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Abstract 

In October 2017, a cohort of Year Five boys engaged in a seven-week Humanities and Social 

Sciences unit consisting of seven one-hour sessions. Twenty-five of those boys further 

participated in our action research project, which was guided by the question, “How might the 

use of meaningful student involvement encourage a deeper understanding of content for Year 

Five Boys?” Qualitative data collection methods consisted of interviews, pictorial evidence, and 

questionnaires. 

The research project sought to measure the need for boys to consider their own learning 

pathways in the hope that they would take ownership of their learning. Throughout the 

process, the emphasis was on the students taking control of their learning, thereby developing 

their 21st century skills including questioning, collaboration, and communication. Findings 

from this project indicated that by guiding the lessons in collaboration with students, deeper 

learning occurred. 

Meaningful student involvement was kept in the forefront of our minds throughout the project 

and opportunities to exercise this were abundant. After evaluating the students’ presentations 

and analytical reflections, it was clear that that the transfer of power to the students was not 

only empowering for the boys, but also led to a significantly deeper understanding of the 

content. As their teachers, it was satisfying to witness the students meeting achievement 

standards and showing interest and accountability for the outcome. 

Looking back, one of the highlights of the project was the enthusiasm of the students prior to 

each session. The prospect of working together with the peers of their choice was a strong 

incentive to engage. Subsequently, being able to choose the learning pathway built from 

personal interest undoubtedly solidified the commitment. 
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Introduction 

The IBSC action research topic on adaptability was always in our minds as we embarked on our 

project. Although we had to stay aligned with this concept for the project, it had already 

surfaced as a topic prior to embarking on our IBSC journey as it had been previously discussed 

amongst our staff during whole-school meetings. More often than not, the need for our students 

to be adaptable and flexible with their surroundings, peers, and the curriculum that they have 

to navigate is apparent. Being exposed to so much more than their parents and grandparents 

before them in an ever-changing and ever-improving world requires an ever-changing and 

ever-improving approach.  What influences this greatly is that we are also living in a world 

where children appear more protected and experience less of the very thing that they need to 

survive—resilience. Gaining skills to affect positively, the outcome of what they wish to 

achieve, is becoming harder to obtain as the environment they exist in offers more leniency than 

ever before.  

 The incorporation of meaningful student involvement within a unit’s lessons offered deeper 

understanding of content in our students. However, the process and methods required to apply 

this encompassed a deeper, and possibly more necessary component: adaptability. 

Our need to explore the question of how the use of meaningful student involvement would 

encourage a deeper understanding of content for the boys was easily met by the use of Stinger’s 

(2014) action research model. Using an action research approach, we were able to give the 

students the opportunity to implement change autonomously with only minimal guidance from 

us as we acted as facilitators. Research conducted whilst the lessons were in motion was the 

perfect platform for both teachers and students to view each others’ methods. The cyclic nature 

of action research gave us the ongoing ability to regroup after each lesson using feedback and 

data collection. This was not only conducive to an already tight teaching schedule, it also 

allowed the desired outcome of a completed unit’s work to occur, whilst the changes happened. 

Ultimately, a first-hand account of how to affect deeper understanding of content could be 

achieved. 

Literature Review 

As educators, we face the challenge of preparing boys for a largely unknown future that 

promises change that moves faster than we have ever known. Adaptability is the key to moving 
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forward, as is inclusiveness of the curriculum, best practice, and the teaching of 21st century 

skills. To aid in the march towards success, the notion of meaningful student involvement 

contributes more fittingly than ever before. Meaningful student involvement is the process of 

engaging students in every facet of the educational process for the purpose of strengthening 

their commitment to education and unlocking the door to learning. Therefore, the chance to 

transfer the power to students in a controlled environment and to cultivate their understanding 

of the importance of being adaptable is an extremely valuable and worthwhile opportunity. 

As educators, we are also already innately aware that the interest and engagement of our 

students heighten when we make them feel involved. The teacher-centric way of standing in 

front of a class delivering information is largely an archaic practice. However, Scholl (2008) 

found that when teachers do not deny students their “right to speak their word,” deeper 

learning is more likely to occur. Interestingly, this cannot simply be the only method to effect 

change; Scholl also suggests that the physical arrangement of the classroom and the mental 

arrangement of the relationships built are both key to strengthening learning foundations. 

McWilliam (2008) broadened this concept by adding that sharing power with students requires 

their questioning to be at the forefront of the learning. This necessitates the need for teachers to 

believe in their students and be in a negotiable frame of mind for the development of the 

curriculum and assessment, which will engage even the most highly disengaged student. 

 A point of concern as indicated by Dewey (1938) is that some teachers may not recognise the 

value of students’ life experiences as being as equally as worthwhile as that of an adult. Dewey 

posited that when students are engaged using their knowledge and experience in genuine and 

authentic ways, they are more likely to develop intrinsic motivation. 

Alongside the teacher-student relationship, and arguably the most valuable relationship, is that 

of student-to-student interaction. Biggs (2001) suggests that this peer relationship when fostered 

in the correct way (with a mix of both formality and spontaneity) enriches learning outcomes. 

Entwistle (1998) concurred that this relationship also nourishes lifelong skills such as 

collaboration and cooperation, which are desirable qualities in students and therefore future 

employees. 

Meaningful student involvement in the classroom also comprises of a high incidence of group 

work. This concept can harvest its own issues. Comer (1995) suggests that sometimes group 
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members do not perceive that their contribution is significant enough to be considered. When 

group members feel they cannot influence the outcome of a task, they work below their capacity 

and need in some cases need to be carried by the group. 

 The Hewlett Foundation (2013) developed a model of Deeper Learning Competencies to 

address the potential flaw in group work scenarios. This framework aims to prepare students to 

achieve as they progress through the education system. Working collaboratively, students need 

to solve problems successfully, identifying group goals to work toward, and incorporating 

multiple points of view. So much learning can take place within a group context when the 

conditions are conducive and this extends to the working environment. This is a valuable skill 

to acquire as the need for collaboration becomes more prevalent in today’s society to compete in 

the workplace. 

 Likewise, Stringer (2014) suggests that facilitators (i.e., we as teachers) need to be careful and 

remain as neutral parties to all of the stake-holding groups in the setting. This allows the 

members of all groups to feel that they have equal opportunities to discuss and spend time with 

the facilitator. It is essential to maintain trust within the working environment and ensure that 

all groups feel that they are part of an equitable environment with equal access and input to 

both facilitator and to the project at large. 

 By introducing the concept of meaningful student involvement into History and Social Science 

lessons (HASS) with Year Five boys, it was our hope that there would be noticeably deeper 

learning occurring, evidenced through their understanding of historical content and the 

connection to their own lives, both now and in the future. 

 HASS is the study of human behaviour and interaction in social, cultural, environmental, 

economic, and political contexts. HASS possesses a historical and contemporary focus, from 

personal to global contexts, and considers challenges for the future. In the Australian 

Curriculum, HASS includes a study of history, geography, civics and citizenship and economics 

and business. Through this Key Learning Area (KLA), students will develop the ability to 

question, think critically, solve problems, communicate effectively, make decisions and adapt to 

change. Thinking about and responding to issues requires an understanding of the key 

historical, geographical, political, economic and societal factors involved, and how these 

different factors interrelate. The HASS subjects in the Australian Curriculum provide a broad 
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understanding of the world in which we live and how people can participate as active and 

informed citizens with high-level skills needed for the 21st century. 

Research Context 

The Southport School, established in 1901, is an independent Anglican, day and boarding 

school for boys in Queensland, Australia. Non-selective in nature, it is a school for boys from 

Preschool to Year 12. The school’s mission is to “challenge each boy to achieve excellence” 

through the balance of academics, pastoral care, and co-curricular opportunities. 

 The Southport Preparatory School has approximately six hundred students ranging from Pre-

prep to Year Six. The participants in our study were Year Five students following the National 

Australian Curriculum who studied Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS) once a week in a 

one-hour lesson. 

 The participants in this project consisted of a group of twenty-five students of mixed ability 

who were self-selected into groups in line with the self-directed learning ethos. The same time 

slot was used for the six-week period as the investigation process of our research took place. 

Whilst the boys were from two different classrooms, the project was conducted collaboratively 

in the same open working space with both teachers leading the sessions to reduce the impact of 

variables relating to the role of the teacher. 

All the boys who participated in the research project had their families complete the Parent and 

Student Consent Form provided by IBSC, so that everyone was aware of the intentions and 

purposes of the project, including anonymity. Anonymity was maintained through the boys 

being assigned a letter rather than a name. No reference was made to any individual names 

throughout the research or filming before, during, or after.  

The Action 

Step One: Introductory Survey and Preparation 

Our first step was to deliver an online survey, which gave us some information about the 

students and their attitudes towards learning and the Key Learning Area of Humanities and 

Social Sciences. This Key Learning Area content provides opportunities for students to develop 

humanities and social sciences understanding through key concepts including: significance; 

continuity and change; cause and effect; place and space; interconnections; roles, rights and 
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responsibilities; and perspectives and action. These concepts may provide a focus for inquiries 

and be investigated across sub-strands or within a particular sub-strand context. 

 We first introduced the concept of meaningful student involvement and discussed what it meant 

for the students. The main purpose along with the introduction to the concept was for the boys 

to be able to discuss and come to grips with being in charge of their own learning and the 

pathways that they potentially could be taking. This introduction set the scene for students, 

explaining the learning outcomes and overarching research question. We discussed what they 

needed to learn about, how they were going to learn, and how they were going to represent 

their findings. Students needed to create a learning pathway that could be executed within a 

five-week timeframe. They based their plan around a suggested inquiry cycle. 

 Step Two: The Learning Journey  

Students and teachers followed their learning plans, conferencing weekly, to check how they 

were progressing, facilitating any learning that the students required to accomplish their goals. 

Students checked in with the teachers each week by face-to-face, video, or email. They had the 

opportunity to reflect on their learning by booking time with the teachers as information 

facilitators, as primary and secondary sources of information, presentation experts, and mentors 

for their learning journey. 

Step Three: The Culmination of Work 

This stage was essentially the presentation of the students’ work and the medium for the 

majority of the data collection. Each boy was given a questionnaire and a cross section of the 

boys was interviewed. The goal of these two methods was to determine how the introduction of 

a collaboration charter and the limiting of the teacher contributions to reflective prompts 

changed the learning outcomes of both the content and the collaborative skills. We viewed the 

boys’ presentations, considered their work during moderation, and marked against a rubric. 

Data Collection 

Effective data collection was extremely important to the success of our project. Although there 

was a small range of quantitative data taken through the summative assessment of the task, we 

compiled a range of qualitative data, identifying that there was growth in ownership of the 
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boys’ learning and the processes through which they learnt. On reflection, this was a good 

choice as it highlighted the students’ ability to adapt within their own learning pathway. 

 Students worked on Padlet, an online note-taking platform, as the means to reflect each week. 

This collection point was a collaborative tool used between students and teachers to discuss 

their feelings about the whole process. Other collection methods included small focus groups, 

which provided students with a platform to discuss issues or challenges that they faced. 

Authentic, trustworthy, qualitative data were straight from the students’ thoughts. 

 The boys were observed during learning activities and their interactions noted. We made use of 

the students’ own recording devices during interviews and took photos and videos of our 

lessons as the boys engaged in the various tasks throughout the project. 

An important phase of our research was accurately compiling a range of qualitative data that 

focused on the growth of ownership in the students learning and the processes through which 

they learnt. 

 Selective methods such as reviewing, organising categories, identifying themes, and ultimately 

developing a report (Stringer, 2014) were used to accumulate data that could be analysed to 

evaluate the effectiveness of the action in relation to our research question. 

 We began with a detailed discussion about the project’s purpose and relevance. Particular 

reference and explanation given for key terms such as meaningful student involvement and deeper 

learning. After this discussion and at the beginning of the project, the students were asked to fill 

in a brief questionnaire that would give us some base data about their own experiences and 

expectations. This process continued throughout using a variety of questions and the original 

questions asked at the conclusion of the project. The data were collated and compared. This 

information allowed us to identify if perceptions of the process had changed and if the students 

thought there was value in learning this way. 

  Anecdotal notes were taken as we observed the boys during learning activities and their 

interactions were documented. Video and voice recording was used to acquire feedback on how 

each step of the process was understood by the boys and to keep track of how they felt in 

relation to ownership of the task. Photographs of student interaction, group formation and 

dynamics taken, were used in a reflective nature, to gauge an idea of how many students were 
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engaging across the cohort and identify who was using the lessons to maximise their 

understanding of the tasks. 

There was a small range of quantitative data taken through summative assessment, this was 

used for school reporting purposes but did not generally affect the overall perception of how 

effective the action was in our project. 

Data Analysis 

Prior to the start of the project, we spoke with the boys about our thoughts on their learning and 

how we were considering a project that mutually beneficial. The students were made aware of 

the details of the project and its various stages. There was a discussion, including feedback on 

what constituted an honest answer and how they could communicate about what they went 

through. There was ongoing feedback from the teachers throughout the process as it was a 

learning journey where all stakeholders had autonomy. All data, documentation and 

video/photographic records were saved for verification if needed. Throughout the project, we 

consulted with our Mentor and Team Advisor to ensure that the project remained on track and 

that all aspects of action research were addressed. 

Discussion of Results 

During the process of allowing boys to be in control of their own learning, we collected and 

analysed a variety of forms of data. Through this process, we identified several areas that could 

be adjusted to encourage a deeper understanding of content. Some of the themes that emerged 

included: 

● Increased comfort with the freedom of choice and self-directed learning; 

● Development of deeper and more open-ended questions; and 

● The ability to work collaboratively as a group member and applying appropriate skills.    

Increased Comfort with the Freedom of Choice and Self-directed Learning 

The initial delivery of the unit was quite structured, setting a strong foundation for students to 

start to plan their own path forward, compiling research, and collecting information to begin 

their projects. From that point, they were given the freedom to choose what perspective they 

wanted to portray in their presentation. 
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 A positive aspect of this activity was that the boys connected with something that they had a 

personal interest in, giving them the encouragement to want to continue. This confirmed the 

notion established by Hewlett (2013) where “students felt a strong sense of belonging within a 

community of learners and value intellectual engagement with others.” Observations showed 

that once they found something that they had a personal or real-world connection to they 

seemed to gain direction. 

During initial discussions, some boys were excited by the prospect of taking control of their 

learning and the freedom to choose the subject. They were also excited about the variety of 

options they were offered to present their findings. Boy C remarked, “I’m so excited to learn 

about that.” On the other hand, some boys found the same prospect daunting. Boy D’s remark, 

“All by ourselves seems too hard,” resonated with several of his classmates, indicating that they 

were reliant (at least at the beginning of the implementation of the action) on the teachers, as 

well as the process to which they were accustomed. As the boys engaged in the various 

activities it was evident and refreshing to witness a shift from the stagnant atmosphere of the 

previously teacher-directed sessions. Boy E stated, “The classroom is noisy but we are still 

getting heaps done. Can we do this again tomorrow?” Boy F added, “I haven’t finished. Could I 

stay in at lunch time and do it?” These comments indicated that although the students had not 

addressed all criteria set for that lesson and did not finish on time, there was a new sense of 

motivation to return to the task next time to get the job done. The survey completed by the 

students following a session of questioning and research, required the students to express their 

level of motivation. The results indicated that they felt more motivated because they had 

developed ownership and goals that were understandable.  

Development of Deeper and More Open-ended Questions 

During the “The Look Phase” (Stringer, 2014) we observed that students created their own 

questions. However, they used predominantly closed questions and were not able to expand on 

them in the next phase of the task. Further into the action research project, however, 

observations conducted as part of the data collection process showed that the boys, while 

participating in self-selected groups, appeared to examine more closely the variety of 

questioning they had proposed. This was perceived to be because they were amongst like-

minded peers with an pre-existing relationship. Observations suggested they were looking 

more critically at their choices, and were structuring stronger, more meaningful questions to 
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guide their inquiry. Boy F, when discussing how he went from simply recalling facts and 

information to evaluating events and thinking about how these impacted their own lives, said, 

“My friends and I were able to understand so much more when we changed our questions.”  

 A pleasing development amongst the students was their ability to recognise that their 

questions sometimes lacked depth and led too quickly to “yes” or “no” answers. This inhibited 

the process of compiling an engaging presentation. Boy E admitted how basic his answers were 

prior to having the chance to discuss the effectiveness of the questions in his small group: “I like 

that I felt supported by my friends even though they thought my questions were not good 

enough.” Boy B also reflected that the initial questioning was inadequate, saying, “We needed 

to build on our basic ideas.” The boys realised that if they were to successfully use them in the 

next phase of the inquiry process, the questions required adjustment. 

 During a focus group discussion conducted with the participants, the overwhelming pattern in 

the data was that the self-directed nature of the task incited a deeper understanding of the 

content. Boy X said, “We learnt far more than we would have because we made up our own 

questions. We wouldn’t remember it as well, if the teacher just told us.” 

The Ability to Work Collaboratively as a Group Member and Applying Appropriate Skills 

Observations conducted during the participation within the groups that were solely peer 

selected showed that the suggested questions were occasionally dismissed, as less relevant 

questions and the stronger questions were built upon to allow the students to explore at a 

deeper level. As the group members became more familiar with each other, they began to 

identify individual strengths that were becoming evident. As a direct result of this, they 

delegated roles to those who could best carry out the task. 

 Boys reported that that being in control of their own topic and having the freedom to talk to 

their peers throughout the process helped them to refine the questions that they were asking. 

Many participants expressed that telling each other the information and learning from their 

peers was both good and fun. Boy B stated, “We are excited to be showing our work to each 

other because our friends are more interested than our teachers.” The approval of their work 

promoted a positive environment and appeared to give them the encouragement to continue. In 

contrast, when collecting data through the form of a questionnaire, the students had some 

negative feelings towards the group concept. Comments such as “I feel distracted in a group” 
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(Boy G), “I feel like I am doing all of the work” (Boy H), and “it’s too noisy and hard to get the 

teacher’s attention” (Boy I), revealed some of the issues that needed to be addressed to ensure 

that the working environment was conducive to all participants. This involved an assigned 

leader in each group and systems of how everyone could have equal time to speak. Once these 

measures were established most of the groups worked in a more harmonious fashion.  

Conclusion 

Allowing students to have complete control over the mode and method of how they presented 

their personal level of understanding and consequently questioning by the teachers and the 

audience, ultimately showed the students’ level of understanding. Compared to previous 

lessons, predominantly teacher-directed with only minimal student involvement, the new 

format, without reservation, increased the engagement of the students. 

Across the cohort, the students showed during their presentations that there was growth in the 

overall understanding of their chosen topic. The boys displayed a confidence attributed to the 

authentic connections made during the learning process. The knowledge gained by the 

audience based on questioning of them following the delivery of a group’s presentation, 

indicated that they were more knowledgeable about other students’ topics than previously 

observed when the content was delivered through methods that were more traditional. 

Our data highlighted our ability as both teachers and students to become facilitators of 

knowledge, enhance the learning journey, share ownership and follow a successful process that 

lead to a shift in mindset in us all. We found that true meaningful consideration of student 

input and trusting in them and the process led to successful outcomes. 

The implications from the research forced us to recognise our future practice in a new and 

considered light. It is clear that our planning should ensure that students do have input 

throughout the learning process and that it is meaningful. As we plan for future HASS 

assignments we will continue to use the methods deployed for this action research project and 

have already endeavoured to enhance other unit plans following the research process. We 

recognise that there are changes that need to be made including the scaffolding of questioning 

in a transdisciplinary way. This will only improve student engagement and the quality of their 

final projects in the future.  
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Reflection 

As educators we seek to instil knowledge in our boys with passion and we do this to the very 

best of our ability and resources. The opportunities made available to us as educators 

throughout this process were extremely beneficial. The chance to research a topic perceived as 

best practice and woven into the threads of adaptability was a fantastic opportunity. The ability 

to develop our own practice, research, acquire knowledge and implement our findings, was 

priceless. 

We have found in the past that there was always the opportunity to give students some form of 

ownership, even as limited as their input, in creating their own child friendly rubric. This, in 

essence, is quite tokenistic. However, the ability to let go and see just what the boys were 

capable of and for us as teachers to take a step back, becoming facilitator’s not directors of 

knowledge was liberating. It was extremely pleasing to see just how effective a change in 

mindset by both teachers and students could substantially help them on their learning journey. 

The ability to work with colleagues within and outside the research process had far reaching 

benefits for all stakeholders in the school community. To be able to work closely with like-

minded educators, implementing, reflecting and facilitating change was such a rewarding 

experience. 

We thank all the people who have guided us through this learning journey and have helped us 

in the process to become better educators of boys. 
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