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ECAD7004 
Professional and Pedagogic Studies: Researching the Learning: what, how and why am I teaching?

Assignment title:
Design, conduct and critically evaluate a close-to-practice research project focusing on the model of the transformative teacher in developing practice that has a positive impact on the learner.



	  
	Targed/target  
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn  
What I have done in this assignment...  
  

	Targed/Target 1  
	Use this work to consider how you develop in the professional standard relating to leadership: Taking responsibility for self, as you move into your NQT year. Consider how you can positively impact on learners by playing an active part within the school's organisational structure and plan.
	This target is specific to the previous assignment. However, I have taken previous targets into account and will strive to use this research in my future practice.





Introduction
This assignment will critically evaluate a chosen research project on the effectiveness of visual timetables in promoting student independence. This assignment will provide an overview of the project and draw conclusions based on the findings.
As a student teacher, it has been observed that students demonstrate a heavy reliance on adult support to complete tasks and activities and need to cultivate their independence skills to take ownership of their learning. Despite being at progression step 1, students in PTE2 needed to be motivated to take the initiative, as some were hesitant to do so, knowing that adult support was readily available from parents and staff members.
This research project will critically evaluate the impact of visual timetables on student independence. Previous observations within school environments inspire this research and align with the vision outlined within the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises developing individuals' skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as possible (Welsh Government, 2020).
School X is an English-medium school with 600 students. The school’s primary goal is to equip students with the necessary skills to become independent learners by creating an environment where students demonstrate self-respect, respect for others, and a proactive approach to learning (School X, 2021).
The research occurred within the nursery classroom with 30 students working within progression step 1. The students were divided into three mixed-ability groups. The classroom has an open-plan layout with enhanced provision areas and an outdoor area with "choose our own learning" (COOL) challenges. Throughout the day, the students work on a three-way rotation, with each group completing an indoor COOL challenge, an outdoor COOL challenge, and a focused task. Three visual timetables are in place for the children in each group to follow their daily routines.
The research question is, "How does the implementation of visual timetables influence the development of independence in young children within the classroom?” This study aims to collect empirical evidence to promote student independence in the classroom environment.

Overview of relevant literature
Encouraging independence in children is a critical component of their educational development, as it facilitates the acquisition of essential skills necessary for continuous learning and academic achievement. Independence encompasses a range of abilities, including self-regulation, critical thinking, and self-directed learning (Cerino, 2021). The Curriculum for Wales prioritises the development of independent learners to develop independence, confidence, and resilience. Through the Four Purposes, the curriculum aims to empower students to become ambitious, capable learners who are engaged, capable, and independent individuals ready to make meaningful contributions to society (Welsh Government, 2023). Visual timetables are implemented in schools to facilitate independence within the curriculum by offering students a structured schedule, enabling them to grasp the expectations within the classroom environment (CAMHS, 2018). 
According to Rutherford et al. (2019), visual timetables are essential in educational settings. They are crucial for providing students with diverse learning needs with clarity and understanding of the classroom's structure and routine. Visual timetables allow students to interpret and follow the daily schedule, which helps reduce confusion and uncertainty, leading to a more productive and inclusive learning environment.
The concept of independence in learning is based on Vygotsky's sociocultural theory, which emphasises the role of social interaction in knowledge acquisition. According to Mehri and Amerian (2014), students can gradually take ownership of their learning and become more independent by promoting independence and providing support through scaffolding. McLeod (2024) states that supportive activities such as visual timetables serve as a guide to support student learning. Interacting with visual timetables is beneficial for students in understanding classroom routines and expectations. 
Using visual timetables in the classroom can help students become more independent as they manage their daily school activities. Additionally, a study by Zimmerman, Ledford, and Barton (2017) demonstrated that visual timetables foster student independence. However, it is essential to note that this study's limitations include its exclusive focus on students with autistic spectrum conditions and those exhibiting challenging behaviour. Staddon and Cerutti (2003) contend that behaviourist B.F. Skinner's theory challenges Vygotsky's theory by asserting that visual schedules and other environmental stimuli can elicit desired behaviours and serve as tools for positive reinforcement. As a result, rewards or praise from the teacher influences students' behaviour, leading to increased independence in the classroom.
According to a recent study by Li (2023), educators need to offer guidance and support to foster students' ability to learn independently and effectively. Creating captivating learning environments, providing avenues for active involvement, and nurturing students' enthusiasm and motivation towards self-directed learning are essential for effective teaching. According to Cerasoli, Nicklin, and Ford's (2014) research, a balanced mix of extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation is vital for the efficacy of visual timetables in encouraging autonomy and independence among learners.
According to Piaget's theory of cognitive development, children learn about the world by interacting with their environment. Visual timetables aid students in cognitive processes such as assimilation and accommodation, helping them integrate new information into their mental frameworks. The consistent and continuous use of visual timetables fosters stability and predictability, aiding students' cognitive development and understanding of their interactions (Nickerson, 2021). According to Rutherford et al. (2020), using pictorial supports for visual timetables is beneficial as it allows students to connect with the activities and has been found to impact students with additional needs, promoting independence positively. Visual cues provided by pictures are accessible to students with varying abilities. Creating these resources requires a systematic approach to empower students to become self-reliant (Hayes et al., 2010). Furthermore, as noted by Elliott (2021), a potential drawback of this argument is that visual tasks can be prone to misinterpretation due to their lack of realism or resemblance to the user carrying out the task, posing a challenge in demonstrating their effectiveness.
The literature suggests that visual timetables can substantially affect student independence when implemented consistently and effectively. There is a consensus that visual timetables enable students to visualise instructions and can positively impact student development.
There is a lack of literature explicitly addressing visual timetables in early years settings. Further research in this area would greatly support the study and implementation of visual timetables in the classroom.
During the PTE2 placement, it was noted that many nursery-aged students rely heavily on adults for assistance in the classroom. This research project aims to implement visual timetables to promote independence among students and reduce their reliance on adult support. Furthermore, the goal is to contribute to the existing literature on this topic to benefit future teaching practices.

Explanation of Case Study
Case study research is a systematic method that explores the intricacies of a real-world situation from different angles. The main objective of this approach is to develop a comprehensive understanding of a specific subject by gathering data from various sources to create knowledge (Simons, 2009, p. 21). According to Yin, it is an empirical investigation that examines a current phenomenon within its real-life setting, mainly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly defined, and relies on multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 1994, p.13). This definition highlights the importance of conducting comprehensive case study investigations, emphasising the need to analyse the subject and its surrounding environment and interactions.
In educational research, case studies are commonly used to conduct in-depth qualitative and quantitative analyses of specific cases. They provide valuable insights into various educational phenomena. Exploratory case studies are beneficial when the outcome is not predetermined. According to Yin (2014), case studies are appropriate for addressing questions of 'how', 'why', 'what', and 'who'. In exploratory case studies, the focus is on answering 'how' and 'what' questions, which are beneficial for obtaining a detailed description of a social phenomenon. Exploratory case studies are used to investigate complex causal links that may be too intricate for a survey or experiment. Overall, case studies offer a comprehensive understanding of the complexities and nuances within educational contexts, making them valuable tools for researchers in the field.
According to Rebolj (2013), conducting a research case study presents many benefits and advantages. It facilitates thoroughly examining a particular phenomenon or issue, resulting in comprehensive and detailed data. Case studies also empower researchers to delve into intricate, real-world scenarios, offering unique insights that may elude other research methods (Flyvbjerg, 2011). Furthermore, they contribute to theory development and refinement, testing and validating theoretical concepts in practical contexts (Ravenswood, 2011).
Participating in a case study can provide many advantages for both the classroom and the teaching profession. The professional development process outlined in the Q.T.S. standards and the professional standards for teaching and leadership in Wales highlights the importance of continuous research within schools to enhance effective teaching methods, broaden knowledge and skills, and show how self-reflection and willingness to accept feedback contribute to ongoing professional growth for the continuous improvement of teaching methods (Welsh Government, 2019).
It is crucial to thoroughly assess the limitations of a research case study despite its positive impact. Limitations involve examining potential biases, sample size issues, the generalisability of the findings, and any methodological or ethical constraints. Recognising these limitations is critical for upholding the integrity and dependability of the study's conclusions (Priya, 2020). Silverio, Hall, and Sandall (2020) also point out the challenges of conducting a research case study, noting that it can be both time-consuming and costly, burdening teachers who already have heavy workloads. Additionally, school administrators must consider the financial implications of hiring substitute staff to cover the teacher's duties during the research period, as budget constraints may limit their ability to do so.
The research case study involved selecting participants from the PTE2 nursery classroom, encompassing children of nursery age with diverse abilities and representing both genders equally to achieve a balanced sample. By including children with varying abilities, the study sought to thoroughly understand how the visual timetable impacts their independence within the classroom.

Research methods
Observation
Observation is crucial as an essential technique in research, used to collect data and develop a deeper understanding of phenomena. Analysing how observation is used and its advantages and disadvantages highlight its importance in a research case study, offering valuable perspectives into students’ learning and behaviour.
 According to McGrath and Debbie Laliberte Rudman (2019), engaging in observation within educational settings allows teachers to immerse themselves fully in the classroom environment. This deep involvement helps teachers better understand the context and provides an authentic view of phenomena, enabling them to accurately document their observations and timing (Hassan, 2022).
When conducting an observation, using an observation schedule to outline the elements to be observed can be very helpful. As Kawulich (2012) points out, observation schedules make it easier to record factual information immediately and streamline the observation process. Within this research case study on the impact of visual timetables on student independence, a simple observation schedule was used, given the age of the students. To simplify data within this case study, a checklist observation schedule was used and was organised into three sections: Yes, No, and a comments section for any additional observations. 
Despite the optimistic perspectives, some critics claim that the observer's bias during observations may impact a research case study, resulting in potentially misleading and untrustworthy findings. Simkus (2023) stated that bias in observation can harm scientific research and result in adverse consequences for individuals participating in the research studies. Nonetheless, mitigating observer bias can be achieved by collecting data using other methods to validate results. 
Utilising triangulation in research provides numerous advantages, including bolstering the credibility of the gathered data. Researchers can enhance the dependability of their conclusions by employing various methods such as interviews, questionnaires, and surveys. This method enables researchers to cross-reference data from multiple sources, leading to a more comprehensive and in-depth comprehension of the topic under scrutiny. Jonsen and Jehn (2009) state that triangulation can validate research findings by demonstrating consistency or lack of contradiction. However, Noble and Heale (2019) argue that despite employing various research methods, there may still be instances where the comparison of findings conflicts, leading to potential issues within the research.
After thoroughly reviewing the existing literature, the observational data was enhanced by integrating a questionnaire as an additional research method. The primary objective was to strengthen the trustworthiness and accuracy of the data collection process by employing various data collection methods.
Questionnaires
According to the research (Nelson et al., 2014, p. 112), questionnaires offer many benefits in research. They are highly convenient and can be easily administered on a large scale, allowing for the timely collection of significant amounts of data. Furthermore, questionnaires facilitate comparing and contrasting responses through various graphs and charts, making analysis and visualisation effortless. Additionally, questionnaires provide the added advantage of ensuring respondent anonymity (Joinson, 1999).
According to O’Cathain and Thomas (2004), one common criticism of questionnaire-based research is the potential impact on the precision of results. For example, the validity of responses may be compromised, making it challenging to assess the degree of consideration and reflection behind the answers provided. This drawback can lead to flawed data and, ultimately, incorrect conclusions. Additionally, it is essential to note that questionnaires can introduce risks such as misinterpretation of the questions, limited ability to perceive respondents' emotions, and inability to ask follow-up questions as necessary (Sousa et al., 2016).
The research project's questionnaire was carefully crafted with a combination of open and closed questions, taking into consideration the young age of the participants. The questions were designed using simple language to ensure easy comprehension. To maintain focus and achieve consistent data, the questionnaire comprised only five questions, accommodating a range of factors such as age and ability. Given that the participants were in the nursery class, the questions were brief and open-ended to promote free expression and accurate note-taking. This approach enabled the participants to answer the questions independently, without any external assistance.

Data presentation and Analysis methods 
This study uses a qualitative case study approach to explore and effectively utilise qualitative data from the research methods. A thematic approach was selected as the most appropriate method for analysing the collected data to achieve this objective. The approach, outlined by Jason and Glenwick (2016), involves identifying patterns and themes within data, providing valuable insights and a deeper understanding of the research topic. Braun and Clarke (2013) emphasise the importance of acquiring qualitative research skills as they provide fundamental abilities to conduct diverse analyses. Researchers can explore a particular topic in-depth by adopting a thematic approach to research, which is achieved through six phases of reflection, as shown in Figure 1, which enable them to gather rich and diverse data for detailed analysis. According to Ziebland and McPherson (2006), thematic analysis is valuable for examining qualitative data. It is important to note that this approach can be time and resource-intensive, as noted by Bitok, Tonui and Chepsiror’s (2014) study. Despite these challenges, McLeod (2001) argues that thematic analysis can be incredibly beneficial in revealing key themes and patterns within the data, leading to a deeper understanding of the research question.
Figure 1    
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Managing data collected during interactions with young children in a nursery is crucial. Given their limited verbal expression and vocabulary, coding is necessary for accurately deciphering and interpreting their responses, enabling a more comprehensive understanding of their perspectives and experiences (Tambling et al., 2021). Moreover, Franklin et al. ( 2018) state that categorising the data enables the identification of age-appropriate themes that connect with the children's interests and requirements, enhancing the analysis and interpretation process.
When conducting research, it is crucial to take a reflexive approach to ensure the credibility of the results. As noted by Richards and Coombs (2023), effectively managing data collected during interactions with young children requires researchers to be open to adaptation and change depending on the participants and context of the study. Moreover, by critically examining any assumptions or biases that may be present and considering the impact of researcher-participant interactions, potential sources of researcher bias can be minimised, and the findings can more accurately reflect the perspectives and experiences of the participants. Trainor and Bundon (2020) also stress the importance of ongoing self-reflection and dialogue with participants to validate presented themes and seek feedback, which is crucial in maintaining. Ultimately, this iterative process of reflexivity enhances the validity and relevance of the research question.

Ethical considerations
During the research process, the researcher followed ethical protocols pertinent to the study. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) emphasised the significance of privacy and informed consent. In order to protect the individuals involved in the research, it was crucial to obtain ethical approval via the completion of an ethics form, as described in Appendix 1. BERA (2018) stressed the importance of seeking consent from study participants at the outset and allowing them to withdraw at any time. Additionally, the Education Workforce Council (2023) affirmed that teachers are accountable for ensuring the safety and well-being of students across various domains, including physical, social, moral, and educational aspects.
Obtaining informed consent from children and their parents or legal guardians was essential before involving them in the research study. The consent was obtained to protect their rights from harm or discomfort (BERA, 2018). When conducting research, the ethical implications of confidentiality and anonymity were considered. BERA (2018) recommended treating participants' anonymity and confidentiality as a standard practice. To respect confidentiality, the school's name was anonymised, and pseudonyms were assigned to the learners' names to guarantee anonymity in the write-up of results.
The process of obtaining parental consent for the research study involved providing parents with a thorough overview and introducing the researcher to establish a sense of familiarity. A positive relationship was fostered, and any pressure or discomfort parents may have experienced was alleviated. Only children whose parents had given their consent were included in the study. Subsequently, the students were verbally asked for their assent at the session's start. Due to the children's age, assent was sought using thumbs up and thumbs down. According to UNICEF (2023), the right of students to voice their opinions on all matters that affect them is essential and must be protected. To honour this, the study was clearly explained during the first session, allowing students to ask any questions they may have had. For those who chose to participate, the study proceeded.

Results/Analysis of Results/Discussion
Following the approval of the ethics form submitted, detailed in Appendix 1, a letter seeking parental consent was dispatched to the guardians of students listed in Appendix 2. Out of the thirty contacted, twenty-two granted their approval for their children to participate. From this pool of twenty-two, a sample of ten was chosen to partake in the utilised approach.
Ten children were in the sample, evenly split between five boys and five girls. All the children were of the nursery-age demographic and came from diverse backgrounds with varying abilities. At the beginning of the research, sufficient time was allocated for parents and children to seek clarification. The names of the children who were required to provide their assent to participate in the research were recorded to ensure that all involved parties were well informed and all permissions were obtained before proceeding with the study.
The observation schedule outlined in Appendix 4  provided a means to capture specific behaviours of interest. As Waxman et al. (2004) suggest, such a focused approach helps to guide the observation process and ensures that it remains aligned with the intended purpose, preventing any deviations. However, Tilstone (2013) argues that using observation schedules may limit a researcher's ability to capture unexpected behaviours that could enhance their understanding of the research question. Nevertheless, the schedule provided clear guidelines for data collection and contributed to a comprehensive understanding of the research questions.
The student's behaviours and interactions were observed throughout the day to ensure seamless transitions and successful participation in all activities. As Quesada-Zeljkovic, Campos, and Nieto (2023) highlighted, observation is crucial in gaining insights into student behaviour and interactions. Upon analysing the observations, a common theme was identified which is outlined in Appendix 6. Most participants expressed enthusiasm for the visual timetable, while some less engaged expressed a desire for playtime. It became clear that these students were prone to distraction and required gentle reminders to remain focused and follow the visual timetable. 
Appendix 3 contains a detailed outline of the questionnaire specifically developed for the research study. This questionnaire was designed to facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of the student's comprehension and perception of the visual timetable. The questionnaire employed an investigative approach that probed deeper into the students' views and opinions about the visual timetable. Given the students' age, the questions were read aloud, and responses were recorded accordingly.
The questionnaire results outlined in Appendix 5 aligned with the observations made during the activities. The majority of students expressed a preference for the 'Choose our own learning' (COOL) sessions, both indoors and outdoors. Additionally, a consistent theme emerged from question 3, with all students reporting that the visual timetable made them happy. A potential explanation for this finding is that 3-year-olds often have a limited vocabulary and may respond based on what they believe the researcher wants (Cohen et al., 2018). However, the responses may not have been as comprehensive as they could have been, which could impact the accuracy of the results.
After concluding the research project, the results were shared with the class mentor for further discussion. The mentor reiterated the school's dedication to promoting student autonomy, especially in the early years. The school strives to cultivate a learning atmosphere that inspires students to take ownership of their learning and evolve into self-reliant individuals. This approach aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which recognises the significance of holistic growth and future success in students (Welsh Government 2023b).

Conclusions
During the planning phase of the research study, one of the key considerations was the reliability of the data collection methods that would be used. After careful consideration and analysis, it was determined that observation and questionnaires would be the most effective methods for collecting the required data. However, due to the age of the students participating in the study, it was decided that the questionnaires would need to be read aloud to the students, and their responses would be recorded accordingly.
Despite this minor adjustment, the collected data was comprehensive and met the study's requirements. The research gathered valuable insights and information that helped inform the analysis and conclusions using these two data collection methods. 

If allowed to conduct this research again, I would continue to adhere to the six-phase process for thematic analysis. However, I would also explore using a group interview method instead of questionnaires. This approach would create a more comfortable and stimulating environment for the participants, allowing them to share their thoughts and ideas more candidly and generate a broader range of responses. Additionally, it would foster interaction and discussion among the participants, leading to further insights and perspectives. Overall, following the six-phase process for thematic analysis and using a group interview method would allow me to gather more valuable and comprehensive data, leading to more robust and insightful conclusions.

Throughout the process, I engaged with various professional standards, including Professional Learning and Pedagogy. These standards were connected to the research study's 'Recording and Reporting' aspect, which involved observing and surveying participants. I maintained schedules and diligently recorded their questionnaire responses to capture student engagement and learning. Additionally, the research study linked to the standard 'Professional Networks and Communities,' which highlighted the value of research, including small-scale action research, in refining one's practice. Moreover, by implementing visual timetables, I also adhered to the 'Managing the Learning Environment' standard, which helped establish and maintain an effective learning environment while promoting positive learning habits and behaviours that align with the four purposes and are easily understood by students.

Recommendations
Through my research, I recommend situating visual timetables near the classroom's cloakroom rather than in the middle of the classroom. This strategic placement may help minimise student distraction. Furthermore, I recommend having fewer transitions on the timetables to enable students to retain the instructions for a more extended period, preventing confusion. These recommendations will guide future research to assess the impact of visual timetables on young children's independence development in the classroom.

This research has had a significant impact on my classroom and professional practice. Specifically, it has enabled me to maintain a well-managed classroom environment by facilitating my knowledge that the pupils are engaged in the activities displayed on the visual timetable, contributing to their academic achievement. 
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