Design, conduct and critically evaluate a close-to practice research project (case study) focusing on the model of the transformative teacher in developing practice that has a positive impact on the learner.
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Introduction

The aim of this research project is to explore the perceptions of learners on the possibility of the return of a strict uniform policy, specifically regarding the topic of PE (physical education) kits. This research occurred in a large urban school in South Wales with the participants in the age of 11 to 16 years old. The relaxation of the uniform policy of this school from COVID and onwards has become a unique focality for this research as they allowed the students from year seven to eleven to wear their PE kits on the day of their PE lesson instead of the usual norm of ‘bring and carry’ throughout the day. As per my feedback on the last assignment, the target set out for me was to get involved in community projects to enhance my professional experience. Consequently, I have had the fortunate chance that the school was also consulting staff, parents and pupils about the current uniform policy, therefore the issue is an interesting avenue to explore on how the key stakeholders respond. 

Young Academy of Scotland (2020) argued that pupil voice has an important participation in the decision-making of school uniforms in their development of their material culture, but also their empowerment. With that in mind, the overarching purpose of this research is to understand the importance of a consistent adherence and implementation of school policies, specifically the uniform policy, to promote the school’s purpose post-COVID. As well as this, it would be beneficial to see what challenges the school faces when it comes to school uniform. This is coherently link to my professional development within leadership as we need to support formal leadership roles and showcase our leadership and contractual responsibilities in promoting learning.

The research question: “How do students perceive the possibility of the return of strict uniform policy post-COVID?” is born from the lack of research on this topic in recent years, therefore, the next section will be analysing the body of research surrounding school uniforms. 

Literature Review

Uniform control and employability
As a cultural historian on dress and social history, Stephenson (2021) historical account on uniform is popular amongst this research field as they showed the spread of uniform usage across the world from its English origin through colonialism and exchange. The school uniform brought forth the theory of identity communication and the reinforcement of conformist behaviour of the society’s hierarchy and distinctive grouped identities (Stephenson, 2019). 

These concepts can be seen through Craik (2003:p 128) who claimed that the uniform is all about controlling the “social self but also the inner self and its formation”, in other words mind and body (Guerra, 2019), so both the wearer and the observer understands how to wear and act out the code of behaviour. This act is imitated by the child from their influencers (Mauss, 1973). Therefore, the enforcers of uniforms intentionally and strategically use them as a symbolic indicator (Hertz, 2007). 

Apart from Guerra (2019)’s focus on uniform and the city, the other authors’ claims could be questioned due to it being older publications and may not be applied to the current society, but Friedrich and Shanks’s (2023) recent study of school uniform policies based on Foucault’s concept of governmentality showed an active hierarchy of positionality and surveillance represented by distinctive uniforms across several sampled schools. However, Murphy (2020) argued that such strict policies were applied more to people of colour and the poor working class in their American school to get them ready for employability, but this claim could be questionable as it is from a personal diary account of events. 

Furthermore, Olsson and Shanks (2022) found that the use of uniform blurred the border between school and the workplace for a smooth transition into employment. The wearer were displayed to future employers and the wider community as they become responsible citizens (Raby, 2005). Yet, the gendered bias of uniforms proposes problems and double standard for girls and women (Raby, 2010; Happel, 2013).

Other aspects underpinning school uniforms.
Caruso (1996) and Bodine’s (2003) overview of discourses on school uniforms is helpful for understanding the benefits and issues. Although it might be considered outdated, their findings are still relevant today and can be applied in different contexts due to its generalisability. Within those discourses is the conflicting arguments of for and against school uniforms, like how Walmsley (2011) positively and biasedly argued for the push for uniforms in American Schools after working in British schools. 

In terms of student achievements, both Park (2013) and Gentile and Imberman (2012) found a lack of connection between the use of uniform and student achievements in their sampled schools in South Korea and the US. However, when it comes to behaviours, the latter discovered an increase of student attendance with the introduction of school uniform. Baumann and Krskova (2016) stated that school uniforms could have an influence on student discipline but must be mindful of other policies in tangent with this. Therefore, Gentile and Imberman’s (2012) claims on an increase attendance is uncertain as data did come from most schools who were for implementing school uniforms. For the school climate, Murray’s (1997) findings that uniform does positively impact the school environment is also debatable due their comparison of only two schools.

Through the health and safety perspectives, there is a big emphasis on the importance of school uniforms in the US in reducing gang violence (Wade and Stafford, 2003; Bodine, 2003) but for Reidy (2021), they are more concerned about how uniform can negatively affect children’s rights to express. For minorities, they will have to compromise their cultural and religious identity. 

Perceptions on school uniforms 
A few studies on parental perceptions on school uniforms in the US were conducted a few decades ago and mostly were in response to the surgent implementation of school uniforms of the US government to tackle gang violence (Woods and Ogletree, 1992; West et al., 1999; Kommer, 1999). However, there have been a few reports that surfaced recently due to issues COVID brought, such as Page et al. (2021) who reported that parents in the UK perceive school uniforms as too burdensome financially as it competes with food and energy expenses (Brewer and Patrick, 2021). The Children’s Society (2020) discovered that parents spend an average of £337 per year on school uniform. Despite the focus on only low-income families in these reports which is a limitation, they still shine a light on the struggles of what families are facing currently, which questions whether school uniforms are equitable or not (Reidy, 2021). 

Lastly, DeCosta’s (2014) focus on students’ reaction towards an introduction of a new uniform policy are closely linked to the aims of this research. Raby and Domitrek (2007) also has an influence as they argued that there was limited research on what and how students feel towards following codes of conducts or the effects of them. For example, McCarthy et al. (2020) conducted research on staff and parents’ perceptions on a changing uniform policy regarding PE kits whilst excluding students and therefore contributing to this widening gap in research. As a result, and in agreement with the former, DeCosta’s (2014) research acts as a guide for this research project to fill the gap and gain a better understanding of uniform policies from student’s perspectives. In the next section, we will explore the approach and methods that we will undertake to fulfil the aims of this research.

Explanation of Case Study

This research takes a case study approach which can be defined and perceived in different ways depending on the use of language and the context. One is Simons (2009: p.11) who defined it as a thorough exploration of a real-life context that offers a rare but complex perception of a “project, policy, institution, programme or system.” For others, it can just be a detailed investigation of a small sample (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) or it can range from an examination of something concrete or abstract, such as an individual, group of people or a concept (Sneed et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the angle from which this research takes place is from an exploratory point of view where there is no pre-determined result or outcome from the matter that is being evaluated (Baxter and Jack, 2008). 

All agreed that a case study must be born out of a real-life situation. The constructivist approach argues that experiences and knowledge is created and not discovered (Sneet et al., 2021). This means that the matter or intervention that is being explored cannot be separated from its surrounding contexts. Due to this unique feature of a case-study, it gives us a clear and strong understanding of a phenomenon from real people instead of relying on theories to explain (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). 

Another strength of using a case study approach includes the acceptance of uncontrolled or unexpected variables due to its exploratory nature, but this can also act as a weakness because there is the potential that this might not be representative of the situation. Therefore, the results, or the lack of it, can be skewed and be dependent on chances leading to questioning the research’s validity (Sneed at al., 2021). However, accurate findings can contribute to professional development of its researcher and its addressees (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) which is extremely suitable for this research as we are seeking a better understanding of school policies. 

The essentiality of the case study’s temporal and geographical boundaries also acts as a guide to avoid a common pitfall of researchers to answer a question that is too broad, but to some, it could be a cage that limits the examination of other factors that influences the phenomenon being studied (Baxter and Jack, 2008). However, the biggest weakness is the biases it brings. This means that the researchers can unconsciously favour an individual, a group of people or a project more than others to study (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) leading to debatable results. 

Participants of the study
The participants of this study were students from the age of 11 to 16 years old. Children and young minorities are now considered as valid participants as we move towards the notion that children can produce serious results and can contribute to research that are underpinned by their rights (Darbyshire, MacDougall & Schiller, 2005; Schiller and Einarsdottir, 2009). 

Due to the time and availability constraints of this research, convenience sampling was the most appropriate sampling method to use. Therefore, participants were collected from my form group and the extra-curricular club I supervise. It was easy, accessible and a time-efficient way to gather participants as it started with students I interacted with. However, Merriam (2009) argued that this method may produce poor results if used alone or if participants are collected from friendship groups as it would produce bias. Consequently, random sampling was considered to pick from the pool of willing participants if the numbers exceeded the maximum. From the information discussed here, the next section will deliberate all the ethical considerations this research may bring. 

Ethical considerations

The ethical consideration of this research is discussed further on the Ethics form attached as Appendix A. BERA (2019) underpins this research to ensure that it is conducted integrally and ethically with dilemmas acknowledged and resolved. The ethics form highlighted the risks for participants that can range from the potential of discomfort to reputational damage caused by positionality and disagreements, and as for the researcher, allegations to accidental confidentiality breach. Marrow and Richards (1996) stated the caution of perceiving children the same as adults because the participants and researcher are still positioned differently.

As outlined in the Ethics form, confidentiality was promised to both participants and parents using pseudonyms to prevent identification, but it was not the case for anonymity as I was able to identify who they were. Consent was gathered from participants’ parents using consent forms with all the details and reassurance of the research, but participant assent was conducted through verbal that is presented through a PowerPoint presentation before research is conducted. The willing participants were given further information on paper to remind them of the purpose of the research (See Appendix E). Seeking assent continued to be displayed by reminding participants they can withdraw anytime, and observing their body language and asking if they still felt okay to move forward (Kirby, 2020).

The ethics question a variety of aspects, such as the language and its appropriation for the participants, the sample and data that could under or over represent one group over another (Alderson, 2005), and even the relations between the school and consent due to the involuntary attendance in education set by the law (Denscombe and Aubrook, 1992). As the sample is gathered from an extra-curricular club for the focus group, I must maintain the relationships and presence I built after the research to ensure the participants do not feel any form of confusion or negativity from my absence. Therefore. reflexivity must be constantly implemented to tackle these implications (Cocks, 2006). For that reason, the next section will continue to discuss the ethical considerations and reflexivity in more detail as we analyse the research methods used for this research. 

Research Methods

For the methodology, I decided to conduct an online questionnaire and facilitate a focus group to collect the data that would answer my research question. The research design mostly focused on qualitative methods because it was about capturing perceptions and behaviours towards a unique phenomenon, for which quantitative methods may not capture (Mulisa, 2022). 

Questionnaires
According to Cohen, Manion and Morrisons (2018), the strengths of questionnaires lie with how easy they are to complete, along with its strong reliability and validity. For those reasons, questionnaires became a convenient method to be used due to the time and availability constraints this research has faced. As well as that, there was no extra cost at conducting and distributing the online questionnaire as I had free accessibility to Microsoft Forms via University that provided links to be shared, therefore this proves the economic advantages of questionnaires (Yaddanapudi and Yaddanapudi, 2019). 

The research design of this questionnaire consisted of mixed quantitative and qualitative methods. Closed and open-ended questions were woven throughout to increase pace and capture elaborations (Mahmutovic, 2022). Appendix B shows how the questionnaire was laid out that opens to what they felt about uniform then and now. To increase the validity of my questionnaire, I asked a few of my peers for feedback on the questions for clarification and quality assurance. This proved to be useful as I showed a bias towards leading questions that could have presented itself controversial.

Logistically, the time frame for which the willing participants got involved in the questionnaire were five days as it allowed them to do it in their own time. Being reflexive, I recognised that doing the questionnaires during form time can make participants feel pressured to participate which raises ethical questions. Therefore, constant reminders sufficed. In addition, as the school already conducted a survey among the student population regarding uniform with the looming examination period coming impacted this research method to be short and quick to complete. As a result, only five participants in the class were willing to answer the questionnaire. 

Despite the open-ended questions that allowed elaboration, it also posed as one of the limitations because certain participants could either take time to think about their answers leading to a higher chance of incompletion or attract long, unnecessary answers (Cohen, Manion and Morrisons, 2018). Furthermore, the closed questions consisted of fixed answers so there was a higher chance for participants to lie or feel indifferent in their answers (Denscombe and Aubrook, 1992; McLeod, 2023). 

Focus Group
This method was chosen for a few reasons. Firstly, it worked alongside questionnaires for the triangulation of methods that should increase the validity and reliability of data (Baxter and Jack, 2008; Merriam, 2009). Secondly, focus groups allowed children to express their opinions, perceptions and experiences in their own way according to Darbyshire, MacDougall and Schiller (2005). Thirdly, they could collect large data in a short amount of time just like questionnaires but could also capture insights that might not have surfaced before (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). 

Appendix C shows my list of questions for the focus group that consists of an icebreaker at the start and mostly ‘how’ questions that ask about their feelings, opinions, memories and experiences. Krueger (2002) argued to avoid “why” questions as it is too demanding, but even though Ponizovsky-Bergleson et al., (2019) cautioned the use of why questions, they found it generated more explanations, so I had to incorporate some. Furthermore, I made sure that the questions were language appropriate with no jargons so participants can fully understand (Merriam, 2009). Being semi-structured made it a strength and a weakness, key and sub questions prepared beforehand allowed flexibility if participants gave unexpected answers, but for the same reason, it could waste time if it steers too far from the aims. Danby et al., (2011) expressed interviewers to modify according to the child’s engagement to maintain their interests. 

Due to the ethical consideration in conducting the focus group during an extra-curricular club, this impacted the method to be between 10-15 minutes of discussion only, meaning essential data could have been missed. However, focus groups are considered better facilitated in informal school settings (Darbyshire, MacDougall and Schiller, 2005). Consequently, I ensured a lesser presence during discussions for participants to have a conversation and allow thinking time which linked to the friendly and safe atmosphere (Clark, 2005). Furthermore, I reminded them that they can be informed with the results to make it more meaningful for them (Ponizovsky-Bergleson et al., 2019). The outcome of the number of participants in the focus group were only three due to differing schedules and availability. 

One limitation and challenge of focus group is that it took time to analyse qualitative data (Baxter and Jack, 2008). Clark (2005) also specified that shy participants could be overpowered by others or participants could try to answer the questions in a way that would please the interviewer. This tied in with Kirby (2020) who expressed about positioning oneself in a certain way for the participants to not act differently, such as taking effort to pretend to not to know much about school policies. All of these posed a challenge in this research due to time and availability. 

With the data collected, the next section discusses the methods used to present and analyse the data that would answer the research question. 

Data presentation and Analysis Methods
As data were coming from a focus group and questionnaires that were mostly qualitative, thematic analysis was mostly used to extract and interpret participants’ answers as open-ended questions dominated.

Krueger (2002) advised that qualitative analysis must be done systematically, therefore, transcribing the audio-recording from the focus group was the first step before coding to look for common patterns among the participants. These were answers that came up frequently, extensively or intensively (Krueger, 2002), but Sims (1998) forewarned the pitfall of tallying participants’ words as it can be taken out of context. Afterwards, these codes were reduced into categories to find an overarching pattern which were interpreted using literatures to support them before being presented under names that I created from participants’ words (Merriam, 2009). For the confidentiality of the participants in the focus group, they are anonymised as Student A, B and C. 

Qualitative data from questionnaires followed a similar pattern of coding and deducting, but for quantifiable data, data was presented on pie charts. Baxter and Jack (2008) described it as a puzzle where data converge from multiple data sources gives a holistic view of the phenomena. All the data were integrated into the categories to be presented as a chain of evidence to answer the research question reliably and continuously (Sneed et al., 2021). 

For the trustworthiness of the data, I took the advice from the literatures mentioned to get another researcher involved to check the data reported while not compromising confidentiality. Through this triangulation method from a different perspective, this ensured that the researcher presented the data clearly in context and showed understanding of their research (Krueger, 2002). In addition, confirmation of the right interpretation of answers from the participants avoided misrepresentation and possible negative reactions from participants once results are informed (Baxter and Jack, 2008). However, Merriam (2009) recommended to run a few more focus groups with participants who may not know each other to ensure validity and reliability but this was not manageable due to the lack of time availability. Thus, the next section discusses the results of data collection. 

Results and discussions
Upon the analysis of the gathered data, the findings revealed a few topics that answered the research question; “How do students perceive the possibility of the return of strict uniform policy post-COVID?”. Coming back to school from isolation, the majority expressed how it was difficult to return to wearing school uniform as routines were disrupted and they preferred to wear their own clothes. Therefore, most of the participants favoured the current uniform policy that allows them to wear their PE kit on the day of their PE lesson, whilst highlighting what the possible issues of bringing PE kit into school could give to the student population. 

1. “The tie can be suffocating.”
When asked with the question of how they would feel about the possibility of the return of the strict uniform policy, most of the participants expressed their dissatisfaction. From the focus group, Student B conveyed how their school uniform restricted their options, particularly for girls. Without the option of PE kit, girls are left with the only option of school trousers or skirt. Student A further explained that “it’s just a bit less like restricted movement wise and all” which led to Student C’s expression of how the “tie can be suffocating”. 

This is supported by Reidy (2021) and Happel (2013) who argued that uniform, particularly the skirt, reinforces girls limited access to physical activity and regulates their gendered social norms. The strong support of the current uniform policy from participants could show the way they are challenging these inequalities reinforced by school uniforms (Raby, 2010).

Figure 1. A pie chart to show what participants feel about the possibility of the return of strict uniform policy from the questionnaire. [image: ]

With the anomaly of two participants who expressed they would be happy to bring in PE kit to school for their PE lessons, Figure 1 showed the others conflicting feelings. They elaborated this further that bringing PE kit to school would mean “more to carry” and as one wrote “because I take the bus.” The two who were happy disclosed that it is more hygienic to have another set of clothes to change into after physical activity as it is “weird sitting around in sweaty clothes.” 

2. “It is easier to wear my PE kit.” 
From the previous section, we could see that half of the participants support the current uniform policy. Figure 2 shows at least two feeling happy about it. The conclusion is that having PE kit as part of the school uniform allows participants to feel more at ease and free. Student A, B and C stressed that being able to wear their PE kit encourages them to walk to school, play sports with their friends and carry equipment that are more important, such as musical instruments. This consequently ties in with their wellbeing. 

Figure 2. A pie chart to show what participants feel about the current uniform policy.
[image: ]


3.  “The happiness of the pupils” 
Another interesting argument that was agreed between the focus group participants was how the school should consider their happiness if the strict uniform policy was ever to be brought back. 

“I know that some peoples like to play basketball outside and they usually do when they wear their PE kit... if the policy was brought back they wouldn't be able to wear it outside of their PE lessons. And I think... Like the downside [is] people's happiness and concentration in class”- Student C. 

McIntosh-Dalmedo et al. (2023) concluded that PE kit positively reduces low self-esteem and could potentially result in an increase of involvement in health and fitness, particularly amongst female, if it is designed to their liking and accessed regularly. In this case, students would not be able to experience the full purpose of the PE kit if they are not given the space and time, restricting it to only an hour or two per week to participate in physical activity. The argument from this participant indicates that there could be a diminished self-perception amongst students if they are not able to have options to express (Wade and Stafford, 2003). 

It seems like the feeling of displeasure towards the return of strict uniform policy relates back to the lack of freedom of mobility that it embodies, whether it is body movement or getting from one place to another. DeCosta (2014) found that there was a form of suffocation the traditional school uniform of tie and jumper brought which led to empowered students opposing the policy. McCarthy et al. (2020) declared from their study that students were in support of school uniform changes from formal to casual PE kit uniform as the school acknowledged its benefits in terms of freedom of mobility for students. At last, the last section is to conclude what this research has achieved and the potential recommendations that can move this research forward. 

Conclusion and recommendations
The aim of this research was to explore the perception of students regarding the return of a strict uniform policy post-COVID to fill a gap in research where uniform is concerned. From data analysis, we gathered that most, but not all, students would be dissatisfied with the possibility of the return of bringing PE kit to school instead of wearing them on the day they have PE lessons, with outcomes that could negatively affect their wellbeing and freedom of mobility. 

Limitations
There are several limitations to this research. Firstly, the reliability is compromised as it only involved one focus group session and a few participants in one class for the questionnaire. Despite using the same key questions, this data is not reliable enough to generalise the outcome. Secondly, the sampling method used could have affected the outcome to be more biased as the participants recruited from the focus group were involved in the same extra-curricular club that foster friendships. Their influence over each other could have masked their true opinions. 

To reflect on the questions that were asked, some questions on the questionnaire may not have been necessary and would need to be better structured as analysing data became confusing and difficult. The triangulation method slightly helped with validity and the focus group still generated in-depth insight to student perception, but the questionnaire could have covered a bigger sampling size if more availability was allowed. Additionally, it could be argued that the generalisability of this research might not be as valid due to the reasons mentioned already, but with a more efficient alternative sampling method, like random sampling, this could act as a template to drive further research. 

Therefore, I recommend a further exploration on how the PE kit can affect a student’s wellbeing and concentration, with a comparison between female and male students to see whether gender social norms come into play. I believe this will contribute to better understanding of how students express themselves and to achieve a Healthier and Safer Wales. 

At last, the purpose of this research has been achieved as it informed me of the implications the school faces when it comes to making decisions on uniform. It is evident that we cannot ignore pupil voice as uniform could potentially affect their wellbeing and health. This gave me a better understanding and appreciation for formal leadership roles on what they must do to both serve the school values and the needs of students. To take this forward to my first year of teaching, continue to improve and build strategies on how to listen to learners and consult them. As uniform is a whole school approach and may not be the easiest to adapt or change, I have learnt from this module that children are valid agents of change and that starts in the classroom. 
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