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Abstract 

This action research project introduced the study of Shakespeare to a collaborative learning 

group of twenty-one Year 9 boys using the Royal Shakespeare Company’s “Whoosh” technique 

of physicalizing the text to perform Romeo and Juliet. 

Prior to the performance of the Whoosh, trust-building exercises were carried out within the 

group. The aim was to determine whether this enhanced the boys’ engagement in the class’ 

performance. The boys spent four 100-minute lessons on preparation and three 100-minute 

lessons performing the Whoosh.  

The data collected through surveys, interviews, reflective journals, and teachers’ observations 

indicated that in the vast majority of cases, the trust-building exercises were pivotal to the boys’ 

successful collaboration on the Whoosh. Nearly all boys engaged fully in the performance, 

demonstrating a deep engagement with, and understanding of, Romeo and Juliet. Because of 

their own investment in the process and in the outcome, the boys offered great ideas for 

improved collaboration in the future.  

The findings aid the understanding of what enhances boys’ commitment to collaborative learning 

groups and will be employed to develop a model for use by English teachers throughout the 

school. 

Introduction 

My action research considered the influence that trust has in improving learning outcomes for 

teenage boys when they participate in collaborative learning groups. In recent years, I have been 

using the Whoosh technique to teach Shakespeare (Grainger, 2008). Using this technique, boys 

are introduced to the study of Shakespeare through an emphasis on physicalizing the text and 

exploring the play in a group setting. When the process is successful, boys learn more and are 

more collaborative, productive, and creative. I have also observed that after a successful Whoosh 

experience, my classes are more socially cohesive, with students exhibiting greater empathy, 



 
 

assertiveness, and understanding. On the other hand, there have been some occasions when this 

approach has been less successful and trust within the learning group has not been so apparent. 

This study determined the impact made by the preparations we implemented prior to the 

Whoosh. It involved examining how to establish trust within a group, in order to facilitate risk-

taking, creative responses, and a deep engagement with the text for all participants. The aim was 

to identify a process to enhance group work and to develop a model that could be used by 

English teachers throughout the school, with adaptions for age and stage. 

I suspected that the Whoosh was particularly suited to boys’ learning and wanted to design and 

conduct an investigation that established if my theory was correct, and, if so, whether we could 

ascertain which aspects of the Whoosh experience particularly enhance boys’ collaboration in 

learning groups. The research question for my study was: How can building trust during the 

collaborative dramatic study of Shakespeare enhance engagement for Year 9 English students?  

The action research methodology proved to be ideal as a means for uncovering evidence of the 

boys’ sense of engagement, of their being united into a community, and of their appreciation of 

the content and implications of the play. Action research was particularly effective for this 

investigation as there was a cross-over between the collaborative theme of my action and the 

participatory nature of the research methodology. Stringer (2014) offers salient advice about 

gathering, reflecting on and analyzing data. Through interviews, observations, and reflective 

discussions I gauged the effect that the research action had on my students’ ability to identify and 

communicate their responses to the process. 

Literature Review 

“I see a voice… 

To spy an I can hear my Thisbe’s face.” 

(Midsummers Night’s Dream, V: 5: 186 -7) 

Merrilyn Evans (2000) says, “Seeing language through pictures, physical images and action is a 

means of recognizing and working with the variety of experiences and learning styles that our 

students bring into the classroom” (p.77). Similarly, Styan (cited in Evans, 2000) notes, 

“Shakespeare, like beauty lies in the eye of the beholder” (p.77). It can be challenging to form 

learning groups where boys are productive, creative, and “see a voice,” or “hear a face” because 

of successful collaboration. After a successful collaborative Whoosh experience, classes are 



 
 

socially cohesive, with students exhibiting greater empathy, assertiveness, and understanding. 

Less successful outcomes occur when trust has not been established. While John K. Butler Jnr. 

(1991) outlines ten conditions of trust, he also cautions, “There is no agreement as to what these 

trust conditions are, and there is no instrument for measuring an exhaustive set of them” (p. 647). 

Boys’ collaborative skills need to be adaptable and transferrable: “The idea of offering specific 

how-to steps for solving all dilemmas seems at best dubious and, more likely, impossible” 

(McBee, Orzulak, Lillge, Engel & Haviland, 2014, pg. 80). Although McBee et al. are referring 

to training English teachers, the idea is useful when aiming to find ways to improve outcomes for 

Year 9 boys in a school situation. Rebecca Alber (2012) says, “In preparing our students for 

college and careers, 21st century skills call on us to develop highly collaborative citizens – it's 

one of the 4 Cs, after all” (P. 1). Harvey and Daniels (2015), on the other hand, make the case for 

building collaborative skills as a question of ethics: “Learners must feel safe from put-downs, 

bullying and certainly from violence” (p. 48). Our classrooms ought to be safe places and, in the 

study of Shakespeare, the students also need to trust the process. When successful, it will have an 

ongoing effect. Note Harvey and Daniels, “If you teach children collaborative skills like social 

problem solving, they not only become more cooperative classmates, but their … academic skills 

improve as well” (p.53). 

Linking collaborative learning groups and the study of Shakespeare does not appear to be a well-

trodden field of study and research and, in particular, action research. Harvey and Daniels 

(2015), however, provide a good model. Productive group members are responsible to the group, 

listen actively, speak up, share the air, support views and findings, show tolerance and respect; 

and they reflect and correct (p. 57).  

Butler’s (1991) ten conditions of trust: availability, competence, consistency, discreetness, 

fairness, integrity, loyalty, openness, promise fulfillment, and receptivity helped me define and 

measure trust. Butler says, “Trust between two individuals develops through a circular, mutually 

reinforcing process … one's trust in another tends to reinforce the other's trust in one, then trust 

is reciprocal” (p. 658). The cyclical nature of the process had important implications for data 

gathering and the timing of the research. 

I’ve highlighted risk-taking as an indicator of a successful Whoosh experience. Patrick Lencioni 

(2011) provides clarification, explaining that risk-taking “means being willing to admit when 

http://www.p21.org/about-us/our-mission


 
 

you’re confused and ask appropriate questions, and it also means being willing to engage in 

constructive conflict, even if conflict makes your skin crawl” (p. 1). Risk-taking should lead to 

greater engagement by all, as boys invest more deeply, not only in their studies, but in each 

other. Boys who have taken risks, and spent “enough messy time together” (Lencioni, p.1) will 

be collaborative in the future.  

Reichert and Hawley (2013) note the transitive nature of physical engagement where “active 

exertions infused the experience of the students’ tackling a dense, rich text with an altogether 

different kind of energy, appreciation and attention” (p. 9). To assess the desired outcome of 

increased engagement, I relied on teacher observations and student reflection. Johnson (2013) 

describes engaged students as being active and having a sense of ownership (p.1). 

Research Context 

The Hutchins School in Hobart, Tasmania is an Anglican boys school for Years K-12. While the 

school draws students from a range of socio-economic, religious and cultural circumstances, the 

majority of students are from advantaged backgrounds. The School’s mission is to provide an 

education where each boy is willing to serve his community as an informed and active citizen. 

Hutchins aims for a supportive learning community that works to build good men who act with 

kindness, integrity, compassion, humility and courage.  

The participants for my research were 21 boys from a Year 9 English class, which comprises 

students with a range of language abilities and varying interest in the study of English. Included, 

was a high-needs student who had an adult support person in class. This was not my English 

class and I was teaching these boys for the first time. I chose the group for two reasons: first, for 

practical timetabling considerations and secondly, because they would benefit from their 

engagement with Shakespearean study and reflection about the nature of their contribution to the 

class. After speaking with the boys about my research project, I informed students, parents and 

guardians by letter that all information collected in my research would be treated confidentially, 

with no participants being identified by name in any publication about the research. The boys 

returned consent forms, signed by both themselves and their parents, indicating that they 

understood and accepted the conditions of the study. 

  



 
 

The Action 

To investigate the impact of trust-building exercises on the student engagement with the 

Whoosh, I focused on creating a climate of class citizenship. To begin the action, I introduced 

the class to Teaching Shakespeare the Royal Shakespeare Company way (Grainger 2008), with 

preparatory exercises from Active approaches to Shakespeare: A toolkit (Grainger 2008), which 

included: “What’s in a Name,” “Sonar,” “Moving in Space,” “Ensemble Statutes,” “Moving with 

Lines,” “Tribes,” and “Punctuation Shift.” These exercises were designed to promote familiarity 

with the language of Shakespeare and to connect that language to physicality, high energy, and 

enjoyment. Many of the exercises were teacher-led as this enhanced the boys “doing, not 

thinking,” which in turn prepared them to do immediately whatever was asked of them during 

the Whoosh. As we concentrated on the development of collaboration skills, we spent four 100-

minute lessons on those exercises on different days and at different times of the day.  

I spent three 100-minute afternoon lessons delivering the Whoosh. This involved using a large 

clear flat teaching space with a data projector and screen. It provided plenty of room for the class 

to undergo vigorous warm-ups and preparation; to improvise many key scenes of the play; to 

read selected quotes from the play on the screen; and to reproduce sword fights and melees 

between the Capulets and the Montagues.  The lesson when the lion’s share of the Whoosh was 

delivered was the hottest day of the year, and we needed a supply of water to circumvent a huge 

drain on the energy levels. At the conclusion of the Whoosh, using their knowledge of the play 

and their newly gained confidence, the boys moved on with their usual teacher to a more detailed 

study of aspects of Romeo and Juliet. 

Data Collection 

I collected data using a variety of primarily qualitative methods and conducted and filmed pre-

action and post-action interviews with all the boys. While the interviews were framed by the unit 

on Shakespeare, the questions were open-ended and provided opportunities for the boys to speak 

from their point of view about the existing class context. I also sought reflective journal writing 

prior to, during, and after the action. The boys were provided with personal journals and prompt 

questions and were encouraged to write reflectively on both their “head, heart and soul” 

responses to the collaborative group methods, as well as to the content of the lessons. I filmed all 

lessons and a class discussion session on trust, on the establishment of accepted practice, on what 



 
 

they thought was fair, and on what assurances needed to be made. I asked the boys to make a 

commitment to the process and to support others. I made field notes as we progressed through 

the process. My colleague, who was timetabled with me throughout the research process, 

maintained a journal of direct observations, arising questions, and personal reflections. She also 

provided me with reflective feedback which I recorded. I filmed all classes and recorded key 

photos during the Whoosh.  

To outline the boys’ baseline understanding of the key concept of trust and to ascertain any 

change during the Whoosh unit, the boys did a self-assessment of the development of their 

collaborative skills using “three dimensions of collaboration” (Blanchard, Ripley and Parisi-

Carew, 2015). They also completed surveys online prior to, and at the conclusion of, the Whoosh 

experience. These surveys elicited responses from the students in a variety of ways, including: a 

5-point scale, questions requiring a written response, and open ended responses. Following both 

a preparation lesson and a Whoosh lesson, the boys completed a form which asked them to circle 

words that indicated how they were feeling at that time. The form had ten synonyms for trust 

indicators, ten antonyms for trust, and ten distractors (see Appendix 1). 

To track the development in the boys’ understanding of the concept of trust, we conducted small 

group discussions on examples of trust which had led to positive or detrimental outcomes. We 

then formed small interview groups where the groups were filmed discussing the key notion of 

trust and its importance when working collaboratively.  

Data Analysis 

To distil the data, I used both the categorising and coding of data and the selection of key 

experiences. This was necessary in view of the heavy emphasis on pre-interviews and post- 

interviews and reflective writing using open-ended questioning, as well as considering the multi-

dimensional nature of the key concept of trust. My questioning in a variety of forms and the use 

of reflective journals enabled the boys to share their “turning point experiences” in a variety of 

ways. While watching the videos, I looked for themes I had picked up on in other data analysis, 

and I also pulled out key statements and made some critical physical observations. 

I employed a thematic analysis as there was a range of stakeholders who “conceptualize[d] 

events through their own interpretive lenses” (Stringer, 2014, p140). I categorised and coded 

these data to create a category system for the identified themes.   



 
 

My colleague teacher with her extra observation was a great source for data analysis, member-

checking, and triangulation of results.  

Discussion of Results 

The results indicated that: collaboration fostered an appreciation of Shakespeare, a positive 

environment promoted productive collaboration, and fairness and participation led to trust. This 

in turn built confidence and the boys developed a perception of their own development. 

Collaboration Fosters Appreciation of Shakespeare 

Prior to the study, three boys indicated that they were interested in Shakespeare and were looking 

forward to studying in collaborative learning groups. Thirteen boys indicated they were not at all 

interested and knew nothing about Shakespeare. One boy went as far as to say, “I have no clue 

why we study Shakespeare.  I am not energized by Shakespeare study; I don’t think it is 

applicable to what we do today. Not really looking forward to it.” By the end of this action, final 

student interview responses revealed a definite shift in confidence and engagement with the 

study of Shakespeare. 

All but one boy registered that they had been energized by a positive involvement. The Whoosh 

was celebrated as a successful collaborative methodology, a good way to learn, and an enjoyable 

experience. One boy shared that, “Everyone was involved. You learnt how things were 

happening through physically doing it, not just standing there and having someone read out to 

you. Seeing other people doing the stuff as well, you think if other people can do it, I can do it as 

well.”  

Positive Environment Promotes Productive Collaboration  

One boy observed that I was trying to create a safe environment for some risk-taking by using 

positive talk, explaining, “I can’t remember you saying anything like ‘don’t do that’… I 

remember you saying ‘good job’ to everyone a lot. It helps because telling everyone they are 

doing a bad job wouldn’t want to make them come back and put their all into it.” Another boy 

observed, “You weren’t picking on what everyone said as long as they got the line out, that was 

fine.”  



 
 

The data from the post-interviews indicates not just a positive position shift on the study of 

Shakespeare, but a greater sophistication in many boys’ judgment of what constitutes successful 

collaboration.  

Fairness and Participation Lead to Trust 

Prior to the action, the online survey revealed that 15 boys considered the way to judge the 

success of collaboration within a learning group was in marks or assessments received from an 

external source. Fairness was about who received, and who deserved, credit. One boy stated, 

“Everyone should work equally, it is unfair if someone carries the group and others take the 

credit.”  

At the conclusion of the study all but one respondent still saw fairness for all within the group as 

being vital for successful collaboration. Responses, however, were about how the learning group 

felt, what they knew, what they had accomplished as a group, what they had acquired or 

mastered, and how proud they were of each other and themselves for having done something 

significant. One of the boys enthused, “I enjoyed it.…We each learnt a little bit of the play and 

we all recited that to make the scene happen. I felt accepted and confident to act out the play.” 

Eighteen of the 21 boys said that for them to trust someone it needed to be reciprocal, supporting 

Butler’s (1991notion of the circular mutually reinforcing process of building trust. 

Trust Builds Confidence  

Prior to the intervention, all respondents considered trust as an important factor for collaboration 

in learning groups. At the conclusion of the study, 17 of the boys saw this as more important than 

they had previously. There was a marked shift from how students were feeling in the first week 

of the action to how they felt towards the conclusion of the study. Of the 19 boys responding on 

both days, 14 demonstrated a growth in the number of trust indicators. One remained the same 

and four identified fewer trust indicators than they had in the first week. One boy summed it with 

the following statements: “[Trust] can’t be asked for and received, it has to be built. If it’s strong 

there’s a bit of leeway, yeah. They can let you down and that’s still fine ’cause that’s human I 

guess. You have to be able to forgive people.” 

  



 
 

Boys’ Perception of Their Own Development 

Would the Whoosh have featured successful collaboration if we had launched straight into it 

without the preparatory lessons? Nine boys were critical of the time spent on the preparation. 

One boy’s comments sum up the remarks of this group, “We did too much prep time, better to 

get into the content of the play.” By the time they had performed the Whoosh they saw the 

earlier lessons as being redundant. They believed they would have worked collaboratively 

without the preparation. My colleague teacher, however, observed that at first the boys “were 

quite uneasy at the prospect of Romeo and Juliet being ‘done to them’ … they were cautious, 

guarded and not trusting of the whole situation.” 

A small number of the boys attributed their new-found interest to the story and the play. In the 

pre-action online survey, three who recorded disinterest attributed their later interest in the play 

as their motivation. All three also identified more indicators of conditions of trust than earlier. 

One of them said he “was more engaged because we were learning more about the story.” This 

student also went from three to seven indicators of trust over two weeks and was observed to 

collaborate more successfully. He perceived that it was because of his interest in the play, but my 

colleague teacher’s observation was that his commitment grew as the group became more 

collaborative.  

Conclusion 

As the action unfolded, it was evident that with the growth of trust the boys’ doubts lessened and 

the enjoyment and engagement multiplied. Not only was the collaboration within the learning 

group more sustained, but the complexity of the task of interpreting, comprehending, and 

performing a Shakespearean play seemed to lessen, and the previously intimidating task became 

commonplace, as if this study was as normal as turning up to class. During the Whoosh lessons 

momentum increased and engagement grew to such an extent that many boys reflected on how 

they wished we had spent more time on the Whoosh so that they could have explored the moral 

dilemmas of the play in greater depth. 

As an ongoing, cyclic process of inquiry, the action research process mirrored what was actually 

happening in the learning community. Its collaborative nature ensured that all boys held a stake 

in what was being done and felt a sense of inclusion. Along with an improvement in the way 

things are done in relation to the teaching of Shakespeare in Year 9, there was also the by-



 
 

product of the process by way of an enhanced sense of community and ownership for all 

participants. The boys matured and benefited from the positive effects of good collaboration.  

As an action researcher, in collaboration with the students and my colleagues, I can see that in 

the future I can facilitate student learning and assist teachers of all disciplines with their 

professional development. 

Reflection Statement 

It would be too grand to call the sum of what I have learnt a philosophy. It is more an idea that 

teaching and learning stands or falls on the strengths and weaknesses of relationships. I have 

learnt a simple, but powerful, truth. Teaching boys is not about fads, the latest seminar, clichés or 

babble. Teaching boys is about example: the example of trust, of friendship, of generosity, of 

curiosity, of creativity, of initiative, of inquisitiveness, of endeavour and of hard work.  

The wonderful thing about action research is that it is such a collaborative experience. Much of 

the improvement to my teaching practice and my self-learning and purpose was achieved 

because of the magnificent relationships I formed during this project with so many boys and 

adults investing themselves in this study. As we went about our study, the by-product was that 

we enhanced and strengthened our relationships with each other. Now that I know these boys 

better, I work much more effectively with them not just in English classes, but in all areas across 

their lives. A highlight was the great sense of worth and achievement that many members of the 

class expressed at the conclusion of the action.  

It has been great getting to know the other members of Team Laura and their work has been 

inspirational.  Laura Sabo is a highlight! Wow, I’m only one of thirteen in Team Laura and yet 

Laura’s collaboration with me has been extraordinary. I do not know how Laura and Margot 

Long do what they do. Laura devoted an astonishing amount of time on managing the group.  

She delivered kind and astute feedback, and she energetically shared the excitement of my 

research discoveries. While managing me through this process, Laura has displayed all the 

hallmarks of a highly skilled educator of boys. 

Another highlight has been that The Hutchins School’s support has remained steadfast and I have 

an overwhelming sense of gratitude to have been involved in the IBSC Action Research 

Program. I am very indebted to Wayne Brown for his vision and organization, and to Ellie 

Panarettos, Kent Moore and Adam James for their expert contributions at various times 



 
 

throughout the last two years. I am appreciative of the sage advice from previous Hutchins 

researchers.  I am truly thankful to colleague teacher, Giovanna Padas who not only generously 

gave up her class to allow me to wreak havoc with them for four weeks, but who dived in and 

participated fully in the process as well. I am grateful to the clever, helpful and generous Martin 

Chambers, already a close friend, now my mentor as well, and I give thanks to the brilliant Cath 

Hogan, an outstanding fellow 2016/17 researcher who has kept me on track, has shown me the 

way, and has made sure that at least one Hutchins researcher met all the deadlines.  

Again, successful collaboration is the secret to the success of any educational enterprise.   
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Appendix 1 

Trust Indicator Table 

 

Name ___________________________       Date________________    Time___________ 

 

Circle the words that best describe how you are feeling at the moment 

 

 

Incapable 

 

Respected 

 

Neglected 

 

Not Welcome 

 

Excluded 

 

Under Control 

 

Included 

 

Not Valued 

 

Uncommitted 

 

Stubborn 

 

Happy 

 

 

Tired 

 

Open Minded 

 

Committed 

 

Valued 

 

Energetic 

 

Exhausted 

 

Emotional 

 

Fulfilled 

 

Excited 

 

Unpopular 

 

Unsatisfied 

 

Competent 

 

Angry 

 

Hurt 

 

Anxious 

 

Well Treated 

   



 
 

Protected Disorganised Hesitant 

 

Nervous 

 

Accepted 

 

Confident 

 

 


