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Introduction
This is a report into an investigation carried out in a higher education learning environment  and within the broad  terms of constructivist theory.  The action reported on was the second attempt, the initial having failed abjectly. While not assessed in detail, it is briefly described and reflected on as it did inform my second, more successful action.
The research context is within the higher education sector, with small, mixed groups of young and older adults both under and post graduate. Some are full time students, others in work related study and more studying part time in addition to work and home lives.
From the outset I have favoured the constructivist approach as outlined by theorists like Vygotsky (DATE), seeing my role as enabler of the student to progressively take charge of their own learning. Within my own experience, largely androgogical, this model seems essential in engaging the learner’s intrinsic motivation with learning outcomes(REF).  The theme of this Action research Project, then, is not whether a theory I subscribe to is valid, but an exploration of actions which may be effective in creating a constructivist learning environment.
The first ‘action’  prepared was an exercise in flipped learning. The requirement that students research prior to the lesson was not met, however, which led to the learning being flipped back. With hindsight this resulted from an inadequate knowledge of the student’s and their learning needs. After consideration  a different action was chosen with fewer uncontrollable variables
The second action was to create the conditions for group learning through physical manipulation of the learning environment. This took the form of rearranging seating and using whiteboard, paper and pens as the medium for work. Both facets were organised by myself with the motive of increasing student focus on the group and task itself, aiding an environment where contributions and interaction flowed naturally


Literature Review
In the first instance, it is the foundational theorists who provide the background and context to the action research.  Dewey( 1938) broke from the behaviourist orthodoxy to propose  learning was experiential and that necessitated the creation of a democratic learning environment. While elements of his work are of their time, he has received criticism for his ‘racialised approach’ (Margonis, 2009), his concept of the learning community is still regarded as a cornerstone of the contemporary constructivist approach. Bentley and Fleury (2025) argue for development of that vision after what they see as a regression into behaviourism driven by testing and a focus on achieving set standards over the last twenty years.  In ‘Pedagogy of the Opressed’ ( 1970), Gustav Freire stipulates the student must be co creator and not passive recipient of their knowledge. His viewpoint is rooted in social justice, but is equally valid to contemporary androgogy where connection with experience and intrinsic motivation (REF) are key and dictate a humanist approach in which the student has autonomy over their education.
Uncritical acceptance of constructivism as a holisitc method, though, may not be warranted. Splitter( 2009) identifies a problem with the idea of authenticity- it may be that a learning environment is too removed from ‘real life’ to be authentic and that devalues the learning. He proposes ‘cultivation of dialogue’, that is, communication from and between learners as key to creating a meaningful learning community.  That  meaning can be constructed from ‘well designed direct instruction’  may seem at odds with the constructivist approach, but Mayer (1999) , a proponent of the approach sees no contradiction. Instead he states non discovery learning can be constructivist and the role of the educator is as designer of the learnng environment. LENS NOT Method. Gallagher and Goodman (2007) persuasively make the case  that application of constructivist pedagogy should be adopted at pre qualified stage in a teacher’s career and it is with this in mind that a realisable action to research should be sought. 
Vygotsky (DATE) through scaffolding and advocacy of ‘the significant other’ offered a structure and calibration of support by which a process allowing learners to incrementally take charge of their own learning could take place.  For the action researcher, case studies assessing practical implementation  strategies and methods offer insight. Hwang, jin and Kim(2020) reported on an extensive and succesful trial of constructivist learning in which the positive role of peer to peer learning was noted.  A number of other measures were employed, notably a ‘flipped learning’ model with acquisition of knowledge done in the students time prior to the lesson and the application of knowledge performed later, in the clsassroom and in the presence of the teacher – effectively flipping the classwork and homework elements of a lesson as traditionally conceived. Importantly, the context of the study was in  Building Information Modelling (BIM), a digital skill, and the duration was over several months. A further study by Garcia Ramirez (2019) focussed on summative assessment results as the primary metric for judging efficacy of a flipped classroom trial. In both cases it suggests ‘flipped learning’ is less an action to research than a strategy to implement and assess and so outside of the capability of this researcher to act on and form any conclusion.
Taking on board the principle that action research is embarked on ‘to improve your professional practice’(CDI.net,2021) and allowing for constraints of both time and opportunity (to implement and assess an action), the area to research  has to be one whose outcome is readily gauged and easily performed. To that end Dewey’s community of learning, developed  into small groups of ‘learning tribes’ as the building blocks of constructivist education by Gibbs (1995) shows promise. Support for the concept is provided in the assessment of the Minnesota New Country School (Enloe, Newell.Thomas, 2005) which proclaims the transformative effect of small group, project based learning. An action, then, not based on achieving a learning outcome, but enabling the creation of conditions in which the researcher through their constructivist lens would expect positive results in the future is appropriate for the project. 
The  most immediate way of altering the context of learning is to alter the environment in which learning takes place. A large body of research exists on effectivenss of methods to create an active learning environment (Larose, David et al, 2024). The emphasis, however, tends to be on school age children and the specific problem addressed is the societal one of increasing sedentary behaviour. More relevant to  direct impact on learning is work by Ingold (2021) declares ‘thinking is movement’ and we have the prospect of engineering the learning environment in order to fundamentally alter ( and improve) the learning outcomes. This idea has been developed in research (Gandell, 2025) that suggests in mathematics, the movement itself is part of the learning. As with other constructivist techniques, the actions taken are longer term and assessed over time. What is relevant to research at a more basic level is the concept of adapting the physical learning environment as a foundation – creating the conditions for movement before researching movement, and it is on this area I have focussed.
Shaping the physical layout of the learning environment is nothing new. It is, in fact a standard feature of any educational institution. Gibbs (1995) spoke of creating a layout fit for small goup learning; more recently Rogers(2020) actioned some research on different seating arrangements and their impact on group learning, finding a broad horseshoe design produced better results. Again, the results are based on objective metrics, unavailable for this research and over a longer time frame than available. However, it does suggest a group facing each other, while also open to a teacher via the gap in  the horseshoe may provide a physical foundation for a learning community. 
There is a further issue with  social skills in students (NFER,2025). while it may overstate matters to view all through that lens, it is observable that students tend to sit in their own space and interact more readily with their devices than each other in a learning environment. Eastman and Hanson (2021) identify a commodification of education occasioned by hegemonic ‘Big Data’ which has undermined and overriden Dewey’s vision of a learning community constructing its own knowledge. More specifically numerous studies, such as Bente, Bronnick et al (2013) show how results from an equivalent learning activity, in this case reading, are of inferior quality to that done by analogue means. It is posited by this researcher that that can extend to interaction and contributions within the learning environment.
To sum up, the culmination  of this literature review is that the starting point of an action research project ( for this researcher) from a constructivist viewpoint has to either be measures to bring the community of learning into being, or a method within that framework to achieve positive outcomes.Firstly, an action based on an easily implementable method, in this case flipped learning to see how it works. Secondly, given that direct intervention can also be constructivist, that physical room layout is influential on the learning that takes place, and the potential for digital saturation to negatively impact on Dewey’s vision, actions to rearrange the physical environment and shut out digital noise in the hope it facilitated the learning community.


Methodology
Briefly, the first, initial action was to organise a flipped classroom. It involved passing a message to students, who I had yet to meet, via Teams to familiarise themselves with an app- Archwilio. A practical activity using the app would then take place in the lesson with the results forming the basis of future work. In reality none of the students had prepared and it turned out that with the majority having English as a second language, the activity needed extensive support and came after a ‘knowledge’ session. It’s failure strongly informed how I set about performing the second action.
The action was undertaken on DATE, and took up the first half of a two hour lecture. There were four students in the class, three full time and one studying as part of their professional development. The age range was early to mid twenties and they were all capable of higher level study. I had taken two lectures previously with this group and found them to be genereally engaged with the learning but noted they tended to default to sitting individually and working through means of electronic devices. My action was intended to kick start a group dynamic as a foundation for constructivist learning by designing elements of the learning environment and then tailoring activities which required interraction.
The classroom itself had a large screen at the front of  seats and tables loosely arranged in rows. Neither were  fixed to the floor, so it was possible to create a different seating arrangement. Each table sat up to two students. I  pushed all the tables to the side then arranged  3 together in the room’s centre to create a large square table around three sides of which ( front and side facing) I placed six chairs. The intention was to create a U-shaped arrangement focussed on the learning group while allowing the input from the ‘knowledgeable other ‘ and his whiteboard located centrally at the front to flow in, and contributions flow out. To avoid the distraction  of the big screen, it was kept off and all work and information written down. The subject of the lesson was  designing questionnaires. The activities comprised of three paper exercises, a quiz, a worksheet and student generated content. Five metrics were used to assess the lesson, shown in Table 1 and these comprised a mixture of objective, measurable elements and what was perceived by the researcher.


 Results
Summary
	Activities/ work completed
	Yes. Physical evidence of work on paper. Also able to assess from later student contributions learning outcomes achieved

	Student contributions

	After slow start all students contributed to a progressively greater degree. Some sign absence of digital media encouraged contribution if just to ‘fill the gap’

	Student interaction
	Good interaction when providing and receiving peer feedback. 

	My own contribution
	More focussed input. Writing and explaining information based on live stimuli not preprepared slides felt qualitatively different

	Learning community created
	Impossible to say definitively. Assessment that potential within extended action research programme to improve and strengthen a community that already exists


(Table 1) 
Explanation and Evaluation
In assessing the efficacy of the action I undertook  the above measures were used. Largely, though not completely they relied on my own view in reaching a conclusion.  The value of relying on perception in place of measurable metrics is that it allows a more qualitative assessment; the danger is that as an involved party I lose the ability to judge outcomes, instead perceiving what is convenient to confirm the result I had intended. Being both participant and assessor of this research puts a truly objective evaluation of it beyond me. As a result I have attempted to carry an awareness of my own subjectivity throughout and used this awareness as the lens through which i evaluate my own assessment. The strategy i have chosen to adopt is to  take each objective metric then explore the meaning I have extrapolated from it. This is to be followed with an evaluation of the entire exercise based on my reaction to it.
The first, most objective but probably least useful was whether the lesson proceeded and  the work set during the lesson was completed. That it had been understood was taken to be the case by an assessment of later student contributions which required having that knowledge. Here  I can be reasonably confident in that accurate informal formative assessment is a standard element in my teaching practice and the precise combination of activities and discussion were designed into the lesson plan to failitate that.
The second, more subjective metric  was an assessment of contributions. This offers more insight into the effect I hoped to achieve but is less ascertainable. As there was no ‘control’ or base level of contributions for a comparator, it could not be said whether there were more or better contributions, just that there were, followed by a critical assessment of them in their own right. All four students did contribute.  Each student had a requirement to contribute during the specific summative assessment,while contributions were invited at regular intervals throughout. All contributed where required. Where invited, contribution was variable and, it seemed  the main driver of who contributed what was  the student’s own personalities rather than in any alterations to the learning environment. Two areas it  could be inferred, but not concluded, that had helped contributions were, firstly, that in inviting contributions from a group in close proximity rather than the more impersonal space of a dispersed room the feeling that each should contribute permeated through. An increase in contributions was seen as the lesson progressed, but this tends to be the case in any lesson short of a disaster. Secondly, removing screens and relying on ‘room generated content’ kept a focus on  the lesson rather than the medium and seemed to prompt better engagement. These last two points are less conclusions than possibilities and are highlighted as areas future action research could explore in detail.
The students have shared a learning environment for over a year, including classroom learning and field trips. Therefore interaction within the group is well established. It had been noted prior to the lesson that the medium of learning- the digital device and the organisation of seating inhibited interaction- at least in ‘analogue’. As far as the action research is concerned, the physical passing of paper’s and assessing the handwritten work of someone sat adjacent led to an objectively different interaction than would be had by the sharing of documents to another sat in a diffenrent space. Whether it was in itself meaningful, better or would yield a stronger sense of community within the learning group is conjecture. It is a flaw in the action research project design that it was not considered to request student feedback on this after the lesson which would have provided a valuable insight. As it is, it may be extrapolated, as suggested in the literature review, that the different form of interaction is itself of a more authentic and meaningful type. To truly conclude this , though would require more research and over a longer period. 
The final metric, also the overall objective, is too broad to be objectively measured and within the context of this research impossible to say. It does, however feed into the holistic evaluation of  the lesson from the action researcher’s perspective, which is given below:
Putting aside the issue of what an authentic ‘learning community’ is- has a small group in their second year of study not already become that, and is any attempt to preempt my own version of what I believe it should look like creating an inauthentic set up?-I would say that it did create a shared space in comparison to the separate individual zones represented by a seating plan of one student per desk set in rows. This shared physical space was a requirement of the written activities to be undertaken; it also should have enabled the interpersonal contact  which is foundational to community. Whether it served that function is where the complex process of providing an accurate subjective evaluation is focussed. In order to make any kind of assessment I think it is necessary  to view the whole lesson as it progressed
The second action I took was to ensure that all written exercises were carried out with pens and paper so creating them and sharing for peer feedback was physically manifested. In order to maintain focus within the shared space the big screen was kept off and any information which needed displaying done on a small whiteboard. Ironically one element of the lesson covered common mistakes when designing questions. Incorporating multiple elements which required an answer cropped up, and it could be said that  arranging physical space, using specific activities and delivering them in analogue has done that. At the same time my strong contention is that a combination of small measures was required to create the effect  intended and, while constituting several separate actions, need to be considered holistically as a single action project in order to be effectively assessed. From the strictly objective point of view, it can be said that the work was completed and the students had, in the summative assessment reached a point they could construct their own knowledge. It was also observable that the peer feedback element compelled a physical interaction which evidence suggests is qualitatively different to that gained by sharing of virtual documents,
Essentially any conclusions I have arrived at are suggested rather than proven or shown. In the sense of ‘designing for community’ i would saythe actions undertaken within this project could be developed into a more comprehensive and detailed programme of action research



Conclusion
The overriding sense  after doing and evaluating the action research project was that it made sense only in the context of a first step. At the same time it is hard to see how it could be developed within the context of this project. While it could be repeated, then developed into an action research programme, I believe it would be in a different context and that would fundamentally alter the nature of the research and actions. As far as this action goes, the researchers strong opinion  is it reached a dead end and its conclusions added little, if anything to the body of knowledge that exists around pedagogy and teaching practice. 
Where I believe it had value was for my own practice. To that extent the action itself was of secondary importance to the process of planning, committing and assessing the action. In providing a structure, action research creates a paradigm where I can research my own practice and build up. 
The conclusion is an integral part of action research, as what is found fom one cycle forms the foundation of the next. From this initial cycle then, I have drawn the following conclusions:
· That my broad view of teaching is through a constructivist lens and it is in this area I would aim to do any further action research.
· The foundation on which any research project is to be based is fundamental. In this case, a group I was with for just a few sessions did not provide that
· The metrics used to assess impact of action need careful thought and planning in order for any useful onclusions to be drawn
· If sufficiently organised  and with the right foundation, action research offers a method of investigating and improving my own practice.
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Appendices
	
            Action Research Lesson Plan

	
Introduction

Development
Activity 1


Activity 2
Worksheet

Activity 3


Plenary
Discussion
	
Short discussion about topic and how it relates to ongiong assessment work


Written Quiz ‘bad questions’  as initial assessment. Followed by explanation and contributory discussion as  formative assessment

Printed information given out, digested by students. Then work through questions. followed by explanation and discussion
‘Create your own question’ and peer review/ feedback.
informal summative assessment as students present their work

Reiterate general rules then open out into discussion of how students may incorporate questionnaires into their ongoing project. 
	
10 minutes



10 minutes


15 minutes

15 minutes



10minutes
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