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An Investigation into the impact of peer support on self-regulated learning


Aim Focus and Purpose of the Research (300)

This research project aims to explore how the intervention of a structured peer support system affects self-regulated learning.
The main issue that I wanted to address in my research is the number of pupils who are unable to progress in practical lessons without directly approaching the teacher and asking for approval or assistance.
As a Design Technology teacher, it is in my interest to create self-regulating learners. Independent critical thinking skills are the foundations of my specialist areas of Engineering and Product design. In the interests of safety, I must be aware of what is happening in every part of the workshop, at all times. Therefore, it is important not to get distracted for too long with the needs of singular pupils.
This links to the PLP well as a source of continuous professional development.
The research took place in a comprehensive school in a suburban location near a large town in south Wales. It has approximately 1200 students. The school had its last Estyn report in 2016 where it scored Excellent in both performance and prospects for improvement.
The research for this investigation took place over two, year nine product design practical lessons, where students were working with various tools in a workshop. There were a total of 19 students in both lessons.
The research question for this investigation is simply: What is the impact of peer support on self-regulated learning?


Overview of Relevant Literature (800)

Self-directed learning involves students taking charge of their learning process, including setting goals, choosing strategies, and evaluating outcomes (Knowles, 1975). Students develop skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and self-assessment, which are crucial for lifelong learning. Self-directed learning has been linked to improved academic performance and greater motivation to learn (Garrison, 1997).
Peer support plays a vital role in the learning process by providing students with social, emotional, and academic support. Peers can act as mentors, collaborators, and sources of motivation, which can significantly enhance self-directed learning. Research has shown that students benefit from interacting with peers, sharing knowledge, and receiving constructive feedback (Vygotsky, 1978).
It can be argued that one significant drawback of peer support in secondary schools is the lack of appropriate training and supervision for peer supporters. According to Chan et al. (2018), inadequate training can lead to miscommunication or incorrect advice being given, which can potentially harm the students receiving support. Furthermore, the lack of supervision may result in peer supporters experiencing emotional strain or burnout due to the responsibility they take on. Although peer support programs are intended to be beneficial, they can inadvertently cause harm. As Cowie and Wallace (2018) point out, peer supporters may lack the expertise to recognise when a situation requires professional intervention, leading to potential harm to students in crisis. This underscores the importance of having a clear referral process in place.
	Therefore, clear demonstrations and explicit instructions must be delivered by the educator at the beginning of the practical session for the students to possess the right information to impart to their enquiring peers. The teacher should then use effective ‘light housing’ techniques to oversee the class dynamic. Working the room to spot any common misconceptions, then correcting or redemonstrating accordingly.
One of the most critical aspects of peer support is its impact on motivation. When students work together and support each other, they are more likely to stay engaged in their learning. Deci and Ryan's (1985) self-determination theory suggests that relatedness, or the feeling of connection to others, is essential for intrinsic motivation. When students feel supported by their peers, they are more likely to take ownership of their learning and persist in the face of challenges.
Unfortunately, peer support programs may not be accessible to all students, particularly those who are introverted or uncomfortable seeking help from their peers (Sullivan & Sullivan, 2016). This limited accessibility may exclude students who need support the most, leaving them without the necessary help.
Peer support often manifests in collaborative learning environments, where students work together to solve problems and complete projects. According to constructivist theories of learning, knowledge is constructed through social interaction (Piaget, 1950). When students engage in collaborative learning, they can exchange ideas, challenge each other's thinking, and build a deeper understanding of the subject matter.
However, Social dynamics within secondary schools can create challenges for peer support programs. As noted by Cowie and Wallace (2018), students who are popular or well-liked may be chosen as peer supporters, which can inadvertently exclude others from the program. This can perpetuate existing social hierarchies and marginalize students who are already isolated.
Peer support can also enhance self-directed learning through feedback and reflection. Students who receive constructive feedback from their peers can identify areas for improvement and adjust their learning strategies accordingly. Reflection on peer feedback can lead to greater self-awareness and self-regulation (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). This process of giving and receiving feedback helps students develop critical thinking and metacognitive skills.
Although, peer supporters may have biases or prejudices that can influence the support they offer to others. Sullivan and Sullivan (2016) note that students might inadvertently project their own beliefs, values, or experiences onto the peers they support. This can lead to inappropriate advice or a lack of understanding for students from different backgrounds or with different experiences.
Initially, Pupils were going to be selected as ‘Skills Ambassadors’ for the peer support network in this research investigation. However, from identifying some of the social concerns pointed out in the existing literature, the researcher has decided to implement a ‘Three Before Me’ style intervention. This is a more collective-based approach to mitigate any feelings of exclusion, singling out, or classroom hierarchy that might arise from the previously planned approach.
Peer mentoring is another form of peer support that can positively influence self-directed learning. In peer mentoring relationships, more experienced students guide and support less experienced peers. This relationship can help mentees navigate academic challenges and develop the skills needed for self-directed learning (Topping, 1996). Peer mentoring can also promote a sense of community and belonging, which is essential for student engagement.
Nevertheless, peer supporters may struggle with setting and maintaining appropriate boundaries with the students they support. Chan et al. (2018) suggest that blurred boundaries can lead to inappropriate relationships, such as friendships that may compromise the objectivity of the support provided. Additionally, peer supporters may find it difficult to navigate the line between being supportive and overstepping personal boundaries.
With the rise of digital technology, peer support has extended to online platforms. Students can connect with peers through discussion boards, social media, and online collaborative tools. These digital spaces allow students to share resources, discuss ideas, and offer support. Research has shown that online peer support can enhance self-directed learning by providing students with access to diverse perspectives and resources (Chu et al., 2017).
With that said, Confidentiality is crucial in peer support relationships. However, young peer supporters may find it challenging to maintain confidentiality, especially in the context of school gossip and social media (Cowie & Wallace, 2018). Breaches of confidentiality can lead to mistrust among students and harm the reputation of the peer support program.
The impact of peer support on students' mental health is not always clear. While some studies suggest positive effects, others indicate that peer support may not significantly improve mental health outcomes (Chan et al., 2018). More research is needed to determine the actual impact of peer support programs on students' mental health.
It is intended that the research obtained from this investigation may go some way towards filling in the gaps in this area. The researcher endeavoured to create a relaxed environment for all participants in the interviews, in the hope that they would feel free enough to discuss their views in this area without pressure or judgement, Confident in the anonymity of the data collected. 

Explanation of Case Study (600)
This research project constituted an exploratory case study, which involved conducting a detailed examination of a specific occurrence or phenomenon within its natural real-life context. In this particular case study, the focus was on investigating the perceptions of year 9 pupils regarding the implementation of a peer support system during a practical workshop lesson. The study aimed to gain insights from a small sample of pupils who were directly involved in this phenomenon.
An exploratory case study, as defined by Yin (2014), primarily seeks to understand the "how" and "what" aspects of a given phenomenon. It is particularly useful for exploring complex relationships that cannot be adequately addressed through surveys or experiments.
The main objective of this research project is to explore the perceptions of a small group of year nine product design pupils regarding the use of peer support in their practical lessons. It is important to note that the sample size for this study was limited to only five pupils, which may not be representative of the entire education system.
The decision to employ an exploratory case study approach was based on its suitability for novice researchers and individual researchers (Bell and Waters, 2018). This approach offers several advantages, such as the flexibility to employ various research methods (Denscombe, 2014). Additionally, since the study focused on examining a phenomenon within its natural context, it did not involve manipulating the setting or imposing controls on key factors or variables (Denscombe, 2014).
However, there are also disadvantages associated with this approach. Conducting a study on a single event may pose challenges in verifying the information with similar cases, and researchers must be cautious of potential selective reporting and the resulting distortion of findings (Bell and Waters, 2018, p. 29).
One additional critique is centred around the "credibility of generalisations" (Denscombe, 2014). A researcher must exercise caution to "alleviate suspicions" and demonstrate how a case study can either resemble or differ from others of the same category (Denscombe, 2014, p. 104). Conversely, Bell and Waters (2018, p. 29) contend that a key criterion for evaluating the efficacy of a case study is to assess it in comparison to an individual operating within a similar domain. For instance, in the context of this study, a teacher aiming to implement a peer support structure in their classroom, the focus shifts towards relevance as opposed to generalisation (Bassey, 1981, p. 85).
When conducting a case study, establishing boundaries to determine the inclusion and exclusion of data can pose a significant challenge. The acquisition of permissions to access case study settings is often daunting due to the potential withholding and withdrawal of such permissions. Moreover, ethical dilemmas may arise from obtaining access to documents, individuals, and environments, leading to issues related to confidentiality (Denscombe, 2014, p. 104). Fortunately, in the context of my research project, I was able to secure the necessary access to the setting and information required, thereby avoiding any hindrances. Case studies are typically characterised by their emphasis on the process rather than on the quantifiable outcomes upon completion. This emphasis on process may be viewed as a limitation, given that it tends to yield 'soft' data through the utilisation of qualitative data and interpretive methodologies, as opposed to quantitative data and statistical approaches (Denscombe, 2014, p. 104).

Research Methods (1000)
A mixed methods strategy was selected for this research project to gather relevant data. Due to the nature of the study being centred around subjective viewpoints, the researcher determined that the most suitable techniques to employ would be the utilisation of questionnaires incorporating the Likert scale, direct observation of students during practical lessons, and conducting semi-structured focus group interviews.
According to Denzin (2012, p. 82), mixed-method research can be defined as an investigative approach that concentrates on the collection, analysis, and amalgamation of both quantitative and qualitative empirical data within a singular study or across a series of studies. The rationale behind choosing this approach lies in the fact that it provides the researcher with a rich dataset to scrutinise and compare, thereby reinforcing the validity of the findings. It encourages the exploration of diverse perspectives when addressing research issues (Denscombe, 2014, pp. 205-225), which proves advantageous in enhancing the comprehensiveness of the data generated. The employment of multiple methodologies in investigating the subject matter enables the researcher to cross-reference findings from one method to another, ensuring a higher degree of precision in the results obtained. Nonetheless, it is imperative to acknowledge that employing multiple data collection methods may prolong the data collection process. It can also complicate the data analysis, meaning that the researcher must be proficient with the analytical skills for each method. The process of comparing, contrasting, and integrating findings becomes more intricate when multiple methods are involved, as opposed to solely relying on a single method.
The administration of questionnaires (see Appendix 3) incorporating the Likert scale and featuring closed-ended queries was adopted to elicit feedback from students regarding their perceptions of their class peer support network. The Likert scale, which gauges the intensity of agreement or disagreement with a given statement (Bell and Walters, 218, p. 196), typically involves a range of response options where a higher selection signifies a stronger sentiment or viewpoint. The decision to employ a Likert scale in the questionnaire stemmed from the inclusion of quantitative data to complement the qualitative data collected in focus groups and observations. Consequently, for certain participants within the sample cohort, the researcher opted to verbally present the questions to the students without interfering in the response process (Denscombe, 2014, p.212). This approach enabled the students to express their sentiments regarding the questions without the added pressure of articulating a written response and rationale. Moreover, it facilitated further exploration during the semi-structured focus group interviews by allowing the participants to expound upon their chosen responses.
Observations were utilised to conduct a thorough monitoring of the pupils' behaviour and activities throughout their workshop lessons. The approach taken involved an unstructured participant observation, specifically selected to scrutinise the sample group during these lessons. This particular methodology was favoured due to its capacity to enable the researcher to witness a wide array of occurrences during the designated timeframe, thereby facilitating the emergence of unforeseen factors that might not have been initially considered. Nevertheless, despite opting for an unstructured observation, the researcher maintained a specific focus on the collaborative working nature of the classroom environment. Bell and Waters (2018, p. 244) elaborate on the use of unstructured observations, cautioning that while they can be instrumental in formulating hypotheses in the absence of a preconceived one, they can prove challenging to handle. Furthermore, observations provide the researcher with the opportunity to juxtapose the actions of the participants with their answers in questionnaires or interviews. Denscombe (2014, p. 253) further delves into the notion that the act of observation inevitably draws attention to the researcher, potentially causing discomfort among the participants. Given that the researcher in this study is typically present in the classroom setting, it was anticipated that the participants would not experience unease during the observation process. To facilitate the observation, a schedule (Appendix 4) was devised, specifically focusing on pupils assisting each other, the number of pupils approaching the teacher for guidance, class engagement in the task at hand and the nature of student discussions.
In exploring the pupils' perspectives on the implementation of a peer support system, the decision was made to employ semi-structured group interviews. The choice of a semi-structured format over a fully structured one was deliberate, as it affords the researcher a framework of predetermined questions and topics to cover, while also allowing for adaptability in the sequencing of subjects discussed during the interview. Moreover, this approach permits the interviewer to delve deeper into and expand upon questions, as well as to engage in broader discussions regarding issues arising from the interview process and the overall research (Denscombe, 2014, p. 231). The rationale behind selecting this method was underpinned by the research query specifically focusing on the pupils' views on peer support. While the questionnaire did touch upon aspects of peer support, it lacked the depth required for pupils to elaborate on their rationales, a gap that an interview format is designed to address. Opting for a group interview as opposed to individual interviews was to create a more relaxed setting for the subjects by allowing them to be in the company of their peers. Additionally, given the potentially time-intensive nature of interviews, a group format was deemed more efficient, enabling multiple participants to be interviewed in one session. 

Data Presentation and Analysis Methods (400)
The examination of the data entailed a review of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework through the application of thematic analysis to identify emerging themes and patterns. Ensuring the credibility of the results involved the utilisation of data triangulation, encompassing various methods and techniques to scrutinise the outcomes.
The presentation of questionnaire results in a tabular format (Appendix 5) was derived from the collected data to enhance its accessibility. Combining the questionnaire responses enabled the addition of a score column to the table, facilitating the identification of the mode as the most favoured option. This process included assigning scores to the Likert Scale ranging from 1 to 5, where a higher score denoted a greater preference. The primary aim of presenting the data in tabular form was to conduct a comparative analysis of the scores to discern preferences concerning peer support within each question.
A transcription of interviews was conducted for analytical purposes, following Denscombe's (2014, p. 330) recommendation of editing the transcription for comprehensibility for the reader. Adhering to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, coding was implemented after transcription to facilitate a clearer comprehension of the data. By employing coding techniques and concept maps, salient themes gradually emerged more distinctly throughout the course of the interviews.

Ethical Considerations (300)
Ethical conduct involves recognising the presence of core principles that assist in directing a group or individual towards determining what is deemed right or wrong, in comparison to the morals endorsed by a group or individual, where their convictions reinforce their perception of right or wrong (Bell and Waters, 2018, p. 64). Denscombe (2014, p. 405) asserts that ethics serve to safeguard the individuals under study and ensure that researchers do not exploit those involved in the research.
In ensuring ethical practices, the completion of an ethics form (Appendix 1) necessitated considerations regarding consent, assent, and information storage. Adhering to the guidelines of BERA (2018), informed consent was obtained from participants before the start of the study through a letter dispatched to parents/guardians (Appendix 2a) and a letter sent to the pupils themselves (Appendix 2b), notifying them about the research project. Consistent with Denscombe’s (2014, p. 412) recommendation of best practices, the letter underscored that “participation is voluntary”, providing details about the study and the level of commitment required. Participants were duly informed that they could withdraw from the study at any point if they chose to do so (Denscombe, 2014, p.419). Employing a consent letter was deemed suitable in this scenario as it not only informs the participants about the study but also safeguards the researcher, ensuring the protection of their rights (Bell and Waters, 2018, p. 67, Denscombe, 2014, p. 412).
Throughout the study, continual assent was sought from the students. Prior to the start of the study and questionnaire completion, students were asked if they were willing to participate and complete the questionnaire. Before being observed, they were informed of the researcher's observations and that they could opt out if they felt uncomfortable at any point before or during the observation. Similarly, before the interviews, participants were reminded of their option to withdraw at any time before, during or following the interview.
Following the data protection guidelines of BERA (2018), physical files were securely stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher. Digital data was maintained on the researcher's personal laptop, protected by a password. Data retention was upheld until the project's conclusion, after which it was deleted to ensure participant anonymity and confidentiality by excluding any personal identifiers.
In the role of both the researcher and the teacher, the concept of positionality was taken into account during the research process. By already having an established relationship and possessing a viewpoint of familiarity with the subject, the utilised approach could introduce bias towards the study (Gary and Holmes, 2020). Students might feel compelled to provide answers they believe their teacher desires. Therefore, careful consideration of the question types, coupled with reminders to students to be truthful and the assurance of anonymity were essential factors in mitigating this.

Results / Analysis of results / Discussion (700)
The quantitative data presented by the questionnaire results table (Appendix 5) gave an overall view of how well the different manifestations of peer support are perceived by the students.
	The lowest-scoring statement in the questionnaire was number one, “I feel comfortable asking my peers for help”. This also produced the only “strongly disagree” response to the whole questionnaire. One conclusion that could be drawn from this may be that there is a stigma attached to directly asking for help from peers which makes some students uncomfortable doing so (Sullivan & Sullivan, 2016). Another could be the effect of social dynamics as addressed by Cowie and Wallace (2018), where unseen hierarchies might be a factor.
	The statement with the highest score was number seven, “Feedback from my peers helps me recognise my strengths and areas for improvement”, which correlates to the theories of Hattie & Timperley (2007). The pupils are familiar with peer assessment sessions throughout the school, across all subjects. A uniform approach, where students assess each other’s work using success criteria, writing “what went well” to identify strengths and “even better if” to note areas of potential improvement. It may be that this consistent, schoolwide approach and regular practice is a contributing factor to the value of peer assessment as a learning tool. 
The qualitative data gathered from the focus group interview provided a more nuanced picture of the pupils’ opinions. (An overview of the questions asked can be found in Appendix 7).
The responses to interview question four gave an interesting insight into peer support’s effect on student motivation. In support of Deci and Ryan's (1985) self-determination theory, some pupils stated that witnessing their peers engaged in tasks and focused on work encouraged them to be more proactive in their work. In contrast, there was a minority that felt that they were afraid to ask both their peers and the teacher for assistance in challenging situations where those around them were progressing. Thus, confirming the presence of the issues raised by Sullivan & Sullivan (2016)
Question six of the focus group provided some marginally contrasting comparisons, between peer and teacher support. Whilst the majority of students said they trusted the information provided by teachers more than that of their peers, they felt that peer advice was more readily available due to the number of students in the class, as opposed to a singular teacher. This highlights some of the challenges associated with correctly training those providing help and assistance, reinforcing the findings of Chan et al. (2018).
 Overall, the focus group interviews yielded a positive response toward peer support. However, the pressure of peers being present could have swayed these answers slightly. Varying levels of input were observed from the pupils involved. Whilst the more confident students relished the chance to air their views, the quieter students often gave shorter answers that aligned with the overall consensus, echoing what other pupils had said previously.
The class observations seemed to confirm a positive impact on self-regulated learning after the peer support intervention. From comparing the notes from the class observations (Appendix 6), patterns emerged, suggesting a more communal learning environment. 
Before the “Three before me” intervention, multiple students approached the teacher for advice or guidance throughout the course of the one hour lesson. Whilst the majority of the class were able to begin construction, some students were off task while the teacher was assisting others, and conversations which were not work related were heard.
In contrast, in the second lesson, where the intervention was utilised, the teacher was only approached for advice once. In a real-world example of the theories of Topping (1996), some of the more adept pupils emerged as unappointed skills ambassadors, who naturally came to the fore to help those who were not as far into the project as they were. Almost all the pupils were on task and those who were collaborating were discussing the task at hand, in support of the work of Vygotsky (1978). These factors enabled the teacher to work the room more effectively, thus reinforcing the quality of advice being imparted by the students to one another and intervening when needed in the manner stated by Cowie and Wallace (2018).

Conclusions and Recommendations (400)
Whilst I did observe less students asking me (the teacher) for guidance in the second lesson, this may not be solely down to peer intervention. At this point, the students had already had a lesson’s worth of experience and practicing the skills involved in this part of the project. This undoubtedly contributed to their overall confidence in working independently and thus resulted in the reduced need for teacher assistance.
This research was undertaken after being in my second placement for a few weeks, so I had some familiarity with the students involved. However, it would be interesting to conduct this research with a class that I have taught for a substantial amount of time. In this case it would have been more feasible to appoint ‘Skills Ambassadors’ as initially planned.
As the students were in year 9, they had already chosen product design to study before confirming their GCSE choices. Due to this, it would be interesting to conduct the same research project with an array of age groups. Using a year 7 or year 8 class could yield different results.
For future research projects, it could be advisable to include one-on-one interviews alongside the research methods used in this report. Not only would these provide another layer of data, but they could also give a deeper insight into the views of some of the more reserved students by removing the element of social dynamics present in focus groups. 
In conclusion, the research project confirmed that a communal learning environment which encourages peer support and collaboration does have a positive effect on independent learning. However, like many classroom strategies, it must be administered with clear criteria and monitored closely by teachers to ensure quality.
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