ECAD7004 – RESEARCHING THE LEARNING

Aim, focus and purpose of the research/ Research Context


This essay will aim to explore and analyse the findings of a research project carried out in a comprehensive school, while also engaging with the wider literature on a chosen topic. This blended approach will seek to demonstrate an understanding of both practice and theory, as both are vital in ensuring the continued provision of exemplary educational practice.

The research conducted for this case study will focus on student engagement levels in English lessons, and the extent to which they are affected by using alternative forms of media, which have narrative and thematic consistencies, in conjunction with the set texts. 
This decision is based on a lesson I taught during PTE 1. The class were reading ‘Macbeth’ and I was trying to outline the titular character’s traits and personality to the students. I noted that some of the pupils were struggling to engage with the themes and language used to present the character of Macbeth. For the next lesson I decided I would utilise some examples of characters in other pieces of media with similar traits and narratives as Macbeth. The example I chose was Anakin Skywalker from the Star Wars franchise, who is an honourable, kind person at the start of the story, but is corrupted by his ambition and thirst for power by its conclusion and becomes Darth Vader. The use of an alternative narrative with thematic parallels to describe the character allowed the students to grasp the character and I felt this could be developed further. 

This research was carried out in an English medium, mixed gender Secondary School in the Swansea area, which will be referred to as School X henceforth. School X has 1,285 pupils, of which 631 are male and 654 are female, with 11.6% of students for whom English is an Additional Language, which is above the National Average of 3.4%. 32.1% of students in School X are Black, Asian or Ethnic Minority students, compared to the National Average of 12.9%. Attendance for School X is 86.3%, just below the National Average of 87.5%.

This research was carried out in a Year 11 set A2 class, which is one set from top.
The research question for the study is ‘To what extent does the use of popular culture references affect student engagement in English lessons?’

Literature Review

New Literacy Studies can be defined as a ‘body of work in which there is an understanding of multiple literacies that are changeable, multimodal, and aligned with social practices across time, place and location’ (Chakrabarty 2020). Literacy involves using the most powerful, effective cultural tools to communicate our understanding (Wilhelm 2001.) This link between literacy and culture suggests that literacy must be transient in its nature, as is society and culture, and consist of more than reading and writing printed text (Kajder 2006). Literacy is essentially the combination of skills and community (Rheingold 2010). Literacy has emerged as a meaningful indicator for a teacher’s professional accountability and indeed the political legitimacy of the public school system (Lankshear 2011). Lankshear expands on this point and states that ‘we nowadays hear frequent reference to oral literacy, or emotional or information literacy. These uses foreground the notion of being able to communicate or make meaning as producers or receivers of signs, signals, codes, and graphic images’ (Lankshear 2011 p.21). 

The use of texts and resources that students can connect with on a personal level is central to this theory, and it is the school and faculty’s responsibility to facilitate this. This contention is supported by the work of Cope and Kalantzis who states that ‘the mission of education is to ensure that all students benefit from learning in ways that allow them to participate fully in public, community and economic life’ (Cope and Kalantzis 2000 p.9). Bill Cope’s position as Professor of Education Policy, Organization and Leadership at the College of Education in the University of Illinois lends considerable credibility to this theory as Cope has risen to the level where his ideas and methods are implemented on a national level. His role as principal investigator in a series of projects funded by the Institute of Educational Sciences, which is part of the United States Department of Education further validates his research, as government funding was allocated to his work and investigations, the findings of which were directly fed to the US government for implementation in national educational policy. Pedagogy should aim to nurture a learning environment in which full and equitable participation is encouraged, yet traditional literacy pedagogy has been characterised by monolingual and monocultural forms of language (Cope and Kalantzis 2000). Traditional literacy pedagogy cannot encourage equitable participation if it is monocultural. 

The use of popular culture in English lessons provides a unique opportunity to utilise a language that is universally accessible, while also providing a link between student worlds and canonical texts (Morrell 2002). Utilising popular culture as part of literacy pedagogy allows English teachers to craft culturally relevant curricula for diverse groups that develop both academic and cultural literacies (Morrell 2002). Morrell contends that a lack of traditional, or academic, literacy is not the result of students lacking intelligence, but rather the result of school curriculums being inaccessible to students (Morrell 2002). Morrell’s work is an extension of the idea that it is not illiteracy that prevents students from engaging in English lessons, it is the fact they possess literacies that have little connection with mainstream education’s dominant literacies (Street 1996). Ernest Morrell is a Professor of Literacy Education at the University of Notre Dame, a private research university and one of the most prestigious universities in the United States of America. His role in researching his field to inform better practice for educational practitioners nationwide firmly validates his viewpoint and indeed the importance of utilising popular culture when teaching English. In addition to his role within Notre Dame, Morrell is the Director of the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), a membership association that provides resources, conferences, research, and support to English teachers at all levels of education nationwide. Morrell’s work and research within this association demonstrate that his findings are applicable to a multitude of ages, regional backgrounds, and abilities, which lends solid validity to his contentions.

Incorporating popular culture into English lessons requires teachers to be willing to undertake a process of remediation, which involves challenging students to widen their definition of text, and therefore literacy, to include those that are multimodal (Luke and Elkins 2000). This redefining of the parameters surrounding what we consider literacy can be used by English teachers to scaffold and eventually guide students through successful interactions with more traditional literacy (Kajder 2006). Kajder goes on to identify a potential problem with implementing popular culture and other new literacies in teaching English; the fact that students can initially lack trust in the methods as they aren’t used to them (Kajder 2006). This issue can be addressed by a willingness to ‘evoke the students stories’ (Kajder 2006 p.16) and is based on the contention that students are more motivated when they are presented with the choice and freedom to engage with texts that interest them (Ivey 2000). 


Explanation of Case Study

Case study research is a qualitative research method that involves an in-depth and detailed examination of a particular subject or case to illustrate a broader principle (Nisbet and Watt 1984). This method is commonly used in various fields such as psychology, sociology, anthropology, business, and education, among others.
In a case study, researchers typically focus on a single case or a small number of cases that represent a specific phenomenon or situation to study an instance in action (Adelman et al 1980). The case could be focused on an individual, a group, an organization, a community, or even an event to explain how theories and abstract principles are interlinked (Nisbet and Watt 1984). Researchers gather and analyse data through various sources such as interviews, observations, documents, and archival records to develop a theory that can then be applied to other similar cases (Robson 2002).
The primary objective of case study research is to gain a comprehensive understanding of the complexities and nuances of the case under investigation in contexts that are unique and dynamic and establishing cause and effect relationship within these authentic contexts (Cohen 2002). It allows researchers to explore the settings, dynamics, and unique characteristics of the case in depth. Case studies often involve detailed descriptions, rich narratives, and the analysis of patterns and themes emerging from the data.
Case study research can be exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory in nature, depending on the research questions and goals. It is particularly useful when the research aims to explore complex phenomena, understand causal relationships, or generate hypotheses for further investigation. Additionally, case studies are valuable for providing insights into real-life situations and informing theory-building and practical applications.


Strengths of Case Study Research

Case studies allow for an in-depth exploration of the subject matter. Researchers can investigate complex phenomena, contexts, and processes in detail, which may not be possible with other research methods. Case studies often generate rich and detailed data through multiple sources such as interviews, observations, and documents. This allows researchers to capture the complexity and nuances of the case under study. Case studies provide a contextual understanding of the subject within its real-life setting. Researchers can examine how various factors interact and influence outcomes in specific situations. Case studies can contribute to theory development by providing empirical evidence and insights into new concepts or relationships. They help in generating hypotheses and refining theoretical frameworks. Case studies offer a holistic perspective by considering multiple aspects of the case, including social, cultural, economic, and organizational factors. This comprehensive view enhances the validity and relevance of the findings.

Limitations of Case Study Research

One of the primary limitations of case studies is their limited generalizability. Since they focus on specific cases or contexts, it may be challenging to generalize the findings to broader populations or situations. Case study research can be susceptible to researcher subjectivity and bias, especially in data collection, analysis, and interpretation. Researchers' preconceptions and perspectives may influence the findings, potentially compromising the validity of the study. Conducting case studies can be time-consuming and resource-intensive. Gathering and analysing data from multiple sources require significant investment in terms of time, money, and expertise. Case studies are often unique and context-dependent, making it difficult to replicate the findings in other settings. This limits the reliability and reproducibility of the research. Ethical considerations, such as ensuring confidentiality, obtaining informed consent, and protecting participants' rights, are crucial in case study research, particularly when dealing with sensitive topics or vulnerable populations.



Research Methods – Questionnaire

Participants were given a questionnaire prior to the implementation of the pop culture references, and one after four weeks of their use in their lessons. The questionnaire consisted of four closed answer questions, with students being asked to circle YES or NO in response to each of the questions. 

Questionnaires are a widely used tool in research for collecting data from many participants in a structured and systematic manner to ensure the validity of the data that is collected and that the questionnaire measures what it is intended to measure (Creswell and Creswell 2017). Questionnaires are typically administered in written form, either in print or electronically. They consist of a series of questions designed to gather specific information from respondents. Questions can be open-ended, allowing respondents to provide free-form answers, or closed-ended, providing predefined response options. 

Designing a questionnaire involves careful consideration of the research objectives, target population, and the type of data needed. Questions should be clear, concise, and relevant to the research topic. Response options should be well-defined and mutually exclusive to avoid confusion. The order of questions should flow logically, starting with general or introductory questions before moving to more specific or sensitive topics (Dornyei 2007).
Once respondents complete the questionnaire, researchers collect and compile the data for analysis. Data management practices, such as ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, should be followed to protect respondents' privacy (Walford 2005). Researchers may use statistical software or spreadsheet programs to organize and analyse the collected data.
Quantitative data collected through questionnaires can be analysed using various statistical techniques such as descriptive statistics, inferential statistics, and multivariate analysis (Gay et al. 2015). Researchers can identify patterns, trends, and relationships within the data to address research questions or hypotheses. Qualitative data from open-ended questions can be analysed using thematic analysis or content analysis to identify common themes or patterns in respondents' responses (Morse 1994). Researchers summarize the findings of the questionnaire in research reports or publications, and the results are presented using tables, charts, graphs, or narrative descriptions to convey key findings to the audience (Boynton 2004). Researchers may also discuss the implications of the findings, limitations of the study, and directions for future research, using both textual and numerical presentations of the data (Volkwein 2010).
Overall, questionnaires are a valuable tool for collecting data in research, offering a systematic and efficient way to gather information from a large and diverse sample of participants. However, careful attention to questionnaire design, administration, and analysis is essential to ensure the validity and reliability of the data collected.


Questionnaires are an efficient way to collect data from a large sample size. They can be distributed widely and completed by respondents at their convenience, reducing the need for extensive researcher involvement. Questionnaires allow researchers to standardize the data collection process, ensuring consistency in the questions asked and the response options provided. This enhances the reliability of the data and facilitates comparisons across respondents. Respondents may feel more comfortable providing honest and candid responses to sensitive or personal questions in a questionnaire format, particularly if anonymity is assured. This can reduce social desirability bias and improve the validity of the data. Compared to other data collection methods such as interviews or focus groups, questionnaires are often more cost-effective. They require minimal resources for distribution, data collection, and analysis. Questionnaire data is typically quantitative in nature, allowing for statistical analysis and the generation of numerical data. This enables researchers to identify patterns, trends, and relationships within the data set.


Questionnaires are limited in their ability to capture detailed or nuanced responses, particularly for complex topics. They may not provide the depth of understanding that can be obtained through other methods such as interviews or observation. Depending on the distribution method and the nature of the questions, questionnaires may suffer from low response rates, leading to potential sampling bias. This can undermine the representativeness of the data and limit the generalizability of the findings. Respondents may provide inaccurate or biased responses due to factors such as social desirability bias, acquiescence bias, or response set bias. This can distort the findings and compromise the validity of the results. Designing effective questionnaire items requires careful consideration of language, clarity, and response options. Poorly designed questions can lead to ambiguity, confusion, or misunderstanding among respondents, affecting the quality of the data collected. Once a questionnaire is distributed, researchers have limited ability to clarify or probe responses in real-time. This lack of flexibility can make it challenging to address ambiguities or explore unexpected findings during data collection.
Despite these limitations, questionnaires remain a valuable tool for collecting data in many research contexts, particularly when large sample sizes are required, and the research questions lend themselves to standardized measurement. Researchers should carefully consider the advantages and disadvantages of using questionnaires and employ appropriate strategies to minimize bias and maximize the reliability and validity of the data collected.


Data Presentation and Analysis Method

The data gathered from this research will be presented in two tables, on based on answers to the questionnaire pre-intervention and one based on answers from the questionnaire post-intervention.

Tables are a powerful tool for presenting data in various fields, offering several advantages that contribute to their widespread use in research, reporting, and communication. Tables provide a structured format for organizing data, allowing researchers to present complex information in a systematic and easily understandable manner. By arranging data into rows and columns, tables help clarify relationships between variables and enhance the overall organization of the information. Tables condense large amounts of data into a compact form, improving the clarity and conciseness of the presentation. Rather than presenting information in lengthy paragraphs or prose, tables enable researchers to communicate key findings efficiently, making it easier for readers to grasp the main points. Using tables to present data facilitates comparison by presenting data side by side, enabling researchers to identify patterns, trends, and differences more effectively. Whether comparing different groups, time periods, or variables, tables provide a visual framework for analysing relationships and making meaningful comparisons. Tables allow for the comprehensive representation of various types of data, including numerical values, percentages, and qualitative responses. By integrating different types of data into a single framework, tables provide a holistic view of the research findings, enhancing the depth and richness of the presentation. Tables serve as a reference point for readers, enabling them to locate specific information quickly and easily. Additionally, tables can be reproduced in reports, presentations, and publications, contributing to the reproducibility and transparency of research findings. This ease of reference and reproducibility enhances the credibility and reliability of the presented data.
Tables offer flexibility in terms of formatting and customization, allowing researchers to tailor the presentation to meet their specific needs. Whether adjusting column widths, adding footnotes, or incorporating visual elements, tables can be customized to enhance the clarity and visual appeal of the presentation. Tables are accessible to a wide range of audiences, including researchers, policymakers, and the public. Their straightforward format and intuitive design make tables accessible to individuals with varying levels of expertise, ensuring that the presented data can be understood and interpreted by a diverse audience.

In conclusion, tables offer numerous advantages for presenting data, including organization, clarity, comparison, comprehensive representation, ease of reference, flexibility, and accessibility. By leveraging these advantages, researchers can effectively communicate their findings and insights to a wide audience, enhancing the impact and significance of their work.

Ethical considerations

Conducting educational case studies in schools involves several ethical considerations that researchers must carefully address to ensure the well-being and rights of all involved parties.

Researchers must obtain informed consent from all participants, including students, parents, and school staff, before collecting data. This involves providing clear and understandable information about the study's purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits, and allowing participants to make voluntary and informed decisions about their participation. For the case study carried out in School X, parental consent was obtained through a parental consent form which was filled in by parents or carers prior to the commencing of the study.
Researchers must take steps to protect the privacy and confidentiality of participants' personal information. This includes using anonymized or pseudonymized data whenever possible, securely storing and transmitting data, and ensuring that only authorized individuals have access to participant information. Researchers must respect the autonomy and agency of participants, including students, teachers, and school administrators. This involves allowing participants to withdraw from the study at any time without repercussion and ensuring that their participation is voluntary and not coerced. When conducting research in any setting, it is of critical importance to minimize the potential for harm to participants, both physical and psychological. This includes conducting risk assessments to identify potential risks associated with participation in the study and taking proactive measures to mitigate these risks. It is important to ensure that all participants are treated fairly and equitably throughout the research process. This involves avoiding discrimination or bias and actively promoting diversity and inclusion in participant selection and data analysis. Researchers must strive to maximize the benefits of the study while minimizing any potential harm to participants. This involves conducting research that is socially valuable and contributes to the advancement of knowledge, education, or practice, while also being mindful of the potential impact of the research on participants' well-being and rights.

By addressing these ethical considerations, researchers can conduct educational case studies in schools in a manner that respects the rights, dignity, and well-being of all involved parties while also contributing to the advancement of knowledge in the field of education.

Results, Analysis of Results and Discussion.

The answers to the following questions will be laid out in a table below.

Q1. Do you enjoy English lessons? Yes or No

Q2. Do you feel engaged in English lessons? Yes or No

Q3. Do you feel the texts we study in English are accessible to you? Yes or No

Q4. Do you actively participate in discussions in English lessons? Yes or No

Pre-Intervention

	Student
	Q1. 
	Q2.
	Q3.
	Q4.

	A
	No
	No
	No
	No

	B
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	C
	No
	No
	No
	No

	D
	No
	No
	No
	No

	E
	No
	No
	No
	No

	F
	No
	No
	No
	No

	G
	No
	No
	No
	No

	H
	No
	No
	No
	No

	Total
	Y – 1 N - 7
	Y – 1 N- 7
	Y – 1 N – 7
	Y – 1 N- 7





Post-Intervention


	Student
	Q1. 
	Q2.
	Q3.
	Q4.

	A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	B
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	C
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	D
	No
	No
	No
	No

	E
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	F
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	G
	No
	No
	No
	No

	H
	No
	No
	No
	No

	Total
	Y-5 N-3
	Y-5 N-3
	Y-5 N-3
	Y-5 N-3




Discussion of Findings
Using popular culture increases student enjoyment of English lessons.
Comparing the pre-intervention data with the post-intervention data clearly demonstrates that student enjoyment increases with the use of popular culture references in English lessons. Of the eight students who took part in the study only one reported a positive answer prior to the intervention, which here represents the introduction and continued use of popular culture references, whereas post-intervention five of the students reported positive answers to the question ‘Do you enjoy English lessons?’

Using popular culture increases student engagement in English lessons.
As is the case for question one, students also reported an increase in engagement post intervention, again with five students recording positive answers, compared to a singular positive response pre-intervention.

Using popular culture increases students’ ability to access canonical texts.
The data collected post intervention clearly demonstrates that the reframing of the existing narratives of canonical texts with the aid of popular culture references allows more students to grasp the themes and characters within the existing texts.

Using popular culture references encourages more students to contribute to class discussions.
The data collected suggests that once students have considered a more modern, popular culture interpretation of the texts they have studied they feel more confident and well-equipped to engage in discussions on texts and themes in a classroom setting.

The data gathered would suggest that there is a direct correlation between all four of the phenomena referenced in the questions, as all the students who changed their answers post intervention did so in all four questions. Furthermore, as the only change to the pedagogy was the introduction of popular culture references, this would suggest that popular culture references were the catalyst that caused the change in student engagement, enjoyment, ability to access the texts and their likelihood to engage in discussions. This contention is further supported by the fact that the canonical text studied remained constant, which provides a valuable control, a benchmark against which the efficacy of the new pedagogy can be measured. Essentially, more students enjoy lessons with the use of popular culture, which leads to increased engagement, which allows them to access the text more confidently, which in turn allows them to contribute more confidently to discussion.

While the number of students who changed their answers post intervention suggests that popular culture references certainly have a positive impact on engagement, it is important to consider that three students reported no change in any of their answers. This could suggest that the potentially subjective nature of what we define as popular culture could still permit some students to be disengaged in English lessons.

To summarise, the findings of this study are consistent with the contentions of Morrell, who claimed that popular culture references can serve as a valuable bridge between student worlds and canonical texts (Morrell 2002). In addition to this, the data gathered suggests that by using varied, interchangeable forms of literacy English teachers can lead students to see themselves as successful readers and writers (Kajder 2006).

When considering future practice, I intend to continue to make use of popular culture references alongside other forms of New Literacy to allow all my students to increase their ability to access texts, contribute to discussion and enjoy English as a subject.


Conclusions and Recommendations

The data collected has presented a clear, easy to interpret, demonstrable increase in engagement by the use popular culture in English lessons. The data was collected with anonymity, using a concise, simple questionnaire, which has negated the possibility for results to be unclear or misinterpreted. One element that could perhaps be altered to increase the validity and generalisability of the study would be to implement it across multiple age groups and ability levels, as the fact this research was conducted on a Year 11 top set class could represent a slightly limited sample. However, the complex nature of the canonical texts at this level justifies the use of popular culture references to scaffold their interaction with the texts as they are of an increased complexity to the texts studied by other age groups. Based on the findings of this research, the identification of and pairing of alternative forms of media that have similar narratives, themes or characters with existing canonical texts could aid teachers in increasing engagement with some particularly challenging texts.
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