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Abstract

Throughout this research project, there was an exploration into developing independent learners 

within the primary school setting.  Moreover, the overarching aim of this research project was to 

explore how children could be encouraged to develop into independent learners, specifically 

learners within Progression Step Two and Three. As a result of professional development and 

personal curiosity, this theme was decided upon as it is predominant within the education sector at 

present. Throughout this research project, I personally undertook the role of an action researcher. 

One of the aims of the research project was to gain a variety of opinions towards developing 

independent learners from both teaching staff and the learners themselves. The main research 

method utilised throughout the research project was semi-structured interviews. In order to gather 

data, I interviewed a cross-section of pupils to gain their insights into independent learning and gain 

an understanding of how both teachers can provide opportunities to encourage independent 

learning. As a result of utilising this main research instrument, I gained qualitative data which was 

then interpreted and analysed. Within the data analysis recurring themes and key words surrounding 

independent learning were identified.


Throughout the research project, the benefits, limitations and opportunities for independent learning 

was explored. Undertaking wider reading enabled me to form a basis for the research project and 

identify any gaps in the literature base. Empirical evidence gathered and wider literature highlighted 

that there is an absence of a common understanding based around what independent learning means 

and how it is effectively developed within the primary school setting. The primary research 

collected aided me to address the overarching aim of the research project and comprehend how 

primary schools could effectively encourage their children to develop into independent learners.
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Chapter One: Introduction


1.1- Overview


Gill and Halim (2007) believe that independent learning ensures that children become successful 

individuals, capable of directing their own personal and academic development. Throughout various 

secondary sources, many theorists and authors have discussed and explored the development of 

independent learners. However, Bayley and Featherstone (2011) argue that what defines an 

independent learner and the skills that accompanies the independent learner is unclear. Therefore, a 

research project that aims to remedy this issue and explore developing independent learners within 

the primary school setting seemed pertinent. Moreover, Meyer et al. (2008) highlight some issues 

that surround independent learning including its definition being uncertain, lack of discussion of 

how teachers best foster it, and unclear evidence of how it is implemented in practice. Upon wider 

reading, it became apparent that varying definitions and interpretations based upon independent 

learning have emerged over the years. Hence, it is necessary to clarify that throughout this research 

project, independent learning refers to learners who are able to manage their own learning process 

through active engagement and possessing ownership over their learning. 


Cohen et al. (2018) believe that action research can be perceived as interpretive research, where 

interpretations are constructed based upon gathered data. Furthermore, action research is regarded 

as a post-positivist approach. Newby (2014) highlighted that action research is undertaken to 

develop professional practice. The overarching objective of this research project is to explore how 

learners within the primary school sector, specifically learners in Progression Step Two and Three, 

develop into independent learners. This research project shall adopt a deductive approach whereby 

hypotheses become deduced based upon existing literature and theory. This approach was discussed 

by Newby (2014), who recognised this approach is widely used in the field of action research. 

Hence, then a research strategy shall be designed to examine personal hypotheses. Cohen et al. 

(2018) highlight how a deductive approach aids researchers in utilising research methods to collect 

empirical primary research. Moreover, the primary research method within this research project 

shall be semi-structured interviews, which shall be undertaken with adult and children participants.


1.2- Rationale


Donaldson (2015) suggests independent learning should be encouraged and fostered throughout the 

teaching and learning process. Despite this suggestion that independent learning should be 
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encouraged through the teaching and learning process, how this is done effectively is less 

understood. This opinion derives from personal experience and wider reading. Hence, the 

predominant rationale of this research project is to gain a better understanding of the nature of 

independent learning, and raise awareness of how independent learning is developed within the 

primary school sector. Sagor (2005) proposed a four-stage action research model, which begins with 

clarifying vision and targets, next proposing a theory, then implementing action and collecting data, 

and commencing with data reflection. This research model shall be adopted throughout the research 

project as it provides a clear and concise approach.


Rauber (2007) suggested that within a society that is always changing, it is important that  children 

are encouraged to develop into independent learners from young. Hereby, this suggestion could 

imply why independent learning is a predominant feature within school development plans at 

present. In their research, Meyer et al. (2008) support the suggestion that many schools identify the 

development of children’s independent learning in their school development plans. Cohen et al. 

(2018) believe that action research permits researchers to examine their professional practice. 

Following a recent Estyn inspection, one recommendation was to ensure pupils are given 

opportunities to develop into independent learners. Hence, this target stimulated my professional 

curiosity. As a result of this professional curiosity, action research appeared the most appropriate 

method to conduct this research project. In support of this, Gilchrist (2018) suggests that action 

research is one of the most effective forms of continuous professional development. Newby (2014) 

highlighted that action research is a small scale project carried out by a sole researcher. Therefore, 

affirming that action research is the most suitable paradigm for this research project.


Both Meyer et al. (2008) and Paris and Paris (2001) suggest that in order to develop into 

independent learners, children should be equipped with a positive mindset and learn how to learn 

effectively, this process should be modelled by teachers. One aim of the research project is to gain 

understanding if teachers and learners both acknowledge their role within the independent learning 

process. In his research on learner autonomy, Little (1991) suggests that learner and teacher 

autonomy is interdependent, therefore teachers who aim to develop independent learners should 

reflect upon their personal practice. Moreover, Gleason (1967) suggests that independent learning 

means children being engaged productively with a task without hindrance. These quotes both 
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emphasise the importance of both teachers and learners roles within the independent learning 

process. This research project aims to gather practitioners’ and pupils’ opinions upon independent 

learning, and shall explore the benefits and limitations of, and opportunities for independent 

learning.


BERA (2018) suggest that educational research can extend understanding in various areas of 

educational activity. An aim of this research project is to identify what factors underpin the idea of 

independent learning, establishing whether there are recurring themes. Moreover, Kemmis & 

McTaggart (1998) suggested that action research is a self-reflective enquiry carried out by 

professionals within the education sector, aiming to improve practices or comprehend these 

practices better. Another aim is to discover any guidance, resources or strategies teachers utilise to 

support children develop into independent learners.


1.3- Aims and Objectives


Sagor (2005) implied that action research begins with clarifying vision and targets. Wider reading 

ensured that succinct aims and objectives were developed once the overarching theme was decided 

upon. Therefore, this research project adopted a deductive approach. To commence this research 

project, existing literature was examined in order to establish the skills, nature and theory of 

independent learning, in order to decide upon key themes to explore. Braun and Clarke (2006) 

explored the idea of latent themes, whereby the researcher analyses responses in order to to identify 

fundamental ideas. As an action researcher, in the results and findings chapter, I shall examine the 

data collected in order to discover latent themes. Upon examining the wider reading it became 

apparent that there were emergent themes referred to within several journals and books. Empirical 

evidence would suggest that the emergent themes include children’s self-regulation, autonomy and 

motivation.


Gershon (2014) believes that possessing the ability to work independently is one of the most 

important skills that a child can develop. An aim of the research project is to discover how primary 

schools can encourage their pupils to effectively develop into independent learners. Williams (2003) 

suggests that all children should have opportunities to be independent. Hereby, one aim is to 

examine what opportunities are provided in schools to encourage children to be independent. In his 
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research, Gershon (2014) exercises caution and suggests that to foster independent learning, 

teachers need to adjust their mindsets. Hereby, participant’s perceptions shall be collected in order 

to better comprehend this suggestion. Both Gill and Halim (2007) and Meyer et al. (2008) suggest 

that while practitioners appreciate the importance of developing independent learners, the 

development is practically challenging given the nature of learners and demands of the curriculum. 

Throughout this research project, an objective is to explore whether these limitations are 

acknowledged by practitioners.


Newby (2014) suggested that educational researchers should gain an understanding of theories and 

ideas before adding to the body of knowledge. Current wider literature highlights the nature and 

theory of independent learning, however, there is inconsistency with essential themes that surrounds 

the idea of developing independent learners. Similarly, Meyer et al. (2008) highlight that wider 

literature provides an attempt at explaining what independent learning is, and what limitations may 

need to be overcome in order to receive the benefits. From observing wider literature, it appears 

there is more evidence in support of developing independent learners than against, however there is 

limited evidence of opportunities provided that encourage pupils to develop into independent 

learners. These identified gaps in the evidence base shall be addressed by investigating 

opportunities and strategies for developing independent learners within the research paradigm. 


Meyer et al. (2008) highlight that wider literature seemingly focuses on observations of independent 

learning, rather than the views of teachers and pupils. Personal wider research would also support 

this suggestion. Hereby, the perceptions of teachers and pupils shall be integral to the successful 

outcome of the research project and potentially add to gaps within the literature base. Thus, the 

outcome of this research project may appear to highlight current practice within one educational 

setting, thus only benefitting a localised setting. However, the findings could render ideas that are 

applicable to other educational settings and thus provide insightful information. 


1.4- Hypotheses


Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that hypotheses can drive the research. Within this research project the 

hypotheses shall drive the research, and the research strategy shall endeavour to prove or disprove 

personal hypotheses. One personal hypothesis is that children are provided with too much support 

which can hinder them developing into independent learners. To elaborate, professional experience 
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would suggest that practitioners sometimes intervene too soon and fail to provide children sufficient 

time to develop into independent learners. Another personal hypothesis, which derives as a result of 

wider reading, is that teachers and pupils do not share a common understanding of what 

independent learning entails. These hypotheses will be explored throughout the research project to 

potentially prove or disprove.


Winter (1996) discussed reflective critique, a principle of action research, whereby researchers 

become aware of perceptual biases. Moreover, BERA (2018) suggested that hypotheses can 

encourage bias. This suggestion shall be managed by carefully phrasing questions and ensuring that 

participants are not led to provide answers that benefit the outcome of this research project. Cohen 

et al. (2018) suggested that to act ethically, researchers should ensure that bias or hypotheses do not 

interfere with their research project. In this research project, empirical evidence shall be 

triangulated with wider literature and thus proving or disproving the hypotheses, awhile mediating 

this ethical issue.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review


2.1- Overview-


In their research upon independent learning, Meyer et al. (2008) suggest that wider literature 

highlights a broad range of terminology to describe independent learners. In agreement, upon 

personal observation of wider literature, it became apparent that a mixture of terminology was 

utilised to describe an independent learner, including self-directed learners, autonomous learners 

and self-regulated learners. This posed an issue for this research project, as it can cause confusion 

over the definition of what independent learning actually means. Therefore, caution was exercised 

with careful selection of secondary sources to discuss within the research project. While a mixture 

of terminology has been utilised in wider reading, for context, within this research project these 

learners are referred to as independent learners. Throughout this chapter, there shall be an 

exploration into how developing independent learners has been valued in prior curriculums. This 

will then be contrasted with the priority of developing independent learners within the Curriculum 

for Wales (Donaldson, 2015). This literature review focuses upon United Kingdom curricula, more 

specifically, Welsh curriculum as opposed to global curricula.


2.2- Historical review


Both Williams (2003) and Gleason (1967) highlight that attitude towards developing independent 

learners has been argued by many scholars and theorists, and discussed in various government 

reports. In support of this, Whitebread (2000) suggests both government and educational institutions 

have declared their commitment to developing independent learners within the education sector. 

Additionally, Osborn et al. (2000) suggest that some government initiatives encourage approaches 

to teaching and learning that engage and motivate pupils to support their active participation as 

independent learners. In contrast, Whitebread (2000) implied that some recent educational policies, 

which include trialled government initiatives, are conflicted in their direct impact upon the 

development of children's independent learning. Hence, it is evident that wider reading highlights 

some key policies and initiatives based upon developing independent learners, although what is 

unclear is how impactful the policies and initiatives are.
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Montessori (1966) developed the concept of auto-education, whereby children become independent 

and do not require adult guidance to self-construct knowledge. Moreover, these children were 

encouraged to become independent learners by choosing their own resources and learning methods. 

Similarly, Bruner (1961) suggested that the purpose of education was to facilitate a child's thinking 

skills which can then be applied in a broad range of situations. Thus highlighting that education can 

encourage and develop pupils' thought processes and transferable skills, helping them develop into 

independent learners. Moreover, Meyer et al. (2008) identified that independent learning can be 

divided into metacognitive, cognitive, and affective skills. Hence, highlighting the suggestion that 

thinking skills are interlinked with independent learning. More recently, the Rumbold Report (DES, 

1990) highlighted how independent learning should be promoted, and children encouraged to take 

responsibility for their learning. However, this contradicts with the ideas of Alexander et al. (1992) 

who argued against some principals of child-centred education, such as allowing learners to think 

for themselves. To elaborate, Alexander et al. (1992) suggested that a balance was needed between 

providing more independent learning opportunities to children capable of working alone, awhile 

avoiding neglecting children who require support. This opinion appears to contradict many other 

theorists' opinions.


Bolhuis and Voeten (2001) believe that developing independent learners requires a new role for 

teachers, one that opposes traditional transmission of knowledge, and focuses on children becoming 

actively involved in the teaching and learning process. This appears to be an interactionist approach 

whereby learners are encouraged to take a leading role within their own learning. However, Nunan 

(1994) argued that redefining teacher roles could potentially create a barrier towards developing 

independent learners, preventing children’s ability to take responsibility for planning and evaluating 

their own learning. One implication would be teachers needing to mediate a power balance between 

their role as a leader, awhile permitting their learners to undertake a role which aids facilitating the 

teaching and learning process. Wider reading would imply that prior curriculums have held a 

constructivist approach whereby teachers transmit knowledge to their pupils. Thus, contributing 

historical factors are potentially an inadequate base for examining independent learning within the 

primary school sector at present. Moreover, Gleason (1967) support this suggestion and believe that 

historical factors cause uncertainty about the intended definitions and suggested activities 

associated with the idea of independent learning. Hence, this suggestion may hinder the validity and 
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reliability of the historical evidence on this research project. Despite these suggestions, examining 

historical curricula has provided valuable insights into past perceptions of independent learning.


2.3- Independent Learning in the Curriculum for Wales


More recently, wider literature would imply there is a growing interest in independent learning 

within the education sector. Donaldson (2015) believes that effective teaching and learning 

encourages children to possess increasing responsibility for their own learning, and children should 

be entrusted with a responsibility for their progress and direction of their learning. Hence, the Four 

Purposes of the current Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) underpin the essence of developing 

independent learners. To expand, learners shall be ambitious and capable learners, ready to learn 

throughout their lives, and healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued 

members of society (Donaldson, 2015). Moreover, Estyn (2020) highlighted that when developing 

independent learners, some schools prioritise the Four Purposes at the core of their activities. In 

order to gather empirical evidence, Estyn case studies were examined and it was discovered that 

some schools incorporate the Four Purposes into each lesson. Estyn case studies provided first-hand 

evidence of how developing independent learners is encouraged within the primary school sector. 

However, some Estyn case studies were limited as they failed to elaborate upon the direct impact on 

children’s ability to develop into independent learners.


Donaldson (2015) highlighted that one principle of the new Welsh curriculum is to excite and 

inspire children to want to learn independently. Personal experience would suggest that most 

educators wish to inspire their pupils to develop into independent learners. As Pointon and Kershner 

(2001) suggest, all teachers’ pedagogical approach will be diverse. Thus, differing pedagogical 

approaches may place different degrees of priority upon developing independent learners and each 

school context is different. Consequently, this may contribute to an ineffective development of 

independent learners. As a result, Hill (1991) suggested that until different ideas are resolved, there 

could be limited progress with independent learning. Thus highlighting the importance of a shared 

understanding of what independent learning is.


Williams (2003) highlighted practical difficulties of developing independent learners, including 

curriculum constraints and ensuring curriculum coverage. However, Bullock and Muschamp (2006) 

suggest that the development of independent learners is possible even in present conditions and is 
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actually already a growing practice in primary schools. Their research project aimed to explore how 

children learn effectively within the primary school setting, and appeared the most similar research 

project. Upon wider reading, there is evidence to suggest that how independent learning is 

developed, may vary in each school setting. Estyn (2020) highlighted an example of how a school 

in Wales have encouraged their pupils to develop into independent learners, whereby learners are 

encouraged to set goals for themselves, create success criteria and assess their own progress. This 

case study became a focus for the research project, whereby participants would be questioned how 

they are encouraged to develop into independent learners.


2.4-Defining independent learning 


In a secondary source based upon independent learning, Williams (2003) suggested that 

independent learning could be defined as being able to learn by oneself. Wider reading would imply 

that this a shared view amongst researchers and theorists. However, this interpretation would lead to 

the assumption that independent learning means working alone. In contrast, both Meyer et al. 

(2008) and Mars (2015) believe that working in isolation fails to encourage independent learning. 

Moreover, Williams (2003) concurs with this suggestion and claims that when a child is isolated in 

their work without adult stimulation, they fail to move beyond their Zone of Proximal Development 

an educational psychology concept developed by Vygotsky (1978). Personal experience would 

suggest that some children require encouragement or support from an adult in order to to develop 

into an effective independent learner. 


Wood (2002) suggests that within socio-constructivist theories, independent learning is integral in 

the process of learning, through social interaction with peers, learners can develop higher mental 

functions including reasoning and deeper thinking. Working with more capable peers could aid 

children in developing into an independent learner. However, both Williams (2003) and Meyer et al. 

(2008) suggest that some children may misunderstand the notion of independent learning and abuse 

the freedoms that are associated with it, hence hindering their ability to become effective 

independent learners. Moreover, Williams (2003) suggested independent learners need to recognise 

that social and physical boundaries should be observed. Gershon (2014) suggested that being able to 

work independently is one of the most vital skills that a child can develop. This suggestion is in 

agreement with Williams (2003) who suggested that children should be prepared for the World 
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whereby adults cannot provide constant support and guidance, and thus failing to prepare them 

would be doing them an injustice.


Whitebread (2000) startlingly suggests that teachers are in a position where they could either 

encourage a child’s independence or risk extinguishing it forever. Thus highlighting how teachers 

have the power to either encourage children to develop into independent learners or risk 

undervaluing its importance in their personal development. Personal experience would suggest that 

children who are encouraged to be independent are more confident in doing so. Moreover, Benson 

and Voller (1997) suggest that all children have an internal capacity to develop into independent 

learners, which is sometimes suppressed by institutional education. Hence, it is important that 

teachers do not suppress the principals of independent learning and rather encourage it.


Mars (2015) suggests that becoming an independent learner is a developmental process, with 

various interlinked changes occurring over periods of time. This idea supports Candy’s (1991) 

perception that independent learning is both a goal and a process. This suggested posed an 

implication for this research project as a process is difficult to monitor through qualitative data. 

Thus, teachers could provide support and help for children throughout their journey towards 

developing into independent learners. Mars (2015) supports this idea whereby teachers are integral 

to the development of independent learners. This quote highlights that becoming an independent 

learning may take time for children to develop, and could be regarded as a journey.


Donaldson (2015) implied that suitable contexts whereby learners can demonstrate the ability to 

apply learning independently is an important part of support and scaffolding. Thus suggesting that 

teachers should endeavour to provide supportive opportunities for children to be independent. 

Moreover, Hattie (2012) highlighted the need for teachers to provide children with opportunities for 

independent learning and the ability to transfer and utilise them in other contexts. In agreement, 

Lockhorst (2010) implies the role of the classroom teacher is to encourage and inspire the 

development of the competencies and skills necessary for children to work independently. Without 

children being provided with independent skills and the ability to revisit those skills, they could fail 

to develop into independent learners. Moreover, Meyer et al. (2008) suggested that independent 

learning is fostered by providing opportunities that encourage learners’ motivation, curiosity, and 

self-belief. Thus implying that dispositions such as motivation and self-belief are important factors 
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in developing independent learners. However, Gorman (1998) believes that independent learning is 

not just giving children more freedom, rather it requires teachers to consider learning stages and 

outcomes and providing children with ownership over their own learning.


Pintrich (2000) introduced a theoretical model of self-regulated learning, the model places emphasis 

upon the significance of learners planning, monitoring, and evaluating their own learning. 

Zimmerman (2002) extended Pintrich’s (2000) model by emphasising the importance of motivation 

within self-regulation, and self-reflection. Within Pintrich’s (2000) model there are four phases, 

divided into cognitive, motivational, behavioural and contextual. These theoretical models were 

explored and aided to shape the research strategy, and enabled decisions upon key themes or areas 

to research more succinctly. In support of these theoretical models, Meyer et al. (2008) suggest that 

there is considerable evidence for increased academic attainment and achievement when children 

plan their own learning. Upon examining wider literature it is evident that principals including 

motivation and self-regulation are viewed micro-processes that are linked with independent 

learning.


As aforementioned, upon examining wider literature it is evident that varying terms attempt to 

define what independent learning is. In agreement with this, Meyer et al. (2008) suggested that in 

wider literature, many theorists describe similar themes, including children demonstrating an 

understanding of their learning, becoming motivated to take responsibility, and working with 

teachers to design teaching and learning processes. Biggs and Tang (2007), Candy (1991), Percy 

and Salter (1976) and Holec (1981) all suggest that autonomy and motivation are essential 

components to independent learning, as children who are motivated to learn are more able to take 

ownership of, and self-reflect upon their learning. In support of this, Williams (2003) suggested that 

motivated children have a good ability to work independently.


 

2.5- Benefits, Opportunities and Limitations of Independent Learning


Williams (2003) believes that independent learning should have reciprocal benefits for both learners 

and teachers. However, one challenge of independent learning is that teachers’ and learners’ 

perceptions may not correlate with the conceptualisation of independent learning, which from wider 

reading, evidently has many different interpretations. Gleason (1967) suggested that there are many 
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words associated with independent learning, yet they fail to enlighten what the concept entails. In 

order to mediate this challenge there needs to be a clear and common understanding and this 

research project should address this. Moreover, in support of this, Gershon (2014) highlights the 

need for a common understanding as this enables a shared definition of what independent learning 

is.


Delve (2021) queried whether the mindset of adults hinders children’s independent learning. This 

suggestion that mindsets need to be adjusted involves an adjustment to teachers’ roles and may 

create a barrier towards independent learning. However, both MacBeath (1993) and Wood and 

Millichamp (2000) believe this could be overcome through supporting teachers, ensuring that there 

is a clear comprehension that independent learning does not undermine their role. Another 

suggestion that both Nunan (1994) and Wood and Millichamp (2000) agree upon is that some 

teachers do not perceive all pupils to be capable of becoming effective independent learners, thus 

posing an issue to the successful implementation of developing independent learners. Therefore,  

teachers need to be made more aware of the importance of independent learning and how it impacts 

upon their role as teachers, and the learners within their class.


Drew (2018) stated that some children may attempt to develop into independent learners, but feel 

accountable for their decisions and therefore cautious to make the wrong decision. Factors such as 

intrinsic motivation and self-belief may result in some children feeling under-confident in 

developing into independent learners. Personal experience would agree with this suggestion. 

Gershon (2014) suggested that fear of failure could be described as an obstacle to developing 

independent learners. Moreover, Dweck (2006) developed the concept of growth mindset, which 

from personal experience is encouraged in most primary school settings. Thus, motivation which 

coincides with growth mindset, is a major factor in independent learning. Estyn (2018) highlighted 

a case study whereby one school aimed to further develop pupils’ independence skills and thereby 

linked their activities to the concept of growth mindset. In support of this, Zimmerman’s (2002) 

theoretical model highlights the significance of self-motivation. 
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Rogers (1969) suggested when a learner discovers their own learning resources, decides their own 

actions, and set goals, significant independent learning is maximised. Moreover, Estyn (2019) 

highlighted another case study whereby pupils were provided with opportunities to create success 

criteria and set targets, and thus these pupils were equipped to become independent learners. This is 

insightful for teachers as when pupils have a significant role within the direction of their own 

learning, they develop into independent learners. Moreover, both Pintrich (2000) and Zimmerman 

(2002) highlight the importance of taking ownership of learning and target setting within their 

theoretical models. Also, Percy et al. (1980) highlighted that learners’ independence can develop 

from various factors including teachers, peers, and methods. The limitation of this suggestion was 

that there appeared a lack of elaboration on which particular methods were being referred to. 

However, independent learning can represent a challenge to conventional academic structures and 

can involve both children and teachers taking measured risks. Many theorists including Boud 

(1988) and Brook, Hunt and Hughes (1994) have explored these issues and how best to mediate the 

issues. This suggestions contradicts certain principals of education and can create issues for both 

teachers and learners. 

Williams (2003) argues that children should be able to function in an appropriate way in the world, 

detached from their parents. Moreover, Mars (2015) support this idea and suggested that parents 

and teachers strive for children to develop into independent adults capable of working and living 

independently. In her work, Williams (2003) described this as an autonomy-dependency axis. 

Hereby, highlighting the important role that the primary school settings have when developing 

learners who are independent both within and outside the school context. Fisher (1995) suggested 

that due to class sizes, teachers may greatly benefit from independent learners. This suggestion 

alludes that independent learners can alleviate teachers’ pressures which include large class sizes. 

Another pressure that could hinder developing independent learners is curriculum demands. 

Gershon (2014) highlighted that it is possible to teach in a manner that permits independent learning 

without impacting upon curriculum demands. In contradiction to this suggestion, Meyer at al. 

(2008) suggested that one major challenge is teachers’ perception that the curriculum delivery 

requires whole-class teaching strategies, which could restrict the opportunities for developing 

independent learners as it is practitioner directed rather than encouraging children’s responsibility 

for their own learning. In agreement, Pollard (2000, cited in Bullock and Muschamp, 2006) 
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suggested that whole class teaching may pose a risk and create a barrier for children from having a 

deeper involvement with their learning.


Merry (1998) highlighted that children process information and constructively build upon their prior 

knowledge, thus enabling them to become independent leaners. In addition, Williams (2003) 

highlighted that independent learners draw upon prior knowledge in order to develop their learning 

further. Similarly, in their research upon independent learners, Bullock and Muschamp (2006) 

discussed the importance of applying prior knowledge. Both Graves (1993) and Magin et al. (1993) 

support this suggestion, and in their work have both explored various approaches towards fostering 

independent learners. Moreover, teachers need to be made aware of independent learning 

approaches, however there appears to be gaps in wider literature regarding specific independent 

learning approaches. Therefore, as Meyer et al. (2008) suggested, if these limitations were 

addressed, guidance could be generated for schools based upon how to successfully develop 

independent learners in their own context. Upon wider reading it became apparent that despite 

much discussion on what independent learning was, there lacked evidence of good practice backed 

up by theory specifically.


2.6- Chapter conclusion


Newby (2014) suggested that researchers need to observe their research field in order to understand 

where to begin. This chapter identified principals that contribute to independent learning, therefore 

shaping the research project and providing focus. The historical review and the independent 

learning within the current curriculum formed the aims and objectives of this research project, as 

the differing perspectives highlighted aspects to investigate further. Wider reading highlighted 

independent learning has readily been discussed by various theorists, and priority placed upon 

developing skills associated with independent learning. However, it is evident there is a conflicting 

idea of what independent learning actually means. Within the primary research method, I endeavour 

to discover whether this is the case amongst participants.


Mars (2015) suggested that long-term aim of education, even after leaving primary education, is for 

children to make correct choices and take accountability for their actions. Moreover, within prior 

curriculums there was apparent focus placed upon developing independent learners. However, 

within the present Welsh curriculum, combined with an ever-changing society, there is more of a 
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priority placed upon the development of independent learners. This could potentially pose a 

professional issue for teachers, however, it is important that opportunities to develop independent 

learners are effectively planned and provided. Williamson (1995) suggested that teachers need to be 

supported with guidance and a whole-school approach may aid coherence combined with a shared, 

common understanding.
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Chapter Three: Methodology


3.1-Overview 


Gonzales et al. (2008) suggest that qualitative research provides understanding of participants’ 

attitudes and intentions. The main purpose of this research project is to explore how children are 

encouraged to develop into independent learners. The main method utilised to gather empirical 

evidence was semi-structured interviews, which provided qualitative data that was interpreted, and 

analysed within the results and findings chapter. Through utilising the research method to gather 

primary data, empirical evidence shall be combined with wider reading to gain a better 

understanding of the research field. The questions posed within the research method mainly derived 

from the aims and objectives of the research project, and wider reading discovered in the literature 

review. In their work, Cohen et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of choosing suitable methods 

to gather qualitative data which helps researchers achieve the aims of their research project, 

providing descriptive answers and giving insights into the research area.


Throughout this chapter there shall be a discussion of alternative research methods. Onwegbuzie 

and Daniel (2003) highlight that a limitation of qualitative data is that action researchers fail to 

assess whether the data and participants are trustworthy. Hereby, this shall be rectified by ensuring 

participants are encouraged to answer as honestly as possible. BERA (2018) suggest that 

researchers should communicate the extent to which their data collection, and the conclusions from 

their findings are reliable, valid and generalisable. The validity and reliability of the answers from 

the research project shall be explored within this chapter. In order to adhere with ethical guidance, 

primary research was not undertaken until the ethics form was approved (Appendix One).


3.2- Adhering to Guidelines


BERA (2018) state that researchers should ensure that participants comprehend the process in 

which they are participating, including an explanation on why their participation is important, and 

how their responses will be utilised. An outline of the purpose of the research project and an 

explanation of the research procedure, was shared with the participants prior to commencement. 

Participants acknowledged that they possessed the right to withdraw from the research process at 

any time, adhering to BERA guidelines (2018). Prior to commencing the data collection, 

participants verbally acknowledged the purpose of the research project and that they understood the 

withdrawal procedure. 
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UNICEF (1989) highlighted that children who are capable of forming their own opinions should be 

provided opportunities to share these views freely. Newby (2014) suggested that children may 

assent to participating in research, however, may not fully understand the nature of their responses. 

Therefore, children should be facilitated to provide assent. Researchers working with children need 

to ensure that children are made to feel at ease and understand the research process (University of 

Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). During the interviews with the pupil participants, the purpose of 

the research project was explained at an age-appropriate level. This included an explanation of how 

their responses would be utilised, the procedure of the interview, and the interviews did not 

commence until the children had assented to their participation verbally. Alas, my position as class 

teacher and researcher may accuse a power imbalance, utilising my status of a teacher to decide 

whether children should partake in personal research to benefit an academic qualification. Prior to 

the pupil interviews, parental assent was obtained, each participant was provided with a letter 

explaining the research project (Appendix Two).


George (2023) suggested that action research can pose a risk of bias and the researcher holds a 

degree of power when drawing conclusions. Researchers should endeavour to carry out their 

research with honesty, trust and respect (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022; BERA, 

2018). Having worked with most of the participants within the research project, could accuse me of 

bias or conflict of interest due to familiarisation with the participants. Hence, Cohen et al. (2018) 

suggest this would hinder the validity and reliability of the data collected. Both Newby (2014) and 

Tyson (2017) recognise researcher positionally as a limitation of action research. Both as class 

teacher and action researcher an issue that had to be overcome was the children perceiving me as an 

authoritative figure and to move beyond them providing responses they may perceive as being the 

expected answer. Lewis (1992), Breakwell et al. (2006) and Thomas (2017) all recognise this issue 

and suggest that this issue needs to be overcome in order to assure the validity of the results. In 

order to avoid bias, I assured participants’ their answers did not have to be what they perceive as the 

right answers or certainly the answers that the researcher would want to hear, and would certainly 

not be used against them. In order to act ethically, researchers should adhere to the Data Protection 

Act (legislation.gov.uk, 2018) and adhere to anonymity procedures. Participants in this research 

project were informed that the information gathered, would remain anonymous. Prior to 

commencing the interviews, participants were informed pseudonyms should be utilised, enabling 

them to be unidentifiable within the data gathered.
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3.3- Selecting research participants


Elliott (1991) suggested that action research is collaborative, whereby the methods empower 

participants directly effected by the outcomes of the research. Therefore, effective collaboration 

through the research method was vital to the successful outcome of this research project. Hek & 

Moule (2006) and Newby (2014) both discuss sampling to select a section of the population to 

participate within the research project. The sample group involved within the pupil interviews 

included two members of each class within Progression Step Two and Three. Moreover, Cohen et 

al. (2018) highlight convenience sampling which involves choosing a sample of the population 

from those who the researcher has access to. Logistical issues such as distributing the research 

methods with the whole of Progression Step Two and Three were considered, however, it would 

have been impractical to interview a large number of participants. The pupil participants in the 

research project represented a cross-section of pupils, with an even gender split and represented 

were a mixture of children from different pupil groups. Due to a cross-section of children being 

represented, different views were solicited, thus providing sufficient data to analyse. Within the 

pupil interview group, some members of our school council were present. To enhance the principles 

of action research, the school council were encouraged to feedback to their respective classes upon 

the research project’s findings on developing independent learners. A natural progression to this 

research project is to gain more perspectives from the children’s perspective. Delve (2021) 

suggested that if results highlight that children do not understand what independent learning means, 

deliver an assembly on it, thus making a purposeful and meaning understanding. As an action 

researcher, I have since shared the findings of the research project with colleagues and have shared 

with pupils during an assembly


 

Cohen et al. (2018) highlight that time and accessibility are two factors that prevent researchers 

gaining information from the whole population. One of the practical issues of interviews is that they 

are time-consuming, therefore it is important to implement a time-frame. The time-frame ensures 

the interviews did not exhaust participants. Consequently, participants may provide quicker answers 

in order to complete the interview and hurry the process along. In order to mediate this issue, 

questions were phrased succinctly to collect the data required, awhile minimising an exhausting list 

of questions. Although Newby (2014) suggested open-ended questions benefit action research, this 

could potentially mean participants may deviate from the question. To mediate this, the questions 
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were carefully worded. The teachers invited to participate in the research methods worked within 

Progression Step Two and Three, the participants included members of the senior leadership team. 

Moreover, there was a mixture of experience including teachers who have taught previous 

curriculums, and recently qualified teachers. This greatly benefited with opinions on independent 

learning within the current Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015).


In his theoretical model, Piaget (1971) discussed the concrete operational stage, where the focus is 

logical thought. Commensurate with age, children within Progression Step Two and Three would be 

in the concrete operational stage. Hereby, these children may have a greater understanding of what 

independent learning means. In contradiction, Meyer et al. (2008) suggested that Piaget’s stages are 

based upon children assembling their own cognitive abilities through self-motivated actions, 

thereby, cannot be directly taught to execute tasks beyond their level of cognitive ability. This 

suggestion could be incorrect, corresponding with pupils’ stage not age principle that many 

educators perceive. However, Malone and Smith (1996) suggest that intellectual abilities develop 

more as pupils get older. During Progression Step Two and Three, learners will go through 

numerous changes within social, intellectual and emotional development, and thus are in a suitable 

position to provide insightful responses to aid this research project. Both Watts and Ebbutt (1987) 

and Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that group interviews can be time saving and collate a wide range 

of responses quickly. In order to have reasonable number within the groups, the pupils were divided 

into two groups, despite this, participants were interviewed individually ensuring everyone’s 

opinions were shared.


3.4- Selecting research methods


Cohen et al. (2018) highlight that qualitative data provides researchers with responses from 

participants that are open to interpretation. After consideration, I concluded utilising individual 

teacher interviews and pupil group interviews that would provide qualitative data to analyse. 

Moreover, Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that group interviewing is often preferred when interviewing 

children as it encourages interaction. In agreement, Greig and Taylor (1999) suggest that group 

interview makes children participants feel more at ease. Ultimately, after examining other research 

methods, I concluded that interviews would provide an in-depth understanding of participants’ 

perceptions and motivations surrounding independent learning. Also, McCombes (2022) identified 

that interviews can provide valuable responses and insights. Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) 
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believe that interviews can be perceived as naturalistic enquiry which is interlinked with the concept 

of action research. Therefore, harmonising with the action research approach of this research 

project. 


Initially, two main research methods were decided upon to gather data, which were questionnaires 

and interviews. However, Grigg (2015) highlighted that interviews provide an opportunity to clarify 

viewpoints whereas questionnaires do not. Hence, ultimately interviews were decided upon as the  

sole principal research method. Cohen et al. (2018) state that questionnaires provide helpful data 

however they do not provide critical information that interviews provide. To elaborate, 

questionnaires may provide quicker answers which can be easier to analyse, however, it can be 

difficult to validate truthfulness and reliability. During wider reading, it became evident that 

questionnaires had been utilised in previous research projects exploring developing independent 

learners. Whitebread (2000) also supports this suggestion that in many studies questionnaires have 

been the primary research method. Thus, utilising interviews could generate some insightful data. 

However, upon examining wider literature I discovered that some schools utilise independent 

learning surveys (Delve, 2021). These surveys were child-friendly and utilised by schools to gain 

children’s perceptions on how often they are provided with opportunities to develop into 

independent learners. These surveys were considered as part of this research project however 

logistical issues prevented them from being disseminated, but have been considered for future 

research and a natural progression to this research project. 


Observations were also considered, as this research method is popular amongst action researchers. 

Blenkin and Kelly (1992) suggested that observation can be a useful tool for determining if children 

are capable of being independent and monitoring their progress. As an action researcher, I 

considered providing tasks for pupil groups and observing how absorbed they become with the 

activity. Observations also link into Zimmerman (2002) and Pintrich’s (2000) theoretical models 

whereby observers may witness potential motivational attitudes and approaches to independent 

learning. One limitation is that observations could lead to subjectivity and bias. Whereby 

researchers would strive to observe occurrences that would aid their research. In agreement with 

this, Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that subjective observation bias may result in the observer noting 

what they may perceive having occurred rather than the phenomena itself.
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Another considered research method was focus groups, particularly with the pupil participants. 

However, after deliberation, it was decided that small group interviews should be undertaken. 

Cohen et al. (2018) and Smithson (2000) in their research both share the opinions that focus groups 

can omit important information, as sometimes one participant may dominate the conversation, while 

other participants may feel they cannot share their answers openly. In order to mediate this issue 

arising during the pupil group interviews, I explained that with each question, each participant in 

turn will have their views listened to and respected. Williams (2003) highlighted that independent 

learners are respected and valued for their views. Thus, I endeavoured to ensure the participants 

within this research project felt their views were valued and respected.


3.5- Designing the research methods


Kvale (1996) suggested that interviews can be open to researcher’s interpretation, and therefore 

hinder the validity of results due to misunderstanding on either the researchers’ or participant’s 

behalf. When designing the research methods, unconscious bias was a concern. Being mindful of 

this, questions were worded carefully as not to let hypotheses deter participants. Similarly, Cohen et 

al. (2018) highlight this limitation and suggest exercising caution. During interviews in this research 

project, some views were clarified with the participant in order to clarify answers, prior to analysing 

them within the results and findings chapter. Silverman (1993) suggested that interviews should be 

structured to an extent as this will enable a degree of control over the reliability of the data findings. 

The semi-structured approach aided more reliable and honest answers. 


The interviews were semi-structured, an attempt was made not to deviate from the main questions 

within the interview schedule. However on one occasion an additional question was posed to clarify 

a position based upon a particular response. When designing the research method, I ensured the 

research methods were participant friendly, awhile ensuring their purpose to elicit views from the 

participants based upon independent learning. BERA (2018) highlight that researchers should 

recognise the impact that their research has upon the workloads of their participants. In order to 

obtain answers to aid the research project, but being cautious that research methods could impact 

upon teacher workload, I ensured that the interview questions were succinct but worded carefully as 

to address the aims and objectives of the research project.
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Both Cohen et al. (2018) and McCormick and James (1988) perceive interviewing with child 

participants as complicated, they elaborate upon issues such as posing questions at the correct level. 

On the other hand, Newby (2014) argues that interviews are a suitable method when working with 

children as they allow the researcher to clarify answers and provide specification on questions that 

may confuse younger participants. Whereas, surveys or questionnaires could be interpreted 

differently to what is intended and thus could provide incorrect data. Henceforth, interviews were 

decided upon as the most suitable method for this research project and the action research approach.


3.6- Questioning strategies 


This research project is respondent-focused and therefore open-ended questions are preferable as 

closed-ended questions can lead to bias, as highlighted by both Wright and Powell (2006) and 

Cohen et al. (2018). When designing the research methods, questioning strategies were considered 

carefully in order to achieve the aims and objectives of this research project. Moreover, most of the 

questions utilised were open-ended. Gershon (2014) suggested that open-ended questions encourage 

participants to be more independent as the responses do not require a single or definite answer. In 

agreement, Newby (2014) highlighted that open-ended question responses highlight how people can 

subscribe to different views, which is an aim of this research project. Both Caldwell (1997) and 

Gershon (2014) suggest that open-ended questions can aid pupils to become more independent as it 

promotes the idea of independent thinking and promotes discussion. Thus harmonising the purpose 

of this research project in developing independent learners. However, Silverman (1993) suggested 

that during interviews participants need to understand the question in the same manner, therefore 

open-ended questions should be explained to ensure validity. 


Meyer et al. (2008) and Newby (2014) both agree that open-ended questions possess no response 

ideals imposed upon participants and permit them to respond in their own words, and their 

responses are valuable and provide a sense of the personal views and opinions. However, Newby 

(2014) highlighted exercising caution when phrasing questions to not confuse the participant or 

using wording that would lead participants, thus resulting in biased responses. Cohen et al. (2018) 

discussed there is a risk of researchers asking leading questions, aiming to elicit participant 

responses that benefit their research. In order to mediate this issue, careful consideration was 

undertaken whereby the questions within the research methods did not lead the participants into 

providing answers that would benefit the outcome of this research project. Wragg and Brown 
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(2001) discussed the idea of conceptual questions, which aid researchers to obtain ideas, definitions 

and reasoning in the area being researched. Some questions encouraged participants to consider the 

purpose of independent learning and associated concepts that defines it.


Both Patton (1980) and Spradley (1979) explored experience questions, a technique which requires 

participants to elicit and divulge experiences. In order to achieve an understanding of how the 

participants believe the Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015) aids itself in developing 

independent learners, questions were posed that required participants to describe their experience of 

independent learning and whether they believe it is interlinked with the Curriculum for Wales. In 

order to gain understanding of opportunities for independent learning, questions were posed  

whereby participants had to explain situations where they had been an independent learner.


Oppenheim (1992) highlighted that wording is a significant factor particularly in regards to 

attitudinal questions. One aim of this research project is to gain an understanding of pupil and 

teacher participants’ attitudes towards independent learning. Thus, their responses would benefit a 

common understanding of what independent learning is and whether the participants perceive 

independent learning to be beneficial or not. Therefore, a methodical approach when wording 

questions ensured that the participants were not directed into giving particular responses. Cohen et 

al. (2018) highlighted that participant voice is integral within interviews. Upon conclusion of the 

interviews, participants were encouraged to add any comments in order to elicit their own views 

which they believe may not have been covered within the interview. In relation, some teacher 

participants utilised the opportunity to further elaborate on some points they had discussed 

throughout the interview. 


3.7- Conclusion 


Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that action research is an efficient approach for researchers as it is 

participatory. Interviews were selected as the primary research method, as these would aid achieve 

the aims and objectives of this research project, whereby I aimed to gain perspectives on developing 

independent learners within the primary school setting. Other research methods did not suit the 

research paradigm, but much consideration was placed upon the most effective research method. 

Qualitative data gathered would then provide valuable answers to interpret and analyse. In future 

research, more consideration could be undertaken into quantitive data and how this would aid 
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research into exploring independent learning. In order to adhere to researcher principles including 

University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022) and BERA (2018) guidelines, when undertaking the 

research methods I endeavoured to be honest and trustworthy. Aware of bias and utilising responses 

to benefit my research, it was ensured that the questioning strategies did not lead participants.
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Chapter Four: Results and Findings 


4.1-Overview


The penultimate stage of Sagor’s (2005) action research model is implementing action and 

analysing data. Newby (2014) implied that qualitative analysis involves researchers obtaining 

different opinions and interpreting them. Hence, qualitative research is regarded as an important 

paradigm for action researchers aiming to uncover opinions and perceptions on various fields. Thus, 

suiting the overarching aim of this research project which is an exploration into developing 

independent learners within the primary school setting. Moreover, in agreement with this 

suggestion, Cohen et al. (2018) argued that qualitative research provides a voice to participants and 

can reveal corresponding attitudes and actions. This idea of providing participant voice, coincides 

with the principles of action research and the notions of independent learning. However, Newby 

(2014) suggested that responses uncovered through qualitative research methods could be perceived 

as subjective, hereby being influenced by the researcher’s feelings towards particular research areas. 

This issue was robustly mediated through carefully worded questions. Mars (2015) implied that 

becoming an independent learner is a developmental process. To prove or disprove this suggestion, 

this research project could have benefited from a longitudinal study. However, as this research 

project utilised a deductive approach, a short time frame was implemented and action research is 

usually small-scale. Despite the short time frame, responses provided during the research project 

highlighted interesting perspectives on independent learning that informed the results and findings 

chapter.


Davies and Hughes (2014) suggest that interpretive phenomenological analysis is used if the 

researcher is seeking connections between gathered data and interpreting meaning. Within 

qualitative data, interpretive phenomenological analysis is insightful and aids action research. 

Moreover, Cohen et al. (2018) describe triangulation as the utilisation of several methods of data 

collection. Hereby, utilising pupil and teacher interviews, similarities and differences were 

identified, then compared to wider literature. Additionally, as the research project was small scale, 

triangulation of data offered a valuable insight into the overarching question of the research project. 

Newby (2014) suggested that a limitation of action research is lack of rigour. This limitation was 

mediated by triangulation of results compared with wider reading.
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4.2- Context of the research project


McKernan (1991) stated that action research is taken in situ and is participatory. The research 

project was undertaken at a small primary school in South Wales and included ten children and 

three teachers participating in the primary research method. Newby (2014) highlighted that 

children’s perspectives differ to adults’ but are equally valid. The primary research method of face 

to face interviews enabled the researcher to clarify any questions the participants possessed 

regarding the research project. The interviews were not audio recorded and the responses were 

transcribed utilising note taking, the answers were clarified with the participant, and then 

transcribed onto a document on a password protected computer, adhering to BERA guidelines 

(2018). Transcription allowed myself, the researcher, to detail important comments as a verbatim 

record of the interview. Cohen et al. (2018) describe this form of transcription as beneficial. 

However, when transcribing, I was unable to observe participants’ body language and emotions. 

Chen et al. (2018) regard being unable to monitor participants’ emotions as a disadvantage. In 

future research, I would utilise a recording device in order to monitor participants’ body language 

and emotions simultaneously as this may signify their honest feelings towards independent learning, 

awhile monitoring the participant’s personal well-being. Nevertheless, the instant writing down of 

the responses allowed opportunities to clarify viewpoints and ensure that the data was interpreted as 

the participant had intended. Both the teacher interviews (Appendix Three) and pupil group 

interviews (Appendix Four) followed an interview schedule.


4.3- Pupil interviews 


Both Alderson (cited Christensen and James, 2004) and Docherty and Sandelowski (1999) suggest 

that children are regarded as a primary source of knowledge concerning their own views, opinions 

and experiences. Gershon (2014) suggested it is important to discuss with children what it means to 

be an independent learner. The initial question to commence was “what does being an independent 

learner mean to you?”. The aim of this question was to highlight a potential shared understanding of 

independent learning. Surprisingly, a majority of pupil participants perceived independent learning 

as working alone. Pupil C suggested it meant “being able to work things out for yourself”. In 

contradiction, Pupil A responded that being an independent learner involves “having a little bit of 

help from either your friends or a teacher”. This response was insightful as it highlighted that  more 

children need to recognise independent learning does not necessarily mean working alone. One 

recommendation is that teachers discuss with their class what it means to be an independent learner.
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Gershon (2014) suggested that whereby practitioners may have a better idea about what 

independent learning entails, pupils are likely to be less certain. This statement only partly supports 

empirical evidence, as majority of pupil participants possessed an understanding of the principals of 

independent learning. Although, if more pupils participated in the research project, this opinion 

could be contradicted. Only a few pupil participants viewed independent learning as interactionist. 

This suggestion agrees with findings by Williams (2003) who claimed most people regard 

independent learning as working alone. Moreover, Pupil E suggested that effective independent 

learning comes from "working with a friend". Whereas Pupil C suggested that independent learning 

can “mean asking a friend or a teacher for help”. Patel (2022) highlighted that independent learning 

meaning children working alone is a misconception. This misconception needs to be addressed if 

progress with developing independent learners is to be made. The differing responses from pupil 

participants supported a personal hypothesis of an absence of a clear understanding of what 

independent learning means. To mediate this recommendation, combined with findings from this 

research project, as an action researcher I shall create a clear definition of what independent 

learning is and share this with colleagues and pupils.


Pupil I suggested that being independent is being able to do things “automatically and being able to 

get on with tasks”. Black et al. (2006) suggest that trust is a significant factor when developing 

independent learners, and empowers pupils to become active participants in their own learning. 

Hence, children need to be provided with a degree of trust in order to develop into effective 

independent learners. During the pupil interviews, some pupils mentioned their teachers provide 

them with responsibility to decide upon strategies or resources to utilise during lessons. 

Furthermore, Pupil D stated in the classroom it is important for children to “know where things like 

numeracy equipment and dictionaries are” to help them be independent learners. In support of this, 

Wenden (1998) suggested that independent learners can adopt an active approach to learning and 

know which strategies to deploy. Hereby, by pupil participants recognising which strategies and 

approaches need to be utilised, they are beginning to develop into effective independent learners. 

Gershon (2014) suggested that minimising teacher talk can encourage pupils to think for 

themselves. On the contrary, Pupil E suggested that sometimes their teacher “explains the task to 

the class before giving us a chance to work out what the answer may be or letting us think of what 
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the task involves”.  This suggestion may imply that some teachers fail to provide children adequate 

time to think independently thus hindering their ability to develop into independent learners.  


Cohen et al. (2018) explored the idea of process questions which involve participants explain a 

process. Within the interviews, pupils were encouraged to identify opportunities whereby they had 

been independent learners. Pupil C believed when they were “working a task out without much help 

from the teacher” they were being an independent learner. Whereas Pupil B suggested that it was 

when they had “thought of an answer and checked if it is right, maybe by using a book, buddy or 

brain to help”.  These responses failed to correlate with Bullock and Muschamp's (2006) research, 

whereby most participants could not describe many specific examples of when they were 

developing independent learning skills. Both Pupils A and D agreed that they are independent 

learners during topic work. In agreement with this suggestion, Webb and Vulliamy (1996) perceive 

topic work as an aid to developing independent learners as it involves enquiry. This also contrasts 

with research carried out by Bullock and Muschamp (2006) whereby their pupil participants were 

unable to recognise the opportunities they were provided to develop into independent learners.


Pintrich (2000) discussed behavioural affects within his theoretical model, and how this impacts 

upon independent learning. Pupil participants were questioned whether they perceived independent 

learning as a “good or a bad thing” in order to elicit responses on the benefits and limitations of 

developing into independent learners. Nearly all pupils responded that they believed being an 

independent learner was a good thing. Although, Pupil C suggested that “sometimes independent 

learning can be a little bit scary”, especially when they are having to “work things out by 

ourselves". Thus highlighting that some children may not possess the resilience and motivation 

which aids them develop into independent learners. Pupil F added that being an independent learner 

can “set you up for adult life and things like college, work or university”. Moreover, Pupil H 

suggested it is important to “develop independent learning skills now as it may be harder to develop 

them later in adult life”. As a researcher, this highlighted pupils recognise the benefits of developing 

into an independent learner, such as preparing them for later life.


The next objective was to explore perceptions on developing independent learners within the 

Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015). When posed with the question “which one of the four 

purposes links to independent learning the most?”, most pupil participants responded with “healthy 

and confident individuals” and "ambitious and capable learners”. Moreover, Pupil A suggested it 
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was healthy and confident individuals that linked to independent learning the most as “you need to 

be confident when you are trying your hardest to be independent”. In contrast, Pupil C suggested it 

links more with enterprising and creative contributors as “when you are being independent you need 

to be creative and think of your own answers”. In support of this suggestion, Duffy (1998) 

highlighted that children’s intrinsic motivation flourishes in classrooms where the environment 

inspires them, and both creativity and imagination are valued. Furthermore, Pupil J suggested that 

they believe it is ambitious and capable learners that links best to independent learning, as “you 

have to believe that you are capable and won’t just ask a teacher for help and will give tasks a go 

before asking for help”. In contrast, Pupil E suggested that “all of them link to independent 

learners”. This response was slightly ambiguous but could possibly suggest that this participant 

views each of the Four Purposes as being interlinked with independent learning.


In his theoretical model, Zimmerman (2002) highlighted that self-reflection is an important factor of 

independent learning. Pupil B suggested that sometimes they are “made to reflect upon their work 

and correct any mistakes to make them right”. However, Gershon (2014) highlights that in order to 

encourage children to take be independent, teachers should help their learners recognise failure as 

an opportunity to learn. Therefore, correcting mistakes would not aid children to develop into 

independent learners. Similarly, Delve (2021) argued that teachers should let children make 

mistakes. Therefore one recommendation from this action research project is to ensure that 

practitioners create a learning environment where pupils feel safe to make mistakes. Moreover, 

Pupil A explained that their class teacher “tells us to put our thumbs up or down to show how well 

we understand our work”. Also, Pupil D suggested sometimes their teacher tells them to “write 

down what we have learnt in the lesson”. Thus highlighting that the pupil participants recognise that 

assessment for learning contributes towards developing independent learners and empowers 

children to identify their personal progress. Moreover, Meyer et al. (2008) highlighted that 

formative assessment could increase pupils’ feelings of motivation and achievement. Pupil G 

mentioned that their teacher gives them “some time to reflect upon our work” and this is “done 

quickly at the start of a new lesson”. In support of this, Gershon (2014)  highlights the important 

role that self-reflection has upon developing independent learners. Hence, responses to this question 

highlighted that pupils perceive reflecting upon personal progress as an important part of 

developing into an independent learner.
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Bucknall (2012) highlighted that when children become active participants in their own learning, it 

results in increased independence. Pupil B suggested that when they can make choices in their 

learning and “help to decide upon things such as creating success criteria to know what we are 

doing, and using self-assessment, we are being really independent”. In his work, Galton (1989) 

explored the significance of providing children with an increased role in decision-making in the 

classroom, and giving responsibility and ownership over their own learning. Similar to research 

carried out by McCallum et al. (2000) and Bullock and Muschamp (2006), many pupil participants 

in this research project would have preferred less dependency and more ownership over their 

learning. Pupil C responded that there are “posters around the class that help us remember how to 

be an independent learner”. Williams (2003) highlighted a case study where classrooms prompts in 

the learning environment to reminded children how to develop into effective independent learners. 

As a result of these findings, supported by wider research, posters have been created to be 

disseminated across the school in order to aid pupils develop into independent learners.


Pupils B, C and H agreed that their class teachers encourage them to “think for themselves”. 

Moreover, Pupil A suggested that sometimes their class teacher encourages them to decide how to 

present their learning, but "not all the time”. In contrast with this, Williams (2003) believes that a 

pedagogical approach which encourages contributions from pupils recognises the importance of 

independent learning. Pupils D and J discussed the idea of pupil voice in their responses, they 

suggested that sometimes they are “allowed to share pupil voice based upon their topic work", thus 

directing their learning. Empirical evidence would suggest pupils have an increased self-worth 

when they believe their views have been valued, thus aiding them to develop into independent 

learners.


4.4- Teacher interviews


In order to establish teachers’ opinions on developing independent learners, the question “What do 

you think are the benefits of having independent learners within your class?” commenced the 

interview. Most teacher participants believed that the benefits of independent learning outweighed 

the limitations. Nevertheless, the teacher participants also expressed their concerns surrounding 

independent learning, including pupils abusing the freedoms associated with independent learning. 

Teachers B and C both discussed children having increased self-worth and responsibility as a result 

of independent learning. Moreover, Teacher A mentioned they would “worry that the standard of 
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work would not be sufficient if pupils were allowed to always be independent”. In contrast, 

Williams (2003) exemplified a case study whereby both pupils and teachers possessed high 

expectations for effort and presentation, which resulted into pupils developing into effective 

independent learners. Teacher C articulated that independent learning means “children working 

alone and with a peer appropriately”, and the necessary conditions for fostering independent 

learning include “good motivation, self-belief and children not just relying upon the teacher as the 

provider of knowledge”. 


In their research, Risemberg and Zimmerman (1992) discovered that more-able pupils 

spontaneously utilise independent learning strategies more often. In agreement with this suggestion, 

Teacher C highlighted that more-able pupils may “find it easier” to be independent learners. 

Whereas in contrast, Teacher A suggested that their more-able pupils “lacked the resilience 

necessary” for independent learning, and claimed the lack of resilience could have “potentially 

stemmed from home learning whereby pupils became reliant upon adult support”. In her work, 

Williams (2003) recognised the attitudes and influences that prevail from the home environment 

and how they can directly impact upon the development of independent learners.


Sammons et al. (1995) suggested that an approach whereby pupils have an active role and shared 

responsibility over their learning, boosts self-esteem. Therefore aiding children to develop into 

effective independent learners. Moreover, Teacher B believed their pupils personally “lack 

resilience due to factors including low motivation or self-esteem”, and thus need to “seek 

reassurance from teachers”. Teacher B then elaborated this was due to parents providing “too much 

support at home”. Personal experience would reinforce this suggestion as some children are reliant 

on adult support and would prefer reassurance over exactly what is expected from them. Similarly, 

Gershon (2014) suggested that fear of failure could hinder pupils’ ability to develop into 

independent learners. Teacher C suggested that some of their pupils “are scared to fail”. Hence, this 

fear of failure could contribute towards pupils’ reluctance to develop into effective independent 

learners. However, Williams (2003) suggested it is important that teachers appreciate the range of 

attitudes that children possess and create an environment in which they can develop into 

independent learners. In order to mediate this suggestion, it is important that teachers reassure 

pupils that making mistakes is part of the learning process.
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Williams (2003) suggested that benefits of independent learning include children being more 

socially adept and working to better standards. Within the pupil interviews, a majority of pupils 

perceived being an independent learner as a good thing, and identified generalisable results. In 

contrast to this, Teacher B suggested that sometimes independent learning “does not always result in 

a positive outcome as independence needs encouraging and a shift in mindsets mainly from the 

children”. Moreover, Teacher C suggested that “some pupils are incapable of being truly 

independent” and highlighted a “lack of resilience and motivation within some pupils that creates a 

barrier to independent learning”. These suggestions allude and draw parallels to wider reading, 

whereby practitioners need to encompass a positive mindset in order to encourage children to 

develop into independent learners. Both Williams (2003) and Estyn (2018) highlight that motivation 

and resilience are regarded as two major factors of independent learning. 


Gershon (2014) suggested that independent learning requires adequate resources and minimising 

teacher talk. In contrast, Christodoulou (2014) argued that teacher instruction is necessary for 

children to develop into independent learners. Additionally, Teacher A suggested they encourage 

independent learning by “providing the children with their tasks, equipped with some resources and 

bare minimum instructions, and then ask the children what they think the task may involve”. Thus 

encouraging the children to think of what the task entails, developing their independent learning 

skills. Teacher C highlighted that they believe that both open-ended questions and “playing dumb" 

by omitting some knowledge can aid independent learning. Gershon (2014) suggests this approach 

encourages pupils to actively draw upon existing knowledge and discover answers independently. 

Personal experience would highlight that this approach can encourage children to consider their 

work in depth, thus developing into independent learners. However, this approach could result in 

pupils gaining misconceptions and must be exercised with caution. The responses collated in this 

research project have helped address a gap in the literature base, whereby an exploration of 

strategies to aid developing independent learners appeared limited.


Teacher A suggested that one limitation of independent learning is that children could “create 

misconceptions or errors”, and believes that it is important that the teacher “monitors the learning of 

all pupils to ensure that there are no misconceptions or errors in the process or strategies children 

are utilising”. Furthermore, Teacher A added that “if this is the case whereby pupils are creating 

frequent errors or misconceptions, the teacher will need to intervene to address the issues”. In 

support of this response, Williams (2003) suggested when working independently there poses a risk 
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of learners not fully understanding the task and must be monitored carefully. Moreover, Teacher B 

suggested that some practitioners may be “tempted to intervene too early, rather than giving pupils 

autonomy to solve answers independently”. This suggestion supports a personal hypothesis, 

whereby some practitioners fail to provide enough time to children for them to think independently. 

In support of these suggestions, Pascal and Bertram (1997) suggest that one of the most difficult 

things is not over-supporting pupils. This suggestion highlights that that practitioners should not 

intervene and rather encourage learners to be less reliant on adult support, thus developing into 

independent learners.


Throughout this research project, I aimed to gain a better understanding of whether teacher 

participants believe the Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) aids in developing independent 

learners. All teacher participants agreed that they believe the new curriculum does place focus upon 

developing independent learners. However, Teacher C suggested that as a Progression Step Three 

teacher, possibly the pupils have “not had the full effects of the curriculum and therefore are not as 

independent, whereas Progression Step One children are more exposed to the new curriculum and 

will be better prepared in years to come”. In support of this suggestion, Estyn (2018) highlighted 

that in good practice, pupils who develop independent learning skills well in Progression Step One 

will then apply them purposefully as they progress throughout the school. Similarly, Teacher B 

suggested that it is important that children are “encouraged to be independent learners in 

Progression Step One, as they will become more adept to working independently”. Moreover, in 

support of this suggestion, Delve (2021) suggested that in her observations, in some schools, 

children are more independent in younger classes as opposed to older classes. However, in contrast 

to this suggestion, a case study explored by Williams (2003) acknowledged that children’s 

independence grows as they move through school. In summation, several factors such as 

motivation, maturity and confidence can contribute equally within children's process of developing 

into independent learners.


Teacher A highlighted how the Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) schools can devise their own 

curriculum, “relevant for their learners and school context, which then provides a great opportunity 

to further develop pupils’ independence”, as teachers can choose topics and areas that “interest 

pupils and engage them in such a way they are motivated to work independently”. Fisher (1996) 

highlighted that children should be encouraged to be curious, creative and independent through 

resources and well-selected materials. Teacher A highlighted that children could utilise strategies 
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that encourage independent learning such as “using a book, using their brain or using a friend’s 

knowledge”. This response correlates with some pupil participant responses, where resources or 

working with a partner were suggested as an aid to developing independent learners. 


Moreover, Teacher B highlighted that one benefit of independent learning is that it permits 

practitioners to take a “step back”. In support of this suggestion, Williams (2003) suggested that 

well equipped independent learners can alleviate pressures on teachers, thus implying that they are 

less reliant on teacher support. Similarly, Teacher C highlighted how independent learners may 

allow teachers to take more of a “back seat”. Whitebread (2000) claims that the aim of a teacher is 

to make themselves somewhat redundant, enabling pupils to lead learning. On the contrary, Teacher 

A highlighted that one limitation of independent learning is that it can lead to “confusion in 

children’s knowledge”, as sometimes “learners' cognitive abilities are not developed fully enough to 

take in the information, and this can lead to misconceptions that become embedded in their long 

term memory”. However, in contrast to this, Teacher C suggested that independent learning enables 

learning to be “more meaningful and it remains in the children's longer term memory” as it 

“engages their interest and motivation”. One recommendation from this research project would be 

for practitioners to ensure a balance between independent learning and teacher-led learning to 

ensure progress and opportunities are provided for children to develop into independent learners.


Zimmerman (2002) and Pintrich (2000) highlighted the importance of self-reflection within their 

theoretical models. In their response, Teacher A suggested that self-assessment allows children to 

“become more independent learners and possess ownership over their own learning”. Moreover, 

Brown and Harris (2013), Nicol and McFarlane-Dick (2006), and Williams (2003) all agree that 

self-assessment contributes to independent learning and enhances the clarity of the learning 

outcomes, monitors the learning processes, and encourages reflection. In agreement with this, 

Gershon (2014) suggested that self-assessment encourages children to reflect on their learning 

independently. Moreover, Teacher C suggested that independent learning permits them to create an 

“engaging and appropriate curriculum” and learners "think for themselves and have the capacity to 

set things like goals and success criteria, along with being able to choose what they learn about and 

reflect on it”. However, Teacher B highlighted that pupils need to be encouraged to self-reflect, and 

“fail to do so automatically”, and with curriculum constraints there is “little time” to reflect. Related 

to this response, some pupil participants suggested they are not provided with enough time to self-
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reflect. Further research could be undertaken to understand the impact of self-reflection in 

developing independent learners.


Latent themes appeared from teacher participants' answers including good resources, self-

differentiation and building mutual trust. Merry (1998) suggested that trust encourages self-esteem 

and motivation. Moreover, Williams (2003) recognised that for children to become independent 

learners acknowledgment is needed of children’s potential for responsibility and children need to be 

trusted and permitted to be independent learners. This research project has highlighted that 

empowering children to be independent learners may require some resilience, and equipping 

learners with effective strategies and resources can aid their development into independent learners.


Harvey and Chickie-Wolfe (2007) suggested some learners instinctively understand how to work 

independently, but some need to be encouraged to develop strategies to develop into independent 

learners. Similarly, Teacher B suggested that some learners “find it easier to be independent than 

others, but all learners may demonstrate some form of independent learning but potentially in their 

own way”. When asked to elaborate upon this, Teacher B suggested that children have “strengths 

and weaknesses in particular areas, and this might be the case within independent learning”. 

Furthermore, Teacher A suggested they were “unsure whether all pupils were capable of becoming 

independent learners”. In their research, both Wood and Millichamp (2000) and Nunan (1994) have 

considered this suggestion and debated whether all pupils are fully capable of developing into 

independent learners. Despite this suggestion, Williams (2003) suggested that all pupils should be 

provided with opportunities to develop into independent learners. Further research or interviewing 

more participants could have benefited the strength of responses. 


Forman and Cazden (1985) explored co-operative group work, a pedagogical strategy that aids 

independent learning, whereby children are involved in tasks that encourage them to explain their 

own understanding, evaluate personal performance and reflect upon their progress. As 

aforementioned, in contrast to pupil participants’ responses, most teachers participants mentioned 

the significant role of peer interaction which aids children to develop into independent learners. 

Teacher C highlighted how they “utilise a strategy that encourages pupils to learn from their peers, 

in order to encourage independent learning”. The strategy is called think, pair and share, and was 

developed by Lyman (1981). In agreement with this suggestion, Gershon (2014) advised that 
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encouraging learners to seek advice from peers can contribute to them developing into independent 

learners. In support of this, Estyn (2018) highlight how good practice in some schools involved 

pupils talking and working collaboratively.


Both Fitzpatrick (2007) and Bahar and Hansell (2000) suggested that word-association questions 

can reveal information about the development of particular areas such as independent learning, and 

aids researchers gain participants’ perceptions through divulging associated words. Teacher A 

highlighted how “well-organised classrooms” aid pupils to become independent learners. Williams 

(2003) agrees with this statement, implying that when pupils are aware that resources are readily-

available this helps them to become independent learners. Moreover, Teacher C suggested that 

pupils “knowing their classroom well and being aware of where resources are located” can aid them 

to develop into independent learners. In agreement with this suggestion, Nutbrown (1999) 

highlighted that when child knowing resources are constant, they assume responsibility without the 

constant hindrance of adults. 


Teacher B discussed the importance of “working walls and utilising independent challenge cards”. 

Thus highlighting particular strategies that practitioners could deploy in order to aid the 

development of independent learners. Gershon (2014) highlighted how displays could aid 

independent learning. Thus highlighting that the classroom climate is an essential factor in 

developing independent learners. Meyer et al. (2008) implied that the relationship and collaboration 

between teachers and children is an essential component of independent learning, however, it is not 

solely sufficient. Moreover, the importance of a supportive and engaging classroom environment 

indicates that independent learning rarely happens in isolation. Hence, many theorists have 

discussed the importance of an enabling and supportive environment including Bates and Wilson 

(2002), Alexander et al. (1992), Williams (2003) and Gorman (1998). However, this idea has often 

been discussed without the theorists identifying or recognising what the vital parts of an enabling 

and supportive environment entail as highlighted by Malone and Smith (1996), Sharp et al. (2002) 

and Paris and Paris (2001). Therefore further research could be undertaken to better understand this 

suggestion.
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4.5- Interpreting and analysing qualitative data


Newby (2014) highlighted that when interpreting data, researchers may witness emerging patterns. 

It became apparent that participants had varying opinions on what defines an independent learner. 

Thus proving a personal hypothesis which implied there are varying definitions and a need for a 

shared definition to create a common understanding is essential. On the contrary, within this 

research project more participants could have been interviewed to better disprove or prove this 

hypothesis. Latent themes that emerged within the teacher interviews was a recurrence of the 

mention of positive role-modelling, motivation and encouragement of self-reflection. 


 

Teacher B suggested that metacognition impacts upon a child's ability to work independently. This 

correlated with the pedagogical principle of reciprocal teaching explored by Palinscar and Brown 

(1984), which requires teachers modelling the teaching of a particular activity, and then children are 

encouraged to teach the task to a peer. In support of this, Alexander (2000), Galton et al., (1999) and 

Gipps et al. (1999) all suggest that metacognition can prevent a child from becoming an inactive 

learner entirely reliant on whole-class teaching. Moreover, Sielger (2002) suggested that self-

explanation, an instructional practice that encourages children to provide an explanation may 

encourage children to develop into independent learners. Teacher A suggested they encourage their 

pupils to explain tasks “back to them in order to check for misconceptions”. Similarly, Pupil B 

explained that sometimes their teacher provides them “with a particular task and we have to work it 

out for ourselves”. One personal hypothesis which was only partly proved was that children are 

provided with too much support and not given enough opportunity to develop into independent 

learners. Hence, some pupil participants failed to mention too much adult support in the class. 

Whereas teacher participants implied some children are reliant on adult support, particularly from 

support staff. A natural progression to this research could be to undertake research methods with 

support staff to gain opinions on their role within encouraging the development of independent 

learners.


The DfES (2006) suggest that independent learners are active and curious. Pupil D highlighted that 

independent learning can help them develop a “sense of curiosity and a want to know more”. Some 

of the pupils suggested that being independent learners means being curious and taking risks. 

Similar to this suggestion, the Welsh Assembly Government (2010) suggest that learners need to be 

made to feel safe to be creative and take risks in their learning. Teacher A suggested that a benefit of 

independent learning is that children can “develop a sense of curiosity when they are not restricted 
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by the teacher’s interests, direct their learning in their and working at their own pace”. Estyn (2019) 

highlighted that when pupils see value in engaging tasks they become active and curious. Thus 

highlighting the need for a curriculum and classroom environment that enthuses and engages pupils 

in order to develop their ability to develop into independent learners. Moreover, Williams (2003) 

suggested that when a school supports a child's curiosity they gain confidence in areas interlinked 

with independent learning including self-regulation and motivation.


4.6- Conclusion


Sagor (2005) highlights the importance of reflecting upon gathered data and planning informed 

actions. The utilised primary research method provided a better understanding of how children can 

be encouraged to develop into independent learners within the primary school setting. Although 

common themes emerged during the data collection, there were varying opinions on what 

independent learning means highlighting a need for a shared understanding. To elaborate, schools 

could benefit from sharing a common understanding, which could be achieved through sharing 

good practice more regularly and carrying out action research and acting upon the findings. This 

common understanding would require a clear and consistent definition of what independent learning 

means and what strategies best support its development.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 


5.1-Overview


In conclusion, when provided with relevant strategies and resources, children are encouraged to 

effectively develop into independent learners. However, as Elliott and Norris (2012) stated, what 

may be suitable for one learner, may not be suitable for another. Hereby, one recommendation as a 

result of this research project, is that it is important to discuss with children what they feel may help 

them to develop into independent learners. Cook and Finlayson (1999) believe that children are 

capable of being independent when the expectations are realistic and understood. Thus highlighting 

that teachers need to share clear expectations with their pupils in order for them to develop into 

independent learners. This research project has enabled me to conclude that developing independent 

learners is a positive disposition which aims to empower children to take an increased responsibility 

for their own learning and further develop their academic and personal potential.


Koper and Tattersall (2004) highlight that independent learning benefits children and provides 

positive foundations for them to develop into life-long learners. Williams (2003) also agrees with 

this statement and highlights that motivation is a driving force for independent learning and 

encourages a stimulation of lifelong learning. Hence, living in a society where lifelong learners are 

desired, developing independent learners within the primary school setting needs to be prioritised. 

Findings as result of this research project suggest that practitioners should provide an environment 

whereby children are motivated to work with an increased independence and are encouraged to 

become increasingly independent. 


5.2- Conclusion 


Meyer et al. (2008) state that despite varying terms being utilised for independent learning, the 

concept in its various descriptions has several common factors that are important to the learner. As a 

result of the responses collected and analysed during this research project, I conclude these factors 

include motivation, self-belief and self-reflection. Similarly, in their work, Meyer et al. (2008) 

believe that independent learning is reliant upon factors, including resilience, self-motivation and 

self-belief. Moreover, there are numerous benefits which support the development of independent 

learners, including positive attitudes to learning, increased self-worth and ownership over learning. 

As Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that action research is an ongoing process, I endeavour to ensure that 
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my pupils are provided with regular opportunities to develop into independent learners. When 

provided with an encouraging and supportive learning environment, relevant resources and 

equipped with appropriate strategies, children can effectively develop into independent learners. 

The final part of Sagor’s (2005) model is data reflection. The findings of this research project 

highlight that independent learning occurs when a learner possesses a significant role in directing 

their learning, and are permitted to take ownership over their work, reflecting upon their personal 

progress.


Moreover, Gleason (1967) highlights how resources and learning materials need to be carefully 

organised to maximise efficiency of developing independent learners. Empirical evidence suggests 

that pupils need to be provided with freedom in which to develop into independent learners, 

nevertheless, they should be made aware of how to appropriately behave when working 

independently. One significant challenge is establishing a balance between too much freedom and 

too much structure. To remedy this challenge, reflection upon professional practice would need to 

be considered. The limitations of developing independent learners include curriculum pressures 

which may limit teachers’ ability to provide necessary opportunities for developing independent 

learners. In support of this suggestion, Moyles (1992) discussed the issue that teachers have 

between ensuring curriculum delivery awhile balancing an approach that acknowledges children’s 

right to develop into an independent learner. Similarly, in their research, Bullock and Muschamp 

(2006) recognised the impact that prescribed testing and curriculum pressure has on developing 

independent learners. Moreover, careful consideration and reflection upon professional practice 

could enable teachers to provide opportunities for independent learning awhile ensuring effective 

and consistent curriculum delivery.


To address the overarching aim of this research project, action research has been undertaken based 

upon an exploration into the development of independent learners within the primary school setting. 

Schön (1991) discussed the idea of reflecting on action. Through reflecting upon collected data, a 

better understanding has been gained of how to encourage children to develop independent learners 

within the classroom setting. Providing children with ownership over their learning can encourage 

learners to possess a positive mindset towards independent learning and thus ensure their 

development into independent learners. Both Taber (2013) and McNiff (2013) perceive action 

research as practitioner based research that can be a powerful tool for improvement on a local level. 

The findings of the research project could be perceived as localised, however are generalisable and 
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applicable for other primary schools, as the findings highlight some insightful responses regarding 

the development of independent learners. Whitebread (2000) suggested that on a national level it 

could be beneficial to possess a shared understanding on principals that interlink with developing 

independent learners, thus resulting in consistency across schools.


5.3- Informing Future Practice


McNiff (2002) concluded that action research is an effective form of professional self-reflection. 

Moreover, Newby (2014) highlighted that educational research is undertaken to improve 

professional practice. This research project has provided an opportunity to reflect upon professional 

practice and has shaped personal perceptions on developing independent learners. The findings of 

this research project may not only benefit professional practice but when shared with colleagues 

could help encourage an improvement of developing independent learners across the school. To 

conclude, with children living in an ever-changing society and in order to prepare for the future, 

equipping them to develop into independent learners is vital.


Schön (1991) suggested that action research permits practitioners to submit their practice to 

conscious reflection. Upon conclusion of this research project, I subjected my professional practice 

to conscious reflection and have begun utilising strategies discussed within this research project that 

encourage children to develop into independent learners. Prior to undertaking the research project, 

within wider literature it was evident there was much discussion about the theory and nature of 

independent learning. Hereby, I aimed to obtain a better understanding of a more practical approach 

to developing independent learners. During the research project, I became more aware of supportive 

strategies that aid developing independent learners. The evidence from this research project has 

been shared and disseminated with colleagues, as part of the action research process. Furthermore, 

Newby (2014) stated that researchers undertake action research to make judgement and inform 

policy. A natural progression following this research project is to make adjustments at policy level 

and incorporate findings from this research project and incorporate this into a curriculum policy. A 

recommendation for other primary school settings could be to gain pupils' and practitioners’ 

opinions on independent learning, and this will contribute to a shared and consistent understanding. 


Williams (2003) believes that independent learning is a continuum, whereby schools and teachers 

possess a vital role within that continuum. In support of this suggestion, any encouragement of 
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developing independent learners needs support from a consistent definition, with corresponding 

terms and concepts. Both Meyer at al. (2008) and Gershon (2014) agree that a clear definition 

would aid a better understanding of developing independent learners. Within this research project, it 

was evident that opinions varied on what independent learning means. However the generalisability 

of the results is subject to certain limitations, for instance, the sample size was limited. Thus further 

research involving more participants could strengthen the reliability of the results. Moreover, Estyn 

(2020) suggest that sharing good practice with pupils and teachers from local primary schools has 

strengthened pupils’ independence. Thus implying that in sharing good practice with cluster 

colleagues, consistency in developing independent learners might be ensured. Going forward, both 

as a practitioner and action researcher, I aim to observe and evaluate more practice of independent 

learning in order to enhance future professional practice and strengthen my understanding of this 

research field. 


McKernan (1991) suggested that action research provides results which can be utilised and shared 

on different levels. As a result of this action research project, I now possess a greater understanding 

of what independent learning means. Foremost, a personal aim is to share a clear and consistent 

understanding of what independent learning is with my pupils, in order for them to feel empowered 

to develop into independent learners. Cohen et al. (2018) suggest that action research can improve 

leading school improvement. In conclusion, it is evident that teachers need to equip their children 

with the appropriate resources and foster a positive mindset towards learning independently in order 

for their children to develop into effective independent learners.
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