
IS1_T2	 20.15	 3.823	 	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

IS1_T1	 17.58	 5.069	 -1.038	 -0.21	
IS1_T2	 18.62	 4.867	 	 	

Moral		 IS1_T1	 19.74	 3.838	 -.513	 -0.15	
IS1_T2	 20.26	 3.258	 	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

IS1_T1	 17.46	 4.589	 -.077	 -0.02	
IS1_T2	 17.54	 3.409	 	 	

Need	for	order	and	compliance	
with	norms		

IS1_T1	 19.92	 4.137	 -.731	 -0.19	
IS1_T2	 20.65	 3.532	 	 	

Responsibility	and	anticipating	
consequences	

IS1_T1	 21.85	 3.885	 -.731	 -0.18	
IS1_T2	 22.58	 4.347	 	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

IS1_T1	 17.54	 5.826	 -1.962	 -0.32	
IS1_T2	 19.50	 6.313	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	
IS1	students	at	T2	have	a	significantly	greater	mean	on	the	scale	identification	with	teachers	

(m	=	22.12,	sd	=	3.982)	than	at	T1	(m	=	17.80,	sd	=	4.950)	t	(24),	=	4.060,	p	=	.000.	This	has	a	

large	effect	on	their	school	motivation	(d	=	0.96).	All	means	are	higher	for	sub	scales	of	the	

affective	 domain	 for	 school	motivation	 between	 T2	 (m	 =	 22.24,	 sd	 =	 3.577)	 and	 T1	 (m	 =	
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20.49,	 sd	 =	 3.769),	 t	 (24)	 =	 2.236,	 p	 =	 .035.	 This	 has	 an	 overall	medium	 effect	 on	 school	

motivation	(d	=	0.48).	This	is	understandable	and	would	be	expected	that	if	a	student	has	a	

great	 identification	with	 teachers,	peers	and	 feels	 supported	by	parents	 in	 their	education	

they	 will	 have	 greater	 motivation	 to	 learn.	 In	 all	 sub-scales	 for	 school	 motivation	 IS1	

students	have	increased	means	between	T1	and	T2.	Competence	in	knowledge	and	skills	has	

not	changed	significantly	for	IS1	between	T1	and	T2.		

Data	from	the	paired	t-tests	for	CS1	reveals	a	different	picture	for	school	motivation	scales	

between	T1	and	T2.	The	majority	of	means	were	lower	at	T2,	some	significantly	so,	see	Table	

6.13.		

	
Table	6.13		
Paired	sample	t-test	for	school	motivation	CS1	
School	motivation	scales	 School	ID		

n	(27)	
Mean	 Std.	

Deviation	
Mean	

Difference	
Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

Affective			 CS1_T1	 20.61	 3.322	 .480	 0.15	
CS1_T2	 20.13	 3.236	 	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	from	
parents		

CS1_T1	 21.40	 4.848	 1.080	 0.20	
CS1_T2	 20.32	 5.900	 	 	

Identification	with	teachers		 CS1_T1	 19.41	 3.983	 .963	 0.22	
CS1_T2	 18.44	 4.635	 	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 CS1_T1	 20.81	 3.638	 -.704	 -0.18	
CS1_T2	 21.52	 4.191	 	 	

Cognitive			 CS1_T1	 19.25	 2.956	 1.364*	 0.45	
CS1_T2	 17.90	 3.106	 	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

CS1_T1	 19.19	 3.211	 -.185	 -0.06	
CS1_T2	 19.37	 3.127	 	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	
and	skills	

CS1_T1	 19.70	 1.593	 -4.037	 0.57	
CS1_T2	 18.11	 3.606	 	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

CS1_T1	 18.85	 4.139	 2.630**	 0.60	
CS1_T2	 16.22	 4.644	 	 	

Moral		 CS1_T1	 19.53	 3.358	 .716	 0.22	
CS1_T2	 18.81	 3.182	 	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

CS1_T1	 18.22	 2.694	 1.33	 0.43	
CS1_T2	 16.89	 3.446	 	 	

Need	for	order	and	
compliance	with	norms		

CS1_T1	 20.37	 4.180	 2.148*	 0.52	
CS1_T2	 18.22	 4.032	 	 	

Responsibility	and	
anticipating	consequences	
	

CS1_T1	 20.00	 4.515	 -1.333	 -0.33	
CS1_T2	 21.33	 3.374	 	 	

Pressure	and	excessive		
demands	from	adults	

CS1_T1	 17.59	 6.084	 1.407	 0.25	
CS1_T2	 16.19	 4.923	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	
	
The	most	striking	change	 in	school	motivation	 for	CS1	at	T2	 is	 the	reduced	mean	for	scale	

interest	and	enthusiasm	in	activity	(m	=	16.22,	sd	=	4.644)	at	T2	compared	to	the	mean	at	T1	
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(m	 =	 18.85,	 sd	 =	 4.139),	 t	 (26)	 =	 3.084,	 p	 =	 .005.	 This	 has	 a	 medium	 effect	 on	 school	

motivation	 for	students	 (d	=	0.60).	Coupled	with	 this	 is	a	 reduced	mean	on	need	 for	order	

and	compliance	with	norms	at	T2	(m	=	18.22,	sd	=	4.032)	compared	to	the	mean	at	T1	(m	=	

20.37,	 sd	 =	 4.180),	 t	 (26)	 =	 2.691,	 p	 =	 0.12,	 d	 =	 0.52,	 with	 a	 medium	 effect	 on	 school	

motivation.	The	cognitive	domain	mean	is	lower	at	T2	(m	=	17.90,	sd	=	3.106)	than	the	mean	

at	T1	(m	=	19.25,	sd	=	2.956),	t	(26)	=	2.177,	p	=	.044,	with	small	effect	on	school	motivation	

(d	=	0.45).		

	
In	 IS2	all	 the	sub-scales	 for	 the	affective	domain	means	are	 increased	between	T1	and	T2,	

but	the	differences	are	not	statistically	significant,	see	Appendix	V	for	data.	 	Students’	self-	

efficacy	is	not	as	evident	in	this	school	as	in	CS2.	Their	means	for	competence	in	knowledge	

and	 skills	 and	 interest	 and	 enthusiasm	 in	 activity	 are	 both	 reduced	 between	 T1	 and	 T2,	

although	this	is	not	significant.		In	interview,	some	students	lamented	the	fact	that	teachers	

were	 not	 giving	 as	many	 notes	 as	 they	 would	 like	 and	 that	 the	 changed	way	 of	 learning	

might	 leave	 them	 ill-prepared	 for	 the	 examination.	One	 student	 talked	 about	 how	 all	 the	

group	work	was	wasting	time	and	that	the	teacher	should	be	doing	sample	answers	with	the	

class	 (IS2,	 SI6,	 T2).	 From	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 paired	 sample	 t-test	 there	 is	 no	 significant	

change	in	student	school	motivation	between	T1	and	T2	for	IS2.		

	

Looking	at	the	paired	t-test	for	the	matched	control	school	shows	some	significant	changes,	

Table	 6.14.	 In	 the	 cognitive	 domain	 CS2	have	higher	means	 at	 T2	 (m	=	 20.82,	 sd	 =	 3.661)	

than	at	T1	(m	=	19.37,	sd	=	3.421),	t	(27)	=	-2.125,	p	=	.043,	d	=	0.41.	This	has	a	small	effect	

on	school	motivation.	The	moral	domain	means	are	also	significantly	up	at	T2	(m	=	21.70,	sd	

=	2.702)	compared	to	T1	(m	=	20.17,	sd	=	3.621),	t	(27)	=	-2.354,	p	=	0.26,	with	a	small	effect	

on	 school	 motivation	 (d	 =	 0.48).	 The	 mean	 for	 trust,	 conscience	 and	 self-esteem	 is	

significantly	higher	at	T2	(m	=	19.50,	sd	=	3.626)	than	at	T1	(m	=	17.18,	sd	=	3.454),	t	(27)	=	-

2.950,	 p	 =	 .006.	 The	 mean	 for	 responsibility	 and	 anticipating	 consequences	 is	 also	

significantly	higher	at	T2	(m	=	24.82,	sd	=	3.151)	than	at	T1	(m	=	21.93,	sd	=	4.768),	t	(27)	=	-

3.018,	p	=	.005,	with	a	medium	effect	(d	=	0.72).	However,	when	one	looks	at	the	statements	

associated	with	each	of	the	sub-scales	of	the	moral	domain,	it	is	very	obvious	that	they	are	

unlikely	to	be	affected	 in	any	way	by	the	key	skills	 intervention	for	any	of	the	schools	(see	

Appendix	I).	They	are	more	likely	to	be	affected	by	school	ethos	and	pastoral	care,	both	of	

which	feature	in	student	interviews	in	CS2.		
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Table	6.14	
Paired	sample	t-test	for	school	motivation	CS2	
School	motivation	scales	 School	

ID	
Mean	 Std.	

Dev.	
Mean	

Difference	
Effect	size	
Cohen’s	d	

Affective			 CS2_T1	 21.86	 3.563	 -.524	 -0.14	
CS2_T2	 22.38	 3.796	 	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	from	
parents		

CS2_T1	 21.82	 6.290	 -1.143	 -0.18	
CS2_T2	 22.96	 6.191	 	 	

Identification	with	teachers		 CS2_T1	 20.79	 4.947	 -.286	 -0.06	
CS2_T2	 21.07	 4.666	 	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 CS2_T1	 22.96	 2.950	 -.143	 -0.05	
CS2_T2	 23.11	 3.392	 	 	

Cognitive			 CS2_T1	 19.37	 3.421	 -1.452*	 -0.41	
CS2_T2	 20.82	 3.661	 	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

CS2_T1	 19.39	 5.087	 -1.536	 -0.32	
CS2_T2	 20.93	 4.642	 	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	
and	skills	

CS2_T1	 20.21	 3.833	 -.857	 -0.23	
CS2_T2	 21.07	 3.751	 	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

CS2_T1	 18.50	 4.247	 -1.964	 -0.43	
CS2_T2	 20.46	 4.803	 	 	

Moral		 CS2_T1	 20.17	 3.621	 -1.536*	 -0.48	
CS2_T2	 21.70	 2.702	 	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

CS2_T1	 17.18	 3.454	 -2.321**	 -0.66	
CS2_T2	 19.50	 3.626	 	 	

Need	for	order	and	
compliance	with	norms		

CS2_T1	 21.39	 4.693	 .607	 0.15	
CS2_T2	 20.79	 3.023	 	 	

Responsibility	and	
anticipating	consequences	

CS2_T1	 21.93	 4.768	 -2.893**	 -0.72	
CS2_T2	 24.82	 3.151	 	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

CS2_T1	 17.46	 6.310	 -.321	 -0.05	
CS2_T2	 17.79	 6.887	 	 	

*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

	
The	scales	of	most	interest	to	the	key	skills	 intervention	do	not	change	significantly	in	CS2,	

except	for	the	cognitive	domain.	Data	from	the	student	interviews,	which	will	be	discussed	

in	more	detail	in	the	following	chapter,	presented	interesting	evidence	as	to	why	this	might	

be	so.		

	

Looking	at	the	two	intervention	schools	it	is	notable	that	IS1	has	increased	school	motivation	

in	the	affective	domain	with	a	very	large	increase	in	identification	with	teachers;	IS2	shows	

no	 significant	 change	 in	 school	 motivation	 between	 T1	 and	 T2.	 This	 is	 of	 note	 as,	 in	

interview,	 students	 in	 CS2	 speak	 of	 the	 stress	 of	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 exam	more	 than	

students	in	IS2.	It	may	indicate	that	the	students	are	less	stressed	in	IS2.	In	CS2,	scores	in	the	

cognitive	domain	are	higher	and	so	also	are	scores	 in	the	moral	domain	at	T2.	Students	 in	
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this	 school	are	 taking	more	 responsibility	and	anticipating	consequences	and	have	greater	

trust	 in	 their	 ability	 by	 the	 end	 of	 senior	 cycle	 at	 T2,	 according	 to	 the	 means	 in	 this	

questionnaire.	Students	in	CS1	have	reduced	school	motivation	at	T2	on	a	number	of	scales.		

	

6.6	Summary	of	Salient	Issues	

Looking	at	the	overall	academic	data	the	students	in	IS2	are	out-performing	students	in	CS2,	

students	in	IS1	and	CS1	show	no	difference	in	performance.	Looking	at	the	top	ten	student’s	

academic	data,	those	in	IS1	out-perform	CS1.	This	data	supports	H2.		

	

The	data	from	the	Pupil’s	Feelings	about	School	and	School	Work	Inventory	(PFSSW)	shows	

some	 changes	 post	 intervention	 especially	 in	 IS1.	 However,	 no	 clear	 pattern	 of	 change	

emerges	 allowing	 for	 clear	 conclusion	 to	 be	 drawn	 on	 the	 intervention.	 Rather	 the	 data	

points	to	possible	influences	of	the	key	skills	intervention.	Teachers	embracing	and	enacting	

change	 in	 their	 teaching	 coupled	with	 a	 high	 stakes	 external	 examination	 leads	 to	 a	 very	

hostile	 environment	 for	 change	 in	 Irish	 classrooms.	 Conformity	 and	 standardisation	 are	

inimical	 to	 the	 kind	 of	 original	 thinking	 and	 confident	 imaginations	 that	 underpin	 real	

innovation	(Robinson,	2012,	p.33).	Robinson	points	to	a	phenomenon	of	not	only	resistance	

to	change	but	a	culture	of	hostility	and	malevolence	to	change	some	of	which	was	evident	in	

some	of	the	 language	used	by	teachers	 in	 interview	and	by	students	who	feel	education	 is	

‘something	done	to	them’,	and	they	have	no	choice	or	freedom	in	the	process.	‘The	Leaving’	

is	 a	 hurdle	 to	 cross	 without	 choice.	 Therefore	 even	 very	 small	 but	 significant	 changes	 to	

study	 orientations	 and	 school	 motivation	 with	 this	 small	 sample	 (n=116)	 over	 this	 short	

intervention	 is	 noteworthy	 in	 looking	 at	 the	 implementation	 of	 key	 skills	 in	 second	 level	

teaching.		

	

Looking	 at	 school	 motivation,	 IS1	 reported	 some	 changes	 in	 the	 affective	 domain.	 There	

were	no	changes	in	IS2.	The	greatest	changes	between	T1	and	T2	were	in	CS2	with	marked	

increased	motivation.	 The	 following	 chapter	will	 provide	 further	 evidence	 for	 the	 changes	

and	evidence	for	H3	using	data	from	student	interviews.	
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CHAPTER	7	

FINDINGS	III:	PRESENTATION	AND	ANALYSIS	OF	STUDENT	QUALITATIVE	DATA		

	
Introduction	

This	 chapter	 is	 concerned	 with	 presenting	 and	 analysing	 data	 from	 student	 interviews	

carried	 out	 pre-	 and	 post-	 intervention	 in	 control	 and	 intervention	 schools.	 Findings	 from	

data	are	discussed	in	relation	to	the	research	question:	

What	 is	 the	 impact	 on	 student	 and	 teacher	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 learning,	 on	

classroom	practices	and	on	 student	achievement	 associated	with	 the	 implementation	of	a	

key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning	at	second	level?	

In	answering	this	question,	the	following	hypotheses	were	tested:	

1. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	 result	 in	positive	changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	pedagogical	

practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

2. The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	will	 result	 in	more	 favourable	 student	 academic	 outcome	

measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.	

3. The	Key	Skills	approach	will	result	in	positive	changes	in	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	

learning	 amongst	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 more	 than	 in	 the	 control	

schools.	

	

In	analysing	data	from	the	student	interviews,	rich	information	on	the	change	in	pedagogical	

practices	 of	 their	 teachers	 is	 illuminated	 (H1)	 and	 changes	 in	 their	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs	

about	teaching	and	learning	(H3).	 	The	chapter	 is	set	out	 in	four	main	sections:	section	7.1	

describes	 the	 interview	 process,	 section	 7.2	 deals	 with	 the	 baseline	 data	 describing	 the	

teaching	and	learning	environment	in	the	schools	at	T1,	section	7.3	deals	with	the	changes	in	

the	teaching	and	learning	environment	for	the	students	at	T2,	and	section	7.4	presents	key	

findings	from	these	data.	Figure	7.1	provides	an	overview	of	the	chapter.		

	

Figure	7.1.	Overview	of	student	qualitative	data		
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7.1	Interview	process	

Standardised,	 open-ended	 interviews	 were	 used	 with	 students	 in	 both	 experimental	 and	

control	 schools.	The	 interviews	consisted	of	a	 set	of	 carefully	worded	questions	 that	were	

asked	of	all	participants,	 in	 the	same	sequence,	on	 the	same	day	 in	each	research	setting.	

The	 questions	 were	 worded	 so	 that	 responses	 were	 open-ended;	 this	 style	 of	 interview	

helps	 to	 reduce	 interviewer	 bias,	 which	 was	 important	 in	 this	 research	 where	 sites	 were	

matched	and	compared.	In	addition,	it	was	important	that	the	respondents	were	given	equal	

voice	in	the	interviews.	Turner	(2010)	contends	that	what	results	are	responses	that	are	rich	

and	thick	with	qualitative	data	that	provides	a	challenge	for	the	researcher	in	data	analysis	

but	 can	 reduce	 research	 bias	 as	 the	 data	 speak	 for	 themselves	 (p.756).	 The	 qualitative	

analyses	of	interviews	do	not	lead	to	measurable	quantities,	but	they	do	provide	important	

insights	 into	 influences	 on	 learning.	 The	 insights	 from	 these	 interviews	 add	 to	 the	

quantitative	 findings	 to	 draw	 conclusions	 on	 the	 research	 questions	 and	 to	 illustrate	 the	

findings.		

	

The	interview	schedule	was	carefully	developed	and	trialled	prior	to	data	collection	in	order	

to	ensure	that	good	quality	data	were	obtained.	This	process	is	described	in	section	3.3.3.	It	

was	 important	 that	 the	 data	 collected	 were	 still	 open-ended	 in	 that	 the	 participants	

described	 in	 their	 own	 words	 their	 response	 to	 the	 questions,	 even	 though	 the	 precise	

questions	 were	 predetermined.	 A	 final	 version	 of	 the	 interview	 schedule	 was	 developed	

(Appendix	K).	This	interview	schedule	changed	slightly	for	post-intervention	interviews,	with	

questions	 on	 completing	 project	 work	 and	 skills	 development	 added	 (Appendix	 L).	 The	

numbers	of	students	interviewed	at	T1	and	T2	are	shown	below	in	Table	7.1.		

	

Table	7.1	
Number	of	students	interviewed	at	T1	and	T2	
Intervention	schools	 Control	schools	
	 T1	 T2	 	 T1	 T2	
IS1	
	

12	students	
5M/	7F	
	

12	students	
5M/	7F	
	

CS1	 11	students	
4M/	7F	
	

9	students	
3M/	6F	

IS2	 13	students		
Female	

10	students		
Female	

CS2	 12	students		
Female	

10	students	
Female	

Total		 25	 22	 	 23	 19	
	

Interviews	 were	 carried	 out	 on	 the	 same	 day	 with	 students	 in	 each	 school.	 This	 was	 to	

ensure	that	students	did	not	rehearse	answers.	The	interviews	took	place	in	a	quiet	room	in	
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the	school	and	were	recorded	with	each	student’s	permission.	Interviews	were	transcribed	

for	 analysis.	 The	 transcriptions	 were	 analysed	 using	MAXQDA	 software.	 Quotes	 from	 the	

interviews	are	used	throughout	this	chapter	to	illustrate	key	themes	in	an	effort	to	allow	the	

student	 voice	 speak	 for	 itself	 and	 to	 avoid	 researcher	 bias	 in	 interpretation.	 A	 fuller	

description	of	data	analysis	can	be	found	in	section	3.4.	

	

In	 looking	at	what	students	have	to	say	about	their	 learning	at	two	key	 ‘moments’	 in	their	

senior	cycle,	 second	term	(November/December)	of	 fifth	year	and	 last	 term	(May)	of	sixth	

year,	 this	research	sought	to	get	a	picture	of	the	 learning	from	the	student	perspective.	 In	

addition,	 it	 sought	 to	 determine	 if	 there	 was	 evidence	 of	 skills	 development	 in	 the	 two	

intervention	sites.	The	analysis	of	the	interviews	in	fifth	year	was	in	the	first	instance	used	to	

determine	if	the	matched	schools	were	similar	and	in	the	second	instance	to	take	a	baseline	

description	 of	 student	 learning	 in	 senior	 cycle.	 In	 keeping	 with	 the	 post-positivist	 stance	

adopted	 in	 this	 research,	 what	 they	 amount	 to	 is	 a	 set	 of	 propositions	 vulnerable	 to	

counterevidence.		

	
7.2	Interview	data	analysis	at	T1		
	
Phase	 one	 of	 analysis	 involved	 analysing	 all	 48	 interviews	 to	 establish	 baseline	 data	 on	

teaching	 and	 learning.	 Interviews	 were	 coded	 and	 codes	 examined	 to	 establish	 school	

matching	in	the	first	instance	and	then	to	look	for	overall	themes	on	teaching	and	learning	

at	this	stage	of	education.	The	most	striking	observation	on	initial	analysis	of	the	interviews	

was	 that,	 despite	 the	 type	 of	 school	 or	 the	 sex	 of	 the	 individual,	 all	 students	 interviewed	

were	strikingly	similar	 in	their	responses	to	questions	at	T1.	This	was	the	first	 indication	 in	

the	 research	of	 the	powerful	enculturation	of	young	people	 into	a	way	of	 learning	 in	 Irish	

schools.	Across	the	four	schools	the	following	key	themes	are	illustrated	from	data	analysis	

of	phase	one	interviews:	

• Student	identity	as	senior	cycle	learners	
• Influence	of	teachers	on	learning	
• Skills	development	at	senior	cycle		
• Study	orientation	–	it’s	all	about	the	notes	

	
Key	themes	emerging	from	this	phase	of	the	research	are	discussed	below,	with	supporting	

student	quotes	as	evidence.	

	

	

	



 

192 
 

7.2.1.	Student	identity	as	senior	cycle	learners	
	
Students	all	spoke	of	the	‘big	jump’	from	being	a	junior	cycle	student	to	being	a	senior	cycle	

student.	They	 talked	about	the	added	pressure	of	 ‘the	Leaving’.	They	also	spoke	of	having	

more	 responsibility	 in	 class;	 however,	 this	 was	 at	 odds	 with	 later	 responses	 when	 they	

described	 a	 largely	 transmission	mode	 of	 teaching.	 Clearly,	 from	 all	 interviews,	 they	 saw	

themselves	as	having	an	identity	as	senior	cycle	students	and	that	teachers	took	this	exam	

very	 seriously.	 Harder,	 much	 harder	 like	 it’s	 a	 different	 ball	 game	 altogether,	 it’s	 just	 a	

different	 course	you	are	doing,	 completely	harder	 subjects	 that	you	are	doing	 like	 loads	of	

homework	(IS2_T1_S1).		

	
This	 is	 not	 surprising,	 that	 students	 find	 the	 transition	 into	 senior	 cycle	 a	 big	 jump	 in	

workload;	they	seem	to	want	to	rise	to	the	challenge	and	to	be	happy	to	do	so.	The	Leaving	

Certificate	 was	 seen	 by	 most	 students	 as	 being	 very	 important	 to	 their	 future;	 for	 this	

reason,	they	felt	it	was	incumbent	on	them	to	work	harder.	Many	mention	the	importance	

of	 homework	 in	 fifth	 year	 compared	 to	 junior	 cycle.	 It’s	 a	 big	 difference	 to	me	 because	 I	

wouldn’t	say	 I	 flew	through	the	Junior	Cert	and	all	but	 I	never	really,	done	anything.	 ...and	

then	fifth	year	you	really	have	to	study	and	do	your	homework	(CS2_T1_S8).		

	
This	 change	 in	 identity	 and	 increased	workload	 in	 senior	 cycle	was	 evident	 across	 all	 four	

schools.	 	 Students	 did	 not	 talk	 about	 themselves	 as	 learners	 in	 senior	 cycle;	 they	 only	

referred	to	workload	and	examination	results	when	talking	about	learning.	It	is	very	hard	but	

if	you	put	 in	 the	work...read	over	your	notes	and	all	you’d	probably	be	alright	 (IS1_T1_S1).	

Student	data	indicated	that	students	are	happy	in	senior	cycle,	with	them	saying	things	like	I	

love	history.		I	love	going	to	this	class	(IS1_T1_S3).	In	Home	EC	our	teacher	loves	Home	EC,	so	

it’s	kind	of,	like,	she	loves	it	so	much,	that	we	all	like	it	(IS2_T1_S8).	I	come	out	of	maths	class	

feeling	 better	 (CS2_T1_S10).	 In	 all	 interviews,	 students	 were	 largely	 positive	 about	 their	

experience	at	senior	cycle.		

	
7.2.2	Influence	of	teachers	on	learning	
	
As	would	 be	 expected,	 teachers	 are	 hugely	 influential	 in	 how	 students	 learn.	A	 very	 clear	

picture	of	what	they	saw	as	the	good	teacher	emerges	from	the	transcripts.	An	interesting	

finding	here	is	that	students	did	not	rate	teachers	who	used	active	student	centred	methods	

as	 being	 good	 teachers;	 rather	 it	 was	 the	 teachers	 who	 gave	 good	 notes.	 Clearly,	 in	

describing	 classes	 where	 students	 felt	 they	 learned	 and	 describing	 teachers	 whom	 they	

judged	 as	 being	 good,	 there	 is	 evidence	 across	 all	 four	 schools	 of	 how	 students	 evaluate	
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their	 learning	environment.	 Some	 student-centred	practices,	 such	as	 cooperative	 learning,	

were	mentioned;	however,	these	instances	were	confined	to	a	small	number	of	teachers,	a	

business	teacher	in	one	school,	a	history	teacher	in	another,	and	so	on.	These	baseline	data	

were	important	as	they	provided	a	context	for	analysis	of	the	second	round	of	interviews.	It	

was	 possible	 to	 look	 for	 changes	 in	 students’	 descriptions	 of	 good	 teaching	 and	 good	

teachers.	 Some	 of	 these	 changes	 could	 be	 as	 a	 result	 of	 increased	 maturity	 or	 due	 to	

teachers	in	the	intervention	schools	changing	practice.		

	

At	T1,	students	describe	a	good	Business	class	where	he	writes	everything	on	the	board	from	

one	of	those	computer	things	and	we	just	take	them	down	but	he	gives	us	examples	of	them	

and	that’s	easier,	he	gives	us	examples	of	what	he	is	talking	about	(CS1_T1_S1).	This	linking	

the	 good	 teaching	 and	 learning	 to	 real	 life	 examples	 features	 in	 all	 schools;	 however,	 in	

equal	 numbers,	 students	 talked	about	how	good	a	 teacher	was	because	 they	 gave	 lots	of	

notes.	 Notes	 worked	 well	 for	 them	 when	 they	 were	 part	 of	 the	 learning,	 homework,	

revision,	questions;	notes	 that	were	given	and	not	 revisited	 in	 the	 class	however,	were	of	

little	use.		She	gives	us	loads	of	notes	to	do	at	home	and	then,	like,	she	explains	real	well	so	

that	we	can	understand,	I	am	doing	Higher	Level	so,	she	does	loads	of	notes	(CS1_T1_S11).		

	
Some	 descriptions	 were	 almost	 identical	 across	 schools,	 In	 Biology	 she	 does	 really	 good	

notes	for	us	on	the	board	and	she	goes	through	them	really	well	(CS2_T1_S5)	and	in	IS1	She	

does	really	good	notes	for	us	on	the	board	and	she	goes	through	them	really	well	(IS1_T1_S6)	

as	opposed	 to	 the	 teacher	who	writes	 stuff	on	 the	board	but	we	don’t	 even	know	what	 it	

means,	 like,	 we	 just	 have	 to	 write	 it	 down…but	 we	 don’t	 even	 know	 half	 the	 stuff	

(CS1_T1_S1).	They	like	the	teacher	to	distil	the	 information	for	them,	she	reads	 it	then	she	

goes	over	it	and	then	she	gets	the	best	points	that	you	need,	like,	you	don’t	have	to	ramble	

on	about	anything	she	would	tell	you	what	you	need	and	what	has	to	be	done	(CS2_T1_S8).	

From	these	quotes	it	is	clear	how	the	teacher	is	doing	the	processing	of	the	information	for	

the	students;	the	students	are	getting	to	interact	with	a	filleted	version	of	the	information.	

This	passive	description	of	 learning	is	evident	throughout	the	transcripts	and	may	go	some	

way	towards	explaining	the	quantitative	results	on	the	PFSSW	inventory.	She’d	go	through	it	

with	you	and	make	sure	you	got	it	in	your	brain,	you	know	understand	what’s	going	on	and,	

like,	 just	help	you	all	 the	time	 (IS2_T1_S11).	 	They	talk	about	 teachers	who	make	sure	you	

got	 it	 in	 your	 brain	 (IS1_T1_S2),	 stick	 in	 your	 head	 (CS2_T1_S4)	 and	 stay	 in	 your	 head	

(IS1_T1_S1),	tells	you	what	has	to	be	done	(IS2_T1_S7)!	This	is	describing	a	very	transmission	

style	of	teaching.	
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Students	appreciate	 structure	and,	on	occasions,	mentioned	 lack	of	 control	of	 the	class	as	

being	the	biggest	obstacle	to	learning.	They	put	full	responsibility	for	this	onto	the	teacher.	

Some	of	their	descriptions	of	the	good	teacher	 infer	different	experiences	 in	other	classes.	

They	 like	teachers	whom	they	can	talk	to,	of	whom	they	can	ask	questions,	but	they	must	

also	be	strict	so	that	the	class	is	not	wasted	by	just	talking	and	chatting	(IS2_T1_S3).		

	

Students	 talk	 about	 teachers	 who	 will	 go	 through	 things	 if	 you	 don’t	 understand	 it.	 The	

relationship	with	the	teacher	 is	very	 important	 for	 the	students,	you	can	talk	 to	her	about	

anything,	but	 you	 seem	 to	get	off	 the	 subject	 in	 class	but	 you	always	get	 everything	done	

(CS2_T1_S8).	This	concept	of	care	was	more	evident	in	CS2	than	in	any	of	the	other	schools	

and	 this	 also	 came	 across	 in	 the	 student	 quantitative	 data	 in	 this	 school	 (see	 table	 6.15),	

where	 students	 scored	 high	 under	 the	moral	 domain	 for	 school	motivation.	 This	 link	 of	 a	

positive	 caring	 environment	 to	 learning	 is	 very	 similar	 to	 the	 findings	 from	 the	 ESRI	

longitudinal	study	(Smyth,	Banks	and	Calvert,	2011).		

	

Students	like	teachers	who	make	learning	interesting	for	them,	but	there	are	mixed	results	

at	T2	when	students	adopt	a	more	instrumental	attitude	to	learning.	The	monotony	of	a	lot	

of	learning	experiences	at	T1	was	evident	in	the	transcripts	when	students	spoke	of	reading	

from	 the	 book,	 taking	 notes	 in	 every	 class,	 and	 so	 on.	 They	 like	 when	 the	 learning	 was	

varied.	 However,	 even	 then,	 the	 description	 of	 the	 learning	 environment	 was	 one	where	

students	are	passive,	not	constructing	their	own	learning.	One	student	talked	about	how	the	

teacher	makes	them	think:	she	likes	to	make	us	work	on	our	own,	like,	you	have	to	do	it	by	

yourself,	 like,	and	so	you	have	to	 think	 (CS1_T1_S6).	However,	 these	descriptions	of	active	

learning	were	scarce	among	the	data.	Below,	a	student	describes	her	two	best	teachers	as	

follows:	

They	both	just	explain	everything	and	if	you	get	stuck	and	put	up	your	hand	they	will	
just	go	through	it	properly	and	the	both	of	them	just	give	you,	like,	amazing	notes	so	
you	wouldn’t	be	going	home	like	“ah,	I	don’t	know	how	to	do	this?”		And	then	trying	
to	 look	through	the	book,	which	 is,	 like,	so	confusing.	The	two	of	them	used	to	go	
through	exam	questions	with	you,	like,	not	regular	tests	just,	like,	every	few	months	
just	 to	 see	 how	 you’re	 going	 so,	 like,	 it’s	 grand,	 like,	 so	 you’re	 not	 really	 falling	
behind	(CS2_T1_S7).	
	

This	quote	sums	up	a	lot	of	the	data	on	good	teaching	from	the	students’	perspective	in	all	

the	schools;	the	students	talk	about	being	able	to	ask	a	question,	getting	amazing	notes	and	

regular	 tests	 from	 the	 exam	 papers.	 Students	 like	 to	 have	 confidence	 in	 their	 teacher’s	
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knowledge	of	their	subject,	and	their	love	of	the	subject	can	be	contagious	for	the	students.	

Yeah,	 she	 is	 real	 enthusiastic	 and	 she	 knows	 so	much	about	 it	 you	 could	ask	her	 anything	

from	the	book,	like	Miss	what’s	that,	and	she	just	knows	everything	(IS2_T1_S8).		

	

When	asked	about	a	class	they	had	in	the	previous	two	weeks	where	they	felt	they	did	not	

learn,	students	give	a	picture	of	what	they	see	as	bad	teaching;	for	example,	because	in	class	

we	do	a	lot	of	just	reading	through	stuff	and	just	literally	reading	out	of	the	book	or	reading	

off	sheets	(IS2_T1_S13).	Another	student	described	the	same	subject	as		

She	 just	 reads	 out	 of	 the	 book,	 straight	 out	 of	 the	 book,	 and	 I	 don’t	 really	
understand	it,	I	try	and	listen	but	it	just	doesn’t	go	into	my	head,	like,	when	you	just	
read	out	of	a	book	constantly,	 like,	 I	kinda	need	questions	or,	 like,	 if	you	are	doing	
something	and	she	 is	explaining	 it	but	reading	 it	out	of	a	book,	 I	 just	can’t	 listen,	 I	
just	can’t	really	understand	(IS2_T1_S2).		

	

The	 over-use	 of	 PowerPoint	 came	 up	 in	 interviews,	 with	 comments	 such	 as	 she	 has	 a	

projector	and	it’s	just	like	you	take	down	the	notes,	I’m	there	taking	down	notes	but	nothing	

is	 going	 in,	 so	 it’s	 just	 pointless	 (CS2_T1_S8).	 This	 dependence	 on	writing	 in	 class	 has	 an	

impact	on	how	students	then	study.		

	
7.2.3	Skills	development	at	senior	cycle		
	
The	 analysis	 of	 the	 interviews	 at	 T1	 for	 evidence	 of	 skills	 development	 at	 senior	 cycle	

provided	interesting	results.	Writing	things	out	is	mentioned	62	times	in	the	48	interviews	at	

T1,	when	students	are	asked	 the	question	about	how	they	 study.	 In	 fact,	across	all	 codes,	

writing	is	mentioned	many	more	times.		Typically	they	say	things	like		

Writing	things	down,	writing	out	notes,	like,	even	if	I	have	notes,	I	still	have	to	write	
them	out	 again	 and,	 like,	 if	 I	 have	 notes	 printed	 off	 I	 can’t	 learn	 them	off,	 I	 can’t	
learn	out	of	books,	 I	 have	 to	 learn	 from	my	own	writing	 so,	 like,	 I	 just	do	a	 lot	of	
writing	and	then	it	goes	into	my	head	(IS2_T1_S2).	
	

This	does	not	change	very	much	at	T2	when	writing	is	reported	as	the	main	activity	used	by	

students	to	study.	Skills	for	learning	are	not	mentioned	at	all,	that	is	other	than	writing	out	

things	multiple	times	and	trying	to	memorise	it.	One	student	links	putting	the	notes	in	their	

own	words	 to	 understanding:	make	 your	 own	 notes	 so	 you	 can	 study	 them,	 like,	 and	 put	

them	 in	 your	 own	 words	 so	 that	 you	 understand	 (IS1_T1_S3).	 Students	 do	 refer	 to	

condensing	notes	to	learn	off	and	to	cutting	content	down	to	the	bare	essentials.	This	is	in	

year	one	of	senior	cycle,	when	the	examinations	are	almost	two	years	away;	this	emphasis	

on	rote	 learning	 is	a	 feature	of	senior	cycle	 from	the	start	of	 fifth	year	 for	 these	students.	

When	 students	 were	 asked	 about	 things	 that	 might	 influence	 their	 learning,	 they	 never	
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referred	to	things	they	had	control	of,	their	own	skills;	they	always	referred	to	‘others’	in	the	

learning	equation.	The	most	influential	other	was	their	teacher.	The	influence	of	friends	was	

both	 positive	 and	 negative;	 some	 spoke	 of	 the	 help	 friends	 gave	 them	when	 the	 teacher	

explains	it	to	you	it	is	kinda	harder	to	learn	but	when	your	friend	explains	it	to	you,	you	get	it	

better	because	they	put	it	in	your	own	words	(IS2_T1_S5).	Others	spoke	of	how	friends	can	

be	a	distraction	in	class	and	after	school.	A	number	of	students	mentioned	organisation	skills	

as	a	key	to	learning,	how	they	sorted	and	kept	notes	in	folders.	I	suppose	if	I	went	home	and	

looked	over	my	notes	every	night	and	revised	the	things	I	did	in	school	that	day,	and	if	I	was	

more	organised	 I	 suppose	that	would	be	better.	 I	am	not	very	organised	 (IS1_T1_S9).	They	

placed	great	importance	on	what	the	teacher	indicated	was	important.	The	teacher	held	all	

the	answers	and	all	the	power	in	the	learning	situation.		

If	the	teacher	says	something	important	I	will	write	it	down,	or	if	she	is	reading	from	
the	book	I	will	underline	the	important	parts	that	she	is	reading	out	for	me	to	learn	
later,	because	if	there	are	big	chunks	most	of	it	you	do	not	really	need,	like;	you	just	
need	 the	 important	 bits	 out	 of	 it,	 so	 I	 underline	 the	 things	 I	 need	 to	 know	
(CS2_T1_S2).	
	

	Students	did	have	opinions	on	what	might	help	 them	 in	 their	 learning	environment.	On	a	

few	 occasions	 they	mentioned	 the	 positive	 learning	 that	 happens	when	 they	 can	 learn	 in	

cooperative	 groups	 and	 how	 they	 would	 like	 more	 of	 this.	 I	 think	 group	 work	 is	 good,	

working	 in	groups	and	then,	 like,	getting	more	class	work	 I	 think	 instead	of	 just	sitting	and	

listening	because	it	doesn’t	really	go	into	my	head	that	much	so	I	think	if	we	are	doing,	like,	

work	in	class,	like,	written	work	and	questions	and	all	that	would	make	it	easier	(IS2_T1_S1).	

They	also	mentioned	doing	projects.		

	

While	 students	may	 have	 interpreted	 this	 question	 in	 different	ways,	 it	 is	 significant	 that	

most	were	not	really	clear	on	what	influenced	their	learning	and	why.	This	‘passive’	role	in	

learning	was	evident	 throughout	 the	 first	set	of	 interviews.	 It	 is	as	 if	 learning	 is	something	

done	to	them	rather	than	something	they	have	control	over	or	had	an	active	role	in.		

	

7.2.4	Study	orientation	–	it’s	all	about	the	notes	

Linked	 to	 the	 dependence	 on	 writing	 things	 out	 and	 on	 the	 way	 students	 study	 is	 their	

dependence	 on	 getting	 notes.	 When	 asked	 in	 interview	 to	 rank	 order	 the	 activities	 in	 a	

typical	class,	 taking	notes	from	the	teacher	was	 listed	as	the	top	activity	(see	section	7.3.3	

for	further	discussion).	When	students	were	asked	about	notes,	the	typical	response	was	we	

get	them	in	all	the	really	important	classes	(CS1_T1_S4)	or	he’d	write	things	up	on	the	board	
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and	we	would	 take	 notes	 (IS2_T1_S9),	 to	 she’d	 take	 all	 the	 points	 that	 you	 need	 and	 put	

them	on	 the	board	 (CS2_T1_S5).	 This	dependence	on	notes	 is	 evident	 throughout	 student	

descriptions	of	the	‘good	classes’,	‘good	teaching’,	and	what	they	term	‘good	studying’.		Yet,	

in	 talking	about	 the	use	of	notes,	 three	 clear	 categories	of	 students	emerge:	 the	 students	

who	 spend	 time	 and	 gain	 satisfaction	 in	 organising	 the	 notes,	 students	who	 learn	 off	 the	

notes,	and	students	who	ignore	the	notes.	Some	students	described	how	they	organised	the	

notes	into	a	big	folder	first	for	transfer	into	subject	folders.	However,	they	routinely	say	that	

they	would	put	 them	 in	my	folder	and	never	 take	them	out	again	 (laughs)(CS2_T1_S10)	or	

that	 they	only	 come	out	 if	 there	 is	a	 test	 coming	up:	 If	 there	 is	a	 test	 coming	up	 I’ll	 study	

them;	otherwise,	No.	(IS1_T1_S6).		

	

Many	students	do	say	that	they	learn	the	notes,	either	by	reading	them	or	writing	them	out	

again.	I	study	them	because	normally	they	are	the	most	important	things	you	have	to	learn,	

so	I	benefit	from	taking	notes	off	the	teachers	a	lot,	like,	…	I	like	having	teacher’s	notes	as	a	

guideline	on	what	to	learn	(IS1_T1_S12).	From	a	neutral	observer	point	of	view	it	is	difficult	

to	see	the	benefit	of	the	giving	of	notes.	It	has	short-term	benefits	of	helping	students	to	be	

organised,	it	keeps	students	engaged	writing	out	the	notes	in	the	first	instance	and	then,	in	

some	cases	re-writing,	 the	notes	as	homework.	However,	a	number	of	these	students	said	

they	do	not	use	the	notes	unless	they	have	a	test	coming	up,	and	when	this	happens	they	

tend	to	write	out	the	notes	in	an	effort	to	learn	them	off.		

	

This	dependence	on	 the	 teacher	and	on	notes	 from	the	 teacher	has	 led	 to	 students	being	

unable	to	judge	for	themselves	how	hard	they	work.	When	asked	in	interview	Do	you	work	

hard?	 Followed	 by	 How	 do	 you	 know?	 (See	 Appendix	 K,	 item	 6(a)	 and	 6(b)),	 students	

invariably	mentioned	test	or	exam	results,	I	am	coming	up	in	my	grades	in	school,	like,	they	

are	 going	 up,	 they	 are	 not	 going	 down	 (IS2_T1_S2).	 This	 is	 not	 surprising	 in	 a	 system	

dominated	by	external	assessment.	Some	students	do	attribute	it	to	personal	qualities	such	

as	like,	I	try	to	do	my	homework	well,	I	don’t	half	do	it,	or	because	I	just	concentrate	in	class,	I	

don’t	talk	or	anything,	I	just	study	and	learn	as	well	(IS1_T1_S9).	This	does	not	change	at	T2	

when	students	still	say	that	they	know	they	work	hard	because	of	exam	results.		

	

The	question	which	asked	students	to	describe	a	practical	subject	caused	some	confusion,	as	

students	did	not	know	what	 ‘practical’	meant.	This	had	not	come	up	 in	 the	piloting	of	 the	

interview	schedule.	What	became	apparent	was	that	students	did	not	differentiate	between	

subjects	 as	 being	 practical	 or	 academic.	 This	 was	 mainly	 because	 the	 majority	 of	 the	
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teaching	was	the	same	in	all	subjects.	When	asked	to	describe	a	typical	class,	the	emphasis	

on	taking	notes	and	listening	is	very	evident.	Students	seemed	to	have	difficulty	describing	

typical	classes	and	often	said	things	like	I	don’t	even	know,	just	reads	and	writes	a	bit,	reads	

a	bit,	writes	a	bit,	asks	questions,	normally,	like	(IS1_	T1_10).	Or,	as	another	student	put	it,	

just	sit	down	and	listen	and	watch	and	write	down	from	the	board,	I	don’t	have	a	clue	about	

it,	that’s	 it	really.	She'll	 just	write	 loads	of	stuff	on	the	board,	and	we	have	to	take	 it	down	

and	nobody	understands	it,	we	have	to	know	it	but	nobody	understands	it	(CS2_T1_S7).		

	

The	student	experience	at	T1	is	dominated	by	reading	from	the	book,	writing,	learning	off	by	

heart	 and	 ‘getting	 things	 into	 your	 head’.	When	 asked	 about	 good	 teaching	 the	 following	

quote	was	pretty	typical:	

If	the	class	is	boring,	you	are	not	going	to	listen;	you	really	don’t,	you	just	fall	asleep	
at	 the	desk,	 if	 the	 teacher	 is	narking	all	 the	 time	you	don’t	pay	any	attention,	you	
just	zone	out,	but	 like	 if	 the	class	 is	 interesting	and	even	though,	 like,	some	of	the	
subjects	that	they	teach	are	just	boring	they	can	liven	it	up	but....,	you	have	a	load	of	
stuff	taken	down	and	you	don’t	know	what	to	do	with	it	really,	like,	sometimes	the	
teacher	 explain	 it	 really	 well	 but	 then	 sometimes	 it	 is	 just	 kinda,	 like,	 nothing	
(IS1_T1_S11).	

	
This	 student	has	 ideas	 about	how	 to	 improve	his	 experience	but	 then	 sometimes	 it	 is	 just	

kinda,	like,	nothing	speaks	volumes	about	the	lack	of	engagement.			

	

A	very	clear	picture	of	teaching	and	learning	emerges	at	T1,	one	where	the	teacher’s	role	is	

to	 prepare	 and	 transmit	 information	 to	 the	 student,	 and	 the	 student’s	 role	 is	 to	 receive,	

learn	 and	 regurgitate	 that	 information	 in	 the	 exam.	 The	 schools	 are	 well	 matched	 on	 all	

themes—	student	 identity	as	 senior	cycle	 learners,	 influence	of	 teachers	on	 learning,	 skills	

development	at	senior	cycle,	and	the	emphasis	on	note	taking	as	a	learning	activity	in	class.	

One	key	difference	emerged	with	CS2	mentioning	pastoral	care	more	than	any	of	the	other	

three	schools.		

	

7.3 Interview	analysis	at	T2	
	

Interviews	at	T2	took	place	in	early	May	of	the	final	year	of	school	for	the	students,	with	the	

Leaving	Certificate	one	month	away.	They	had	completed	their	‘mock’	exams,	which	are	trial	

examinations	 in	all	Leaving	Certificate	subjects.	They	are	organised	at	school	to	 ‘mock’	the	

real	experience	of	sitting	the	Leaving	Certificate	examinations.		Students	had	practical	work	

in	some	subjects	and	oral	examination	in	languages	for	the	Leaving	Certificate	completed	at	

the	 time	 of	 interviews.	Most	 classes	 were	 revising	 for	 the	 examinations	 and	 doing	 exam	
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paper	questions.	One	student	 (S8)	was	absent	 from	 IS1;	S11	was	absent	 from	CS1,	and	S8	

had	 left	 school.	 S4,	 S5	 and	 S12	were	 absent	 from	 IS2,	 and	 S11	was	 absent	 from	CS2	 (see	

Appendix	 Q	 for	 details).	 At	 T2,	 some	 differences	 between	 the	 intervention	 and	 control	

schools	begin	to	become	evident.	Equally,	some	aspects	of	learning	remain	the	same	across	

all	 schools,	 in	 particular	 the	 dependence	 on	 notes	 and	 rote	 learning.	 These	 data	 are	

discussed	under	four	headings:	

• The	Leaving	Certificate	experience	

• Skills	development	in	senior	cycle	at	T2	

• Learning	environment	–	Impact	of	key	skills	intervention	on	pedagogical	practices	

• Students’	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	learning	and	change.	

	

7.3.1 The	Leaving	certificate	experience		

It	is	very	challenging	because	there	is	a	lot	of	stuff	that	is	just	thrown	at	you	and	it	is	
not	digesting	the	stuff	and	taking	it	in	rather	than	actually	understanding	it	but	it	is	
just	 learning	 things	 off.	 I	 was	 on	 the	 bus	 just	 learning	 my	 aistes	 [Irish	 word	 for	
essays]	for	my	Irish,	 just	off	by	heart,	 just	reproducing	back	down	on	the	day.	I	did	
not	know	what	I	was	saying	but	I	was	just	writing,	and	I	got	my	marks	for	it,	whereas	
I	know	there	is	not	enough	time	because	it	is	a	two	year	course,	there	is	not	enough	
time	for	people	to	actually	understand	the	stuff	and	know	and	do	well	 in	 it	as	well	
but,	em,	the	Leaving	Cert	is	learning	basically	for	me	(IS2_T2_S6).	

	
This	quote	sums	up	a	lot	of	the	experience	of	students	in	their	final	year	of	school.	They	talk	

about	 the	 increased	workload	and	 the	 stress	of	 the	 volume	of	work	 they	have	 to	do.	 It	 is	

stressful,	I	don’t	have	time	for	anything	else...	everything	is	just	study,	after	school	I	go	to	the	

library	and	I	study	every	day	and	then	on	Sunday	I	have	to	study	at	home	because	the	library	

is	 not	open	 (CS2_T2_S3).	 It	 is	 stressful	 and	 it	 takes	a	 lot	 of	work,	 like	 you	have	 to	put	 the	

work	 in	 because	 if	 you	 don’t,	 it	 gets	 all	 on	 top	 of	 you	 and	 you	 end	 up	 trying	 to	 cram	

everything	in	(CS1_T2_S9).	It’s	a	bit	stressful	because	there	is	a	lot	to	get	done	and	to	study	

and	 it’s	 only	 two	 years,	 it	 is	 a	 really	 short	 time	 and	 there	 is	 so	 much	 on	 the	 course	

(IS1_T2_S4).	In	all	interviews,	at	T2,	students	spoke	of	their	stress	and	of	the	pressure	of	the	

examination	and	of	the	need	to	cram	in	all	the	information	in	a	short	space	of	time	without	

much	time	for	processing	information	or	understanding	it.	One	student	talked	about	drilling	

it	into	my	head	(IS2_T2_S10).	The	language	here	is	interesting	and	almost	suggests	that	this	

kind	of	learning	is	painful,	and	certainly	not	an	enjoyable	experience.	In	an	environment	that	

is	 all	 about	 cramming	 information	 in,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 see	 how	 students	 develop	 skills	 for	

learning,	and	where	there	is	evidence	of	developing	skills	 it	 is	all	the	more	significant	in	an	
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environment	such	as	this.	There	was	evidence	of	enculturation	into	a	culture	of	acceptance	

of	increased	stress	levels.		

	

Part	of	this	stress	 is	around	covering	the	course;	teachers	stress	about	covering	the	course	

and	the	students	pick	up	on	the	teacher’s	stress:	

We	had	the	course	done	since	I	think	Christmas	or	November	...	we	have	been	doing	
a	lot	of	exam	questions	which	is	what	you	are	supposed	to	do.	But	[another	subject]	
is	still	not	finished	the	teacher	 is	rushing	 it	and	all	stressed,	we	don’t	have	enough	
papers	done….	it	is	all	so	stressful	(IS2_T2_S6).		

	
Again	here,	this	acceptance	of	how	things	are	supposed	to	be	is	evident	in	this	quote,	doing	

exam	 questions	 is	 all	 part	 of	 the	 senior	 cycle	 experience.	 The	 filleting	 of	 the	 course	 by	

teachers	is	also	evident	in	that	the	teacher	here	finishes	the	course	before	Christmas	of	sixth	

year.	However,	despite	all	this	stress,	students	are	by	and	large	happy	in	schools	and,	while	

they	 comment	 on	 good	 and	 bad	 experiences,	 they	 are	 enjoying	 this	 period	 of	 their	

education	and	question	very	little	of	the	quality	of	the	experience.		

Very	 stressful	 but	 I	 love	 it,	 like	 I	 don’t	 want	 it	 to	 end,	 like	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 leave	
school,	I	just	love	the	school,	I	love	the	atmosphere	in	the	school,	I	love	the	teachers	
in	the	school,	 like	they	are	all	supportive	for	you	and	they	are	all	going	to	be	there	
for	 you	 and	help	 you,	 through	 everything	 that	 you	need,	 they	 give	 a	 hundred	per	
cent	of	their	time	into	what	we	do	and	throughout	these	exams	(IS2_T2_S1).		
	

This	 acceptance	 of	 what	 doing	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 entails	 is	 evident	 throughout	 the	

interviews	 it’s	boring,	but	sure	 it’s	what	you	have	 to	do	 (CS1_T2_S4)	 to	 it’s	all	 learning	off	

but	it	is	grand	really	(IS2_T2_S7)	lot	of	learning	off,	it	is	kinda	boring,	not	done	willingly	like	

(CS2_T2_S10).	This	message	was	consistent	across	all	interviews	at	T2.		

	
7.3.2 Skills	development	in	senior	cycle	at	T2	
	

The	 interview	 transcripts	 were	 first	 coded	 for	 evidence	 of	 any	 of	 the	 five	 key	 skills—

information	processing,	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking,	 communicating,	working	with	 others	

and	 being	 personally	 effective—and	 then	 for	 evidence	 of	 difference	 between	 the	

intervention	schools	and	the	control	schools.	The	control	schools	talk	about	skills	 in	a	very	

surface	 way:	 time	 management,	 communicating;	 the	 intervention	 schools	 mention	 skills	

more	often	and	in	a	more	sophisticated,	way	demonstrating	support	for	H3	and	H1.		

	

Students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 mention	 leadership,	 teamwork,	 evaluations	 and	

presentation	skills—all	skills	encouraged	in	the	key	skills	work.	Time	keeping,	organisational,	

team	work,	 leadership,	 self-motivation,	 like,	 to	get	yourself	 to	do	 things	and,	 like,	 that	will	
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probably	help	when	I	go	to	college	because	we	won’t	have	teachers	to	keep	saying	this	has	

to	be	 in	 the	next	week	 (IS2_T2_S8).	The	students	have	 thought	about	how	these	skills	will	

impact	on	 further	 studies	 and	 they	have	noticed	 a	difference	 in	 the	 amount	of	 teamwork	

activities	 they	are	doing.	Probably	 just	 team	work	and	skills	…	we	have	been	working	a	 lot	

more	 as	 a	 team,	 I	 noticed	 in	 sixth	 year	 there	 is	 a	 lot	more	 things	 where	 we	 are	 working	

together,	not	on	your	own,	even	in	French	class	we	work	together	in	teams	(IS2_T2_S3).	They	

are	able	 to	express	 themselves	 through	participating	 in	presentations.	 I	 learned	 to	express	

myself	 better	 in	 front	 of	 the	 class	 and	make	 presentations	 and	 stuff	 like	 that	 (IS1_T2_S4).	

They	report	developing	note-making	skills	and	being	more	confident.	Communication	skills	

and,	 like,	 self-esteem,	now	 I	 can	make	my	own	notes	 instead	of	 relying	on	 the	 teachers…	 I	

can	socialise	better	with	 the	other	 students	and	 teachers	and	have	a	good	communication	

(IS1_T2_S11).	While	 not	mentioned	 as	 frequently	 as	 other	 skills,	 the	 skill	 of	 evaluation	 is	

mentioned	by	a	number	of	students,	and	the	idea	of	self-assessment:	the	skill	I	developed	is	

to	be	able	to	research	topics	really	well	and	how	to	do	evaluations	(IS2_T2_S12).	They	do	not	

mention	organisation	skills	as	much	as	the	students	from	the	control	schools;	only	twice	in	

IS1,	and	this	was	around	the	need	for	organisation	in	preparing	for	Art	examinations.	

	

In	 contrast,	 the	 control	 schools	 do	 not	 use	 the	 same	 language	 in	 describing	 skills—again,	

supporting	 H3	 and	 showing	 the	 value	 of	 the	 quasi-experimental	 design	 as	 one	 could	

attribute	the	intervention	school	students’	descriptions	of	skills	to	maturity	if	a	comparison	

group	were	not	available.	Time	management	skills	and	organising	skills	because	if	you	want	

to	do	your	Leaving	Cert	you	have	to	be	organised,	you	have	boxes	of	pages	for	one	subject	so	

you	 kind	of	 have	 to	be	organised	 (CS2_T2_S1).	 Being	organised	 is	 seen	 as	 very	 important,	

albeit	 across	 all	 schools;	 in	 control	 schools,	 when	 asked	 about	 what	 skills	 they	 have	

developed,	 the	majority	of	students	mentioned	being	organised.	They	mentioned	research	

skills	but	not	 in	the	same	way	as	 intervention	schools.	Research	skills,	 if	you	need	to	know	

something	on	the	internet	or	 look	it	up	or	solutions	or	anything	on	it…like,	 if	 I	can’t	find	an	

answer	in	my	book,	like,	I	will	go	off	and	I	will	try	to	find	it	myself	using	marking	schemes	or	

online	 notes	 (CS2_T2_S5).	 Here	 we	 see	 that	 organisation	 features	 very	 heavily;	 students	

spend	a	 lot	of	 time	organising	notes.	When	 they	do	mention	 research	 skills,	 it	 is	primarily	

about	 looking	up	 information.	 	 For	example,	 they	 talk	about	using	 the	 Internet	 to	 look	up	

sample	answers	to	Leaving	Certificate	questions.		

	



 

202 
 

In	 the	 intervention	 schools,	 the	 students	 mention	 more	 of	 what	 they	 like	 to	 do	 when	

learning.	 They	 talk	 about	 taking	 responsibility	 for	 their	 own	 learning;	 one	 student	 talked	

about	a	teacher	that	 is	 letting	us	be	responsible	 in	our	own	way	to	get	our	work	done	and	

revision	(IS1_T2_S6),	while	another	student	 in	the	same	school	said	he	 is	 letting	us	try	and	

use	our	own	brains	instead	of	him	doing	it	(IS1_T2_S12).	When	talking	about	projects,	they	

spoke	about	taking	responsibility	for	the	work	and	how	both	students	and	teachers	helped	if	

they	needed	it.		

The	teachers	give	you	help	if	you	need	it	but	they	leave	you	alone	if	you	don’t	need	
it,	so	for	the	likes	of	history	if	you	need	help	you	ask	them	to	help	you	but	it	is	a	lot	
by	yourself.		It	is	easy	enough	if	you	know	what	you	are	doing,	and	if	you	take	a	big	
interest	in	it.	In	Art	if	there	is	something	you	can’t	draw	there	is	someone	who	will	
be	there	to	help,	like,	as	well	as	if	you	need	help	doing	your	Art	project	your	friends	
will	help	as	well	(IS1_T2_S6).	

	

Students	in	both	intervention	schools	talked	about	how	project	work	in	History	and	Religion	

got	 them	 really	 interested	 in	 topics	 and	 engaged	 them.	 Project	work	 in	 Religion	was	 also	

mentioned	in	CS2	I	was	researching	about	Charles	Darwin	and	the	theory	of	evolution	and	I	

learned	 loads	 of	 stuff	 that	 I	 never	 knew	 before,	 and	 it	 turned	 out	 that	 I	 believe	 Darwin’s	

theory	more	than	I	believe	the	Six-Day	Creation	now	(CS2_T2_S7).	There	is	potential	in	doing	

coursework	 for	 students	 to	 develop	 skills;	 this	 is	 evident	 in	 how	 students	 talk	 about	 the	

process.	However,	in	some	cases	the	teacher	takes	too	much	control	of	the	process	and,	in	

doing	so,	students	are	not	afforded	the	opportunity	to	develop	skills.	This	was	more	evident	

in	control	schools	rather	than	intervention	schools.	In	key	skills	workshops,	the	need	to	give	

students	opportunities	to	develop	research	and	information	processing	skills	was	discussed.	

This	may	have	had	an	impact	on	teachers’	organisation	of	project	work,	although	equally	it	

could	be	down	to	individual	differences	in	teachers.	It	is	significant	that	in	both	intervention	

schools	students	talked	about	it	being	their	own	work	across	a	number	of	different	subjects	

such	as	History,	Home	Economics,	Geography,	Religion,	LCVP	and	Art.	Typical	comment	was	I	

love	working	on	my	own	for	my	project,	it	is	the	only	way	cause	you	are	interested	in	it,	it	is	

yours	not	the	teachers	(IS1_T2_S10).	Compared	with	this	description	from	one	of	the	control	

schools	about	project	work:	

The	teacher	had	to	write	out	notes	for	us	but	she	would	have	to	write	them	out	in	
different	ways	for	all	of	us	because	it	was	really	hard	because	we	did	not	know	what	
to	write.	You	need	loads	of	help	from	the	teacher	(CS1_T2_S3).		
	

Some	 students	 in	 intervention	 schools	 displayed	 better	 academic	 self-image,	 where	 they	

appeared	to	have	more	confidence	in	their	own	learning	and	did	not	see	the	teacher	as	the	

font	of	all	knowledge	supporting	H3.	I	think	it	is	when	you	pay	attention	and	when	you	want	
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to	learn	something	it	does	not	really	matter	what	kind	of	way	you	get	taught	it	is	really	up	to	

you	to	get	stuck	in	(IS2_T2_S8).	Compared	to	the	teacher	gives	out	literally	what	you	need	to	

know	in	the	chapter	in	like	two	A4	pages,	it	is	a	lot	easier	than	reading	fifteen	pages,	so	you	

just	read	the	notes	(CS2_T2_S8).			

	
The	 dominance	 of	 practising	 past	 exam	papers	 and	 how	 it	 takes	 over	 the	 second	 term	of	

senior	cycle	is	evident	across	all	four	schools,	both	intervention	and	control:		

It	 is	 just	really	exam	papers	that	we	are	going	through	now,	trying	to	get	ourselves	
and	our	heads	 into	 it	 really,	you	know,	 like,	what	questions	are	going	 to	come	up,	
with	Maths,	you	know	area	and	volume	would	be	question	two	or	Algebra	would	be	
three	 and	 four,	 that	 kind	 of	 stuff,	 so	 we	 know	what	 to	 expect	 coming	 up	 on	 the	
exams	(IS2_T2_S1).		
We	go	 through	a	 topic	and	 then	we	do	exam	questions	on	 it,	 go	over	and	over	 it,	
doing	all	the	questions	on	it	until	you	know	what	you	are	doing	(CS2_T2_S2).		
We	have	the	course	finished	so	we	just	do	exam	papers;	it’s	boring	but	sure	it’s	what	
you	have	to	do	(CS1_T2_S10).	

	
However,	 this	 emphasis	 on	 exam	 papers	means	 the	 students,	 in	 CS2	 especially,	 feel	 well	

prepared	for	the	examinations;	it	has	increased	their	confidence	for	the	exams.	One	student	

talked	about	having	all	possible	questions	covered	for	Chemistry,	English	and	Maths	so	I	am	

well	 prepared	 for	 them,	 you	 know	 what	 you	 are	 doing	 (CS2_T2_S5).	 In	 IS2	 some	 of	 the	

students	talk	about	the	stress	of	not	having	the	course	covered	 in	time	to	do	all	 the	exam	

papers.	It	is	not	possible	to	say	this	was	because	of	the	key	skills	intervention;	however,	this	

lack	 of	 practice	 of	 past	 exam	 questions	 does	 cause	 stress	 for	 the	 students.	 This	 is	 not	

reflected	in	their	academic	outcome	data	where	IS2	outperform	CS2.	The	tension	between	

wanting	 the	notes,	wanting	 to	have	 covered	 the	 course	 and	wanting	 to	have	practised	all	

possible	 past	 papers	 and	 wanting	 to	 develop	 independent	 key	 skills	 is	 very	 evident	 in	

transcripts.	 This	 tension	 is	 further	 discussed	 in	 the	 next	 section	 where	 changes	 in	

pedagogical	 practices	 by	 teachers	 have	 both	 positive	 and	 negative	 impact	 on	 students’	

attitudes	to	learning.	

	

7.3.3	Learning	environment	–	Impact	of	key	skills	intervention	on	pedagogical	practices	

There	are	many	quotes	that	point	to	competing	narratives	about	change.	Teachers	are	trying	

out	new	pedagogies,	but	students	are	resisting	it,	and	indeed	are	stressed,	as	they	feel	the	

looming	examination	pressure.		

Biology,	I	am	finding	it	extremely	irritating,	we’re	learning	about	DNA	the	other	day	
and	 we	 had	 a	 role	 play	 where	 everyone	 was	 a	 different	 nucleotide	 and	 she	 was	
showing	us	how	they	form,	whereas	I	would	simply	have	read	through	what	it	says	
in	 the	book	and	that	 is	what	a	normal	 teacher	would	do,	 that	 is	what	you	actually	



 

204 
 

would	do,	but	we	 spent	a	double	 class	 conducting	 that	play	on	DNA	and	 stuff	 like	
that,	and	we	play	Who	Wants	to	Be	a	Millionaire	in	Biology.	I	mean	it	is	fine	for	first	
year,	but	 for	a	 sixth	year	…I	 just	 find	 that	 really,	 really	 frustrating	because	 I	am	so	
unnerved	all	the	time.	I	just	want	to	get	…work	over	with	and	I	don’t	want	to	waste	a	
minute	where	I	could	be	studying,	getting	things	in,	you	know	(IS2_T2_S8).	

	
This	student	is	not	happy	with	the	more	active	learning	environment	in	her	Biology	class	and	

would	prefer	to	be	 just	getting	things	 in	and	covering	the	course.	However,	 this	teacher	 is	

trying	out	role-play	and	using	a	game	to	assess	student’s	knowledge,	which	is	evidence	that	

there	was	change	in	pedagogical	practice	in	the	intervention	schools	supporting	H1.	In	some	

cases	the	change	pays	off	for	some	of	the	students	and	they	talk	about	it	in	positive	terms.		

I	 think	 a	 good	 teacher	 should	be	doing,	 like	doing	new	 things	…	a	 class	 that	 I	 had	
recently,	 we	 all	 stood	 up	 and	 had	 to	 speak	 out	 our	 Irish	 and	 ask	 each	 other	
questions,	it	went	into	my	head,	so	that’s	what	I’ve	been	doing	at	home	now.	At	first	
I	thought	the	teacher	was	mad....	like	we	are	sixth	years	(IS2_	T2_S1).	
	

The	 resistance	 to	 change	 is	 also	 evident	 here:	we	 are	 sixth	 years,	 an	 inference	 that	 sixth	

years	should	not	be	trying	new	ways	of	 learning.	 In	the	following	description	of	a	class	the	

student	describes	doing	a	jigsaw	exercise.	

	We	 read	 the	 stuff	 out	of	 the	book	and	 then	we	would	 get	notes	handed	out	as	
well	and	then	our	History	teacher	is	very	good,	she	puts	us	in	teams	and	we	learn	
different	themes	then	we	have	to	teach	it	to	other	teams	so	we	do	team	work	a	lot	
in	that	class,	makes	it	easier	to	remember	and	not	as	boring	(IS2_T2_8).	

	
This	methodology	is	working	for	the	student	as	she	finds	it	easier	to	remember	the	facts	 if	

she	has	been	 involved	 in	peer	 teaching	exercises	with	 the	content.	There	was	evidence	of	

teachers	 asking	 students	 for	 their	 opinions	 and	 giving	 feedback	 on	 learning	 in	 the	

intervention	schools;	however,	feedback	does	not	feature	in	any	real	sense	throughout	the	

transcripts.	Getting	the	students	to	feedback	on	their	learning	experience	was	encouraged	in	

the	key	skills	workshops.	Teachers	that	treat	you	like	an	adult	and	they	kind	of	talk	to	you	…	

and	 they	 show	 you	 how	 to	 get	 better	 at	 it	 (IS1_T2_S8).	 However,	 it	 is	 still	 the	 teacher	

showing	or	telling.	A	good	teacher	we	have	always	looks	after	us	and	asks	our	opinion,	asks	

if	we	are	OK	with	what	the	teacher	is	doing	and	if	they	want	to	change	something	about	the	

classes	or	to	make	them	better	for	us	(IS1_T2_S4).	

	

There	 is	 a	 lot	 of	 evidence	 in	 intervention	 schools	 of	 students	 working	 in	 groups	 and	 this	

corroborates	the	teacher	data	(see	Table	5.19).	This	provides	support	for	H3	and	H1.	I	find	it	

easier	working	with	a	group	of	my	peers;	I	learn	more	than	just	on	my	own,	we	do	that	in	a	

lot	 of	 classes	 (IS1_T2_S3).	 Everyone	 was	 helping,	 like,	 we	 were	 doing	 bills	 and	 stuff	 and	

everyone	was	asking	questions	and	everyone	was	helping	each	other	(IS1_T2_S1).	This	same	
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student	 described	 the	 skills	 she	 had	 developed	 in	 school	 as	 teamwork,	 working	 with	

students,	I	think	that	has	been	good,	communication	skills,	listening,	talking	–	not	being	shy	

(IS1_T2_S1).	 This	 is	 also	 echoed	 in	 IS2	 when	 a	 student	 described	 the	 skills	 she	 had	

developed:	 teamwork,	 I	work	better	 in	a	 team	now	than	 I	did	at	 the	start,	 like	more	 ideas	

would	be	brought	together	and	we	would	know	how	to	decide	on	the	better	idea,	and	come	

up	 with	 points	 (IS2_T2_S9).	 This	 student	 is	 talking	 about	 both	 working	 with	 others	 and	

information	processing	skills.	Another	student	in	the	same	school	talks	about	building	skills	

with	 other	 people	 (IS2_T2_S1).	 There	was	 evidence	 from	 intervention	 schools	 of	 teachers	

having	good	questioning	skills.		

She	 goes	 round	 and	 she	was	writing	 up	on	 the	board	 and	 she	will	 ask	 you	 lots	 of	
questions	 but	 she	 is	 really	 active	with	 you,	 it	 is	 not	 just	 take	 this	 down,	 take	 this	
down	because	she	kind	of	questions	everybody	and	then	if	you	don’t	get	it	right	she	
will	keep	at	you	until	you	get	it	right,	you	know.		Like	she	will	be,	like,	“OK	so	that’s	
not	 right,	 but…	 ”	 and	 then	 she	will	 ask	 somebody	 else	 but	 then	 later	 on	 she	will	
come	 back	 and	 she	 will	 ask	 you	 again	 or	 ask	 you	 a	 different	 question	 relating	 to	
something	to	do	with	that	stuff	(IS2_T2_S11).	
	

Teachers	probing	for	understanding,	using	incorrect	answers	and	linking	learning	is	evident	

in	 many	 descriptions	 of	 good	 classes.	 Questioning	 skills	 were	 a	 feature	 of	 the	 key	 skills	

workshops.	 In	 this	 description	 of	 teaching,	 the	 students	 are	 being	 afforded	 more	

opportunities	 to	 develop	 information	 processing	 skills	 and	 critical	 thinking	 and	 creativity	

skills.	During	the	interviews,	students	were	asked	to	rank	in	order	of	one	[most	time]	to	four	

[least	 time]	 the	 activities	 they	 spend	most	 time	doing	 in	 any	one	day	 in	 school.	 Table	 7.2	

below	 shows	 the	 results	 for	 intervention	 and	 control	 schools	 at	 T1	 and	 T2.	 These	 results	

support	 and	 corroborate	 the	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 data,	 showing	 change	 in	

pedagogical	practices	for	teachers	in	intervention	schools	(see	also	section	5.3.2).		

	

Table	7.2	

Time	spent	in	class	on	activities	ranked	1-4	at	for	Intervention	and	Control	schools	at	T1	and	
T2	
Time	doing	this	in	one	day	in	
school	Ranked	1-4		

IS_T1	 IS_T2	 CS_T1	 CS_T2	

Working	on	my	own	 1	 4	 3	 1	
Listening	 	 3	 	 2	
Talking/Discussing	 4	 2	 1	 	
Working	with	one	student	 	 1	 	 3	
Working	with	a	group		 	 	 	 	
Taking	Notes	 3	 	 4	 4	
Reading	from	a	Book	 2	 	 2	 	
Presenting	to	the	class	 	 	 	 	
Using	a	computer	in	class	 	 	 	 	
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Students	 in	the	 intervention	schools	do	not	count	taking	notes	at	T2	 in	the	top	four	ranks,	

and	they	rank	working	with	another	student	as	number	one.	Control	schools,	on	the	other	

hand,	rank	working	on	their	own	as	number	one	and	still	rank	taking	notes	as	a	top	activity	

at	T2,	albeit	ranked	fourth.			

	

Students	were	asked	about	different	learning	experiences	in	class	and	if	they	participated	in	

them	daily,	weekly,	monthly,	or	not	at	all.	Table	7.3	shows	the	results	at	T1	and	T2	 in	 the	

intervention	 schools	 for	 the	 number	 of	 students	 that	 reported	 methodologies	 they	 used	

daily	or	weekly	and	the	percentage	of	overall	cases.			

	

Table	7.3.	
Methodologies	used	daily	or	weekly	in	intervention	schools	at	T1	and	T2	
Methodology	 Interviews	T1	 Interviews	T2	

n	 %	of	Cases	 n	 %	of	Cases	
ICT	 6	 31.6%	 5	 26.3%	
Poster	 1	 5.3%	 1	 5.3%	
Role	play	 1	 5.3%	 5	 26.3%	
Peer	correcting	 4	 21.1%	 6	 31.6%	
Peer	teaching	 3	 15.8%	 10	 52.6%	
Work	with	others	 8	 42.1%	 12	 63.2%	
Computer	homework	 9	 47.4%	 8	 42.1%	
Graphic	organisers	 9	 47.4%	 6	 31.6%	
Taking	notes	 16	 84.2%	 16	 84.2%	
	

	

	
Figure	 7.2.	 Reported	 use	 of	 different	 methodologies	 in	 interview	 at	 T1	 and	 T2	 for	
intervention	schools		
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These	 data	 provided	 corroborating	 evidence	 for	 H1	 and	 changes	 to	 teachers’	 pedagogical	

practices.	Of	 note	 here	 is	 the	 increased	 reported	 use	 of	methodologies	 such	 as	 role	 play,	

peer	 teaching,	 peer	 correcting	 and	working	with	 others	 in	 intervention	 schools.	 However,	

taking	notes	 is	 still	 the	main	activity	daily	and	weekly	 in	 the	schools.	Figure	7.1	shows	 the	

comparison	between	T1	and	T2.	Table	7.4	presents	the	corresponding	data	for	the	control	

schools	as	reported	at	T1	and	T2.	

	
Table	7.4	
Methodologies	used	daily	or	weekly	in	control	schools	at	T1	and	T2	
Methodology	 Interviews	T1	 Interviews	T2	

n	 %	of	Cases	 n	 %	of	Cases	
ICT	 7	 38.9%	 8	 47.1%	
Poster	 2	 11.1%	 1	 5.9%	
Role	play	 1	 5.6%	 2	 11.8%	
Peer	correcting	 3	 16.7%	 1	 5.9%	
Peer	teaching	 7	 38.9%	 6	 35.3%	
Work	with	others	 9	 50.0%	 5	 29.4%	
Computer	homework	 6	 33.3%	 8	 47.1%	
Graphic	organisers	 11	 61.1%	 7	 41.2%	
Taking	notes	 15	 83.3%	 14	 82.4	
	

The	 methodologies	 most	 used	 in	 control	 schools	 are	 using	 computers	 to	 do	 homework,	

using	 graphic	 organisers,	 and	 taking	 notes	 (see	 Figure	 7.2).	 In	 interview	 students	 do	 talk	

about	using	ICT	but	only	in	the	context	of	researching	for	coursework	and	looking	up	exam	

solutions.	 The	 use	 of	 graphic	 organisers	 is	 likely	 to	 be	 linked	 to	 a	 study	 skills	 course	 the	

school	provided	for	the	students.		

	

	
Figure	7.3.	Control	schools	teaching	methodologies	used	daily	or	weekly	in	school	at	T1	and	
T2	as	reported	by	students	in	interview	
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Contrasting	the	data	for	intervention	schools	with	the	data	for	control	schools	at	T2	reveals	

interesting	differences	 in	pedagogical	practices,	as	 illustrated	 in	Figure	7.3.	The	dominance	

of	taking	notes	as	a	classroom	activity	is	evident	across	all	schools.		

	
Figure	7.4:	Comparison	of	teaching	methodologies	experienced	daily	or	weekly	as	reported	
at	T2	for	intervention	and	control	schools		
	
These	data	 illustrate	 that	 the	 students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 report	using	more	peer	

correcting,	 peer	 teaching,	 role	 play	 and	working	with	 others	 than	 the	 students	 in	 control	

schools	where	the	use	of	ICT	in	class	and	for	homework	and	taking	notes	are	the	most	used	

methodologies.	 These	 data,	 taken	 with	 the	 student	 voice	 from	 interviews,	 indicate	 that	

teachers	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	have	changed	 their	pedagogical	practices	between	T1	

and	T2.	

	

7.3.3 Students’	attitude	to	learning	and	change	
	

Students	 in	 intervention	 schools	 appear	 to	 have	 a	 better	 ability	 to	 think	 and	 talk	 about	

teaching	and	learning.	This	is	evident	in	the	following	quote:	

I	like	teachers	being	able	to	interact	with	the	students	other	than	just	teaching.		Like,	
teaching	is	one	thing	and	being	able	to	say	your	knowledge	but	being	able	to	kind	of	
communicate	with	 the	 students,	 saying	well,	what	 is	 your	 knowledge?	 	And	 to	 try	
and	exchange	it	instead	of	just	saying	“Well,	I	am	the	teacher,	I	am	right,	because	I	
have	got	a	degree,	like,	being	able	to	have	fun	and	not	just,	kind	of,	just	sitting	in	the	
classroom	and	just	being	bored	playing	with	your	pen,	 looking	at	the	time,	waiting	
for	your	 lunch.	 If	you	are	enjoying	the	class	you	are	getting	 involved	 in	your	work,	
you	know	your	work	and	you	remember	it	better	than	sitting	there	listening	to	the	
same	words	going	over	and	over	again	in	a	monotone	voice,	like	(IS1_T2_S12).	
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In	 this	 description	 of	 good	 teaching	 one	 can	 see	 that	 the	 student	 has	 incorporated	 a	 lot	

about	 skills	 in	 the	 emphasis	 on	 communication,	 describing	 teaching	 as	 a	 constructivist	

exercise	building	on	the	student’s	prior	knowledge,	understanding	the	material	rather	than	

rote	learning	and,	in	doing	so,	the	student		demonstrates	a	mature	attitude	to	teaching	and	

learning	at	 senior	cycle.	The	descriptions	of	good	teaching	 from	 intervention	schools	were	

more	sophisticated	than	those	from	the	control	schools.	

I	think	a	teacher	who	is	really	good	is	one	that	gives	a	lot	of	examples	and	when	they	
are	trying	to	explain	something,	shows	that	he	doesn’t	have	doubts	about	what	he	is	
trying	to	explain,	that	he	is	actually	confident	about	what	he	is	talking	about	and	he	
actually	knows	what	he	is	talking	about	(CS1_T2_S6).		

	

For	this	description	the	good	teacher	 is	the	one	who	knows	the	content	and	can	explain	 it	

well.	 There	 is	 evidence	 that	 students	 co-construct	 a	 culture	 whereby	 rote	 learning	 is	 the	

preferred	option,	as	evidenced	in	the	quote	from	the	student	on	the	role-play	in	the	Biology	

class.	Many	 students	 in	 all	 schools	 still	 describe	 good	 teaching	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 good	 the	

teacher	is	at	giving	notes.			

They	go	through	things	really	well	and	they	explain	things	really	well	and	they	have	
their	 own	 notes	 that	 they	 give	 to	 us	 that	 we	 fill	 in	 as	 well	 and	 if	 we	 have	 any	
problems	we	ask	 them	and	 they	 go	 through	exam	papers	 and	 then	 they	help	 you	
(CS2_T2_S5).		
Someone	who	makes	 sure	 that	 everything	 is	 explained	 really	well	 and	 they	make	
sure	 you	 are	 doing	 homework	 and	 stuff	 because	 if	 someone	 does	 not	 give	 you	
homework	you	are	not	going	to	study	(IS1_T2_S7).	
	

The	teacher	as	the	font	of	all	knowledge	and	the	student	as	the	passive	recipient	is	evident,	

more	so	in	the	control	schools	but	also	to	an	extent	in	the	intervention	schools.	There	is	little	

evidence	of	students	being	epistemic	agents	in	their	own	learning	(Skidmore,	2006).		

I	 just	 think	 the	teachers	are	not	here	to	waste	your	 time;	 they	would	not	 just	give	
you	 pointless	 things	 to	 do	 if	 there	 was	 no	 point	 behind	 them	 in	 the	 exams	
(IS2_T2_S8).		
In	Biology	the	teacher	gives	out	literally	what	you	need	to	know	in	the	chapter	in	like	
two	A4	pages,	it	is	a	lot	easier	than	reading	fifteen	pages,	so	you	just	read	the	notes	
(CS2_T2_S8).		
	

This	 is	 not	 surprising,	 as	 recent	 research	 has	 found	 that	 students	 in	 Leaving	 Certificate	

become	very	 instrumental	 learners	 and	 that	 their	 experience	 in	earlier	 years	of	 education	

has	a	big	 impact	on	how	they	 learn	 in	 senior	cycle	 (Smyth,	Dunne,	Darmondy	and	McCoy,	

2007;	Au,	2010).	The	majority	of	the	48	students	interviewed	at	T2	still	use	writing	out	things	

as	 their	main	way	of	 learning	and	describe	 rote	 learning	practices	when	asked	about	how	

they	study.		
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There	are	some	exceptions	 in	the	 intervention	schools.	One	student	 in	 IS1	describes	a	bad	

teacher	as	one	who	does	a	lot	of	work	for	us	and	she	brings	in	notes	for	everything	that	she	

does…and	 I	 don’t	 get	 it,	 I	 can’t	 just	 learn	 the	 stuff.	 …	 just	 give	 you	 notes	 upon	 notes	

(IS1_T2_S11).	

	
Students	are	aware	that,	 in	order	to	learn,	they	need	to	understand	the	material.	They	are	

judging	their	teachers,	not	on	the	quantity	or	quality	of	notes,	but	on	their	ability	to	explain	

the	material.	 At	 T2,	 there	 is	 still	 this	 acceptance	 that	 learning	 at	 Leaving	 Certificate	 is	 all	

about	learning	off	material	and	knowing	the	‘tricks’	to	get	the	exam.	This	was	evident	from	

the	student	who	talked	about	the	English	course	being	covered	because	her	teacher	knew	

what	was	really	needed	for	the	course	and	so	had	it	finished	and	early	and	all	they	had	to	do	

was	practise	answers.		

	

7.4	Review	of	most	salient	issues	

The	 intervention	 has	 had	 an	 impact	 on	 changing	 teachers’	 pedagogical	 practices	 in	 the	

experimental	schools.	This,	in	turn,	has	had	an	impact	on	students’	attitude	to	learning	and	

key	skills	development.	This	impact	on	students	is	not	major	due	to	the	backwash	effect	of	

the	Leaving	Certificate	on	their	 learning.	There	is	evidence	of	skills	development	but	this	 is	

not	at	a	sophisticated	level.	The	key	skill	of	working	with	others	is	most	deeply	embedded	in	

the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 environments	 of	 the	 intervention	 schools.	 Teaching	 to	 the	 test	

was	 very	evident	 in	many	of	 the	 student	data,	 and	 the	need	 to	 fillet	 the	 curriculum	 to	 its	

bare	essentials,	down	to	the	two	A4	pages.	The	teacher,	not	the	student,	bypassing	a	very	

valuable	opportunity	for	the	student	to	develop	information	possessing	skills,	almost	always	

completes	 this	 filleting	 of	 the	 curriculum.	 Popham	 (2001)	 refers	 to	 this	 as	 instructionally	

criminal	 conduct	 to	 teach	 in	 this	way,	 teaching	 he	 describes	 as	 ‘item	 teaching’	 (p.9).	 In	 a	

high-stakes	test	such	as	the	Leaving	Certificate,	it	is	not	surprising	that	teachers	teach	to	the	

test	in	this	way.	Many	of	the	examinations,	such	as	the	Biology	in	the	two	A4	pages	referred	

to	by	the	student,	have	short	three,	six,	nine	and	twelve	mark	questions	that	only	examine	

recall.	This	kind	of	a	 test,	 rewarding	narrow	content	acquisition,	militates	against	 students	

developing	key	skills.	However,	as	Popham	(2001)also	points	out,	teachers	can	be	teaching	

to	the	knowledge	and	skills	represented	by	the	test,	and	this	is	different	to	teaching	to	test	

items	 such	as	 the	narrow,	bite-size	 content	 that	 can	be	 represented	on	 the	 two	A4	pages	

(p.1).	 	 Assessment	does	 allow	 for	 skill	 development,	 and	 indeed	encourages	 and	 supports	

skills	 development	 in	 elements	 such	 as	 coursework	 components	 of	 subjects.	 However,	

teachers	 often	 sabotage	 this	 opportunity	 for	 students	 by	 giving	 them	 too	 much	 help	 on	
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completing	the	work	and	not	allowing	independent	learning.	This	was	evident	in	the	control	

school	student	 interviews,	 less	so	 in	 the	 intervention	schools.	The	teachers’	understanding	

of	 key	 skills	 development	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	may	have	militated	 against	 this.	 The	

evidence	suggests	that	the	students	 in	the	 intervention	schools	took	more	responsibility	 in	

completing	coursework.		

	

For	 students	 to	move	 to	 a	more	 skills-oriented,	 deep	way	 of	 learning	 they	 need	 to	 adopt	

characterises	 such	 as	 relating	 ideas	 to	 previous	 knowledge	 and	 experience,	 looking	 for	

patterns	 and	 underlying	 principles,	 checking	 evidence	 and	 relating	 it	 to	 conclusion,	

examining	logic	and	argument	cautiously	and	critically,	and	becoming	actively	interested	in	

course	content.	What	is	evident	from	this	research	is	that	students	leave	most	of	this	kind	of	

learning	 to	 the	teachers.	They	adopt	a	more	surface	approach	to	 learning,	where	they	are	

studying	 without	 reflecting	 on	 purpose	 or	 strategy,	 memorising	 facts	 and	 procedures	

routinely	and	feeling	undue	pressure	and	worry	about	work	(Entwistle,	2009;	Entwistle	and	

McCune,	2004;	Harlen	and	James,	1997;	Harlen	and	Deakin	Crick,	2003).	It	is	clear	that	a	lot	

of	learning	at	senior	cycle	in	Ireland	is	more	aligned	with	the	surface	approach	than	the	deep	

approach	to	learning.	Students	talked	a	lot	about	just	writing	out	notes	over	and	over	again,	

until	they	get	 it	 in	their	heads;	they	talked	about	the	teacher	who	had	the	best	notes.	This	

leads	students	to	see	the	good	teacher	as	the	one	who	sticks	to	what	 is	coming	up	on	the	

exam	 and	 gives	 notes	 for	 it,	 leading	 to	 a	 mismatch	 between	 the	 more	 teacher-centred	

methods	experienced	at	senior	cycle	rather	than	the	more	active,	student-centred	methods	

needed	to	develop	key	skills.	It	is	a	vicious	cycle	of	teachers	feeling	that	they	must	teach	to	

the	test,	and	students	feeling	they	must	cram	in	all	the	relevant	information	and	regurgitate	

it	 in	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate	 in	 June	 and	 then	 forget	 it.	 This,	 in	 turn,	 leads	 the	 third	 level	

institutions	 to	 claim	 that	 second	 level	 students	 are	 inadequately	 prepared	 for	 higher	

education.	 In	 addition,	 another	 side	 effect	 of	 this	 kind	 of	 teaching	 and	 learning	 is	 the	

student’s	dependence	on	the	teacher,	and	to	external	 indicators	for	their	 learning	success.	

Learning	is	something	that	magically	happens	in	schools	when	the	teacher	is	good,	organised	

and	gives	good	notes,	it	is	not	something	that	the	students	are	actively	engaged	in	and	with	

and	have	control	over.		
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	CHAPTER	EIGHT	

DISCUSSION	of	FINDINGS	-	THE	INTERSECTING	PRETZELS	

Introduction	
The	task	is	not	so	much	to	see	what	no	one	yet	has	seen,	but	to	think	what	nobody	

yet	has	thought	about	that	which	everybody	sees	(Arthur	Schopenhauer,	1909).	

This	 chapter	 draws	 together	 the	 data	 from	 Chapter	 Five—teacher	 questionnaire	 and	

interview	data	analysis,	Chapter	Six—presentation	and	analysis	of	student	quantitative	data,	

and	Chapter	Seven—presentation	and	analysis	of	student	qualitative	data.	In	discussing	the	

findings	the	intervention	described	in	Chapter	Four	is	evaluated	from	the	perspective	of	the	

teachers	and	students.			

	

In	 Chapter	 Three,	 experimental	 research	 in	 social	 settings	 was	 described	 as	 being	 like	

intersecting	 pretzels	 (Shadish,	 Cook	 and	 Campbell,	 2002).	 This	 chapter	 sets	 out	 to	

disaggregate	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 intersecting	 variables	 in	 this	 research	 on	 teaching	 and	

learning	 and	 uses	 the	 rich	 data	 gathered	 to	 discuss	 the	 main	 findings	 in	 relation	 to	 the	

research	 question	 and	 the	 three	 hypotheses	 tested.	 Section	 8.1	 looks	 at	 the	 evidence	 for	

Hypothesis	1,	section	8.2	looks	at	Hypothesis	2	and	section	8.3	looks	at	Hypothesis	3.	Section	

8.4	considers	what	can	be	concluded	about	the	intervention	in	light	of	the	findings.	Finally,	

section	8.5	presents	a	conclusion	and	 looks	at	curriculum	of	 the	past,	 the	present	and	the	

future.	Figure	8.1	below	provides	an	overview	of	the	research,	as	it	pertains	to	the	literature	

and	the	theoretical	framework	for	the	research.	It	illustrates	how	the	different	components	

are	interconnected.		

	

Thomas	and	Pring	 (2012)	outline	 three	 criteria	 for	 judging	evidence:	 relevance,	 sufficiency	

and	 veracity.	 Applying	 these	 three	 criteria	 to	 this	 research	 is	 useful	 in	 the	 context	 of	

discussing	 the	 findings.	 Three	 hypotheses	were	 put	 forward	 concerning	 the	 impact	 of	 the	

implementation	of	a	key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	 learning.	Evidence	 is	presented	to	

support	or	 refute	 these	hypotheses.	The	evidence	 is	corroborated	 from	the	perspective	of	

the	 teachers	 and	 the	 students	 and	 is	 strengthened	 by	 using	 a	 control	 group	 quasi-

experimental	design,	meeting	the	criteria	for	sufficiency.	The	process	of	gathering	evidence	

was	 free	 from	 distortion	 and,	 as	 far	 as	 possible,	 is	 uncontaminated	 by	 vested	 interests.	

Research	in	social	contexts	such	as	schools	is	messy	and	it	is	difficult	to	navigate	the	multi-

factorial	 nature	 of	 the	 learning	 environment	 and	 the	 relationships	 between	 learners	 and	
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teachers,	 learners	 and	 learners,	 teachers	 and	 their	 craft	 knowledge,	 learners	 and	 the	

subject,	and	so	on.	

	

	Figure	8.1.	Overview	of	research	

The	 use	 of	 control	 groups	 within	 this	 research	 added	 to	 the	 corroborative	 evidence	 and	

afforded	 greater	 insight	 into	 teachers’	 and	 learners’	 experience	 during	 this	 period	 of	

education.		

8.1	 H1	 -	 The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	 will	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 the	 teachers’	
pedagogical	practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

The	 most	 striking	 changes	 reported	 at	 T2	 were	 the	 changes	 to	 teachers’	 pedagogical	

practices,	 with	 intervention	 schools	 reporting	 increased	 use	 of	 self-evaluation	 and	 target	

setting,	cooperative	learning,	peer	assessment	and	peer	teaching	(Table	5.18).	Teacher	data	

are	 supported	 by	 student	 data,	 with	 students	 reporting	 increases	 in	 peer	 teaching	 and	

cooperative	 learning	 (Table	 7.3).	 This	 provides	 convincing	 evidence	 for	 H1.	 The	 level	 of	

change	reported	by	both	teachers	and	students	points	to	the	power	of	using	key	skills	as	a	

lever	for	change.	This	 is	all	 the	more	compelling	 in	that	the	research	 is	situated	within	the	

context	 of	 a	 high-stakes,	 externally	 assessed	 examination	 such	 as	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate,	

with	 unchanged	 curriculum	 specifications	 and	 timetabled	 short	 periods—typically	 40	

minutes—for	learning.	According	to	Shulman	(1999),	the	complete	act	of	pedagogy	is	made	

up	of	comprehension,	transformation	(including	preparation,	representations,	selection,	and	

adaptation),	instruction,	evaluation,	reflection	and	new	comprehensions	(p.	71).	Taking	this	

concept	of	 the	complete	act	of	pedagogy	and	viewing	 it	 from	a	situated	perspective,	 from	

the	 perspective	 of	 a	 learning	 community,	 where	 the	 individual	 actions	 and	 interactions	

between	 all	 participants	 are	 seen	 as	 part	 of	 one	 process,	 the	 complexity	 of	 teaching	 and	
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learning	 is	 striking.	 It	 is	 worthwhile	 revisiting	 the	 Leach	 and	 Moon	 (1999)	 description	 of	

situated	learning:	

Participants	 create,	 enact	 and	 experience	 –	 together	 and	 separately	 –	 purposes,	
values	and	expectations;	knowledge	and	ways	of	knowing;	rules	and	discourse;	roles	
and	 relationships;	 resources,	 artefacts;	 and	 the	 physical	 arrangement	 and	
boundaries	of	the	setting	(p.	268).		
	

The	challenge	here	is	that	Leach	and	Moon	see	situated	learning	as	being	multifaceted	and	

interlinked	 and	 that	 it	 entails	all	 of	 these	 together	 and	 none	 of	 these	 alone.	 The	 data	 on	

change	from	transmission	to	constructivist	beliefs	provide	evidence	for	a	change	of	attitude	

to	 learning	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools,	 thus	 supporting	 H1	 (Table	 5.13).	 Teachers	 in	

intervention	schools	reported	a	more	informed	stance	on	teaching	beliefs	at	T2.	There	was	

some	 evidence	 from	 intervention	 schools	 of	 students	 being	 challenged	 to	 think	 and	 to	

understand,	and	there	was	evidence	of	transformation	in	examples	of	peer	teaching	in	Irish	

and	the	use	of	poster	presentations	in	a	number	of	classes	where	students	were	challenged	

to	 prepare,	 represent,	 select	 and	 adapt	 their	 learning.	 Changes	 to	 instruction	 were	 very	

visible	 in	the	evidence	of	group	work	activities	and	peer	teaching	reported.	Evaluation	and	

reflection	on	learning	was	less	evident	for	both	teachers	and	students.	There	was	evidence	

of	 new	 comprehensions	 among	 teachers	 and	 students	 about	 learning,	 as	 evidenced	 in	

comments	such	as	I	work	better	in	a	team	now…we	know	how	to	decide	on	the	better	idea	

(IS2_T2_S9).	 While	 evaluation	 was	 not	 commonplace,	 some	 teachers	 moved	 to	 getting	

students	to	evaluate	their	 learning	so	as	to	 inform	their	 teaching,	 for	example	the	teacher	

who	lamented	that	it	took	her	eight	years	of	teaching	to	ask	students		“What	helps	you	with	

your	 learning?”	 She	 spoke	 of	 how	 this	 act	 impacted	 on	 her	 practice:	 When	 I	 got	 the	

confidence	 to	 ask	 them	 that	 question,	 it	made	a	 huge	difference	 to	my	own	 teaching	 (T1,	

IS1).		

	

There	was	evidence	for	the	complete	act	of	pedagogy	being	implemented	within	classes,	but	

also	 of	 aspects	 being	 implemented.	 This	 is	 to	 be	 expected,	 given	 that	 teachers	 will	 pick	

aspects	 of	 the	 intervention	 and	 try	 it	 but	without	 taking	 time	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 impact	 on	

teaching	 and	 learning.	 It	 is	 questionable	 how	 deep	 this	 kind	 of	 change	 is	 to	 pedagogical	

practice.	There	was	evidence	of	what	Cordingley	(2013)	calls	the	tyranny	of	common	sense	

with	little	criticality	being	applied	(p.9).	For	example,	from	T5	in	IS1,		

They	need	to	be	able	to	work	 independently	and	some	of	the	key	skills	stuff	helps	
with	that	but,	 I	am	still	struggling	to	hand	it	over	to	them	completely;	this	year	we	
did	 hand	 quite	 a	 bit	 of	 it	 over,	 but	 then	 they	 seemed	 to	 come	 back	 to	me	 again,	
because	we	are	doing	exam	papers,	I	have	to	get	back	to	it	now.	
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This	 teacher	recognises	 that	students	need	to	be	able	to	work	 independently	and	that	 the	

key	skills	pedagogies	do	help	enhance	their	ability	to	work	independently	and,	we	may	infer,	

to	 think	 for	 themselves,	but	 they	 seemed	 to	 come	back	 to	me	 again	and	 now	because	 of	

exam	papers	the	teacher	has	to	get	back	to	it	now	inferring	that	getting	back	to	it,	to	the	old	

way	 (common	 sense)	 of	 doing	 things,	 is	 more	 efficient	 at	 doing	 the	 exam	 paper	

preparations.	There	is	no	sense	here	of	the	teacher	having	changed	practice	at	a	deep	level;	

rather,	 that	 this	 key	 skills	 stuff	 was	 something	 to	 try	 out.	 T3	 in	 IS1,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	

observed:		

I	give	them	various	tasks	before	we	begin	a	topic	or	at	the	end	of	a	topic,	ask	them	
to	pull	that	information	together	and	present	it	on	a	poster,	or	presentation,	or	an	
individual	 report,	 or	 something	 like	 that.	 We	 do	 a	 lot	 of	 discussion	 work	 in	 the	
classroom,	 which	 probably	 isn’t	 the	 best	 because	 I	 suppose	 sometimes	 they	 will	
leave	the	class	with	very	little	written	down.	It	does	seem	to	work;	I	mean	they	do	
quite	 well	 in	 their	 tests	 but,	 I	 probably	 should	 work	 on	 them	 having	 something	
leaving	the	classroom	a	little	bit	more.	
	

Here,	there	is	more	evidence	of	the	teacher	thinking	through	the	process	of	change	to	their	

pedagogy.	 They	 have	 evidence	 through	 examination	 results,	 their	 tests,	 that	 students	 are	

learning	 the	 content;	 however,	 they	 are	 still	 worried	 that	 the	 students	 don’t	 have	 notes,	

don’t	 have	 physical	 evidence	 of	 the	 discussion	 or	 presentation.	 They	 do	 not	 decide	 to	 go	

back	to	whatever	was	their	previous	practice;	rather,	they	decide	to	work	on	how	students	

record	 the	discussion	or	presentations.	Throughout	 this	 interview,	 the	 teacher	displayed	a	

much	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 key	 skills	 and	 the	 various	 elements	 that	 make	 them	 up.	

There	 is	more	evidence	here	 for	H1	and	of	 the	extended	professional	who	 is	 questioning,	

reflecting	 and	 developing,	 and	 engaging	 with	 the	 complete	 pedagogical	 act	 (Stenhouse,	

1975).		

 

8.2	H2	-	The	Key	Skills	approach	will	result	in	more	favourable	student	academic	
outcome	measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.	
 
There	 was	 evidence	 from	 the	 quantitative	 SEC	 examination	 data	 for	 enhanced	 academic	

outcomes	 for	 IS2,	 with	 a	 widening	 of	 difference	 in	 academic	 outcome	 between	 Junior	

Certificate	and	Leaving	Certificate	(Table	6.4).	IS1	top	ten	students	performed	better	in	the	

Leaving	 Certificate	 compared	 to	 the	 Junior	 Certificate.	 The	 evidence	 for	 H2	 was	

compromised	 in	not	being	able	to	match	student	academic	outcome	data	between	T1	and	

T2,	 due	 to	 schools	 being	 unwilling	 to	 share	 student	 names	 with	 data.	 It	 is	 arguable	 how	

much	 the	 current	 Leaving	 Certificate	 measures	 the	 kind	 of	 skills	 developed	 through	 this	
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intervention.	Externally	assessed	examinations	typically	attach	more	value	to	academic	skills	

than	 to	 soft	 skills	 such	 as	working	with	 others	 or	being	 personally	 effective.	 Indeed	 these	

skills	may	 have	 a	 greater	 impact	 on	 student	 achievement	 in	 their	 study	 after	 the	 Leaving	

Certificate.	 	 Key	 skills	 also	 have	 an	 impact	 on	 coursework,	 as	 is	 evident	 in	 students’	

descriptions	 from	 intervention	 schools,	 where	 they	 reported	 that	 they	 did	 the	 work	

themselves	and	in	cooperative	learning	groups,	rather	than	the	more	teacher-directed	work	

which	 was	 reported	 from	 the	 control	 schools.	 Hyland	 (2011)	 contends	 that,	 as	 students	

approach	 the	examination	period,	 they	 focus	more	and	more	on	exam	techniques	and	are	

reluctant	 to	 engage	 with	 any	 form	 of	 learning	 which	 will	 be	 not	 be	 rewarded	 in	 the	

examination	 (p.11).	 The	 cultural	 indoctrination	 into	 a	 mode	 of	 learning	 that	 values	 rote	

learning	cannot	be	underestimated	in	terms	of	its	influence	on	withstanding	an	intervention	

of	this	kind	at	this	stage	of	education.	This	culture	is	explicitly	clear	in	T1	data.		

	

The	Pupils’	Feelings	about	School	and	School	Work	 Inventory	(PFSSW)	data	provided	some	

interesting	 insights	 into	 education	 at	 senior	 cycle	 in	 Ireland,	 which	 are	 supported	 by	 the	

qualitative	 data.	 These	 T1	 data	 indicate	 that	 students	 in	 all	 four	 schools	 did	 not	 show	 a	

preference	 for	 a	 particular	 study	 orientation;	 they	 recorded	 similar	 means	 for	 Meaning,	

Reproducing	 and	 Achieving	 orientation	 to	 study	 (see	 Appendix	 S	 for	 values).	 This	 lack	 of	

preference	 for	 a	 particular	 study	 orientation	 was	 echoed	 in	 student	 interviews,	 with	

students	 struggling	 to	describe	how	 they	 learn	and	 looking	 to	 teachers	and	 test	 results	 as	

markers	for	success,	similar	to	students	involved	in	the	ESRI	longitudinal	study	(Smyth,	Banks	

and	Calvert,	2011).	Students	in	IS1	report	greater	changes	in	school	motivation	than	CS1.	IS2	

do	not	have	any	change	 in	 school	motivation	between	T1	and	T2,	CS2	 shows	 the	greatest	

change	 to	 school	 motivation.	 It	 is	 proffered	 that	 there	 may	 be	 an	 indication	 that	 a	 very	

organised	pastoral	care	programme	in	CS2	may	have	influenced	these	data.		

	

Looking	at	the	PFSSW	inventory	on	study	orientation	at	T2,	we	see	that	IS1	were	adopting	a	

deeper	 approach	 to	 learning	 with	 greater	 intrinsic	 motivation,	 which	 led	 to	 a	 meaning	

orientation	 and	 greater	 conscientiousness	 than	 in	CS1.	 	 IS2	 at	 T2	had	 a	 reduced	mean	on	

holistic	style	and	CS2	did	not	differ	significantly	between	T1	and	T2.	There	is	more	evidence	

for	change	to	study	orientation	in	IS1.	The	use	of	the	control	group	in	the	research	provided	

solid	 contrasting	 data	 for	 analysis	 and,	 by	 so	 doing,	 increased	 validity.	 The	 research	may	

have	been	ambitious	to	expect	significant	changes	to	study	orientations	at	this	key	stage	of	
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education	 for	 the	 young	 people	 involved.	 The	 increased	 epistemic	 agency	 alluded	 to	 in	

interviews	may	serve	the	intervention	school	students	in	their	further	academic	studies.		

	

Data	at	T1	provide	very	good	evidence	of	the	dominance	of	the	Leaving	Certificate	and	the	

precipitative	effect	on	 learning	 and	 teaching.	 Students	do	not	 get	 an	opportunity	 to	exert	

epistemic	 agency	 in	 a	 culture	 of	 covering	 the	 course	 and	 learning	 off	 information	 for	 an	

examination.	This	affects	teaching	and	learning	equally,	with	comments	such	as	just	making	

sure	that	the	topic	that	you	are	teaching	is	understood	by	the	vast	majority	and	that	they	can	

relay	 that	 information	 in	 a	 way	 that	 they	 need	 to	 do	 it	 for	 their	 Leaving	 Cert	 (T1,	 IS2).	

Students	look	to	the	teacher	for	the	answer	and	place	all	confidence	in	their	knowledge;	in	

so	 doing,	 they	 subsume	 their	 thinking	 under	 the	 teacher’s	 cognitive	 authority	 (Skidmore,	

2006).	This	is	very	evident	at	T2	when	students	are	asked	about	skills	they	have	developed	in	

the	 last	 two	 years	 of	 learning.	 Control	 school	 students	 typically	 talked	 about	 organisation	

skills	in	terms	of	notes	and	preparation	for	the	examination.	Intervention	school	students	on	

the	other	hand	described	 in	broader	 terms	 the	skills	 they	had	developed	and	did	mention	

epistemic	agency,	such	as	student	12	IS2	talking	about	being	able	to	research	topics	and	to	

do	evaluations	of	her	work,	and	student	11	 IS1	 talking	about	being	able	 to	make	her	own	

notes	and	not	rely	on	the	teacher	for	them,	supporting	H2,	and	demonstrating	the	value	of	

the	research	design	in	having	contrasting	data	for	analysis.		This	lack	of	epistemic	agency	has	

a	sententious	impact	on	how	young	people	then	study	for	examinations.	The	majority	of	the	

students	interviewed	cited	writing	out	as	their	study	method	of	choice.	This	rote	learning	of	

information	cannot	provide	a	very	good	foundation	for	future	study.	This	does	not	develop	

what	Entwistle	(2009)	calls	a	disposition	to	understand	in	students	(p.	117);	rather,	it	is	more	

aligned	 with	 Toffler’s	 (1980)	 three	 courses	 of	 punctuality,	 obedience	 and	 rote	 repetitive	

work	(p.29).	This	leaves	the	same	students	very	unprepared	for	third-level	education;	Collins	

(2010)	 contends	 that	 the	 points	 system	 rewards	 rote	 learning,	 instrumental	 learning	 and	

memorisation	 while	 simultaneously	 discouraging	 exploration,	 self-directed	 learning	 and	

critical	thinking	means	that	even	relatively	high	achieving	second-level	students	can	struggle	

on	entering	third	 level,	a	sentiment	echoed	by	Tom	Boland,	who	contends	that	the	spoon-

fed	second	level	students	are	struggling	to	cope	with	third	level,	leading	to	an	average	20%	

dropout	rate	across	the	seven	universities	(Boland,	2009).	
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8.3	 H3	 -	 The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	will	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 attitudes	 and	
beliefs	about	 learning	amongst	students	 in	the	 intervention	schools	more	than	in	
the	control	schools.	
 
It	is	difficult	to	look	at	H3	without	also	looking	at	H1,	since	what	teachers	do	in	the	learning	

environment	has	an	impact	on	student	attitudes	and	beliefs	about	learning.	The	intervention	

has	had	an	impact	on	changing	teachers’	pedagogical	practices	 in	the	intervention	schools.	

This	in	turn	has	had	an	impact	on	students’	attitude	to	learning	and	key	skills	development.	

Students	 in	 intervention	 schools	 appear	 to	 have	 a	 better	 ability	 to	 think	 and	 talk	 about	

teaching	and	learning	as	a	result	of	the	 intervention.	 	 In	their	description	of	good	teaching	

they	incorporated	a	lot	about	skills	in	the	emphasis	on	communication,	describing	teaching	

as	 a	 constructivist	 exercise	 building	 on	 their	 prior	 knowledge,	 understanding	 the	material	

rather	than	rote	learning	and	thus	demonstrated	a	mature	attitude	to	teaching	and	learning	

at	 senior	 cycle.	 Students	 in	 the	 intervention	 schools	 mention	 leadership,	 teamwork,	

evaluations	and	presentation	skills,	when	talking	about	skills	they	have	developed.		Control	

school	students	do	not	mention	these	skills	to	the	same	extent.	The	students	have	thought	

about	how	these	skills	will	 impact	on	further	studies	and	they	have	noticed	a	difference	 in	

the	amount	of	 teamwork	activities	 they	are	doing:	we	have	been	working	a	 lot	more	as	a	

team,	I	noticed	in	sixth	year	there	is	a	lot	more	things	where	we	are	working	together,	not	on	

your	 own,	 even	 in	 French	 class	 we	 work	 together	 in	 teams	 (IS2_T2_S3).	 This	 would	 be	

contrary	 to	what	 is	 reported	 in	other	 research	at	 this	stage	of	education	 in	 Ireland	where,	

typically,	students	work	on	their	own	for	most	of	their	classes	with	increased	instrumentality	

emerging	 (Smyth,	 Banks	 and	 Calvert,	 2011,	 p.70).	 There	 is	 convincing	 evidence	 in	

intervention	schools	of	 students	working	 in	groups	and	 this	 corroborates	 the	 teacher	data	

(see	 Table	 5.19).	 Cooperative	 learning	 is	 the	 skill	 most	 developed	 by	 the	 students.	 This	

would	 not	 be	 typical	 of	 the	 Leaving	 Certificate,	 where	 students	 in	 control	 schools	 often	

talked	about	their	own	learning	and	driving	it	forward	in	a	very	individualistic	way.		

	

Students	from	all	schools	cited	the	valuable	experience	of	doing	project	work,	such	as	that	

included	in	the	assessment	of	History,	Home	Economics,	Geography,	LCVP,	Art	and	Religion.	

This	experience	provided	an	opportunity	to	develop	key	skills	when	the	teacher	let	students	

do	 the	 research	 and	 provided	 support	where	 needed.	When	 this	 happened,	 the	 students	

seemed	to	take	ownership	and	to	enjoy	the	process;	S10	in	IS1	talked	about	it	is	yours,	not	

the	teacher’s.	When	the	teacher	took	over	and	directed	the	work	too	closely	 for	students,	

this	opportunity	is	lost;	S3	in	CS1	talked	about	how	the	teacher	wrote	out	the	notes	to	help	

them	complete	a	project.	This	curriculum	space	for	the	development	of	key	skills	is	already	
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part	of	the	 learning	at	senior	cycle	and	could	be	enhanced	if	the	development	of	key	skills	

was	valued	by	the	teachers	as	happened	in	the	intervention	schools.		

	

While	not	mentioned	as	frequently	as	other	skills,	the	skill	of	evaluation	is	mentioned	by	a	

number	of	IS	students,	and	the	idea	of	self-assessment:	the	skill	I	developed	is	to	be	able	to	

research	 topics	 really	 well	 and	 how	 to	 do	 evaluations	 (IS2_T2_S12).	 They	 do	 not	 see	

organisation	 as	 a	 key	 skill	 for	 learning	 to	 the	 same	 extent	 as	 students	 from	 the	 control	

schools,	which	would	signify	a	change	 in	attitude,	thereby	supporting	H3.	The	value	of	the	

quasi-experimental	 design,	 which	 allows	 for	 such	 comparisons	 to	 be	 made,	 provides	

increased	validity	to	the	claims	for	student	changes	in	attitudes	and	beliefs	with	the	changes	

to	pedagogical	practices	 in	the	classroom.	There	was	evidence	of	teachers	asking	students’	

opinions	and	giving	feedback	on	learning	in	the	intervention	schools.	Getting	the	students	to	

feedback	 on	 their	 learning	 experience	 was	 encouraged	 in	 the	 key	 skills	 workshops.	 That	

these	changes	are	happening	at	this	high-stakes	examination	phase	of	education	cannot	be	

underestimated.		

	

While	 research	 into	 learning	 tells	 us	 that	 the	 learning	 environment	 is	 best	 if	 organised	 in	

such	a	way	as	to	let	students	learn	in	a	social	constructivist	way,	there	is	no	agreement	on	

what	 exactly	 this	 means	 in	 practice.	 The	 labels	 of	 ‘traditional’,	 ‘transmission	 model’,	

‘teacher-centred’	and	‘rote	 learning’	which	come	with	a	 lot	of	negative	baggage	cannot	be	

dismissed	 as	 ‘bad	 teaching’	 or	 as	 not	 developing	 skills	with	 students.	 Clearly,	 a	 lot	 of	 the	

teaching	 described	 by	 the	 students	 fits	 under	 a	 transmission	 style	 of	 teaching;	 however,	

there	 were	 some	 descriptions	 from	 the	 intervention	 schools	 of	 very	 student-centred	

teaching	 and	 learning.	 There	was	 some	 evidence	 of	 the	 students	 being	 challenged	 to	 ask	

questions,	probe	assumptions	and	seek	justifications	in	their	interaction	with	the	curriculum	

of	various	subjects.	Student	12	in	IS1	talked	about	how	a	teacher	was	letting	them	try	to	use	

their	own	brains	instead	of	him	[the	teacher]	doing	it.		

	

However,	 the	 teacher	 still	 appears	 to	 exert	 epistemological	 dominance	 in	 the	 classroom,	

with	 little	evidence	of	young	people	exerting	much	epistemic	agency	 in	their	 learning.	This	

lack	 of	 epistemic	 agency	 can	 leave	 students	 feeling	 powerless	 and	 under	 pressure,	

exemplified	 in	 comments	 like	 drilling	 it	 into	 my	 head	 (IS2_T2_S10)	 or	 trying	 to	 cram	

everything	 in	 (CS1_T2_S9).	One	 teacher	 said	 that	using	 key	 skills	 as	 a	planning	 framework	

shifted	 the	 power	 in	 the	 classroom:	 I	 think	 it	 empowers	 the	 student,	 I	 think	 it	 gives	 them	
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more	 control	 over	 their	 own	 learning,	 even	 in	 terms	 of	 letting	 them	 know	 that	 they	 are	

succeeding,	and	that	they	have	these	markers	for	success	(T3,	IS1).	The	markers	for	success	

infer	that	students	can	judge	their	own	learning	and	develop	strategies	to	monitor	success,	

such	 as	 the	 skill	 of	 being	 personally	 effective	 or	 learning	 to	 learn	 from	 the	 European	

Framework.	 This	may	 suggest	 that	 students	 are	 adopting	 a	 deeper	 study	 orientation	 and	

that	 the	 intervention	 needed	 more	 time	 to	 have	 an	 impact	 on	 student	 outcomes.	 The	

evidence	 from	 student	 interview	 data	 of	 constructivist	 teaching	 and	 learning,	 cooperative	

learning	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	of	assessment	for	learning	in	the	intervention	schools	more	

than	in	the	control	schools	is	convincing,	providing	support	for	H3	and	H1.	

	
8.4	Impact	of	professional	development		

The	 significance	 of	 developing	 a	 professional	 learning	 community	 within	 a	 school	 is	 very	

evident	 from	 this	 research.	 Revisiting	 the	 key	 characteristics	 of	 the	 professional	

development	 process	 described	 in	 Chapter	 Four,	 all	 ten	 were	 significant	 in	 this	 research.	

However,	 the	 following	 five	 supporting	 factors	 for	 building	 a	 professional	 learning	

community	emerged	as	important	from	the	data:		

• a	focus	on	teaching	and	learning	with	all	staff		

• time	to	revisit	teaching	and	learning	under	a	unifying	theme	such	as	key	skills	

• resources	to	support	pedagogical	change	

• integration	of	reflective	inquiry	into	CPD	

• the	role	of	the	external	support.		

	

The	majority	of	CPD	 in	 Ireland	 is	 focused	on	 subject	 teaching	and	 is	delivered	outside	 the	

school	in	Education	Centres.	This	leads	to	their	role	being	seen	as	information	giving	rather	

than	 transformative,	a	 ‘telling	about’	 rather	 than	a	developmental	 role	 	 (see,	 for	example,	

Sugrue	 and	 colleagues	 (2001);	 Gleeson	 2012;	 Murchan,	 Loxley	 and	 Johnston,	 2009).	 The	

large-scale	 implementation	of	CPD	often	 leads	to	the	sessions	and	the	materials	becoming	

rigid	 in	 design	 due	 to	 practical	 consideration	 of	 scaling	 up	 and	 trying	 to	 reach	 a	 level	 of	

uniformity.	The	high	priority	attached	to	this	information-giving	role	appears	to	support	the	

view	summarised	by	Cochran-Smith	and	Lytle	 (1999)	 that	a	 lot	of	education	policy	makers	

have	more	or	 less	assumed	that	 teachers	who	know	more	teach	better	 (p.1).	 	This	kind	of	

CPD	neglects	a	 real	asset	 in	 the	shared	professional	knowledge	that	can	move	beyond	the	

common	sense	when	it	is	opened	up	to	critique	from	colleagues	in	CPD	events	such	as	were	

part	 of	 this	 intervention.	 Teachers	 reported	 how	 they	 saw	 this	 intervention	 as	 being	

different:	We	obviously	 learn	better	from	colleagues	....I	would	 love	to	have	more	from	our	
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colleagues.	…	It	can	get	very	factual	in	some	…	subject	workshops,	with	a	lot	of	information	

being	thrown	at	you	(T5,	IS1).	Teachers	and	students	are	being	treated	in	the	same	way,	with	

a	lot	of	information	being	thrown	at	them.	In	IS2,	T5	commented	that	sharing	and	reflecting	

on	 having	 tried	 out	 pedagogies	 with	 their	 students	 made	 sense	 because	 of	 the	 shared	

knowledge	of	the	culture	of	the	school:	We	are	saying	I	am	teaching	these	children,	you	have	

these	 children	 so	 if	 it	 is	 working	 with	 them	 for	 me	 it	 can	 work	 for	 you	 (T5,	 IS2).	 It	 is	 a	

constructivist	 process,	 building	on	what	 teachers	 already	 know	and	 can	do,	 and	moving	 it	

forward	 in	 a	 culture	 that	 allows—and	 indeed	 promotes—learning	 from	 mistakes	 and	

successes.	A	 teacher	 in	 IS1	described	a	situation	where	you’re	stuck	 in	your	 room	and	you	

know	 you	 don’t	 really	 get	 the	 opportunity	 to	 learn	 from	 colleagues	 (T2,	 IS1).	 A	 very	 high	

percentage	(over	90%)	report	that	this	opportunity	to	learn	from	colleagues	had	a	moderate	

or	 high	 impact	 on	 their	 practice,	with	 over	 60%	 reporting	 it	 had	 a	 high	 impact	 (see	 Table	

5.25).		

	

Teachers	felt	empowered	by	the	fact	that	they	could	adapt	the	pedagogical	practices	to	fit	

their	own	learning	environment	and	could	reflect	on	this	in	the	discussions	that	took	place	

during	the	workshops.		By	having	these	discussions,	teachers	developed	more	ownership	of	

the	pedagogical	practices	and	were	much	more	inclined	to	share	and	to	use	them.	This	was	

very	 evident	 in	 IS1	 when,	 at	 workshop	 two,	 four	 teachers	 shared	 their	 practice	 and,	 at	

workshop	three,	twelve	shared.	The	openness	of	participants	to	sharing	during	discussions	

increased	during	each	workshop,	and	this	increased	ownership	and	increased	the	impact	of	

the	intervention,	with	teachers	implementing	in	their	practice	what	they	had	discussed,	seen	

and	 heard	 in	 workshops.	 	 The	 cross-fertilisation	 of	 ideas	 from	 different	 subjects	 that	 is	

missing	 from	 subject-based	 CPD,	 where	 all	 teachers	 attending	 a	 session	 are	 from	 same	

subject	area,	was	also	very	significant.	This	was	evident	in	IS1	and	IS2	when	teachers	from	a	

variety	 of	 subjects	 shared	 pedagogical	 practices.	 Teachers	 reported	 very	 positively	 on	 the	

impact	of	 the	key	skills	 intervention,	with	89%	citing	discussing	 teaching	methodologies	as	

having	a	moderate	or	high	impact	on	their	teaching	(see	Table	5.25).	It	is	worth	noting	that	

thse	 are	 data	 from	 the	 whole	 staff	 not	 a	 small	 group	 of	 motivated	 volunteers.	 	 At	 T2,	

teachers	 in	 intervention	schools	reported	needing	further	professional	development	 in	key	

skills,	which	could	be	 interpreted	as	them	having	a	positive	experience	of	the	process,	and	

wanting	more	(see	Table	5.21).		
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Black	 and	 Wiliam	 (2009),	 in	 their	 	 work	 on	 formative	 assessment,	 found	 that	 little	 had	

changed	 in	 classroom	 practice	 after	 one	 year;	 it	 took	 longer	 to	 see	 change—teachers	

needed	time	to	re-think	their	beliefs	about,	and	personal	role	in,	students’	learning).	Time	is	

one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 resources	 provided	 for	 this	 intervention;	 time	 for	 the	 CPD	

sessions,	 time	 for	meeting	 teachers	between	CPD	sessions	 to	discuss	sharing	practice,	and	

time	 for	 teachers	 to	 try	out	new	pedagogies.	 In	addition,	 the	 sharing	of	 resources	 such	as	

planning	sheets	for	poster	making	and	poster	presentation,	graphic	organisers,	readings	and	

so	 on,	 all	 proved	 invaluable	 in	 developing	 key	 skills.	 Teachers	 sharing	 templates	 for	

assessment	 tasks	 also	 helped	 (see	 Table	 5.25).	 The	 role	 of	 resources	 in	 supporting	 the	

implementation	 of	 key	 competence	 development	 in	 education	 was	 highlighted	 in	 both	

Scotland	 (Cumming,	2011)	and	New	Zealand	 (Gallagher,	Hipkins	and	Zohar,	2012;	 see	also	

Corgingley,	2010	on	the	role	of	artefacts)—in	particular,	the	provision	of		examples	of	tried	

and	tested	teaching,	learning	and	assessment	strategies.			

	

CPD	 in	 the	 control	 schools	 during	 this	 period	 was	 in	 sharp	 contrast	 to	 the	 intervention	

schools	with	 teachers	 reporting	 that	Croke	Park	hours	were	used	mainly	 for	planning	with	

little	evidence	of	collaboration.	The	need	 for	professional	development	on	knowledge	and	

understanding	of	pedagogies	is	not	being	met	by	the	system	at	present.		

	

The	need	to	integrate	a	cycle	of	reflection	into	the	professional	development	was	essential.	

This	was	achieved	 in	 a	number	of	ways.	During	 sessions,	 teachers	were	 introduced	 to	 the	

four	 lenses	 for	 critical	 reflection,	 that	of	 their	own	experience,	 their	 colleagues’	 feedback,	

their	students’	feedback,	and	the	literature	(Brookfield,	1995).	To	encourage	this	they	were	

provided	with	reflection	sheets	to	use	with	students	(see	Appendix	Q).	While	few	teachers	

used	 the	 student	 reflection	 sheets,	 those	 that	 did	 shared	 student	 reflections	 during	

workshops	 and	 it	was	 a	practice	 that	 could	be	built	 on	 in	 schools.	 The	 sharing	of	practice	

during	the	small	meetings	and	in	the	CPD	workshops	further	promoted	critical	reflection.	A	

small	number	of	teachers	did	observe	each	other’s	classes,	although	this	was	not	common	

practice.	 	 It	was	 important	 that	 this	 reflection	caused	dissonance,	or	cognitive	conflict,	 for	

teachers	so	that	they	could	see	why	change	to	their	practice	was	needed	(Timperley,	Wilson,	

Barrar	and	Fung,	2007).	The	need	to	include	students	in	the	change	process	was	evident	in	

this	 research,	where	 they	 resisted	 the	 change	 to	 pedagogical	 practices.	 They	 should	 have	

been	 included	 in	 discussing	 and	 reflecting	 on	 their	 own	 learning	 and	 change	processes	 as	
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part	 of	 the	 research.	 Cano	 (2005)	 advises	 that	 students’	 learning	 approaches	 and	

epistemological	beliefs	influence	academic	performance	at	second	level.		

	

Revisiting	Scott’s	(2009)	contention	that	teachers	unite	in	their	contempt	for	those	who	are	

‘refugees	 from	 the	 classroom’—which	 includes	 school	 principals	 and	 others	 such	 as	

educational	 consultants	 and	 academic	 educators—it	 is	 useful	 to	 examine	 the	 role	 of	 the	

researcher	 in	 this	 intervention	 (p.226).	 Over	 time,	 a	 relationship	 was	 built	 up	 with	 the	

researcher	 to	 a	 point	 where	 in	 IS1	 the	 researcher	 was	 asked	 to	 facilitate	 a	 session	 on	

developing	a	new	set	of	classroom	rules	and	to	work	with	staff	on	the	integration	of	ICT	into	

teaching	and	learning.	In	IS2	the	researcher	was	asked	to	facilitate	an	information	session	on	

the	Junior	Cycle	reforms.	This	required	support	from	management	and	from	the	school’s	key	

skills	 link	 person	 to	 organise	 the	 meetings,	 which	 happened	 during	 lunchtime	 or	 after	

school.	This	support	from	within	and	from	outside	was	key	to	the	success	of	this	sharing	of	

practice.	 Far	 from	 being	 seen	 as	 someone	 beyond	 the	 pale	 (Scott,	 2009,	 p.226),	 the	

researcher	was	seen	as	a	resource	for	the	schools	and	trusted	with	valuable	CPD	time	with	

the	whole	staff.	Looking	at	the	impact	of	the	key	skills	intervention	on	practice,	the	greatest	

impact	reported	was	discussing	teaching	methodologies	and	hearing	what	colleagues	do	in	

their	classes	(see	Table	5.25).	Apart	from	the	first	CPD	session,	the	researcher	was	not	the	

key	presenter	of	information;	information	was	shared	and	discussed	by	the	groups	and	deep	

interaction	was	encouraged.		

8.5	Conclusion	
 
The	 curriculum	 of	 the	 past	 still	 has	 an	 influence	 on	 the	 curriculum	 of	 the	 present	 in	 that	

teaching	 and	 learning	 has	 not	 changed	 to	 any	 great	 extent	 with	 the	 introduction	 of	 new	

curriculum	 in	 different	 subject	 areas.	 Rote	 learning	 is	 still	 the	 dominant	 culture	 in	 senior	

cycle,	with	 the	 teacher	exerting	epistemic	agency	over	 the	 learning,	 rendering	 the	student	

powerless	to	a	great	extent.	The	curriculum	of	the	present	will	not	support	the	development	

of	key	skills	without	changes	to	content	and	assessment.	Looking	back	at	Table	1.1,	one	can	

see	that	the	Leaving	Certificate	 in	 its	present	form	is	not	fulfilling	the	 level	descriptors	 laid	

out	by	the	NFQ.	Students	are	not	taking	responsibility	for	their	own	learning	or	developing	

skills	 to	 any	great	extent.	Bath	and	 colleagues	advise	 that	 a	validated	 curriculum	 is	 one	 in	

which	 the	 planned,	 enacted	 and	 experienced	 curricula	 are	 aligned	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 relevant	

stakeholders,	including	students	(Bath,	Smith,	Stein	and	Swan,	2004,	p.325).		
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A	lot	of	teaching	in	senior	cycle	is	dominated	by	behaviourism,	evident	in	the	obsession	with	

performance	 and	 paying	 little	 attention	 to	 understanding.	 The	 curriculum	 is	 broken	 down	

into	a	sequence	often	determined	by	the	textbook.	The	extent	to	which	this	impacts	on	the	

development	of	key	skills	is	significant.	T5	in	IS2	provides	a	very	powerful	description	of	the	

impact	of	curriculum	and	assessment	on	teaching	and	learning	a	lot	of	the	time	I	would	still	

go	 back	 to	 what	 I	 know,	 because	 there	 is	 a	 course	 there	 and,	 if	 you	 feel	 you	 are	 falling	

behind,	you	just	plough	on.	The	concept	of	ploughing	on	with	a	course	to	cover	leaves	little	

room	 for	 constructivist	 teaching	 or	 key	 skills	 development.	 This	 ploughing	 on	 takes	 the	

enjoyment	out	of	 learning,	as	 illustrated	by	a	 teacher’s	description	of	 learning	 in	a	biology	

class:	I	definitely	do	think	it	is	enjoyable	but	it	does	have	to	be	kept	to	a	minimum	if	you	are	

to	 cover	 the	 course	 (TI2,	 IS2).	 This	 need	 to	 cover	 the	 course	 and	 to	 be	 ready	 for	 the	

examination	 is	 evident	 from	 the	 student	 in	 this	 class	who	 reminded	 us	 that	 you	 couldn’t	

write	 a	 song	 on	 the	 Leaving	 paper	 (IS2_T2_SI4).	 Equally,	 in	 IS1,	 when	 the	 teacher	 talked	

about	 having	 to	 get	 back	 to	 it	 now	 (T5,	 IS1),	 it	 being	 the	 ‘real’	 teaching	 for	 the	 course	

coverage	 and	 the	 assessment.	 This	 language	 of	 imposed	 pressure	 is	 very	 evident	 in	

interviews.		Teachers	talked	about	the	pressure	to	achieve	results,	huge	pressures,	first	of	all	

exam	 results	…trying	 to	 keep	 up	with	work,	 trying	 to	make	 sure	 that	 you	 have	 the	 entire	

course	covered	(T1,	CS2).	If	teachers	don’t	finish	the	course	they	feel	they	are	not	doing	their	

job.	One	teacher	said	you	would	feel	a	duty	of	care	I	suppose	to	get	the	course	done	(T4,	IS2).	

The	emphasis	on	content,	rather	than	on	teaching,	when	talking	about	planning	is	evident,	

with	teachers	tracking	coverage	of	the	course	rather	than	learning	experience	or	outcomes.		

	

At	both	T1	and	T2,	from	student	interviews,	there	is	compelling	evidence	that	the	curriculum	

at	senior	cycle	 is	too	broad	and	that	both	students	and	teachers	fillet	the	curriculum	to	 its	

bare	bones	when	getting	ready	for	the	Leaving	Certificate,	where	all	relevant	information	is	

whittled	down	to	the	infamous	two	A4	pages.	The	need	for	curriculum	space	to	develop	key	

skills	is	highlighted.	Equally,	the	need	for	changes	to	assessment	where	it	supports	this	kind	

of	learning	so	that	students,	teachers	and	parents	do	not	see	making	posters,	doing	drama	

or	learning	cooperatively	as	wasting	time.		

	

What	 can	 be	 said	 of	 the	 curriculum	 of	 the	 future	 from	 this	 research?	 Lisbon	 2000	 does	

represent	 a	 key	 turning	point	 in	 educational	policy	development	 in	 Ireland	and	elsewhere	

(Ertl,	 2006).	 The	 focus	 in	 education	 has	 shifted	 to	 competence	 development.	 Ireland	 is	 at	

another	turning	point	now	with	the	proposed	Junior	Cycle	reforms	that	also	place	key	skills	
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at	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 educational	 process.	 In	 addition,	 work	 on	 transition	 to	 third-level	

education	 is	 calling	 for	 more	 emphasis	 to	 be	 put	 on	 the	 ability	 to	 self-direct,	 to	 think	

critically,	 to	communicate,	 to	 innovate	and	to	adapt,	skills	 that	are	not	being	developed	at	

present	 in	 senior	 cycle	 (Higher	 Education	 Authority	 (HEA)	 and	 NCCA,	 2011,	 p.10).	 This	

research	 has	 shown	 that,	 when	 given	 time	 and	 encouraged	 to	 work	 as	 a	 professional	

learning	 community,	 teachers	 can	 and	 do	 make	 changes	 to	 their	 pedagogical	 practices.	

However,	 for	 this	 to	be	sustained	requires	close	working	with	 the	whole	staff	and	support	

from	 outside	 and	 inside	 the	 school.	 Changing	 and	 adapting	 curriculum	 and	 teaching	

pedagogies	is	complex	(Leander	and	Osborne,	2008).	Sarason	(1991)	cautions	that	policy	can	

alter	curricula	but,	 if	 these	efforts	are	not	powered	by	altered	conceptions	of	what	makes	

students	 tick	 and	 keep	 them	 intellectually	 alive,	willingly	 pursuing	 knowledge	and	growth,	

the	 results	 will	 be	 inconsequential	 (p.163).	 In	many	 instances	 throughout	 this	 research,	 it	

was	 painfully	 clear	 that	 the	 students	 and	 teachers	 co-constructed	 the	 culture	 of	 rote	

learning	and	dependence	on	notes.		
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CHAPTER	NINE	

SUMMARY	FINDINGS	AND	RECOMMENDATIONS	

Introduction	
 
The	purpose	of	this	research	was	to	determine	what	the	impact	was	on	student	and	teacher	

attitudes	 and	 beliefs	 about	 learning	 and	 classroom	practices	 and	 on	 student	 achievement	

arising	from	the	implementation	of	a	key	skills	approach	to	teaching	and	learning	at	second	

level.	 In	carrying	out	 the	 research	on	a	policy	 issue	using	a	quasi-experimental	design,	 the	

research	also	sought	 to	add	 to	 the	knowledge	on	 this	experimental	design	used	 in	school-

based	 research.	 Since	 the	 Lisbon	 Council	 in	 2000,	 key	 competences/key	 skills	 have	 been	

central	 to	 educational	 policy	 across	 the	 globe.	Different	 countries	 are	 at	 varying	 stages	 of	

key	competence	implementation	in	their	school	education.		The	literature	on	competence/	

skills	 implementation,	 both	 in	 Ireland	 and	 further	 afield,	 is	 inconclusive	 on	 several	 vital	

questions	within	the	competence	implementation	discourse.	Questions	such	as:	

• Does	 a	 Key	 Skills	 approach	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	 pedagogical	
practices?	

• Does	 a	 Key	 Skills	 approach	 to	 teaching	 and	 learning	 lead	 to	 more	 favourable	
academic	outcomes	for	students?	

• Does	a	Key	Skills	approach	result	in	positive	changes	in	attitudes	to	learning	amongst	
students?	

	
These	questions	have	not	been	answered	to	date,	and	this	research	set	out	to	go	some	way	

towards	 answering	 them.	 In	 addition,	 there	 was	 a	 distinct	 lack	 of	 empirical	 evidence	 on	

implementation	 of	 competence-based	 education	 in	 all	 countries	 examined.	 Section	 9.1	

presents	 a	 synthesis	 of	 empirical	 findings	 with	 respect	 to	 the	 research	 question	 and	

hypotheses.	Section	9.2	provides	the	contribution	and	implications	of	these	syntheses	with	

respect	 to	 the	 research	 question	 and	 hypotheses	 for	 knowledge	 about	 key	 skills	

implementation.	 Section	 9.3	 identifies	 the	 policy	 implications	 of	 the	 findings	 from	 this	

research,	 while	 Section	 9.4	 presents	 recommendations	 for	 future	 research.	 Section	 9.5	

presents	 some	 observations	 on	 the	 limitations	 to	 the	 present	 research	 and	 Section	 9.6	

presents	a	brief	conclusion.	

9.1	Empirical	findings	

The	 main	 empirical	 findings	 were	 presented	 in	 Chapters	 Five,	 Six,	 Seven	 and	 Eight.	 This	

section	will	synthesise	the	empirical	findings	to	support	the	following	three	hypotheses:		
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H1:	 The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	 will	 result	 in	 positive	 changes	 in	 the	 teacher’s	 pedagogical	

practices	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.		

	
This	hypothesis	was	supported	by	the	data.	Teachers	did	change	their	pedagogical	practices	

and	 their	 attitude	 to	 teaching	 and	 learning	 due	 to	 the	 key	 skills	 intervention,	 albeit	 to	

different	degrees.	The	intervention	did	have	an	impact	in	the	two	intervention	schools.	Data	

show	 that	 there	 is	 a	 considerable	move	 to	using	what	are	 termed	key	 skills	pedagogies	 in	

these	schools.	This	is	corroborated	by	student	data.	Teachers	in	the	intervention	schools	do	

appear	to	have	moved	to	a	more	constructivist	way	of	viewing	teaching	and	learning.	There	

was	 clear	 evidence	 of	 the	 need	 for	 changes	 to	 curriculum,	 assessment	 and	 professional	

development.	 Teachers	 cited	 pressure	 to	 cover	 the	 course	 and	 the	 examination-focused	

culture	 at	 senior	 cycle	 as	 barriers	 to	 implementing	 a	 key	 skills	 approach	 to	 teaching	 and	

learning.	 They	 clearly	 identified	 that	working	 as	 a	 community	with	 their	 colleagues	 across	

disciplines	 was	 conducive	 to	 changing	 their	 practice.	 Keys	 (2007)	 advises	 that	 to	 change	

pedagogy	 is	 to	 change	 teachers’	 beliefs	 on	 educating	 a	 child.	 These	 teacher	 beliefs	 are	

founded	 in	 the	 teacher’s	 own	 personal	 experience	 as	 a	 student,	 formal	 teacher	 training,	

teaching	 experience	 and	 family	 upbringing	 (p.43).	 It	 is	 a	 complex	 matter	 to	 bring	 about	

change	 to	 teachers’	 beliefs;	 this	 intervention	 did	 have	 some	 impact	 on	 changing	 how	

teachers	in	the	intervention	schools	taught	classes	and	to	how	they	thought	about	teaching.	

At	the	heart	of	good	teaching	is	a	deep	awareness	of	the	relationship	between	learning	and	

teaching;	 this	awareness	was	more	evident	 in	 the	 intervention	schools	 (Entwistle,	Skinner,	

Entwistle	and	Orr,	2010,	p.24).		

	

H2:	 The	 Key	 Skills	 approach	 will	 result	 in	 more	 favourable	 student	 academic	 outcome	

measures	in	the	intervention	schools	than	in	the	control	schools.		

	
As	 students	 were	 not	 matched	 on	 academic	 outcome	 data	 from	 Junior	 Certificate	 and	

Leaving	Certificate	 State	Examination	 results,	 there	were	no	data	 to	 support	or	 reject	 this	

hypothesis.	 These	 data	 were	 not	 shared	 with	 the	 researcher	 by	 schools	 on	 grounds	 of	

protecting	 student	 confidentiality.	 There	 was	 evidence	 of	 academic	 stress	 in	 intervention	

schools	 from	 a	 feeling	 of	 not	 having	 practised	 exam	 papers	 enough	 in	 some	 classes,	

compared	to	control	schools	where	some	students	felt	they	had	well-rehearsed	answers	for	

examinations.	The	academic	outcome	data	for	the	cohort	at	T2	did	not	show	any	evidence	

that	the	lack	of	examination	preparation	for	the	intervention	schools	made	a	difference.	IS1	

achieved	 similar	 average	 academic	 results	 as	 CS1.	 IS2	 out-performed	 CS2	 in	 Leaving	
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Certificate	examination	 results,	despite	 students	exhibiting	examination	anxiety	at	T2.	 The	

link	between	key	skills	and	academic	success	merits	further	exploration.	Data	paint	a	picture	

of	students	 in	control	schools	with	no	particular	preference	for	deep,	strategic	or	meaning	

orientations	 to	 study.	 They	 appear	 to	 be	 less	 confident	 in	 terms	 of	 being	 independent	

learners	and	are	unsure	of	their	ability	to	initiate	their	own	learning,	organise	their	study	to	

meet	deadlines,	or	work	without	direction	from	a	teacher.	Intervention	school	students,	on	

the	other	hand,	appear	to	have	developed	more	independent	working	practices.		

	

H3:	The	Key	Skills	approach	will	 result	 in	positive	changes	 in	attitudes	 to	 learning	amongst	

students	in	the	intervention	schools	more	than	in	the	control	schools.	

	
In	 Ireland	 the	 term	 skill	 is	 synonymous	 with	 competence.	 In	 this	 research,	 the	 term	

competence	was	taken	to	mean	a	movement	between	the	personal	and	public,	the	self	and	

the	competent	agent	as	described	by	Deakin	Crick	(2008).	Therefore,	in	developing	any	one	

competence,	 the	 learner	 brings	 his	 or	 her	 identity,	 desire,	motivation,	 disposition,	 values	

and	 attitudes	 to	 any	 learning	 situation	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	

understanding.	Changes	to	motivation,	disposition,	values	and	attitudes	were	all	evident	 in	

data	at	T2	in	the	intervention	schools.		

	

The	 quantitative	 data	 on	 students’	 feelings	 about	 school	 and	 schoolwork	 provide	 some	

interesting	insights.		Of	note	is	that	the	intervention	appeared	to	have	a	greater	effect	in	IS1	

than	in	IS2.	 IS1	 is	a	mixed	school	and	had	lower	average	Junior	Certificate	results	than	IS2,	

which	is	a	single-sex	school.		IS1	and	CS1	could	be	described	as	less	academic	schools,	with	

lower	average	Junior	Certificate	results	than	IS2	and	CS2.	There	could	be	a	case	to	be	made	

for	a	key	 skills	 intervention	having	greater	 impact	 in	 the	 less	academic,	 less	exam-focused	

environment.		

	

The	qualitative	data	provide	 rich	 insights	 into	 students’	 attitudes	 to	 learning	 and	 teaching	

and	point	 to	a	clear	difference	between	 intervention	schools	and	control	 schools	on	some	

aspects	 of	 learning—such	 as	 the	 development	 of	 working	 with	 others,	 information	

processing	 and	communicating	 skills	 supporting	H3.	Students	were	able	 to	 talk	about	how	

the	 changes	 motivated	 them	 to	 learn,	 how	 they	 liked	 working	 in	 cooperative	 learning	

situations,	liked	being	challenged	to	present	information,	and	so	on.		There	is	less	convincing	

evidence	 for	 the	 skills	 of	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking	 and	being	 personally	 effective.	 The	

exam	 focus	 at	 senior	 cycle	 appears	 to	militate	 against	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 of	 these	
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skills.	 That	 is	 not	 to	 say	 there	 is	 no	 evidence	 of	 these	 skills,	 but	 the	 evidence	 is	 not	 as	

convincing	as	for	the	other	skills.	Students	in	intervention	schools	were	better	placed	to	talk	

about	skills	development	during	senior	cycle	and	to	attribute	their	experience	in	learning	to	

these	skills	being	developed.	They	were	 less	 inclined	to	mention	skills	of	organisation	than	

students	in	the	control	schools.	However,	teachers	in	all	schools	continue	to	have	epistemic	

dominance	in	the	learning	process,	with	students	demonstrating	little	epistemic	agency.		

	

9.2	Theoretical	implications	

The	push	for	key	competences	arising	from	the	Lisbon	Strategy	in	2000	has	had	an	impact	on	

educational	 policy	 discussions	 in	 Ireland	 through	 the	 development	 of	 the	 Key	 Skill	

Framework	 in	 2006.	 The	 evidence	 for	 change	 to	 the	 enacted	 curriculum	 in	 schools	 is	 not	

visible	to	date.	This	policy	development	of	Key	Skills,	in	the	Irish	context,	represents	a	move	

away	 from	 a	 neoliberal	 agenda	 of	 outcomes	 measures	 and	 knowledge	 as	 a	 commodity	

(Lingard	 and	 Grek,	 2007);	 rather,	 it	 represents	 a	 move	 to	 a	 less	 examination-dominated	

model	 promoting	 a	 more	 student-centred	 view	 of	 education.	 	 	 This	 research	 provides	

guidance	for	the	implementation	of	key	skills	in	Ireland	and	further	afield.	For	deep	change	

to	 pedagogies	 to	 occur,	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 curriculum	 alignment	 between	 subject	

specifications,	 assessment	 practices,	 and	 teaching	 and	 learning	 approaches.	Without	 this,	

students	 and	 teachers	 co-construct	 a	 culture	 where	 rote	 learning	 is	 valued	 above	 other	

forms	of	learning.	Chapter	Two	described	competence	frameworks	in	a	number	of	countries,	

including	 Ireland,	where	 skills	 and	 competences	 are	 described	 in	 detail;	 these	will	 remain	

aspirations	and	be	lost	in	the	gap	between	ideas	and	reality	if	careful	attention	is	not	paid	to	

how	they	are	implemented.		Colwill	and	Gallagher	(2007)	and	Gallagher,	Hipkins	and	Zonar	

(2012)	 rightly	 identify	 implementation	 as	 problematic,	 with	 a	 lack	 of	 resources	 for	

professional	 development	 and	 supporting	materials,	 and	 assessment	 being	 poorly	 aligned	

with	the	skills	agenda.	This	research	supports	this	observation.		

	

Teachers	did	accept	the	concept	of	key	skills	as	a	move	forward,	as	a	better	way	to	teach	as	

evidenced	in	their	participation	in	the	CPD	and	in	changing	their	pedagogical	practices.	This	

would	 bode	 well	 for	 the	 use	 of	 key	 skills	 as	 a	 lever	 for	 change	 in	 education.	 The	 use	 of	

constructivist	 teaching,	 assessment	 for	 learning	 and	 cooperative	 learning	 as	 overarching	

themes	to	frame	changing	pedagogical	practices	proved	popular	with	the	teachers.	It	helped	

to	bridge	the	gap	between	theory	and	practice	and	to	link	back	to	the	aims	of	senior	cycle	

education	 and	 key	 skills	 learning	 outcomes.	 As	 reported	 by	 the	 OECD	 (2009a),	 countries	
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have	embraced	 this	move	 to	 competence	development.	However,	 as	 Potivine	 and	Dionne	

(2007)	assert,	without	careful	implementation	the	reforms	threaten	to	sacrifice	a	generation	

of	students	(p.404).	This	research	points	to	how	the	move	to	key	skills	teaching	caused	stress	

among	students	who	had	to	sit	an	examination	that	credits	information	regurgitation.	It	also	

added	to	teacher	stress,	as	evidenced	by	language	such	as	your	back	is	against	the	wall,	you	

have	 to	 finish	 the	 course.	 In	 addition,	 if	 human	 capital	 is	 now	 understood	 as	 knowledge	

capital	 and	 the	 currency	 for	 advancement	 in	 the	 knowledge	 economy,	 then	 systems	 that	

embrace	the	development	of	key	skills	will	 in	essence	give	students	competitive	advantage	

over	those	that	do	not.	Lisbon	linked	education	to	both	economic	and	social	policy;	in	doing	

so,	 it	 	 linked	 the	 competence	debate	with	 equality	 issues,	 to	 the	 concept	 that	 the	people	

who	have	 the	skills	valued	 in	 the	knowledge	economy	are	 those	who	are	socially	 included	

and,	 in	 turn,	 those	 that	do	not	 are	 the	 socially	 and	economically	 excluded	 (Considine	 and	

Dukelow,	2009).			

	

This	 research	supports	 the	need	 for	key	 skills	 to	be	embedded	 into	 teaching	and	 learning.	

Solid	 evidence	 for	 lack	 of	 skills	 development,	 at	 present,	 in	 senior	 cycle	 is	 presented	

throughout	the	data,	in	all	schools	at	T1	and	in	control	schools	at	T2.			

9.3	Policy	implications	

This	 research	 has	 used	 empirical	 findings	 to	 show	 that	 to	 implement	 key	 skills	 in	 second-

level	schools	at	senior	cycle	requires	changing	how	teachers	teach	and	how	students	learn.	

Evidence	from	a	number	of	studies	(including	Leach	and	Moon,	1999;	Nie	and	Lau;	Entwistle,	

2009;	Bruner,	1999;	Alexander,	2004;	Richardson,	2003)	and	this	research,	seem	to	point	to	

the	fact	that	pedagogical	strategies	employed	by	teachers	can	develop	deep	understanding	

in	 subject	 matter,	 and	 interests	 and	 habits	 of	 mind	 that	 help	 future	 learning.	 There	 is	

convincing	evidence	that	getting	teachers	to	change	how	they	teach	is	not	easy	(Day,	1999;	

Cordingley,	 2009).	 This	 research	 used	 a	 professional	 development	 process	 with	 ten	 key	

characteristics	and	this	goes	some	way	to	proffering	a	model	 for	bringing	about	change	at	

school	level	and	for	the	implementation	of	key	skills.	In	an	era	when	educational	research	is	

charged	with	 not	 having	 an	 impact	 on	 policy	 development	 this	 research	 aimed	 to	 inform	

policy	 and	 practice.	 The	work	with	 teachers	 through	 the	 intervention	 developed	 drew	 on	

their	intellectual	capital	to	generate	new	knowledge	in	the	field	of	key	skills	implementation.	

When	afforded	constructivist	professional	development	opportunities	 teachers	did	 change	

their	pedagogical	practices.	Teachers	embraced	the	challenge,	tried	new	things	and	in	some	

cases	 this	 impacted	 on	 beliefs	 and	 attitudes.	 With	 the	 proposed	 changes	 to	 junior	 cycle	
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education	under	way	in	Ireland,	and	with	a	professional	development	plan	being	developed,	

there	is	a	need	to	move	away	from	the	one-day,	information-giving,	standardised	workshops	

and	 to	move	 to	more	whole-school	 professional	 development.	 Evidence	 from	 the	 control	

schools	of	their	experience	of	professional	development	strengthens	the	need	for	a	change	

of	policy	 in	professional	development.	The	role	of	 the	facilitator	 in	this	process	 is	a	critical	

factor,	 and	 the	 deep	 knowledge	 of	 the	 theory	 and	 practice	 needed	 to	 lead	 pedagogical	

changes	that	impacts	on	the	whole	act	of	teaching	and	learning.		

	

For	 educational	 policy	makers,	 this	 research	 paints	 a	 picture	 at	 T1	 of	 learners	 as	 passive	

recipients	of	knowledge,	not	as	active	players	or	designers	of	their	own	 learning—in	many	

ways	unconnected	to	their	own	learning.	 It	presents	a	picture	of	the	 intellectual	culture	of	

schooling	 that	 attaches	 a	 premium	 to	 certain	 types	 of	 academic	 work	 and	 a	 picture	 of	

external	 assessment	 as	 being	 inimical	 to	 learning.	 Pedagogies	 used	by	 teachers	 are	not	 in	

alignment	 with	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 experiences	 that	 current	 education	 discourses,	

based	on	empirical	research,	claim	to	be	most	appropriate	for	this	stage	of	education.	This	

focus	 on	 high	 stakes	 assessment	 can	 also	 have	 a	 negative	 impact	 on	 how	 young	 people	

engage	with	 learning	 throughout	 life	 (Harlen,	 2012).	 	 	 Policy	makers	 need	 to	 look	 at	 how	

education	can	move	away	from	this	culture	of	standardisation	in	preparation	for	the	Leaving	

Certificate	to	a	culture	that	promotes	the	development	of	key	skills.		

	

This	 research	 used	 a	 quasi-experimental	 pre-test/post-test	 design	 and,	 in	 doing	 so,	 was	

better	able	to	make	causal	claims	based	on	the	data.	At	T1,	the	matching	process	provided	

rich	 baseline	 data	 for	 comparison	 with	 T2.	 At	 T2,	 changes	 due	 to	 maturation	 could	 be	

eliminated.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 control	 groups	 gave	 the	 research	 greater	 reliability;	 this	 is	

especially	important	when	using	self-completing	questionnaires	such	as	in	this	research.	This	

method	is	not	employed	by	the	NCCA	in	their	work	with	schools,	and	would	greatly	improve	

the	emerging	findings	if	it	were	used.	The	claims	for	teacher	and	school	change	would	have	

greater	credibility	in	policy	discussions,	such	as	those	happening	at	present	on	Junior	Cycle	

reform.	For	teachers,	students,	parents	and	the	wider	community	to	support	the	embedding	

of	key	skills,	there	needs	to	be	more	research	of	this	kind,	which	can	explore	the	impact	of	

key	skills	on	academic	achievement	and	on	social	skills.		

	

The	research	has	had	an	 impact	already	with	the	development	of	a	module	on	Embedding	

Key	 Skills	 in	 Teaching	 and	 Learning	 in	 Initial	 Teacher	 Education	 (ITE)	 in	 the	 researcher’s	



 

233 
 

University.	 This	module	 has	 gained	 interest	 from	both	 Finland	 and	 the	 European	 network	

KeyCoNet,	and	has	been	presented	by	invitation	at	various	conferences	as	the	first	of	its	kind	

in	 ITE.	 	As	Key	Skills	are	part	of	 the	policy	discourse	and	will	 form	a	major	element	of	 the	

proposed	Junior	Cycle	reforms,	this	research	would	point	to	a	need	for	all	 ITE	programmes	

to	 include	 a	 course	 on	 the	 development	 and	 assessment	 of	 key	 skills	 in	 teaching	 and	

learning.		

	

At	European	policy	level,	this	research	points	to	the	pervasive	message	of	linking	education	

to	 economic	 success	 and	 better	 social	 outcomes.	 From	 scoping	 competence-based	

curriculum	 reforms	 in	 a	 number	 of	 countries,	 it	 has	 demonstrated	 the	 lack	 of	 data	 on	

implementation	 and	 impact	 on	 student	 academic	 outcomes	 of	 competence-based	

education.	 The	 reason	 why	 competence-based	 education	 is	 desirable	 has	 been	 well	

documented.	 	 The	 OECD	 has	 clearly	 delineated	 the	 need	 for	 different	 skills	 in	 today’s	

workplace	(OECD,	2012).	There	needs	to	be	further	exploration	of	how	best	to	develop	key	

skills	 in	 learning	 and	 when	 it	 is	 best	 to	 start	 developing	 these	 skills.	 In	 tandem	with	 the	

decline	in	need	for	manual	 labour	jobs	and	the	linking	of	education	to	social	policy,	should	

the	emphasis	move	away	from	measuring	academic	outcomes	to	measuring	the	softer	skills?	

Considine	 and	 Dukelow	 (2009)	 contend	 that	 it	 is	 a	 flawed	 assumption	 that,	 even	 with	

education,	 there	 is	 the	 potential	 for	 high-skilled,	 high-wage	 employment	 for	 everyone;	

therefore,	 education	 should	 be	 concerned	 with	 more	 than	 economic	 outcomes.	 	 This	

research	 highlights	 a	 number	 of	 key	 questions	 for	 policy	makers	 both	 here	 in	 Ireland	 and	

further	afield.		

	

At	EU	level,	Open	Method	Coordination	and	Peer	Learning	Clusters	need	to	focus	more	on	

providing	 information	 and	 benchmarks	 on	 school	 implementation	 of	 competence	

frameworks	 to	 promote	 mutual	 learning	 between	 countries.	 Policy	 has	 moved	 from	

implementation	to	look	at	assessing	key	competences	(European	Commission,	2012,	2013b).	

This	would	 suggest	 that,	at	policy	 level,	 the	EU	see	 the	written	curriculum	as	 synonymous	

with	the	enacted	curriculum,	which	is	problematic	in	light	of	this	research.		

9.4	Recommendation	for	future	research		

The	scale	of	this	debate	on	key	skills	is	extensive	and	multifaceted,	globally	and	at	local	level.	

To	 generate	 achievable	 policy	 strategies	 and	 change	 to	 young	 people’s	 experience	 of	

learning,	 there	needs	 to	be	more	quasi-experimental	 research	carried	out	 to	allow	 further	
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assessment	of	the	complexity	of	 implementing	key	skills.	 	Exploring	the	following	as	future	

research	strategies	can	facilitate	the	attainment	of	this	goal:	

• Well-developed	supporting	materials	have	been	highlighted	as	an	important	scaffold	

in	this	research	and	by	others	writing	about	change	(Cordingley,	2010).	Building	on	

the	 experience	 in	New	 Zealand,	 Scotland	 and	Northern	 Ireland	 in	 particular,	work	

needs	 to	 be	 undertaken	 to	 develop	 and	 evaluate	 supporting	 effective	 tools,	

artefacts	 and	 professional	 learning	 processes	 for	 school,	 teachers,	 students	 and	

policy	makers.		

• Assessment	of	key	skills	did	not	form	part	of	this	research	and	to	date	there	is	a	lack	

of	good	evidence	on	how	to	assess	key	skills	(European	Commission,	2012a;	Pepper,	

2013).	

• The	 reciprocity	 of	 the	 relationship	between	 the	development	of	 key	 skills	 and	 the	

development	of	content	knowledge	merits	further	research.	

• The	 development	 or	 adaptation	 of	 an	 inventory,	 such	 as	 PFSSW	 used	 in	 this	

research,	to	provided	data	on	students’	study	orientations	in	the	Irish	context	would	

be	 very	 beneficial	 and	 the	 framework	 for	 doing	 so	 is	 readily	 available	 through	

research	at	third	level	with	students.			

• The	 development	 of	 curriculum	maps	 to	map	 student	 progress	 in	 developing	 key	

skills	 should	 be	 explored,	 similar	 to	 research	 being	 carried	 out	 at	 third	 level	 on	

mapping	 graduate	 attributes	 (see,	 for	 example,	 Bath,	 Smith,	 Stein,	 Swann,	 2004;	

Spencer,	Riddle	and	Knewstubb,	2012).	

• This	 research	 has	 highlighted	 the	 value	 of	 developing	 a	 professional	 learning	

community;	 there	 was	 evidence	 that	 teachers	 were	 more	 open	 to	 change	 when	

working	with	teachers	from	other	disciplines	with	a	focus	on	pedagogy.	This	process	

of	professional	development	merits	further	research.	

9.5	Limitations	of	the	study	

A	major	limitation	of	this	research	is	the	challenges	involved	in	carrying	out	research	of	this	

kind	in	social	settings	such	as	schools	during	the	last	two	years	of	senior	cycle.	There	are	so	

many	variables	 that	can,	will	 and	do	have	an	 impact	on	 teaching	and	 learning	 in	a	 school.	

The	 threats	 to	 ecological	 validity	 were	 addressed	with	 care	 and	 diligence	 throughout	 the	

process.	The	research	relied	heavily	on	the	 implementation	of	the	 intervention,	which	was	

very	 dependent	 on	 the	 researcher.	 The	 researcher	 had	 been	 involved	 in	 developing	 and	

implementing	aspects	of	this	key	skills	approach	in	a	number	of	schools,	when	working	with	
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the	NCCA,	leading	the	school	network	research.	This	insider	knowledge,	of	being	part	of	the	

work	on	the	development	of	the	Key	Skills	Framework,	may	have	implications	for	scaling	up	

research	 such	 as	 this.	 The	 ‘hawthorn	 effect’	 may	 have	 influenced	 the	 evidence,	 with	

teachers	 and	 students	 knowing	 that	 they	 were	 part	 of	 a	 research	 project	 and	 were	 the	

experimental	 treatment	 group.	 This	 may	 have	 influenced	 their	 desire	 to	 report	

improvements.	 	 The	 use	 of	 self-reporting	 instruments	 can	 also	 have	 an	 impact	 here	

(Schellings	 and	 Van	 Hout-Wolters,	 2011);	 however,	 the	 use	 of	 both	 qualitative	 and	

quantitative	data	collection	from	both	teachers	and	students	helped	to	minimise	this.	There	

is	 also	 a	 danger	 that	 changes	 are	 over-estimated	 in	 the	 short	 term,	 with	 a	 lack	 of	 deep	

change	happening.	Changing	pedagogical	practices	in	the	short	term	can	happen	as	a	result	

of	an	intervention	such	as	this,	but	changing	the	culture	of	the	learning	environment	where	

these	 practices	 become	 part	 of	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 fabric	 is	 more	 difficult	 and	

considerably	 more	 challenging	 to	 map	 without	 longitudinal	 research.	 Classroom	

observations	carried	out	at	pre-test	and	during	the	research	process	would	have	given	the	

research	 greater	 validity	 and	 reliability.	 These	were	not	 possible	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 resources,	

both	financial	and	human.		

	

Considering	 the	 literature	on	assessment	of	key	competences,	 in	particular	 that	of	Pepper	

(2011	and	2013)	and	the	Junior	Cycle	developments	in	Ireland,	it	would	have	been	desirable	

to	probe	teachers’	assessment	of	key	skills	and	to	include	more	emphasis	on	assessment	in	

the	professional	development	process.			

9.6	Conclusion	

This	 research	supports	 the	need	 for	key	 skills	 to	be	embedded	 into	 teaching	and	 learning.	

Solid	 evidence	 for	 lack	 of	 skills	 development,	 at	 present,	 in	 senior	 cycle	 is	 presented	

throughout	 these	 data.	 For	 educational	 policy	 makers,	 this	 research	 paints	 a	 picture	 of	

learners	as	passive	recipients	of	knowledge,	not	as	active	players	or	designers	of	their	own	

learning—in	 many	 ways	 unconnected	 to	 their	 own	 learning.	 It	 presents	 a	 picture	 of	 the	

intellectual	culture	of	schooling	that	attaches	a	premium	to	certain	types	of	academic	work	

and	 a	 picture	 of	 external	 assessment	 as	 being	 inimical	 to	 learning.	 Pedagogies	 used	 by	

teachers	 are	 not	 in	 alignment	 with	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 experiences	 that	 current	

education	discourses	claim	to	be	most	appropriate	for	this	stage	of	education.		This	presents	

considerable	 challenge	 for	 our	 education	 system,	 our	 teachers	 and	 our	 learners.	 This	

research	also	presents	a	picture	of	what	is	possible	when	teachers	are	supported	to	change	

their	 pedagogical	 practices	 and	how	 those	 changes	 can	 impact	 on	 students’	 attitudes	 and	
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beliefs	about	learning.	Revisiting	Popper’s	(1979)	notion	that	one	can	never	prove	the	truth	

of	 a	 theory,	 what	 we	 can	 do	 is	 try	 to	 justify	 our	 preference	 for	 one	 theory	 rather	 than	

another	 in	 the	 light	 of	 the	 best	 available	 evidence;	 this	 thesis	 has	 sought	 to	 present	 rich	

evidence	for	the	implementation	of	a	key	skills	approach	in	learning	and	teaching.	The	data	

presented	are	open	 to	 refutation	and	 counter	 argument.	 From	 the	picture	painted	by	 the	

participants	in	this	research	of	learning	at	senior	cycle,	the	need	for	change	to	teaching	and	

learning	 is	 convincing.	Do	key	 skills	present	a	possible	 lever	 for	 this	 change?	This	 research	

would	contend	that	key	skills	do	indeed	hold	great	promise	for	enhancing	the	teaching	and	

learning	experience	 in	second	 level,	 if	coupled	with	changes	to	curriculum	and	assessment	

and	supported	by	professional	development	for	teachers.		
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APPENDIX	A	
BEST	PERFORMING	COUNTRIES	ON	BENCHMARKS	RELATING	TO	SCHOOL	EDUCATION	2011	

	
	
	
Source:	Progress	Towards	The	Common	European	Objectives	in	Education	and	Training	Indicators	
and	benchmarks	2010/2011	(Commission	of	the	European	Communities,	2011)	SEC	(2011)526	



	 260	

APPENDIX	B	
BEST	PERFORMING	COUNTRIES	ON	BENCHMARKS	RELATING	TO	HIGHER	EDUCATION	AND	LIFELONG	

LEARNING	2011	
	

	
Source:	Progress	Towards	The	Common	European	Objectives	in	Education	and	Training	Indicators	
and	benchmarks	2010/2011	(Commission	of	the	European	Communities,	2011)	SEC	(2011)526	



	 261	

APPENDIX	C	
PARTNERSHIP	FOR	21ST	CENTURY	SKILLS	FRAMEWORK	(P21)	

Partnership	 for	 21st	 century	 skills	 (P21)	 developed	 in	 the	 United	 States	 with	 the	 goal	 of	
positioning	21st	century	skills	at	the	centre	of	Kindergarten	to	year	twelve	education.		
Table	below	provides	an	overview	of	the	framework.		

Overview	of	Partnership	for	21st	Century	Skills	Framework	
Source:	http://www.p21.org/about-us/p21-framework	

	

There	 are	 many	 supporting	 documents	 and	 fuller	 explication	 available	 on	 the	 website.	 The	

framework	developed	in	2007	has	three	overarching	groups	of	skills,	nine	core	subjects	and	five	

21st	 century	 interdisciplinary	 themes.	 21st	 century	 support	 systems,	 in	 the	 form	 of	 on-line	

materials	 for	 schools	 and	 students,	 are	 provided	 to	 ensure	 students	 master	 the	 outcomes	

described	in	the	framework.		

Learning	and	Innovation	Skills	
Creativity	and	Innovation	
	

Critical	 thinking	 and	 Problem	
solving	

Communication	and	
Collaboration	

Think	Creatively	
Work	Creatively	with	Others	
Implement	Innovations	
	

Reason	Effectively	
Use	Systems	Thinking	
Make	Judgments	and	Decisions	
Solve	Problems	

Communicate	Clearly	
Collaborate	with	Others	
	

Information,	Media	and	Technology	Skills	
Information	Literacy	 Media	Literacy	 ICT	Literacy	
Access	 and	 Evaluate	
Information	
Use	and	Manage	Information	

Analyse	Media	
Create	Media	Products	
	

Apply	Technology	Effectively	
	

Life	and	Career	Skills	
Flexibility	and	Adaptability	 Initiative	and	Self-Direction	 Social	and	Cross-cultural	skills	
Adapt	to	Change	
Be	Flexible	
	

Manage	Goals	and	Time	
Work	Independently	
Be	Self-	directed	Learners	
	

Interact	Effectively	with	Others	
Work	 Effectively	 in	 Diverse	
Teams	
	

Productivity	&	Accountability	 Leadership	and	Responsibility	
Manage	Projects	
Produce	Results	

Guide	and	Lead	Others	
Be	Responsible	to	Others	

Core		Subjects	
English,	 reading	 or	 language	 arts,	 World	 languages,	 Arts,	 Mathematics,	 Economics,	 Science,	
Geography,	History,	Government	and	Civics	
21st	century	interdisciplinary	themes	
Global	Awareness,		
Financial,	Economic,	Business	and	Entrepreneurial	Literacy	
Civic	Literacy	
Health	Literacy	
Environmental	Literacy	
21st	Century	Support	Systems	
21st	 Century	 Standards,	 Assessment	 of	 21st	 Century	 Skills,	 21st	 	 Century	 Curriculum	 and	
Instruction	
21st	Century	Professional	Development,	21st	Century	Learning	Environments	
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This	framework	is	gaining	traction	in	the	US	with	Pearson	Foundation	coming	on	board	to	help	

promote	the	framework	and	develop	supporting	materials.	On	the	supporting	website	there	are	

examples	 of	 case	 study	 schools	 where	 they	 have	 successfully	 transformed	 their	 students'	

learning	 experiences	 by	 incorporating	 21st	 Century	 Skills	 into	 teacher	 practice,	 curriculum,	

assessment,	 and	 professional	 development	 (http://www.p21.org/exemplar-program-case-

studies).		The	P21	has	published	a	P21	Common	Core	Toolkit,	which	shows	how	it	is	aligned	with	

the	 common	 core	 initiative.	 There	 is	 a	 need	 for	 an	 independent	 evaluation	 of	 the	 P21	

implementation	 in	 schools.	 That	 said	 the	push	 for	 the	development	of	 these	 skills	may	be	an	

antidote	 to	 the	 push	 for	more	 testing,	 narrowing	 of	 the	 curriculum	and	 teaching	 to	 the	 test,	

which	many	see	as	a	backward	step	for	education	in	the	USA.	The	push	of	the	neoliberal	agenda	

in	 the	 USA	 is	 evident	 in	 the	 setting	 up	 of	 charter	 schools,	 the	 push	 for	 more	 testing,	 more	

privatisation	 and,	 the	 introduction	 of	 merit	 pay	 (Laitsch,	 2013).	 Au	 (2011)	 would	 see	 the	

standardisation	of	schooling	in	the	US	as	a	drive	to	structure	school	knowledge	along	a	culturally	

and	religiously	conservative	political	agenda	(p.40).	The	skills	agenda	may	provide	an	alternative	

framework	opening	up	learning	to	meet	present	and	future	needs.		

	

P21	 is	 a	 national	 organisation	 formed	 in	 2002	 with	 the	 sponsorship	 of	 the	 United	 States	

government	 and	 several	 organisations	 from	 the	 private	 sector	 (e.g.,	 Apple	 Computer,	 Cisco	

Systems,	Dell	Computer	Corporation,	Microsoft	Corporation	and	National	Education	Association	

(see	http://www.p21.org/about-us/our-history	for	further	information).		

	

Au,	W.	(2011).	Teaching	under	the	new	Taylorism:	high-stakes	testing	and	the	standardization	

of	the	21st	century	curriculum.	Journal	of	Curriculum	Studies,	43(1),	25-45.	

Laitsch,	D.	(2013)	Smacked	by	the	invisible	hand:	the	wrong	debate	at	the	wrong	time	with	the	

wrong	people,	Journal	of	Curriculum	Studies,	45:1,	16-27	
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APPENDIX	D	
STUDENT	LETTER	OF	CONSENT	

Re:	Key	Skills	Research	Project	

Dear	Parent(s)/	Guardian(s),	

My	Name	is	Majella	Dempsey	and	I	am	currently	pursuing	postgraduate	studies	with	the	School	
of	 Education	 in	 Trinity	 College	 Dublin.	 I	 am	 writing	 to	 ask	 your	 permission	 for	 your	 child	 to	
participate	in	a	research	project	on	how	young	people	learn.	This	research	will	be	conducted	at	
a	 number	 of	 locations	 including	your	 school	over	 the	 next	 several	months.	 This	 research	will	
help	us	to	understand	more	about	the	skills	for	learning	that	young	people	use	and	develop	in	
second	level	schools.	Your	child	or	their	school	will	not	be	identified	in	the	research	report.	

The	research	is	expected	to	be	an	enjoyable	experience	and	will	require	less	than	40	minutes	of	
time	out-of-class.	However,	the	decision	about	participation	is	yours.	I	will	interview	your	child	
individually	on	one	occasion	in	the	coming	weeks	and	on	one	occasion	this	time	next	year.	 	 In	
this	interview,	your	child	will	share	information	on	how	he/she	participates	in	class,	how	he/she	
learns	and	what	helps	him/her	to	learn.	To	help	me	in	the	research,	I	will	need	access	to	your	
child's	Junior	Certificate	and	Leaving	Certificate	results.		

Detailed	 information	 about	 the	 research	 project	 is	 presented	 below	 in	 question	 and	 answer	
format.		Please	read	this	information	and	ensure	your	child	understands	the	research	activities	
before	 agreeing	 to	 participate.	 	 Only	 children	 who	 have	 parental	 permission,	 and	 who	
themselves	 agree	 to	 participate,	 will	 be	 involved	 in	 the	 study.	 Also,	 children	 or	 parents	may	
withdraw	 their	 permission	 at	 any	 time	 during	 the	 study,	 without	 penalty,	 by	 indicating	 this	
decision	to	the	researcher.		

I	would	like	to	assure	you	that	this	study	has	been	reviewed	and	has	received	ethical	clearance	
at	TCD.	 In	addition,	 it	has	been	approved	and	has	 the	 support	of	 the	Principal	 at	 your	 child’s	
school.	 However,	 the	 final	 decision	 about	 participation	 is	 yours.	We	would	 appreciate	 if	 you	
would	 permit	 your	 child	 to	 participate	 in	 this	 project,	 as	 we	 believe	 it	 will	 contribute	 to	
furthering	our	knowledge	of	how	young	people	learn.	Please	complete	the	attached	permission	
form,	 whether	 or	 not	 you	 give	 permission	 for	 your	 child	 to	 participate,	 and	 return	 it	 to	 the	
school	by	date.		

If	you	have	any	questions	about	the	study,	or	if	you	would	like	additional	information	to	assist	
you	 in	 reaching	 a	 decision,	 please	 feel	 free	 to	 call	 me	 at	 xxxx	 or	 to	 contact	me	 by	 email	 at	
majella.dempsey@nuim.ie	.	Thank	you	in	advance	for	your	interest	and	support	of	this	research	
project.	

Yours	sincerely,	

Majella	Dempsey	
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What	is	the	research	about?	

Your	child	is	invited	to	take	part	in	a	research	study	about	teaching	and	learning	in	second	level	
schools.	

Who	is	doing	the	study?	
The	person	in	charge	of	this	study	is,	Majella	Dempsey,	a	lecturer	in	the	education	department	
of	 the	National	University	of	 Ireland	Maynooth	 (NUIM)	who	 is	 also	undertaking	postgraduate	
studies	in	Trinity	College	Dublin.		
			
What	is	the	purpose	of	the	study?	
By	doing	this	study	I	hope	to	learn	more	about	how	student	learn	and	how	teaching	can	support	
this	learning.	
	
Where	is	the	study	going	to	take	place	and	how	long	will	it	last?	
The	research	procedures	will	be	conducted	at	 four	schools	 in	Dublin	over	 the	next	 two	years.	
Your	child’s	participation	 in	 the	study	will	 involve	two	 interviews	with	me.	Each	 interview	will	
take	about	20-30	minutes.	
	
What	will	my	child	be	asked	to	do?	
All	 fifth	years	 in	 the	 school	have	 filled	out	a	questionnaire	on	 their	 learning.	They	will	 fill	 out	
another	questionnaire	next	March	2012	when	they	are	 in	sixth	year.	A	random	sample	of	 the	
total	 number	 of	 fifth	 years	 will	 be	 interviewed.	 The	 interviews	 will	 be	 taped.	 The	 tapes	 and	
transcripts	will	 only	 be	 listened	 to	 and	 viewed	 by	me,	 the	 researcher.	 Your	 child	will	 not	 be	
identified	in	any	way.		
	
Will	my	child	benefit	from	taking	part	in	this	study?	
Your	child	should	enjoy	this	opportunity	to	discuss	his/her	learning	and	may	be	encouraged	by	
thinking	about	learning	to	participate	more	fully	in	schoolwork.		
	
Does	my	child	have	to	take	part	in	this	study?	
If	 your	child	decides	 to	 take	part	 in	 the	study,	 it	 should	be	because	he	or	 she	 really	wants	 to	
volunteer.	There	will	be	no	penalty	for	not	taking	part	and	if	your	child	chooses	not	to	volunteer	
he	or	she	will	not	lose	any	normal	benefits	or	rights.	No	one	will	behave	any	differently	toward	
your	child	 if	he	or	she	chooses	not	to	participate	in	the	study.	Your	child	can	stop	at	any	time	
during	the	study	and	still	keep	the	same	benefits	and	rights.	
	
	Will	my	child	receive	any	payment	or	reward	for	taking	part	in	this	study?	
Your	child	will	not	receive	any	payment	or	reward	for	taking	part	in	this	study.	
	
Who	will	see	the	information	my	child	gives?	
Your	child’s	information	will	be	combined	with	information	from	others	taking	part	in	the	study.		
When	 I	 write	 up	 the	 study	 to	 share	 it	 with	 other	 researchers,	 I	 will	 write	 about	 the	 combined	
information.	 Your	 child	 will	 not	 be	 identified	 in	 these	 written	materials.	 All	 information	 on	 your	
child	will	 be	 securely	 stored	on	my	 laptop,	which	 is	encrypted.	All	materials	will	 be	destroyed	on	
completion	of	the	research.		
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Research	participant	statement	and	signature	
I	understand	that	my	participation	in	this	research	study	is	entirely	voluntary.	 	 I	may	refuse	to	
participate	without	penalty	or	loss	of	benefits.		I	may	also	stop	participating	at	any	time	without	
penalty	or	loss	of	benefits.		I	have	been	given	a	copy	of	this	assent-permission	form	to	keep.	
________________________________																				________________	
Signature	of	minor	giving	assent	to	take	 	 	 	 Date	
part	in	the	study	
	
________________________________																		
Printed	name	of	minor	giving	assent	to	take	part	in	the	study	
	
	
Parental	permission	and	signature	
I	give	permission	for	my	child	to	participate	in	this	research.	
________________________________	 	 ________________	
Signature	of	parent	or	legal	guardian		 	 	 	 Date	
giving	 permission	for	the	minor	to	take		
part	in	the	study	
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APPENDIX	E	
INTERVENTION	AND	CONTROL	SCHOOL	PROFILES	

IS1	
General	 DEIS	status	(Delivering	Equality	of	Opportunity	in	Schools).		
Students	 400	students	from	over	70	feeder	schools	
Staff	 26	
Programmes	on	offer	 Junior	Certificate,	 Leaving	certificate,	Transition	Year,	 Leaving	

Certificate	 Vocational	 Programme	 and	 Leaving	
Certificate	Applied	

Subjects	on	offer	
English	,	Irish,	Maths,	Environmental	and	Social	Studies	

(E.S.S.),	 History,	 	 Geography	 ,	 Religion,		
Art/Craft,	 Drama/Dance,	 Science,	 Business	
Studies,	 	 Social,	 Personal	 and	 Health	 Education	
(S.P.H.E.),	 Civic,	 Social	 and	 Political	 Education	
(C.S.P.E.),	 Physical	 Education,	 Woodwork		
Computers,	Home	Economics,		Italian,	Technical	
Graphics,	Music.		

	

	

	
	

CS1	
General	 DEIS	status	(Delivering	Equality	of	Opportunity	in	Schools).	
Students	 396	second	level	learners.		
Staff	 25	
Programmes	on	offer	 Junior	 Certificate,	 Leaving	 certificate,	 Transition	 Year,	 Leaving	

Certificate	 Vocational	 Programme	 and	 Leaving	
Certificate	Applied	

Subjects	on	offer	
	 English	 ,	 Irish,	Maths	 ,	 History,	 	 Geography	 ,	 Religion,		

Art,	 Science,	 Business	 Studies,	 	 Social,	 Personal	
and	Health	Education	(S.P.H.E.),	Civic,	Social	and	
Political	 Education	 (C.S.P.E.),	 Physical	 Education,	
Materials	 Technology,	 Information	 Technology,	
Home	Economics,		French,	Technical	Graphics.	

	

	

	
IS2	
General	 Single	 sex	 girl’s	 school	 located	 in	 the	 city	 catering	 for	 a	

diverse	range	of	students.		
Students	 267	girls.		
Staff	 25	
Programmes	on	offer	 Junior	 Certificate,	 Leaving	 certificate,	 Transition	 Year	 and	

Leaving	Certificate	Vocational	Programme.	
Subjects	on	offer	

English	 ,	 Irish,	 Maths	 ,	 History,	 	 Geography	 ,	
Religion,	 Science,	 Business	 Studies,	 	 Social,	
Personal	 and	 Health	 Education	 (S.P.H.E.),	
Civic,	Social	and	Political	Education	(C.S.P.E.),	
Physical	 Education,	 Home	 Economics,		
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French,	German,	 Italian,	Art,	Music,	 Classical	
Studies.			

	

	
CS2	
General	 Single	 sex	 girl’s	 school	 located	 in	 the	 city	 catering	 for	 a	

diverse	range	of	students.		
Students	 296	girls.		
Staff	 21	
Programmes	on	offer	 Junior	 Certificate,	 Leaving	 certificate,	 Transition	 Year	 and	

Leaving	Certificate	Vocational	Programme.	
Subjects	on	offer	

English	 ,	 Irish,	 Maths	 ,	 History,	 	 Geography	 ,	
Religion,	 Science,	 Business	 Studies,	 	 Social,	
Personal	 and	 Health	 Education	 (S.P.H.E.),	
Civic,	Social	and	Political	Education	(C.S.P.E.),	
Physical	 Education,	 Home	 Economics,		
French,	German,	Music,	Choir.		
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APPENDIX	F	
CONSTRUCTS	FOR	THE	MAIN	SCALES	FOR	THE	PFSSW	QUESTIONNAIRE	

Constructs	 Meaning	orientation	 Reproducing	
orientation	

Achieving	orientation	

Approach	to	
studying		
(Marton	and	
Säljö,	1976)	

Deep	–	student	
intends	to	
understand	and	
make	active	
attempts	to	relate	
new	ideas	to	
previous	knowledge	
or	real	life	
experience,	and	to	
adopt	an	
independent	and	
critical	stance	
towards	knowledge.	

Surface	–	student	
intends	to	carry	out	
task	requirements	in	a	
mechanical	way	
without	personal	
involvement,	tries	to	
identify	discrete	‘bits’	
of	knowledge	to	
memorise,	and	is	over-
reliant	on	the	teacher	
to	provide	a	framework	
within	which	to	learn	
and	study.	
	

Strategic	–	student	
intends	to	get	the	best	
grades	possible	by	
being	well-organised,	
making	effective	use	of	
time,	seeking	out	
appropriate	working	
conditions,	and	being	
alert	to	what	type	of	
work	is	most	rewarded	
by	individual	teachers.	

Style	of	
learning	
(Pask,	1976)	

Holist	–	concentrates	
initially	on	a	broad	
view	of	the	topic;	
learns	best	by	
making	use	of	
analogies	and	
illustrations;	prefers	
anecdotal	
personalised	
teaching;	tends	to	
generalise	too	
readily	and	reach	
conclusions	on	
inadequate	
evidence.	

Serialist	–	concentrates	
initially	on	facts,	
details,	and	on	the	
logical	
interconnections	
between	‘bits’	of	
knowledge	or	steps	in	
the	argument;	learns	
best	when	knowledge	
is	presented	formally	
with	a	clear	structure;	
tends	to	miss	
important	links	
between	ideas	or	
between	subject	areas.	
	

	

Associated	
motivation	
(Biggs,	1993)	

Intrinsic	–		
interested	in	the	
subject	matter	itself	
is	excited	by	
academic	topics	and	
intellectual	ideals.	

Instrumental	–	
interested	in	the	
qualifications	and	their	
vocational	and	
economic	
opportunities,	or	works	
only	because	of	
external	pressures.	
	
Fear	of	failure	–	
anticipates	the	
punishment	of	failure,	
irrespective	of	previous	
successes,	and	worries	
about	being	behind	
with	work	or	doing	
worse	than	others.	

Hope	for	success	–	
competitive,	
determined	to	do	
better	than	others	so	
as	to	maintain	a	high	
level	of	self-esteem.	
	
	
	
Conscientiousness	–	
determination	to	carry	
out	what	is	expected	
as	well	as	possible,	
even	if	it	interferes	
with	more	immediately	
pleasurable	activities.	
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Source:	Structure	of	PFSSW	Study	Orientation	Entwistle	(1988)	

	

Entwistle,	 N.	 J.	 &	 Kozeki,	 B.	 (1988).	 Dimensions	 of	motivation	 and	 approaches	 to	 learning	 in	
British	and	Hungarian	secondary	schools.	International	Journal	of	Educational	Research,	12	(3),	
243-255.	
Säljö,	 R.	 (1979).	 Learning	 in	 the	 learner’s	 perspective	 1:	 Some	 common	 sense	 conceptions	
(Report	No.76),	Institute	of	Education:	University	of	Gothenburg.	

	



This questionnaire, in two sections, contains comments made by students about their school and

school work. To what extent do you agree or disagree with their comments? As the comments are

feelings based on personal experience, there can be no right or wrong answers. We are interested

in your opinion or experience.

Read each comment carefully and then immediately show how closely you agree or disagree with

that comment by circling one of the boxes on the right-hand side. 

Try to avoid the not sure answer if possible.

It is important that you give an answer to every question.

While you are asked to give your name, all answers are confidential.

1. Personal Information

Appendix G
Student Questionnaire T2

Name:  

Your age:  

Male or Female:  

1. Please fill in your details below

 

2. Please indicate if you have completed Transition Year

Yes No

 

3. I am doing LCVP

Yes No

 

4. I am doing Leaving Certificate Applied LCA

Yes No

5. Please list your subjects*



2. School and school work inventory A

Appendix G
Student Questionnaire T2

 
Definitely

agree

Agree a

bit Not sure

Disagree

a bit

Definitely

disagree

I try to relate ideas in one subject to those in others, whenever possible

When I am reading, the ideas sometimes produce vivid images in my mind

I find some subjects so interesting that I would like to go on with them after I

leave here

I find I have to rely on memorising a good deal of what we have to learn

I prefer to tackle each part of a topic or problem in order, working through it one

step at a time

I suppose I'm more interested in the qualifications I will get than in the subjects

I am taking

In exams I tend to panic

I am very good at organising my study time effectively

I hate admitting defeat, even in trivial matters

If I have something to do, I feel it is worthwhile only if I do it well

I generally try to understand things even when they initially seem rather

difficult

I like to play around with ideas of my own, even if they don't get me very far

Some of the work in school is really exciting

I don't usually have time to think about the implications of what I have read

I'm more ready to follow well and tried approaches to problems than unfamiliar

ones

My main reason for studying is so that I'll be able to get a good job

I worry a lot when teachers criticise my work

I very rarely require extra time to complete written work

I enjoy competing with other students in school work

I feel it is my duty to work hard at school

Often I ask myself questions about things I hear in class or read in books

I enjoy doing things where I can use my imagination or my own ideas

1. Part A



My main reason for studying is so that I can learn about the subjects that really

interest me

The best way for me to understand what technical term mean is to remember

the textbook definition

I think it's important to look at problems and try to solve them using what I

have learned

When I work hard it is only so as I can continue my education

I am always worrying that I will get behind with my work

I always organise my work very carefully

It's important for me to do things better than other students, if I possibly can

I don't mind working long hours to complete my work satisfactorily

I try to relate what I read to previous work

I prefer teachers who use lots of examples, or their own experiences, to help

us understand

I spend a good deal of my spare time finding out about interesting topics which

have been discussed

I like to be told precisely what to do in work we are set

I prefer to stick to one approach to a problem until I'm absolutely sure it won't

work

When I work hard it's only because I don't want to let my parents down

I never seem to be able to do things as well as I feel I could

If I do something badly, I try to work out why so that I can do better next time

If I want something really badly, I don't mind really pushing myself to get it

When I start a piece of work, I stick at it even if I'm finding it really hard

I prefer to make my own notes when I can

I suppose I am a bit too ready to jump to conclusions

I am fascinated by some of the topics we meet in school work

I make my own notes only when the teacher tells me to

I prefer teachers who stick to the point and wander off on other stuff

I suppose I'm at school only because I don't seem to have any real choice

about it

Other people always seem to be able to do things better than I can

If conditions aren't right for me to study, I always try to do something to change

them

 
Definitely

agree

Agree a

bit Not sure

Disagree

a bit

Definitely

disagree



I feel tense before an exam or test, but that seems to make me work better

during it

I take my work seriously, no matter what

In trying to understand new ideas, I often try to relate them to real life

situations

In written work I try to put over my own view whenever possible

I get very enthusiastic about some of my school work

Generally I read only what we are specifically told to read

When I am explaining something, I generally try to give lots of detail

I work well only when the teacher puts me under a good deal of pressure

Worrying about school work often prevents me from sleeping

I plan my working time carefully to make the most of it

I play any game to win, not just for the fun of it

Even when I am tired, I try to finish everything I have to do.

 
Definitely

agree

Agree a

bit Not sure

Disagree

a bit

Definitely

disagree



3. School and school work inventory B

Appendix G
Student Questionnaire T2

 
Definitely

agree

Agree a

bit Not sure

Disagree

a bit

Definitely

disagree

I enjoy talking to my parents about what happens at school

Most teachers are fair to all their students

Being friendly with other pupils is more important to me than competing with

them

When I am absorbed in something my parents don't interrupt me

I get so involved in some topics at school that I try to follow them up on my

own

School is a boring place

When I don't do well at school, I feel ashamed of myself

I want teachers to know that they can depend on me

Punishment in school is always unfair

Adults demand too much from young people and give little help in return

My parents are really happy when I do well at school, and that makes me feel

good too

It would make me feel bad if I disappointed the teacher

I enjoy helping other students with their school work

I don't feel happy having to work on my own

I generally leave my homework until the last minute

Many classes are dull and uninteresting

I would rather admit something I have done wrong than try to cover it up

If teachers would let students do whatever they want to do, I would enjoy

school much more

I would rather be corrected than left to do something wrong

My teachers never seem to be satisfied with what I've done, even when I have

tried hard

My parents don't seem to be all that interested in what I've done at school

There are very few teachers that I can really admire

1. Part B



I feel really good when my friends can see I've done well

You can't expect students to come up with good ideas of their own

School provides a great deal of useful knowledge about life

I spend a lot of my spare time finding out about things on my own

If I'm given something to do, I always try to it as well as possible

School rules are sensible. I always try to follow them

If I have done something wrong, I'm always ready to take consequences

I resent the amount of pressure teachers put us under

My parents are always helpful and encouraging about my school work

Most teachers never bother to explain things well enough

I don't really care what other people think about me

My parents always value my opinion

The things we learn at school are not of any real use to me

I feel happy and excited when a new topic is introduced

I always find a good excuse if I haven't done my homework

When school work is hard I usually give up

I find I am often having to make excuses

My parents demand too much of me and put me under a lot of pressure

Adults are not really interested in trying to understand young people's feelings

It is often the teacher's fault when you get into trouble at school

People seem to find it difficult to get on well with me

I always prefer to work things out for myself

I quickly lose interest if new topics are difficult

There are a lot of classes that I find exciting and challenging

If I am expected to do something, I do it

I always put a lot of effort into what I am asked to do in school

I am ready to take responsibility for all my actions, no matter what

My parents seem to be totally unrealistic in what they expect me to achieve at

school

If I do well at school, my parents show that they are pleased for me

Most teachers try hard to help all students

 
Definitely

agree

Agree a

bit Not sure

Disagree

a bit

Definitely

disagree



There is a really good feeling among students in this school

I'm expected to work out too many things on my own

I don't mind working hard if I learn something in the process

I find school work really interesting

Only weak people like rules and need order

A feeling of guilt is worse even than severe punishment

Adults always seem to be expecting too much from young people

 
Definitely

agree

Agree a

bit Not sure

Disagree

a bit

Definitely

disagree
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APPENDIX	H	

PFSSW	–	STUDY	ORIENTATION	SCALES	AND	SUB-SCALES	

Students	respond	to	items	on	a	1	-	5	scale.	Sub-scale	scores	are	formed	by	adding	together	
the	 responses	on	 the	 items	 in	 that	sub-scale.	The	subscales	contained	 in	each	of	 the	main	
scales	 were	 then	 combined	 to	 derive	 the	 scores	 for	 the	 main	 scales.	 In	 order	 to	 have	 a	
common	range	for	both	the	main	scales	and	the	subscales,	the	main	scales	were	divided	by	
the	number	of	constituent	subscales.	This	results	in	a	minimum	score	of	six	and	a	maximum	
score	 of	 30	 for	 each	 scale.	 The	 PFSSW	 inventory	 measures	 school	 motivation	 and	 study	
orientations.		There	are	10	subscales	for	study	orientations	and	10	for	school	motivation.	
Scoring	procedure:	Definitely	agree	=	5,	Agree	a	bit	=	4,	Not	sure	=	3,	Disagree	a	bit	=	2,	
Definitely	disagree	=	1.	

	
Part	A	
Deep	approach	 	 	 1	 11	 21	 31	 41	 51	
Holistic	style	 	 	 2	 12	 22	 32	 42	 52	
Intrinsic	motivation	 	 3	 13	 23	 33	 43	 53	
Surface	approach	 	 4	 14	 24	 34	 44	 54	
Serialist	style	 	 	 5	 15	 25	 35	 45	 55	
Instrumental	motivation	 6	 16	 26	 36	 46	 56	
Fear	of	failure	 	 	 7	 17	 27	 37	 47	 57	
Strategic	approach	 	 8	 18	 28	 38	 48	 58	
Hope	for	success	 	 9	 19	 29	 39	 49	 59	
Conscientiousness	 	 10	 20	 30	 40	 50	 60	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Meaning	 	 de	 ho	 im	 MEO	 	 	
Reproducing	 	 su	 se	 is	 ef	 REO	 	
Achieving	 	 st	 hs	 cn	 ACO	 	 	
Study	orientation		 Meo	 Reo	 Aco	 STO	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Meaning	orientation	
Deep	approach	

• I	try	to	relate	ideas	in	one	subject	to	those	in	others,	whenever	possible		
• I	generally	try	to	understand	things	even	when	they	initially	seem	rather	difficult		
• Often	I	ask	myself	questions	about	things	I	hear	in	class	or	read	in	books		
• I	try	to	relate	what	I	read	to	previous	work		
• I	prefer	to	make	my	own	notes	when	I	can		
• In	trying	to	understand	new	ideas,	I	often	try	to	relate	them	to	real	life	situations		

Holistic	style	
• When	I	am	reading,	the	ideas	sometimes	produce	vivid	images	in	my	mind	
• I	like	to	play	around	with	ideas	of	my	own,	even	if	they	don't	get	me	very	far	
• I	enjoy	doing	things	where	I	can	use	my	imagination	or	my	own	ideas	
• I	prefer	teachers	who	use	lots	of	examples,	or	their	own	experiences,	to	help	us	understand	
• I	suppose	I	am	a	bit	too	ready	to	jump	to	conclusions	
• In	written	work	I	try	to	put	over	my	own	view	whenever	possible	
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Intrinsic	motivation	
• I	find	some	subjects	so	interesting	that	I	would	like	to	go	on	with	them	after	I	leave	here	
• Some	of	the	work	in	school	is	really	exciting	
• My	main	reason	for	studying	is	so	that	I	can	learn	about	the	subjects	that	really	interest	me	
• I	spend	a	good	deal	of	my	spare	time	finding	out	about	interesting	topics	which	have	been	

discussed	
• I	am	fascinated	by	some	of	the	topics	we	meet	in	school	work	
• I	get	very	enthusiastic	about	some	of	my	school	work	

	
Reproducing	orientation	
Surface	approach	
• I	find	I	have	to	rely	on	memorising	a	good	deal	of	what	we	have	to	learn	
• I	don't	usually	have	time	to	think	about	the	implications	of	what	I	have	read	
• The	best	way	for	me	to	understand	what	technical	term	means	is	to	remember	the	textbook	

definition	
• I	like	to	be	told	precisely	what	to	do	in	work	we	are	set	
• I	make	my	own	notes	only	when	the	teacher	tells	me	to	
• Generally	I	read	only	what	we	are	specifically	told	to	read	

	
Serialist	style	
• I	prefer	to	tackle	each	part	of	a	topic	or	problem	in	order,	working	through	it	one	step	at	a	

time	
• I'm	more	ready	to	follow	well	and	tried	approaches	to	problems	than	unfamiliar	ones	
• I	think	it's	important	to	look	at	problems	and	try	to	solve	them	using	what	I	have	learned	
• I	prefer	to	stick	to	one	approach	to	a	problem	until	I'm	absolutely	sure	it	won't	work	
• I	prefer	teachers	who	stick	to	the	point	and	wander	off	on	other	stuff	
• When	I	am	explaining	something,	I	generally	try	to	give	lots	of	detail	

	
Instrumental	motivation	
• I	suppose	I'm	more	interested	in	the	qualifications	I	will	get	than	in	the	subjects	I	am	taking	
• My	main	reason	for	studying	is	so	that	I'll	be	able	to	get	a	good	job	
• When	I	work	hard	it	is	only	so	as	I	can	continue	my	education	
• When	I	work	hard	it's	only	because	I	don't	want	to	let	my	parents	down	
• I	suppose	I'm	at	school	only	because	I	don't	seem	to	have	any	real	choice	about	it	
• I	work	well	only	when	the	teacher	puts	me	under	a	good	deal	of	pressure	

	
Fear	of	failure	
• In	exams	I	tend	to	panic	
• I	worry	a	lot	when	teachers	criticise	my	work	
• I	am	always	worrying	that	I	will	get	behind	with	my	work	
• I	never	seem	to	be	able	to	do	things	as	well	as	I	feel	I	could	
• Other	people	always	seem	to	be	able	to	do	things	better	than	I	can	
• Worrying	about	school	work	often	prevents	me	from	sleeping	
	
Achieving	orientation	
Strategic	approach	
• I	am	very	good	at	organising	my	study	time	effectively	
• I	very	rarely	require	extra	time	to	complete	written	work	
• I	always	organise	my	work	very	carefully	
• If	I	do	something	badly,	I	try	to	work	out	why	so	that	I	can	do	better	next	time	
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• If	conditions	aren't	right	for	me	to	study,	I	always	try	to	do	something	to	change	them	
• I	plan	my	working	time	carefully	to	make	the	most	of	it	

	
Hope	for	success	
• I	hate	admitting	defeat,	even	in	trivial	matters	
• I	enjoy	competing	with	other	students	in	school	work	
• It's	important	for	me	to	do	things	better	than	other	students,	if	I	possibly	can	
• If	I	want	something	really	badly,	I	don't	mind	really	pushing	myself	to	get	it	
• I	feel	tense	before	an	exam	or	test,	but	that	seems	to	make	me	work	better	during	it	
• I	play	any	game	to	win,	not	just	for	the	fun	of	it	

	
Conscientiousness	
• If	I	have	something	to	do,	I	feel	it	is	worthwhile	only	if	I	do	it	well	
• I	feel	it	is	my	duty	to	work	hard	at	school	
• I	don't	mind	working	long	hours	to	complete	my	work	satisfactorily	
• When	I	start	a	piece	of	work,	I	stick	at	it	even	if	I'm	finding	it	really	hard	
• I	take	my	work	seriously,	no	matter	what	
• Even	when	I	am	tired,	I	try	to	finish	everything	I	have	to	do.	
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APPENDIX	I	

PFSSW	–	SCHOOL	MOTIVATION	SCALES	AND	SUB-SCALES	
Scoring	procedure:	Definitely	agree	=	5,	Agree	a	bit	=	4,	Not	sure	=	3,	Disagree	a	bit	=	2,	
Definitely	disagree	=	1.	For	all	statements	in	italics	it	is	the	reverse.		

	
Part	B		
Warmth	and	empathy	from	parents	 	 1	 11	 21	 31	 41	 51	
Identification	with	teachers	 	 	 2	 12	 22	 32	 42	 52	
Affiliation	with	peers	 	 	 	 3	 13	 23	 33	 43	 53	
Independence	and	self-confidence	 	 4	 14	 24	 34	 44	 54	
Competence	in	knowledge	and	skills	 	 5	 15	 25	 35	 45	 55	
Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	activity	 	 6	 16	 26	 36	 46	 56	
Trust,	conscience	and	self-esteem	 	 7	 17	 27	 37	 47	 57	
Need	for	order	and	compliance	with	norms	 8	 18	 28	 38	 48	 58	
Responsibility	and	anticipating	consequences	 9	 19	 29	 39	 49	 59	
Pressure	and	excessive	demands	from	adults	 10	 20	 30	 40	 50	 60	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Affective	 	 wa	 id	 al	 Afm	 	 	
Cognitive	 	 in	 co	 en	 Agm	 	 	
Moral	 	 	 tr	 ne	 re	 Mpm	 	 	
School	motivation	 afm	 cgm	 mpm	 pr	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	

Affective	
Warmth	and	empathy	from	parents	
• I	enjoy	talking	to	my	parents	about	what	happens	at	school	
• My	parents	are	really	happy	when	I	do	well	at	school,	and	that	makes	me	feel	good	too	
• My	parents	don’t	seem	to	be	all	that	interested	in	what	I’ve	done	at	school	
• My	parents	are	always	helpful	and	encouraging	about	my	school	work	
• Adults	are	not	really	interested	in	trying	to	understand	young	people’s	feelings	
• If	I	do	well	at	school,	my	parents	always	show	that	they	are	pleased	with	me.		

	
Identification	with	teachers	
• Most	teachers	are	fair	to	all	their	pupils	
• It	would	make	me	feel	bad	if	I	disappoint	the	teacher	
• There	are	very	few	teachers	that	I	can	really	admire	
• Most	teachers	never	bother	to	explain	things	well	enough	
• It	is	often	the	teacher’s	fault	when	you	get	in	trouble	at	school	
• Most	teachers	try	hard	to	help	all	the	pupils.	

	
Affiliation	with	peers	
• Being	friendly	with	other	pupils	is	more	important	to	me	than	competing	with	them	
• I	enjoy	helping	other	pupils	with	their	school	work	
• I	feel	really	good	when	my	friends	can	see	that	I’ve	done	well	
• I	don’t	really	care	what	other	people	think	about	me	
• People	seem	to	find	it	difficult	to	get	on	well	with	me	
• There’s	a	really	good	feeling	among	pupils	in	this	school.	

	
Cognitive	
Independence	and	self-confidence	
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• When	I’m	absorbed	in	something,	my	parents	don’t	interrupt	me	
• I	don’t	feel	happy	having	to	work	on	my	own	
• You	can’t	expect	pupils	to	come	up	with	good	ideas	of	their	own	
• My	parents	always	value	my	opinion	
• I	always	prefer	to	work	things	out	for	myself	
• I’m	expected	to	work	out	too	many	things	on	my	own.	

	
Competence	in	knowledge	and	skills	
• I	get	so	involved	in	some	topics	at	school	that	I	try	to	follow	them	up	on	my	own	
• I	generally	leave	my	homework	until	the	last	minute	
• School	provides	a	great	deal	of	useful	knowledge	about	life	
• The	things	we	learn	at	school	are	not	of	any	real	use	to	me	
• I	quickly	lose	interest	if	new	topics	are	difficult	
• I	don’t	mind	working	hard	if	I	learn	something	in	the	process.	

	
Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	activity	
• School	is	a	boring	place	
• Many	school	lessons	are	dull	and	uninteresting	
• I	spend	a	lot	of	my	spare	time	finding	out	about	things	on	my	own	
• I	feel	happy	and	excited	when	a	new	topic	is	introduced	
• There	are	a	lot	of	classes	that	I	find	exciting	and	challenging	
• I	find	school	work	really	very	interesting.	

	
Moral	
Trust,	conscience	and	self-esteem	
• When	I	don’t	do	well	at	school	I	feel	ashamed	of	myself	
• I	would	rather	admit	something	I	have	done	wrong	than	try	to	cover	it	up	
• If	I’m	given	something	to	do,	I	always	try	to	do	it	as	well	as	possible	
• I	always	find	a	good	excuse	if	I	haven’t	done	my	homework	
• If	I	am	expected	to	do	something,	I	do	it	
• I	always	try	to	live	up	to	my	parents’	trust	[statement	omitted	from	questionnaire	in	error].	

	
Need	for	order	and	compliance	with	norms	
• I	want	teachers	to	know	they	can	depend	on	me	
• If	teachers	would	let	pupils	do	whatever	they	want	to	do,	I	would	enjoy	school	much	more	
• School	rules	are	sensible.	I	always	try	to	follow	them	
• When	school	work	is	hard,	I	usually	give	up	
• I	always	put	a	lot	of	effort	into	what	we’re	asked	to	do	in	school	
• Only	weak	people	like	rules	and	need	order.	

	
Responsibility	and	anticipating	consequences	
• Punishment	in	school	is	always	unfair	
• I	would	rather	be	corrected	than	left	to	do	something	wrong	
• If	I	have	done	something	wrong,	I’m	always	ready	to	take	the	consequences	
• I	find	I	am	often	having	to	make	excuses	
• I	am	ready	to	take	responsibility	for	all	my	actions,	no	matter	what	
• A	feeling	of	guilt	is	worse	even	than	a	severe	punishment.		

	
Pressure	and	excessive	demands	from	adults	
• Adults	demand	too	much	from	young	people	and	give	little	help	in	return	
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• My	teachers	never	seem	to	be	satisfied	with	what	I’ve	done,	even	when	I’ve	tried	hard	
• I	rather	resent	the	amount	of	pressure	the	teacher	puts	us	under	
• My	parents	demand	too	much	of	me	and	put	me	under	a	lot	of	pressure	
• My	parents	seem	to	be	totally	unrealistic	in	what	they	expect	me	to	achieve	at	school	
• Adults	always	seem	to	be	expecting	too	much	of	young	people	
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Appendix J

Teacher Questionnaire T2

1. If you would like to give your name, please do. This is optional.

2. What is your gender?

Female

Male

    

3. How old are you?

Under 25 25-29 30-39 40-49 50-59

60 +

   

Other (please specify)

4. What is your employment status as a teacher?

Full-time EPT CID Part-time (50-90% of

full time hours)

Part-time (less than

50% of full-time

hours)

5. Please list the subjects you teach

 

6. Do you teach this year's Leaving Certificate class

Yes No



 

7. Do you teach this year's Leaving Certificate Applied class

Yes No

8. What subject/s do you teach to Leaving Certs this year

 (A) Yes No

(B) No

impact

A small

impact

A moderate

impact

A large

impact

a) Courses/workshops (e.g. on subject matter or

methods and/or other related topics)

b) Education conferences or seminars (where

teachers and/or researchers present their research

results and discuss educational problems)

c) Qualification programme (e.g. Masters degree)

d) Participation in a network of teachers formed

specifically for the professional development of

teachers

e) Presented on your teaching to your colleagues at

a staff event

f) Individual or collaborative research on a topic of

interest to you professionally

g) Mentoring and/or peer observation and

coaching, as part of a formal school arrangement

h) observation visits to other schools

Other (please specify)

9. During the last 18 months, did you participate in any of the following kinds of professional development

activities, and what was the impact of these activities on your development as a teacher?

For each question below, please mark one choice in part (A). If you answer 'Yes" in part (A) then please

mark one choice in part (B) to indicate how much impact it had upon your development as a teacher.



 No impact A small impact A moderate impact A large impact

a) using the key skills framework to plan for

teaching

b) hearing again about teaching methodologies

such as cooperative learning, assessment for

learning , concept mapping and so on

c) hearing about teachers experience of key skills in

other schools and subjects

d) hearing my colleagues describe what they do in

their classes

e) having a focus on teaching and learning at a

whole school level

f) being involved in an initiative that was part of a

policy proposal not yet implemented in all schools

g) having one person work with the school for a

sustained period

h) getting to share practice in discussions

Other (please specify)

10. During the last 18 months, you participated in a number of professional development events about

unlocking learning using key skills. 

For each statement below, please mark one choice to indicate how much impact it had upon your

development as a teacher.



 
No need at

all

Low level of

need

Moderate

level of

need

High level of

need

a) Knowledge and understanding of my main subject/s

b) Student assessment practices

c) Classroom management, including student discipline and behaviour

problems

e) Knowledge and understanding of instructional practices in my main

subject/s

f) ICT skills for teaching

g) Teaching students with special learning needs

h) New proposed Junior Cycle developments

j) Teaching in a multicultural setting

k) Key skills as outlined by the NCCA proposals

l) Helping students develop skills for learning

11. Thinking of your own professional development needs, please indicate the extent to which you have

such needs in each of the areas listed.

Please mark one choice in each row.



 
Strongly

disagree Disagree Agree

Strongly

agree

a) Effective/good teachers demonstrate the correct way to solve a problem

b) When referring to a 'poor performance', I mean a performance that lies

below the previous achievement level of the student

c) It is better when the teacher - not the student- decides what activities are to

be done

d) My role as a teacher is to facilitate students' own inquiry

e) Teachers know a lot more than students; they shouldn't let students develop

answers that may be incorrect when they can just explain the answers directly

f) Students learn best by finding solutions to problems on their own.

g) instruction should be built around problems with clear, correct answers, and

around ideas that most students can grasp quickly.

h) How much students learn depends on how much background knowledge

they have-that is why teaching facts is so necessary.

i) Students should be allowed to think of solutions to practical problems

themselves before the teacher shows them how they are solved.

j) When referring to a 'good performance', I mean a performance that lies

above the previous achievement level of the student.

k) A quiet classroom is generally needed for effective learning.

l) Thinking and reasoning processes are more important than curriculum

content.

12. I would like to ask about your personal beliefs on teaching and learning. please indicate how much you

disagree or agree with each of the following statements.

Please mark one choice in each row.



 Never

Less than

once per

year

Once per

year

3-4 times

per year Monthly Weekly

a) Attend staff meetings to discuss the vision and mission of the

school.

b) Discuss and decide on the selection of instructional media (e.g.

textbooks).

c) Exchange teaching materials with colleagues.

d) Ensure common standards in evaluations for assessing student

progress.

e) Engage in discussion about the learning development of

specific students.

f) Teach jointly as a team in the same class.

g) Observe other teachers' classes and provide feedback.

h) Discuss and coordinate homework practice across subjects.

13. How often do you do the following in this school?

Please mark one choice in each row.

 Every day

Few times a

week

Few times a

month

Used once

in last year Never used

Lecture/teacher talk

Question and answer

Demonstration or modelling

Interactive whitboard

Overhead projector

Free flowing whole class discussion

Exam paper questions

Powerpoint

Commercially produced handouts

Experiments 'recipe type'

Experiments 'discovery' type

Regular tests

Library research/ information seeking

Case studies

14. Thinking about your teaching over the last year, please indicate how often you use each of the following

teaching methods?



Data projector

Interviewing/surveys/questionnaires

One-to-one teaching

Reading textbook

Note taking

Note making by students

Computer aided learning

Buzz groups

Cooperative learning

Drama

Debate

Group assignments

Peer correcting

Peer teaching

Graphic organisers

Games

Problem Based Learning

 Every day

Few times a

week

Few times a

month

Used once

in last year Never used



 Every day

Few times a

week

Few times a

month

Used once

in last year Never used

Watching a video

White/blackboard

Teacher led whole class discussion

Visits/Visitors

Worksheets or other individual work

Self produced handouts

Regular tests

Self evaluation & individual target setting

Reading textbook

Use of the internet

Use of computerised graphics

Role play

Student presentations

Show me boards

Traffic lights

Other (please specify)

15. Thinking about your teaching over the last year, please indicate how often you use each of the following

teaching methods?
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APPENDIX	K	
	

	 STUDENT	INTERVIEW	SCHEDULE	AT	T1	

	 I	begin	all	interviews	with	asking	students	are	they	happy	that	the	interview	is	taped,	all	agree.	I	
then	ask	their	age	which	I	have	recorded.	 	

1	 Can	you	tell	me	about	where	you	grew	up?	How	many	people	are	in	your	family?	
2	 Tell	me	about	your	experience	in	secondary	school	to	date.	What	did	you	like/dislike	about	school	

when	you	were	in	Junior	Cycle?	How	do	you	like/dislike	being	in	Senior	Cycle	 	
3	 What	do	you	want	to	do	when	you	leave	school?	 	
4	 What	do	your	parents/	guardians	want	you	to	do?	 	
5(a)	 How	much	homework	do	you	do	most	evenings	on	average?	 	
5(b)	 Is	that	more	than/less	than/	the	same	as	your	friends?	 	
6(a)	 Would	you	say	you	work	hard	in	school?		
6(b)	 How	do	you	know?	 	
7	 Is	everything	you	do	in	school	worthwhile?	Which	parts	are	not	worthwhile?	 	
8	 Thinking	of	a	practical	subject	you	do	name	it	and,	describe	a	typical	lesson	from	the	last	two	

weeks.	What	did	the	teacher	do	during	the	class?	What	did	you	do?	
9	 Thinking	of	an	academic	subject	you	do,	name	it	and	describe	a	typical	lesson	from	the	last	two	

weeks.	What	did	the	teacher	do	what	did	you	do?	 	
10	 Describe	a	good	class	you	had	recently?	How	did	it	begin?	What	happened	during	the	class?	How	

did	it	end?	 	
11	 Describe	a	good	bad	you	had	recently?	How	did	it	begin?	What	happened	during	the	class?	How	

did	it	end?	 	
12	 Without	naming	him/her,	describe	a	teacher	you	think	is	the	best	teacher	for	you.	What	makes	

him/her	a	good	teacher?	 	
13	 Is	there	anything	the	school	could	do	to	make	learning	easier	for	you?	 	
14	 Do	you	think	your	friends	influence	how	you	learn?	 	

15	 Thinking	of	a	typical	day	in	school	can	you	rank	the	following	from	1-4	on	time	spent	doing	them	
in	any	one	day.	Students	fill	in	hard	copy	during		interview	 	

	 Rank	the	following	from	1-4	on	time	spent	doing	them	in	any	one	day	in	school,	1	spend	most	
time....4	least	time	
Working	on	my	own	 	
Listening	 	
Reading	from	a	book	 	
Talking/discussing	 	
Working	with	a	group	of	students	 	
Taking	notes	from	the	teacher	 	
Working	with	one	other	student	 	
Presenting	to	the	class	 	
Using	a	computer	in	class	 	

	 	
16(a)	 When	you	take	notes	from	the	teacher	–	what	does	the	teacher	expect	you	to	do?	 	
16	(b)	 What	do	you	actually	do?	 	
17	 How	do	you	study	for	a	test?	When	studying	for	a	test	what	helps	you	to	learn?	Tell	me	how	you	

study?	 	
18	 What	can	you	do	to	help	with	your	own	learning?	 	
19	 I	am	going	to	read	you	out	some	activities	you	may	have	done	in	class	over	the	last	year,	can	you	

tick	if	you	do	them	every	day,	few	times	a	week,	few	times	a	month,	once	in	the	last	year,	never.	I	
read	these	out	and	the	student	ticks	them	on	hardcopy.	 	
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	 	 Every	
day	

Few	
times	a	
week	

Few	
times	a	
month	

Once	in	
last	year	

Never		

Made	a	presentation	to	the	class	 	 	 	 	 	
Used	a	computer	to	look	up	
information	in	class	

	 	 	 	 	

Designed	a	poster	 	 	 	 	 	
Did	a	project	with	other	students	 	 	 	 	 	
Watched	a	video	 	 	 	 	 	
Role	play	 	 	 	 	 	
Debating		 	 	 	 	 	
Corrected	another	students	homework	 	 	 	 	 	
Taught	another	student	how	to	do	
something	

	 	 	 	 	

Worked	with	a	group	of	students	to	do	
something	

	 	 	 	 	

Conducted	an	interview	 	 	 	 	 	
Did	my	own	research	 	 	 	 	 	
Had	a	visiting	speaker	in	class	 	 	 	 	 	
Used	the	computer	to	do	a	homework	
assignment	

	 	 	 	 	

Used	graphic	organisers	or	mind	maps	 	 	 	 	 	
Made	out	my	own	notes	 	 	 	 	 	
Went	on	a	school	trip	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	
20	 From	the	list	what	would	you	be	most	interested	in	trying	out	in	class?	

	 	
21	 Thanks	for	taking	part	in	this	interview	have	you	anything	to	add	that	you	think	I	should	know	 	
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APPENDIX	L	
STUDENT	INTERVIEW	SCHEDULE	AT	T2	

1. Tell	me	about	your	experience	in	secondary	school	to	date?	How	do	you	like/dislike	being	in	
Senior	Cycle?	

2. What	do	you	want	to	do	when	you	leave	school?	
3. How	much	homework	do	you	do	most	evenings	on	average?	Is	that	more	than/less	than/	the	

same	as	your	friends?	
4. Would	you	say	you	work	hard	in	school?	How	do	you	know?	
5. Is	everything	you	do	in	school	worthwhile?	Which	parts	are	not	worthwhile?	
6. Thinking	of	a	practical	subject	you	do,	name	it	and,	describe	a	typical	lesson	from	the	last	two	

weeks?	What	did	the	teacher	do	during	the	class?	What	did	you	do?		
7. Thinking	of	an	academic	subject	you	do,	name	it	and	describe	a	typical	lesson	from	the	last	two	

weeks?	What	did	the	teacher	do	during	the	class?	What	did	you	do?	
8. Describe	a	good	class	you	had	recently?	How	did	it	begin?	What	happened	during	the	class?	How	

did	it	end?	
9. Describe	a	bad	class	you	had	recently?	How	did	it	begin?	What	happened	during	the	lesson?	

How	did	it	end?	
10. Without	naming	him/her,	describe	a	teacher	you	think	is	the	best	teacher	for	you.	What	makes	

him/her	a	good	teacher?	
11. Is	there	anything	the	school	could	have	done	to	make	learning	easier	for	you?	
12. Do	you	think	your	friends	influence	how	you	learn?		
13. When	you	take	notes	from	the	teacher	–	what	does	the	teacher	expect	you	to	do?	What	do	you	

actually	do?	
14. Describe	to	me	how	you	study?	
15. What	can	you	do	to	help	with	your	own	learning?	
16. Do	you	have	any	project	work	to	complete	for	LC?	Can	you	describe	how	you	approach	this	

work?	
17. Can	you	describe	the	kind	of	skills	you	have	developed	over	the	last	few	months	of	LC?	
18. Thinking	of	a	typical	day	in	school	can	you	rank	the	following	from	1-4	on	time	spent	doing	them	

in	any	one	day.	
Rank	the	following	from	1-4	on	time	spent	doing	them	in	any	one	day	in	school,	1	spend	most	
time....4	least	time	
Working	on	my	own	 	
Listening	 	
Reading	from	a	book	 	
Talking/discussing	 	
Working	with	a	group	of	students	 	
Taking	notes	from	the	teacher	 	
Working	with	one	other	student	 	
Presenting	to	the	class	 	
Using	a	computer	in	class	 	

	
19. Can	you	take	a	moment	to	mark	off	on	how	many	occasions	have	you	done	any	of	the	following	

in	the	last	two	weeks	of	school?	
	 Every	

day	
Few	
times	a	
week	

Few	
times	a	
month	

Once	in	
last	year	

Never		

Made	a	presentation	to	the	class	 	 	 	 	 	
Used	a	computer	to	look	up	
information	in	class	

	 	 	 	 	

Designed	a	poster	 	 	 	 	 	
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Did	a	project	with	other	students	 	 	 	 	 	
Watched	a	video	 	 	 	 	 	
Role	play	 	 	 	 	 	
Debating		 	 	 	 	 	
Corrected	another	students	
homework	

	 	 	 	 	

Taught	another	student	how	to	do	
something	

	 	 	 	 	

Worked	with	a	group	of	students	
to	do	something	

	 	 	 	 	

Conducted	an	interview	 	 	 	 	 	
Did	my	own	research	 	 	 	 	 	
Had	a	visiting	speaker	in	class	 	 	 	 	 	
Used	the	computer	to	do	a	
homework	assignment	

	 	 	 	 	

Used	graphic	organisers	or	mind	
maps	

	 	 	 	 	

Made	out	my	own	notes	 	 	 	 	 	
Went	on	a	school	trip	 	 	 	 	 	
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APPENDIX	M	

TEACHER	INTERVIEW	SCHEDULE	

1. What	subjects	do	you	teach	to	Leaving	Certificate?	

2. How	long	have	you	been	teaching?	

3. What	made	you	decide	to	go	into	teaching	as	a	career?	

4. Describe	how	you	typically	teach	a	class?	

5. Is	this	different	to	how	you	taught	a	few	years	ago?	

6. What	sort	of	pressures	do	you	face	as	a	teacher?	

7. How	do	you	know	if	students	are	learning?	

8. Can	you	describe	some	of	the	key	strategies	you	use	in	teaching?	

9. Can	you	give	some	examples	of	critical	thinking	in	your	classroom?	

10. How	would	you	describe	the	students	that	you	teach?	

11. Tell	me	about	how	you	plan	for	teaching?	

12. Can	 you	 describe	 what	 professional	 development	 you	 have	 been	 involved	 in	 this	 school	

year?		

13. Can	 you	 describe	 any	 professional	 development	 event	 that	 had	 an	 impact	 on	 how	 you	

teach?	

14. Can	you	describe	how	you	organise	learning	so	that	students	get	to	work	together	in	class?		

15. How	do	you	help	students	experience	success?	

16. What	procedures	do	you	use	to	evaluate	student	progress?	

17. What	 sorts	 of	 assessment,	 both	 formal	 and	 informal,	 do	 you	 view	 as	 being	 important	

indicators	of	successful	performance	for	students	learning	your	content	area?	

18. What	skills	are	important	for	students	to	develop	in	senior	cycle?	

19. Describe	learning	situations	that	you	set	up	where	students	can	develop	skills.		
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APPENDIX	N	
CPD	EVALUATION	SHEET	QUESTIONS	

	
Questions	on	evaluation	Day	1	
What	did	you	find	most	interesting/useful?	
What	ideas	are	you	going	to	try	out	with	your	students?	
What	suggestions	would	you	have	for	follow-up	support/workshops?	
What	is	it	about	teaching	that	you	find	most	fulfilling?	
What	is	it	about	teaching	that	you	find	most	frustrating	

	
Questions	on	evaluation	Day	2	
What	did	you	find	most	interesting/useful	today?	
What	ideas	are	you	going	to	try	out	with	your	students?	
What	suggestions	would	you	have	for	follow-up	support/workshops?	

	
Questions	on	evaluation	Day	3	
Do	you	think	the	workshop	was	well	organised?	
Was	the	material	focused	on	cultivating	and	leading	new	thinking	in	teaching	and	learning?		
Was	there	a	good	exchange	of	experiences	and	ideas	among	the	workshop	participants?	
What	practical	way	can	you	use	the	knowledge	gained	at	this	workshop	in	the	classroom?	
Any	ideas	for	future	sessions?	

	
Questions	on	evaluation	Day	4	
Do	you	think	the	workshop	was	well	organised?	
Was	the	material	focused	on	cultivating	and	leading	new	thinking	in	teaching	and	learning?		
Was	there	a	good	exchange	of	experiences	and	ideas	among	the	workshop	participants?	
What	practical	way	can	you	use	the	knowledge	gained	at	this	workshop	in	the	classroom?	
How,	and	to	what	extent,	has	 learning	 improved	among	your	students	as	a	result	of	 these	new	
ideas	and	approaches	to	learning?	

a. Students’	attitude	to	learning	
b. Students’	practices	of	learning	
c. Students’	achievements	

How	could	the	school/management	support	the	new	approaches	you	are	trying	to	implement	in	
your	practice?	
Any	ideas	for	future	sessions?	

	
Questions	on	evaluation	Day	5	
Do	you	think	the	workshop	was	well	organised?	
Was	 the	 material	 focused	 on	 cultivating	 and	 leading	 new	 thinking	 in	 teaching,	 learning	 and	
assessment?	
Was	there	a	good	exchange	of	experiences	and	ideas	among	the	workshop	participants?	
What	practical	way	can	you	use	the	knowledge	gained	at	this	workshop	in	the	classroom?	
Any	ideas	for	future	sessions?	

	
No	paper	evaluation	of	day	six	as	it	was	discussion	based	on	the	entire	intervention	
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APPENDIX	O	
STUDENT	REFLECTION	SHEET	

Student	reflection	sheet	

	

Subject:	
	

Topic:		
	

Date:	
	

	
1.	Give	a	brief	description	of	how	you	participated	in	class	today	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

2.	The	main	thing	I	learned	is…	
	
	
	
	
	
	

3.	I	liked/didn’t	like	this	way	of	learning	because…	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

4.	One	thing	I	can	do	to	improve	my	learning	
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APPENDIX	P	
POINTS	CALCULATION	FOR	JUNIOR	CERTIFICATE	AND	LEAVING	CERTIFICATE	RESULTS	

	

Grade	 Higher	level	 Lower	level	 Foundation	Level	

A1	 100	 60	 20	
A2	 90	 50	 15	
B1	 85	 45	 10	
B2	 80	 40	 5	
B3	 75	 35	 	
C1	 70	 30	 	
C2	 65	 25	 	
C3	 60	 20	 	
D1	 55	 15	 	
D2	 50	 10	 	
D3	 45	 5	 	

	
Note:	Bold	numbers	used	in	Junior	Cycle	where	students	are	awarded	A,	B,	C,	D,	E,	F	grades.	
In	Leaving	Certificate	the	full	11	grade	levels	are	used.		
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APPENDIX	Q	

STUDENT	CODES	FOR	INTERVIEWS	AT	T1	AND	T2	

	 	

IS1_T1	 IS1_T2	 CS1_T1	 CS1_T2	 IS2_T1	 IS2_T2	 CS2_T1	 CS2_T2	
T1_S1	 T2_S1	 T1_S1	 T2_S1	 T1_S1	 T2_S1	 T1_S1	 T2_S1	
T1_S2	 T2_S2	 T1_S2	 T2_S2	 T1_S2	 T2_S2	 T1_S2	 T2_S2	
T1_S3	 T2_S3	 T1_S3	 T2_S3	 T1_S3	 T2_S3	 T1_S3	 T2_S3	
T1_S4	 T2_S4	 T1_S4	 T2_S4	 T1_S4	 ABSENT	 T1_S4	 T2_S4	
T1_S5	 T2_S5	 T1_S5	 T2_S5	 T1_S5	 ABSENT	 T1_S5	 T2_S5	
T1_S6	 T2_S6	 T1_S6	 T2_S6	 T1_S6	 T2_S6	 T1_S6	 T2_S6	
T1_S7	 T2_S7	 T1_S7	 T2_S7	 T1_S7	 T2_S7	 T1_S7	 T2_S7	
T1_S8	 ABSENT	 T1_S8	 LEFT	 T1_S8	 T2_S8	 T1_S8	 T2_S8	
T1_S9	 T2_S9	 T1_S9	 T2_S9	 T1_S9	 T2_S9	 T1_S9	 LEFT	
T1_S10	 T2_S10	 T1_S10	 T2_S10	 T1_S10	 T2_S10	 T1_S10	 T2_S10	
T1_S11	 T2_S11	 T1_S11	 ABSENT	 T1_S11	 T2_S11	 T1_S11	 ABSENT	
T1_S12	 T2_S12	 	 	 T1_S12	 ABSENT	 T1_S12	 T2_S12	
	 	 	 	 T1_S13	 T2_S13	 	 	
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APPENDIX	R	

TEST	FOR	NORMALITY	SAMPLE	SPSS	OUTPUT	
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APPENDIX	S	
INDEPENDENT	t-TEST	FOR	STUDY	ORIENTATION	IS1	AND	CS1	AT	T1	
INDEPENDENT	t-TEST	FOR	STUDY	ORIENTATIONS	IS2	AND	CS2	AT	T1	

	
Independent	 t-tests	 were	 carried	 out	 to	 compare	 means	 for	 all	 scales	 and	 sub-scales	 for	

study	orientation	for	students	from	IS1	and	CS1,	IS2	and	CS2.	Results	of	these	tests	revealed	

that	 the	 schools	 did	 not	 differ	 significantly	 for	 any	 of	 the	 scales	 or	 sub-scales	 for	 study	

orientation	at	T1	as	p>	.05	for	all	sub-scales.	Means	on	study	orientation	for	IS2	and	CS2	are	

not	significantly	different	at	T1	as	p>	.05	for	all	sub-scales.		

	
Independent	t-test	for	study	orientation	IS1	and	CS1	at	T1	

Scale	–	Study	Orientation	 School	
ID	

N	 Mean	 Std.	
Deviation	

Mean	
difference	

Deep	Approach		 IS1_T1	 26	 22.23	 4.633	 1.712	

CS1_T1	 27	 20.52	 4.484	 	

Holistic	Style		 IS1_T1	 26	 23.08	 3.417	 .781	

CS1_T1	 27	 22.30	 4.205	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 IS1_T1	 26	 21.19	 4.167	 .044	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.15	 4.120	 	

Surface	approach		 IS1_T1	 26	 21.92	 2.952	 .442	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.48	 4.117	 	

Serialist		 IS1_T1	 26	 22.81	 3.487	 1.400	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.41	 4.126	 	

Instrumental	motivation			 IS1_T1	 26	 21.58	 3.489	 -.238	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.81	 4.234	 	

Fear	of	Failure			 IS1_T1	 26	 20.58	 4.282	 .577	

CS1_T1	 27	 20.00	 4.756	 	

Strategic	approach		 IS1_T1	 26	 19.88	 4.227	 -1.226	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.11	 4.028	 	

Hope	for	success	 IS1_T1	 26	 20.23	 5.631	 -.695	

CS1_T1	 27	 20.93	 5.091	 	

Conscientiousness		 IS1_T1	 26	 22.12	 3.533	 .041	

CS1_T1	 27	 22.07	 3.758	 	

Meaning	 IS1_T1	 26	 22.17	 2.015	 .846	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.32	 3.377	 	

Reproducing	 IS1_T1	 26	 21.72	 4.505	 .545	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.18	 3.740	 	

Achieving		 IS1_T1	 26	 20.74	 2.660	 -.627	

CS1_T1	 27	 21.37	 3.351	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
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	Independent	t-test	for	study	orientations	for	IS2	and	CS2	at	T1	
Scale	–	Study	Orientation	 School	

ID	
N	 Mean	 Std.	

Deviation	
Mean	

Difference	
Deep	Approach		 IS2_T1	 35	 22.31	 3.462	 -.871	

CS2_T1	 27	 23.19	 3.509	 	

Holistic	Style		 IS2_T1	 35	 23.71	 2.876	 -1.000	

CS2_T1	 28	 24.71	 3.041	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 IS2_T1	 35	 20.46	 4.341	 -.793	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.25	 5.161	 	

Surface	approach		 IS2_T1	 35	 21.43	 3.202	 -.321	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.75	 3.503	 	

Serialist		 IS2_T1	 35	 22.34	 3.077	 -1.336	

CS2_T1	 28	 23.68	 3.443	 	

Instrumental	motivation			 IS2_T1	 35	 20.23	 3.540	 -.771	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.00	 3.662	 	

Fear	of	Failure			 IS2_T1	 35	 19.86	 4.716	 -2.179	

CS2_T1	 28	 22.04	 4.985	 	

Strategic	approach		 IS2_T1	 35	 20.09	 3.698	 -.271	

CS2_T1	 28	 20.36	 5.485	 	

Hope	for	success	 IS2_T1	 35	 19.86	 5.013	 -.143	

CS2_T1	 28	 20.00	 5.518	 	

Conscientiousness		 IS2_T1	 35	 21.77	 3.370	 .593	

CS2_T1	 27	 21.18	 5.638	 	

Meaning	T1	 IS2_T1	 35	 22.16	 2.744	 -.789	

CS2_T1	 28	 22.95	 3.066	 	

Reproducing		 IS2_T1	 35	 20.96	 2.721	 -1.152	

CS2_T1	 28	 22.12	 2.794	 	

Achieving		 IS2_T1	 35	 20.57	 3.240	 .060	

CS2_T1	 27	 20.51	 4.942	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
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APPENDIX	T	
PAIRED-SAMPLE	T-TEST	ON	STUDY	ORIENTATION	FOR	CONTROL	SCHOOL	TWO	

The	paired	sample	t-test	revealed	that	for	CS2,	students’	study	orientations	at	T2	are	not	
significantly	different	to	their	study	orientations	at	T1	on	any	of	the	scales	as	p	>	.05	for	all		
Scales.		
	
Paired-sample	t-test	on	study	orientation	for	Control	School	Two	

Study	orientation	
scales	

Sc_ID		
N	(28)	

Mean	 Std.	Dev	 Mean	
Difference	

Effect	size	

Choen’s	d	
	

Meaning	 CS2_T1	 22.95	 3.066	 -.12346	 -	0.04	 		

CS2_T2	 23.07	 3.162	 	 	 	

Deep	Approach		 CS2_T1	 23.19	 3.509	 -.889	 -	0.25	 		

CS2_T2	 24.07	 3.540	 	 	 	

Holistic	Style	 CS2_T1	 24.71	 3.041	 .714	 0.22	 		

CS2_T2	 24.00	 3.538	 	 	 	

Intrinsic	motivation		 CS2_T1	 21.25	 5.161	 -.357	 -	0.07	 		

CS2_T2	 21.61	 4.732	 	 	 	

Reproducing	 CS2_T1	 22.12	 2.794	 .54464	 0.20	 		

CS2_T2	 21.57	 2.718	 	 	 	

Surface	approach		 CS2_T1	 21.75	 3.503	 .750	 0.19	 		

CS2_T2	 21.00	 4.260	 	 	 	

Serialist		 CS2_T1	 23.68	 3.443	 .571	 0.18	 		

CS2_T2	 23.11	 2.910	 	 	 	

Instrumental	

motivation			

CS2_T1	 21.00	 3.662	 .429	 	0.11	 		

CS2_T2	 20.57	 4.050	 	 	 	

Fear	of	failure			 CS2_T1	 22.04	 4.985	 .429	 	0.09	 		

CS2_T2	 21.61	 4.969	 	 	 	

Achieving		
	

CS2_T1	 20.51	 4.942	 -.71429	 	-	0.17	 		
CS2_T2	 21.22	 3.520	 	 	 	

Strategic	approach		 CS2_T1	 20.36	 5.485	 -1.036	 	-	0.21	 		
CS2_T2	 21.39	 4.058	 	 	 	

Hope	for	success	 CS2_T1	 20.00	 5.518	 .286	 	0.06	 		
CS2_T2	 19.71	 4.681	 	 	 	

Conscientiousness		 CS2_T1	 21.18	 5.638	 -1.393	 	-	0.26	 		

CS2_T2	 22.57	 4.902	 	 	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
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APPENDIX	U	
TWO	SAMPLE	INDEPENDENT	t-TEST	FOR	SCHOOL	MOTIVATION	AT	T1,	IS1	AND	CS1	
TWO	SAMPLE	INDEPENDENT	t-TEST	FOR	SCHOOL	MOTIVATION	AT	T1,	IS2	AND	CS2	

	
These	data	show	that	the	means	for	school	motivation	for	IS1	and	CS1	are	not	significantly	
different	at	T1	as	p>	.05	for	all	sub-scales.	Also	data	for	IS2	and	CS2	show	that	they	are	not	
significantly	different	for	school	motivation	at	T1	as	p>	.05	for	all	sub-scales.	

	
Independent	t-test	for	School	Motivation	at	T1,	IS1	and	CS1	

School	motivation	scales	 School	

ID		

N	 Mean	 Std.	

Dev.,	

Mean	

difference	

Affective			 IS1_T1	 25	 20.49	 3.769	 -.058	

CS1_T1	 26	 20.55	 3.270	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	from	
parents		

IS1_T1	 26	 22.46	 5.750	 1.115	

CS1_T1	 26	 21.35	 4.758	 	

Identification	with	teachers		 IS1_T1	 25	 17.80	 4.950	 -1.607	

CS1_T1	 27	 19.41	 3.983	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 IS1_T1	 26	 21.27	 3.014	 .454	

CS1_T1	 27	 20.81	 3.638	 	

Cognitive			 IS1_T1	 26	 19.05	 3.470	 -.060	

CS1_T1	 27	 19.11	 3.119	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

IS1_T1	 26	 19.88	 3.691	 .699	

CS1_T1	 27	 19.19	 3.211	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	and	
skills	

IS1_T1	 26	 19.69	 4.594	 .396	

CS1_T1	 27	 19.30	 4.131	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

IS1_T1	 26	 17.58	 5.069	 -1.275	

CS1_T1	 27	 18.85	 4.139	 	

Moral		 IS1_T1	 26	 19.74	 3.838	 .231	

CS1_T1	 27	 19.53	 3.358	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

IS1_T1	 26	 17.46	 4.589	 -.761	

CS1_T1	 27	 18.22	 2.694	 	

Need	for	order	and	compliance	
with	norms		

IS1_T1	 26	 19.92	 4.137	 -.447	

CS1_T1	 27	 20.37	 4.180	 	

Responsibility	and	anticipating	
consequences	

IS1_T1	 26	 21.85	 3.885	 1.846	

CS1_T1	 27	 20.00	 4.515	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

IS1_T1	 26	 17.54	 5.826	 -.054	

CS1_T1	 27	 17.59	 6.084	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
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Two	sample	independent	t-test	for	School	Motivation	at	T1,	IS2	and	CS2	
	

School	motivation	scales	 School	
ID		

N	 Mean	 Std.	
Dev.,	

Mean	
Difference	

Affective			 IS2_T1	 34	 21.02	 2.893	 -.838	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.86	 3.563	 	

Warmth	and	empathy	from	
parents		

IS2_T1	 35	 23.06	 3.280	 1.236	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.82	 6.290	 	

Identification	with	teachers		 IS2_T1	 34	 18.50	 4.433	 -2.286	

CS2_T1	 28	 20.79	 4.947	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 IS2_T1	 35	 21.31	 3.976	 -1.650	

CS2_T1	 28	 22.96	 2.950	 	

Cognitive			 IS2_T1	 35	 19.03	 2.754	 -.198	

CS2_T1	 28	 19.23	 3.534	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

IS2_T1	 35	 19.83	 3.468	 .436	

CS2_T1	 28	 19.39	 5.087	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	and	
skills	

IS2_T1	 35	 19.26	 4.003	 -.529	

CS2_T1	 28	 19.79	 4.068	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

IS2_T1	 35	 18.00	 3.523	 -.500	

CS2_T1	 28	 18.50	 4.247	 	

Moral		 IS2_T1	 35	 19.88	 3.023	 -.290	

CS2_T1	 28	 20.17	 3.621	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

IS2_T1	 35	 17.49	 3.109	 .307	

CS2_T1	 28	 17.18	 3.454	 	

Need	for	order	and	compliance	
with	norms		

IS2_T1	 35	 20.14	 3.790	 -1.250	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.39	 4.693	 	

Responsibility	and	anticipating	
consequences	

IS2_T1	 35	 22.00	 3.812	 .071	

CS2_T1	 28	 21.93	 4.768	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

IS2_T1	 35	 16.94	 5.099	 -.521	

CS2_T1	 28	 17.46	 6.310	 	
*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
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APPENDIX	V	
PAIRED	SAMPLE	T-TEST	FOR	SCHOOL	MOTIVATION	IN	INTERVENTION	SCHOOL	2	AT	T1	

AND	T2	
	

In	IS2	all	the	sub-scales	for	the	affective	domain	means	are	increased	between	T1	and	T2,	
but	the	differences	are	not	statistically	significant.			

	
	

Paired	sample	t-test	for	School	Motivation	in	IS2	between	T1	and	T2	

							*p≤0.05;	**p	≤0.01;	***p	≤0.001	
	

	
	

	
School	motivation	scales	 School	

ID																		

Mean	 Std.	

Dev.,	

Mean	

difference	

Effect	

size	

Choen’s	d	
Affective			 IS2_T1	 21.02	 2.893	 -.725	 -0.21	

IS2_T2	 21.75	 4.000	 	 	
Warmth	and	empathy	from	
parents		

IS2_T1	 23.06	 3.280	 -.400	 -0.10	
IS2_T2	 23.46	 4.961	 	 	

Identification	with	teachers		 IS2_T1	 18.50	 4.433	 -1.265	 -0.24	
IS2_T2	 19.76	 5.816	 	 	

Affiliation	with	peers		 IS2_T1	 21.31	 3.976	 -.743	 -0.20	
IS2_T2	 22.06	 3.629	 	 	

Cognitive			 IS2_T1	 19.16	 2.755	 -1.176	 -0.42	
IS2_T2	 20.55	 3.805	 	 	

Independence	and	self-
confidence		

IS2_T1	 19.83	 3.468	 -1.114	 -0.29	
IS2_T2	 20.94	 4.137	 	 	

Competence	in	knowledge	and	
skills	

IS2_T1	 19.66	 4.242	 .892	 0.19	
IS2_T2	 18.83	 4.515	 	 	

Interest	and	enthusiasm	in	
activity	

IS2_T1	 18.00	 3.523	 .914	 0.19	
IS2_T2	 17.09	 5.612	 	 	

Moral		 IS2_T1	 19.88	 3.023	 -.448	 -0.15	
IS2_T2	 20.32	 2.980	 	 	

Trust,	conscience	and	self-
esteem	

IS2_T1	 17.49	 3.109	 -.457	 -0.14	
IS2_T2	 17.94	 3.378	 	 	

Need	for	order	and	
compliance	with	norms		

IS2_T1	 20.14	 3.790	 .143	 0.04	
IS2_T2	 20.00	 4.166	 	 	

Responsibility	and	anticipating	
consequences	

IS2_T1	 22.00	 3.812	 -1.029	 -0.29	
IS2_T2	 23.03	 3.176	 	 	

Pressure	and	excessive	
demands	from	adults		

IS2_T1	 16.94	 5.099	 -.229	 -0.05	
IS2_T2	 17.17	 4.750	 	 	
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