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Abstract  

Upon entering high school, Grade 8 boys are at the bottom of the pecking order and often 

struggle to adapt to their new surroundings. Boys in our lower streamed classes particularly 

seem to experience low confidence and self-esteem issues. In some ways that is how a 

traditional boys’ school operates; however, there are opportunities to support students 

through this adjustment. We attempted to provide a solution to help new boys, specifically 

boys from our lower streamed class, to become expressive and confident young men. By 

encouraging risk-taking, we wanted to improve and increase self-esteem, so the boys might 

adapt to not only their new high school surroundings, but also gain skills to help them adapt 

to any situation that occurs throughout their lives. 

To address these issues, we introduced digital tools in the class environment to allow the 

boys to be creative, provide anonymous feedback, and collaborate with their classmates. We 

hoped that by exploring new technologies, the boys could work outside their comfort zones. 

We designed a boy-friendly action plan so that we could get as many students to buy into 

the research as possible. After reading Roald Dahl’s Lamb to the Slaughter, the boys created a 

simulated murder mystery news bulletin and a video presentation of the murder case. 

Recording the news interview created a potentially uncomfortable situation for the boys, as 

they were not accustomed to completing a task in this way and then being scrutinized 

repeatedly.  

We collected data through observation, recorded interviews, and anonymous feedback via 

Google Forms. We analysed the data and classified it into different themes and, when 

relevant, adjusted our action to fit with any changes or dynamics that we encountered. We 

found that the use of digital tools played an important role in allowing the boys to gain 

confidence and start to take meaningful risks, and thus adapt to future situations. We also 

discovered that through the course of the project, the boys were more involved in lessons 
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and academic content. Our research findings suggest that providing an anonymous avenue 

for boys to share their ideas without the threat of being ridiculed allowed the young men to 

self-discover their worth and better engage with the collective group.  

Introduction 

One of the main functions of a school is to provide a nurturing environment so that boys 

become better men. For Grade 8 boys who are entering a new high school with a strict 

hierarchy, this can be intimidating and can delay or stifle confidence levels of the boys 

unintentionally. Students might have the will to adapt; however, taking calculated risks, 

learning from their mistakes, and being judged by their peers can be obstacles to their 

adaptability. Considering these challenges, we aimed to conduct research on methods that 

might encourage Grade 8 boys to feel confident and take risks. Using new technologies 

requires adaptability. We believed that exploring new digital skills would serve them in 

their high school lives and prepare them for the future outside of school as well. 

Considering the boys’ obstacles and our objectives, we devised the following research 

question: How might working with a variety of digital tools help foster confidence and encourage 

risk-taking in Grade 8 boys? 

We used action research as our methodology for this study. Action research is a form of 

research that is both practical as well as circular in nature (Stringer, 2014). Our teacher-led 

inquiry actively involved our students. While assisting the boys, we could refine and change 

any aspects of the action as the inquiry progressed.  

Literature Review 

In a 2017 report from the Institute for the Future (2017) entitled The Next Era of 

Human/Machine Partnerships, the authors state that “85% of the jobs that today’s learners will 

be doing in 2030 have not yet been invented” (p. 14). Further, the authors share that there 

will be a need “for in-the-moment learning ... which ... will become the modus operandi, and 

the ability to gain new knowledge will be valued higher than the knowledge people already 

have” (pg. 14). As such, adaptability will be one of the key skill sets that businesses will 

require in the future. This is further implied by Reeves and Deimler (2011) who state that, 

“in order to adapt, a company must have its antennae tuned to signals of change from the 

external environment, decode them, and quickly act to refine or reinvent its business model 
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and even reshape the information landscape of its industry” (para. 8). As the world evolves 

into a more connected and collaborative global village, the need for knowing how to know 

rather than just knowing is more and more important. So, the real skill we need to teach our 

boys is the skill of adaptability, but how do we do that?  

Educators must consider how we might help students become more adaptable. Martin 

(2013) discusses the behavioural, cognitive, and emotional aspects of adaptability, 

explaining that we can assist “young people to successfully adjust their behaviour, thoughts, 

and emotion... and they can be taught how to be more adaptable” (para 8). He goes further 

to explain that “adaptability refers to their capacity to respond to uncertainty, change, and 

novelty” (para. 5). This definition fits in with the scope of the research we are undertaking at 

Jeppe. Uncertainty speaks to the risk-taking we want to encourage in our boys, change links 

with confidence, and lastly, novelty fits nicely with the digital tools the boys will utilize. If 

we want to get the best out of our students, we need to create a stimulating environment at 

Jeppe where we can give our boys the skills they need to adapt.  

Relational teaching can help cultivate an atmosphere where students have the confidence to 

take risks. According to Bergin (2009), “evidence suggests that secure teacher–student 

relationships predict greater knowledge, higher test scores, greater academic motivation ... 

thus children develop self-confidence in their abilities through their academic environment” 

(pg. 14). He also recommends the following to build self-esteem in children: providing 

positive feedback, giving of only genuine praise, use induction rather than coercive 

discipline, and setting of realistic goals for each student. These recommendations provided 

an effective framework for our action research project design.  

As educators, we must be cognizant of building risk-taking into our classroom management. 

One of the best ways to encourage risk-taking is to model it (Heckendorn, 2006). In his 

article, Building on the 3 R’s of Professionalism, Heckendorn (2006) goes further to say that as 

long as it is done in a safe manner, allowing students to fail fosters confidence and 

encourages more risk taking.  We believed this modelling approach would help encourage a 

safe space for our boys to foster risk-taking.  

Margaret Clifford (1990), a professor of educational psychology at the University of Iowa, 

shares that the best ways to encourage confidence in conjunction with risk-taking is when 
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the outcomes from risk-taking are satisfying and informative. Examples might include 

telling students your story, learning something new together, or creating something 

collaboratively. We wove these objectives into our action by designing a project-based 

learning opportunity that incorporated a variety of digital tools.  

We chose to utilize digital tools because adaptability will heavily focus on the use of 

technology and digital tools in the coming years. The Institute for the Future (2017) echoes 

this sentiment, stating “these partnerships will enhance daily activities around the 

coordination of resources and in-the-moment learning which will reset expectations for 

work and require corporate structures to adapt to the expanding capabilities of human-

machine teams” (p. 1). Much has been said in our school and from other schools that we 

interact with about the pros and cons of digital tools in the classroom; negative sentiments 

include that they are a distraction and they interfere with children learning how to write, 

while proponents feel they allow you to experiment more in pedagogy. Doyle-Jones (2015) 

outlines the need for digital tools and risk taking to be taught at school level to give students 

confidence, the ability to be relevant in the modern workforce, and the skills to be adaptable. 

Research Context 

Jeppe High School for Boys is a government all-boys school situated in the heart of 

Johannesburg, South Africa. Jeppe welcomes boys from diverse socio-economic 

backgrounds and is home away from home for over two-hundred and fifty boarding boys; 

the remaining seven-hundred boys are day boys. The school has a proud 127 years of history 

behind its name. Our motto, “Forti Nihil Difficilius,” is Latin for “Nothing is too Difficult for 

the Brave.” At Jeppe, we aim to produce the “all-round Jeppe boy.” This is a boy who makes 

the decision to attend the school and actively engage in everything that the school has to 

offer. We provide our boys an incredibly broad and diverse education which includes 

academics, sports, culture, along with the ways and means to deal with everyday trials and 

tribulations. It is all of this that contributes to the successful moulding and refining of a 

Jeppe Boy. 

The participants in our action research project were a group of 13 to 14-year-old Grade 8 

boys who were all in the same English class. We had the opportunity to see them on a daily 

basis. This regular contact with the boys ensured that we could complete our research 
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thoroughly. Furthermore, these boys were very comfortable around one another, having 

been in the same class since the beginning of the year. 

We obtained consent from the participants and their parents/guardians by distributing a 

letter outlining our research project. Attached to this letter was a consent slip which the boys 

and their parents/guardians signed and returned to us. We made it abundantly clear to the 

participants that their anonymity would be respected and that the data that we collected 

would be used strictly for our action research project.  

The Action 

We hoped to encourage adaptability in our boys by fostering confidence and providing risk-

taking opportunities. After gathering permissions, our first step involved collecting 

preliminary data from the students on the topics of confidence, risk-taking and adaptability. 

We then trained the boys to use various digital tools, including Google Docs, Google Forms 

and News Booth. 

A school period at Jeppe lasts 50 minutes. Over a five-week period, we structured our 

lessons in such a way as to utilise the time with the boys as effectively as possible. Lessons 

consisted of using the first 30 minutes introducing new aspects of a short story and letting 

the boys explore technological tools. The boys then spent the remainder of the period 

working on assigned activities, which also involved the use of the new technologies. 

Throughout each lesson, we collected data through a variety of methods. 

Boys used digital tools to write a script for their news story on group Google Docs, to edit 

and record a news bulletin in New Booth, and to complete summative assessments to assure 

they had a clear understating of the story’s plot and characters. 

Data Collection  

Data collection in all phases of the research was both qualitative and quantitative in nature, 

with qualitative being the primary form of data collected. It was essential to understand the 

boys’ perspectives on how working with a variety of digital tools affected their confidence 

and risk-taking.  We used three phases of data collection; each phase involved teacher 

observations, interviews with students, and Google Form surveys. 
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In the first phase, we collected data during the boys’ first experience with technology in the 

classroom. In order to obtain an understanding of their familiarity with Roald Dahl’s short 

story Lamb to the Slaughter, the boys completed a Google Form quiz. As this was the first 

time the boys had used any sort of technology in the classroom, we observed their comfort 

levels and willingness to take risks. We also conducted interviews with a few of the boys to 

ascertain their feelings towards the use of technology in the English classroom. 

The second step involved taking notes and recording the lessons while we observed the 

boys’ ability to work with digital tools, including Google Docs and various video recording 

and news broadcasting apps. We conducted interviews to understand how the boys 

interacted with digital tools to ascertain how these activities affected their confidence and 

risk-taking. We also made notes of their ability to adapt to various classroom situations. 

In the third and final step, we asked the boys to reflect on their recent digital activities and to 

consider whether working with various forms of technology affected their confidence. The 

reflection took the form of recorded interviews as well as anonymously submitted Google 

Forms. We administered a quiz to learn how the action activities impacted knowledge of the 

short story content. We also video recorded our interviews with the boys and administered a 

post-action survey. 

Data Analysis  

We closely reviewed and analysed all data.  We also considered how the boys’ prior 

experiences might impact their responses. As Stringer (2014) shares, “all analysis is an act of 

interpretation, but the major aim in analysis is to identify information that clearly represents 

the perspective and experience of the stake holding participants” (p. 139). As we started to 

categorize and code the boys’ survey responses and transcribe interviews, we identified 

units of meaning and recurring themes.  

Discussion of Results 

After categorizing and coding our data, we recognized several recurring themes. These 

themes related to the boys’ use of digital tools, their confidence levels, and their ability to 

take meaningful risks in class. An unforeseen fourth theme was identified involving their 

confidence and risk-taking behaviours outside the classroom environment.  
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Embracing Digital Tools in the Classroom 

Through the course of our action, the boys began to embrace digital tools as a part of our 

classroom instruction. Prior to our project, most of the boys were familiar with technology 

on an informal and personal level. They indicated that they used their smartphones for 

“chatting to mates” and looking up football scores and player stats. The boys shared that 

they did not really use technology for any real educational purposes, with one boy even 

stating, “I am not going to waste my data on Maths, Sir.”  Survey responses also mentioned 

that teachers did not encourage technology use or even permit it in class. Once we explained 

the nature of our action research and ensured that the boys would not be using their own 

wi-fi data, most were very excited about the idea of incorporating technology into classroom 

lessons. One boy even said, “Free data at school? I can't believe it.” After a lesson that 

introduced how the boys could integrate technology using a mixture of smartphones and 

Chromebooks into academic content, the boys dived into their work. They thoroughly 

enjoyed working collaboratively using Google Docs. One boy said, “This is so cool. I can see 

you typing on my phone, but you’re using your phone.” 

Confidence Levels Increase  

Although they were excited to use digital tools in class, the boys exhibited very low 

confidence levels at the start of our action. They were often hesitant to speak up in class in 

front of their peers, illustrated by one boy who shared after class, “Sirs, I know nothing 

about computer and programming stuff, and I don't want to seem silly in front of my 

mates.” It was necessary to explain to the boys that we too are learning, and that we will all 

find our feet together. This revelation provided not just the young man with more 

confidence, but the whole group. They were all experiencing some level of insecurity 

amongst their peers. We observed the boys apprehension decreasing after these equalizing 

discussions. 

During the first few lessons, the boys slowly started to engage more vocally with the task 

and even started to confidently ask questions. Some boys began to offer advice if they 

noticed classmates were having issues with logging in, or if they had ideas about how to be 

more creative with the assignment. One boys asked, “Sir, can I help him log on? I had the 

same problem last time.” As confidence levels increased, almost all of the boys had a desire 
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to share their digital creations with the class. This pride and confidence was further 

exemplified when one young man asked if the results of the assessment could be shared 

with his classmates. 

Taking Meaningful Risks in Class 

We were amazed how the use of digital tools encouraged the boys’ willingness to take 

meaningful risks. Through the course of the action, most boys began to offer opinions and 

share their ideas about the project openly. If they were challenged by their peers, they stood 

their ground. If they were convinced by another course of action, they were not intimidated. 

One boy mentioned that he would not have normally “risked looking stupid in front of the 

class.” Another boy explained that he felt better because he “had the confidence to try new 

things and risk sharing his ideas more openly.” We also observed that the boys were more 

vocal about asking for help in an attempt to get the best possible outcome for the task at 

hand. We noticed students who typically asked irrelevant questions only to get a laugh from 

the class were now comfortable asking questions related to the task, unphased with how 

peers might judge. In fact, one of these boys was now so focused on his work with digital 

tools that he grew irritated when interrupted by his peers with off-task distractions. Some 

boys took risks by experimenting with new types of technologies. They were eager to 

incorporate apps such as Google Slides or YouTube into their other classroom lessons. We 

encouraged them to get permission from other teachers, and they were excited about 

advocating for the inclusion of these new tools. 

Confidence and Risk-Taking Behaviours Outside the Classroom Environment 

One of the unforeseen themes that emerged from the data was the reach of the boys’ 

confidence levels and risk-taking behaviours beyond our classroom. We started to receive 

reports from fellow teachers in History and Economic & Management Sciences (EMS) about 

positive behaviour changes. They witnessed more participation in Math’s class and a 

motivation by many boys to improve their grades. One of our colleagues mentioned, “The 

boys participating in your action research project want to do what you are doing in my class 

as well.” The boys confirmed this desire: one boy asked, “Can you please show Mr. X how to 

use Google Docs? I think I will do better in History if we could use it.” We also observed the 

boys who participated in our study as they interacted with their peers. A boy who had been 
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very shy and reserved seemed confident and comfortable talking to boys in higher grades 

and boys outside his small circle of friends about what he was doing in our class.  

Conclusions  

After reviewing our data, it was clear that digital tools did have an effect on encouraging 

positive risk-taking and confidence in Grade 8 learners at Jeppe, not only in the confines of 

the action, but in the greater school environment as well. However, we discovered the 

incorporation of digital tools must be introduced in stages, allowing the boys to be 

anonymous at first so as to share thoughts and feelings without the fear of being ridiculed. It 

is essential for the teacher to be cognisant of setting the stage at the outset. By allowing the 

boys to work in a safe, anonymous online space, they can determine what is correct and 

incorrect in their deductions, without choices being attributed to any one person. As the 

project progressed and the boys realised how to correctly use the digital tools, their 

confidence grew. They were more willing to take risks and share their opinions out loud in 

the class without the fear of being wrong or ridiculed. Even if they shared an incorrect 

thought out loud or on the collaborative Google Doc, it did not seem bother them. They 

appreciated the collaborative process of correcting mistakes. The culminating project in 

which the boys produced and filmed themselves acting out the scenes for the murder 

mystery was the result of newfound confidence and willingness to take risks. As the boys 

adapted to new technologies in the classroom, they discovered that they had quite a bit of 

fun along the way.  

Implications for Future Practice 

Going forward, we both plan to repeat this action in future lessons. We were amazed by the 

results of our project and were glad the boys could experience the practical benefits. Helping 

our Grade 8 students adapt to a new school environment serves both immediate and long-

term needs. Hopefully, over time we can refine and improve this action, and it could become 

part of our school’s pedagogy. We have repeated the action with our new Grade 8 students 

at the start of the 2018 academic year and are already observing similar results. We are 

excited to present our findings to our faculty, and some teachers have already expressed an 

interest in either observing or trying our approach in their own lessons. 
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Implications for Future Research 

We would like to conduct this research with Grade 9 students who seem to be reticent in 

class in order to investigate whether this action can help improve their confidence and 

positive risk-taking behaviour. If this were the case, it could even be applied to higher 

grades in the high school environment. This once again highlights the benefit of our chosen 

methodology as it provided for the next cycle of research in the action whereby practical and 

meaningful research can help our boys become more adaptable in an ever-changing world.  

Reflection  

Participation in this action research project has been truly meaningful as it has allowed both 

of us to reinvigorate our teaching, not only for the benefit of ourselves, but for our boys as 

well. We find ourselves constantly re-examining our lessons by asking how we can interact 

more with the boys and make our lessons more inspirational. We learned how to apply a 

sound methodology and undertake meaningful change in the education environment. We 

plan to explore different approaches and collaborate with other colleges from around the 

world and apply best practice. The interaction with our team members during this research 

has already set this in motion. 

During the course of the action, we felt overwhelmed at times, often expressing concerns 

like “what have we let ourselves into?” We also had wonderfully positive moments of “this 

is amazing,” however, and, “we are doing the right thing for the boys. We felt excitement 

when we could see our research yielding inspirational results. The greatest highlight was 

watching the boys film and then watch each other’s news reports. We must thank our team 

leader, Mrs. Laura Sabo, for the guidance and support provided to us during this 18-month 

journey. Without her guiding hand this process would not have been as meaningful and 

purposeful as it was. We appreciate her time and effort. We thank the IBSC as well as Mrs. 

Amy Ahart for her support and for allowing us to undertake this research and present it at 

the 2018 IBSC Conference at the Southport School on the Gold Coast of Australia. We also 

wish to thank Mrs. Margot Long for the guidance and resources she provided in helping us 

write and undertake a credible and meaningful action research project. We are grateful for 

Jeppe High School for Boys for allowing us to undertake this research and supporting us 

throughout this process, especially our former headmaster, Mr. Anton Dempsey, and 
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current headmaster, Mr. Dale Jackson. We also wish to thank Mrs. Collette Rattray, Head of 

Academics at Jeppe for assisting us during this journey.  Jeppe is truly a special place to 

work. We hope that by allowing us to undertake this research and allowing us to apply 

what we learned, we can in some small way give back to the school and the boys. This 

process has made us better teachers, and that would not have been possible without the 

people mentioned above. 
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