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Abstract 

This paper examines how project-based learning in an English classroom might empower Year 8 boys by 

providing learning experiences that engage them, encouraging them to develop skills that they could 

apply to other aspects of their lives, and helping them to understand that their ideas do matter and what 

they have to say can have an impact on others. 

My action research project ran over a six-week period and focused on the experience of 11 Year 8 boys. 

Qualitative data were collected initially through a survey, field-notes, and unstructured observations. 

These progressed to semi-structured interviews and small focus groups. Inductive analysis was utilised to 

analyse the data after categorisation and coding. 

The findings demonstrate that an agentic approach to education in the form of project-based learning was 

effective in empowering the Year 8 boys, particularly in its capacity to engage, provide purpose to the 

learning, and instil a belief that what the boys write has value and impact. 

Introduction 

There is a long history of boys underperforming in writing in comparison to girls. It is understood that 

boys have the ability to write, but do not feel personally invested in the writing process and become 

disengaged (Department for Education, 2012; Fletcher, 2006; Pinkett & Roberts, 2019). I wanted to 

explore how I could facilitate that personal investment by empowering the boys to write about topics that 

are meaningful to each individual. 

In this research project, I investigated how a project-based learning model might empower Year 8 boys. It 

became evident, through thorough reading, that the first step of empowerment was engagement; therefore, 

this became an important milestone. Most of the boys at my school ,by Year 8, had already gained entry 

into their future senior schools before starting this academic year, so prior to this intervention, many boys 

could not see the intrinsic value that English, and indeed many academic subjects, post-examinations had 

on their ongoing development. Some would comment that it “doesn’t really matter” until they start again 

at their new schools. 
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For some time, I have questioned the value of a teacher-led, knowledge-based learning model: Does it 

engage our boys in 21st-century education? Does it effectively prepare our boys for their future? Does it 

allow them to develop the skills they need to be successful in the modern world? As computerisation 

increases and new technologies come online, we are entering a time of unprecedented change. The jobs 

that we are preparing our boys for do not yet exist, and many jobs they currently aspire to may cease to 

exist in the future or  require a very different skill set from that of today. This generation will need to be 

adaptable, confident in their ability to discover and believe that what they do in this world does have 

value. These concerns led me to agentic approaches to learning:  

Agency is the capacity to take purposeful initiative — the opposite of helplessness. Young 

people with high levels of agency do not respond passively to their circumstances; they tend 

to seek meaning and act with purpose to achieve the conditions they desire in their own and 

others’ lives. (Ferguson et al., 2015, p. 1) 

I chose to focus my action research on the following question: How does project-based learning in the 

English curriculum empower Year 8 boys? To be empowered in education means to be more confident in 

yourself, to have the belief that what you do matters, to be engaged because you see the value of what you 

do, and to be able to take control of your learning pathway. 

With the inclusion of technology in our classrooms we have the opportunity for a paradigm shift away 

from traditional teaching methods to ones that give boys more ownership of their learning by giving them 

more choice. 

As a methodology, the scale of action research allows research to run simultaneously with the practice of 

everyday teaching without overburdening teachers as researchers.  It “allows teachers to study their own 

classrooms … in order to better understand them and to be able to improve their quality or effectiveness” 

(Mertler, 2016, p.4). Action research enabled me to investigate the impact a project-based learning model 

might have when used as a vehicle to empower boys, equipping them with the skills and belief that what 

they write can impact an audience aside from the teacher.   

Literature Review 

The Department for Education (2019) in the United Kingdom, which provide statistics for writing in 

primary and secondary school, found that boys perform less well than girls in writing. While boys 

underperformed when compared to girls in all subjects expect mathematics, the research showed that “the 

biggest attainment gap between girls and boys was in writing” (p.9). An earlier publication for the DfE 

(2012) found that “Girls and older pupils are more likely to consider themselves as good writers in 

comparison to boys and younger writers,” and that “not giving boys ownership of their writing” is one of 
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the reasons for this disparity” (p.7). Fletcher (2006) discovered that some boys have a “pervasive lack of 

enthusiasm …]for writing in school” (p. 5). Pinkett and Roberts (2019), in their book Boys Don’t Try, 

conclude that boys are just as capable of academic success as girls, arguing it is not their potential that is 

the barrier, but that it is, among other ideas, the lack of choice and personal investment in the writing that 

holds boys back. By understanding the problem, I was compelled to investigate, through action research, 

a possible solution. 

Educational philosopher John Dewey (as cited in Nikolaidis, 2018) teaches us that what is learned and 

how a child learns is as important as the child themselves. He states:  

When we’re thinking of the child and the curriculum as separate, we falsely declare the 

two entities as incommensurable … in reality, though, the child and the curriculum are 

two interlinked aspects of the same process – education. (p. 34) 

An educator cannot change the learners in the classroom; thus, to engage in meaningful learning, one 

must explore a change in pedagogy. From this understanding and through subsequent exploration, I was 

led to agentic approaches and ultimately project-based learning.  

Although it is innate for us to have agency, our current model of school systems often limits agentic 

practices. To embed a culture of agency, we must shift the ownership of teaching and learning and place it 

in the hands of the learners themselves. Juliani (2018) supports this argument by adding that a student-led 

agentic approach to education “versus traditional instruction … increases long-term retention of content, 

helps students perform as well as or better than traditional learners in high-stakes tests, improves students’ 

problem-solving and collaboration skills, and improves students’ attitudes towards learning” (p. 15). 

Bredo (2000) explains that knowledge is made rather than found. It is through this pursuit for knowledge 

that education has the capacity to be individualised, thus leading to a student-led learning experience. It is 

understood, through research by scholars at the Buck University (as cited in Juliani, 2018), that such 

learning processes “yield a number of benefits for students, ranging from deeper learning of academic 

content to stronger motivation to learn” (p. 16). Student-centered approaches empower students to engage 

in active learning experiences that are relevant to their lives and goals, both inside and outside the 

classroom (Wolfe et al., 2013). 

Student voice and autonomy have played a significant role in igniting social and educational change in the 

United Kingdom and throughout the world. Ryan and Connell (1989) highlight that: 

Individuals have a need for autonomy, or a desire to do things for personal reasons, rather 

than doing things because their actions are controlled by others. It is assumed that the 

need for autonomy is most likely to be met in contexts where students have a choice, 
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shared decision making, and relative freedom from external controls. When individuals’ 

autonomy needs are met, it is assumed that they will be more engaged. (p. 81) 

If lack of choice and ownership is a problem, then Spencer and Juliani (2017) suggest that empowering 

boys through project-based learning (PBL) is a potential solution. They argue that,“Empowering students 

teaches them to have their own voice and follow their own direction. Empowering our students is not only 

important in our world today but crucial” (p. 7) They state that this is about shifting our mindset and add 

that the choice offered to students in a PBL approach is an incredibly easy way to get them excited about 

learning. Furthermore, they note that choice in PBL is only the beginning. Project-based learning leads to 

a path where students have ownership over their learning and challenges them with real-world problems 

and creates deep learning experiences (Spencer & Juliani, 2017), confirming Fletcher’s (2006) notion that 

education needs to be active to have impact. Helping students find their own paths—not the ones we set 

out for them—has always been the focus in education. Students continue to fall into the same trap year 

after year with traditional schooling. They rarely have a chance to choose their learning path in school and 

routinely treat school like a “job” instead of the most valuable learning experience they will ever have. 

There is a need to shift boys from being compliant (following the class rules) through to engagement 

(getting excited about their content) and finally to empowerment (intrinsically motivated to find their own 

path to success and happiness). Engagement is the first step to empowerment; to achieve the latter, you 

must first have the former. Literature investigating the correlation between student engagement and 

academic achievement is plentiful. An analysis of research by Lei, Cui and Zhou (2018) find that 

“engagement not only appears to affect school changes directly, such as, teacher’s professional identity, 

and school’s positive atmosphere, but also seems to lead to improvement in academic achievement of 

students”. Connell and Wellborn (1991) explains how studies have demonstrated a positive correlation 

between behavioural engagement and achievement-related outcomes (e.g. standardized tests, grades) for 

elementary, middle, and high school students. Murray, et al. (2004) expand by confirming that 

“engagement makes a difference to achievement. Effective learning requires attentiveness, time on task, 

persistence, interaction and reflection” (p. 7). They go on to add that engagement matters because it 

embraces important goals of schooling besides achievement. Vibert and Shield (2003) “contest that 

student engagement itself might well be a misnomer, suggesting that engagement is somehow located in 

students, when in fact, analyses of the data [we] collected argues that students, like teachers and 

community members, are engaged in schools when schools are engaging places to be” (p. 236). 

Existing literature on engagement and policies and programmes that make schools more engaging places 

state that “an unmotivated student often is more likely to put forth effort if he has a say in the assignment” 

(Shore, 2017). Fredricks et al. (2004) argue that if we make schools more engaging places, we also need 
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to listen to the views of students themselves. Listening to the students and empowering them to “have a 

say” is at the heart of project-based learning and the development of agency. It is imperative that we 

move the level of engagement of learners from non-participation through tokenism to learner 

empowerment. Amplifying agentic practices gives permission to all learners, teachers, and students alike, 

to embrace new possibilities for learning and educational systems (Johnston, 2004). In a study in 

Australia, researchers Potter and Briggs (2003) asked children about their early experiences at school. 

One of the leading factors that determined a positive experience in education was choice. 

It is the theory that project-based learning provides the vehicle to empower our boys to write, achieve 

success in writing, as well as gain some of the skills for future success that drives the following body of 

research.  

Research Context 

Aldwickbury School is a boys’ independent prep school, for Reception to Year 8, in Harpenden, United 

Kingdom, located just 30 minutes north of London. The school curriculum is centred on preparing boys 

for success in their future schools and beyond. At the heart of this curriculum is a commitment to support 

all areas of academic and social growth and encouraging the boys to become not only passionate and 

engaged learners, but good people. With small class sizes, structured academic and extra-curricular 

programmes, as well as comprehensive support for all individual learners, boys tend to thrive here. We 

have a roll of approximately 380 with the majority of boys going on to well-respected senior schools. 

Entry examination for these future schools tends to happen in Year 7, so many boys enter Year 8 having 

secured placement already. The participants of this action research were 11 Year 8 boys, who were part of 

my English class. This research took place during the late Winter of 2020 and continued through the 

COVID-19 global pandemic, with final presentations happening via distance-learning.  

The Action 

Previously, writing in our English classes was a stand-alone, teacher-led activity; topics for writing were 

given by the teacher and boys had limited time and limited autonomy in which to write. For this 

intervention, the boys had an extended period, in this case six weeks, to complete multiple pieces of 

writing on a topic of their choosing, thus developing one comprehensive body of work. At the start of the 

project, they chose a topic that they were interested in (e.g. stem cell research) and were then encouraged 

to consider an issue within that topic (e.g. How might stem cell research shape our future?). In order to 

narrow the scope of the topic to maintain depth and focus, this overarching issue would be paramount to 

what they wrote. We discussed how traditional writing was often a closed interaction between the teacher 

and the student; however, for this project, they were encouraged to engage with an audience beyond the 
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confines of the classroom. Consequently, many boys chose to write to leading professionals, while others 

wrote digital content for online platforms. 

I allocated time each week to researching, writing, and editing these projects, as well as to one-to-one 

teacher conferences with the boys. These conferences were an important part of the process, allowing for 

frequent evaluation and guidance on how each boy might achieve their desired outcome. Finally, at the 

end of the six weeks, the boys shared their project work as well as the learning journey they had been on 

in order to complete this work.  

Data Collection 

This action research project included a wide range of sources to provide data for collection and analysis. 

To ensure credibility, a polyangular mixed methods approach, that considered the contributions and 

comments of all boys, was followed. The majority of data collected were qualitative in nature, which was 

reflective of the nature of the research question. 

The first step in data collection was a student questionnaire exploring the boys’ interests and engagement 

in writing in the English classroom. This allowed me, as Johnson (2008) recommends, to gather both a 

substantial amount and variety of information relatively quickly. 

Step two included interviews, audio recordings, and teacher observations and fieldnotes. Focus groups 

and individual semi-structured interviews provided insight into any ongoing changes as the action 

progressed. In order to gather data about student behaviour in class, unstructured observations were 

integral. This allowed for the free flow of teaching (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005) at the opportune moments 

while recording any important observations. It was important to be mindful of how and when I collected 

data in the form of fieldnotes because Schmuck (1997) identifies that the presence of the teacher as a 

“data collector” can negatively influence student behaviour. To that end, I used non-invasive approaches 

and tools, such as recording any detailed observations after the lessons or activity. A tablet device is a 

fundamental tool in my teaching, so it enabled me to take quick field notes, photos and possible video 

recordings without major interruption to the learning. Work samples were retained for future analysis. 

Step three was a final evaluation questionnaire and a semi-structured interview to observe any changed 

behaviours over the period of the research. 

Data Analysis 

An inductive analysis of the transcribed data collected throughout the action enabled me to organise and 

identify emerging patterns and themes specific to the research question. In order to ensure credibility, the 

inclusion of contradictory or potentially negative findings were equally considered. Data were organised 
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into identified patterns and analysed using a coding scheme (Mertler, 2016). The processes of 

introspection ensured I could remain emotionally unattached to the data (Schwalbach, 2003), thus 

allowing for an honest and objective review. Cross-referencing fields notes with interview transcripts and 

questionnaires further enabled the richness and detail of the findings. 

Discussion of Results 

After reviewing the data, it became clear that the boys who participated in this project-based intervention 

were more engaged in writing and subsequently felt empowered. The following themes emerged as key 

outcomes: 

·         Choice plays an important role in engagement 

·         The boys developed a greater sense of purpose 

·         The allowance of time provides unique opportunities 

·         The boys understood that their writing has impact 

Choice Plays an Important Role in Engagement 

The boys found participation in this learning intervention to be more engaging than a traditional teacher-

led learning model. The project-based learning model allowed them to choose the topic on which they 

wrote. Through data analysis, I discovered that it was this choice that engaged the boys. Boy F confirmed 

this by saying, “I think I am a lot more engaged because I chose everything so I am writing about what I 

find interesting and what I like so I am more devoted to researching into it and working harder on it.” 

In a world where academic rigour is as important as engagement, we must be mindful of continued 

academic performance. Boy G argued that, “[if] we don’t have choice, well of course it limits our writing 

and if it limits our writing we are not as willing to write it, we are not as excited about it, so you won’t get 

as good a performance.”  

It became obvious that because the boys had choice and were writing about topics that interested them, 

they were engaged in these writing tasks outside of the classroom walls and outside of lessons too. Boy C, 

when talking about how he would be thinking about the topic at home and talking about his writing with 

his family, said, “My mind is a lot more in it. It is a lot more engaging because it is exactly what you want 

to do because you are choosing what you want to do.” Boy J continued by emphasising that this style of 

learning is “a lot more fluid and has more freedom. You can choose what you want to do, because of that 

I think I am achieving more.” 
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The Boys Developed a Greater Sense of Purpose 

One of the goals of this action research was to empower the boys by encouraging them to find meaning 

and a sense of purpose in English as a subject. The independent writing projects empowered the boys by 

allowing each of them to be the expert in their chosen topic. Boy K chose to research and write about 

mental illness after he was recently diagnosed with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD). He had never 

spoken about this publicly before; indeed I did not know of this diagnosis prior to this project work. 

Project-based learning gave him the opportunity to learn more about this disorder and share his honest 

experiences with his classmates. Towards the end of the project, he announced, “What I want to do with 

all the information is write a book.” 

As well as being experts in their field, the boys saw a correlation between this style of learning and the 

real world, empowering them through opportunities to understand that the skills they were developing 

were transferable to other aspects of their future. Boy B understood that “project-based learning is 

important because it is about learning techniques that we can use in other areas.” Boy H elaborated by 

adding that PBL allowed him to “adapt to certain things, like when you come to a problem in your life, 

you know how to research and kind of solve the problem yourself rather than having it given to you from 

the teacher.” 

PBL encouraged the boys to engage with an audience other than the teacher. Boy I acknowledged this 

when saying, “I want people to see my work and I want to show people my work instead of just I do the 

work but nobody actually sees it, nobody learns from what I have done. This project teaches people about 

things that I want them to know.” 

The Allowance of Time Provides Unique Opportunities 

One difference between project-based learning and traditional learning models is that PBL allows 

students to work on a body of work for a much longer time. Hence, because the boys did not feel 

pressured to move on to the next task, the skills and experiences the boys gained were invaluable. 

The opportunity to draft, self-assess, and redraft was likened by the boys to experiences of the real world. 

Boy A commented that he was “able to research, write something down, leave it and then come back to it 

a bit later with fresh ideas.” Boy I felt that having the extra time innate in PBL was important because he 

could “come back to it a week later or a month later and fix the mistakes,” whereas traditional learning in 

class he “couldn’t really fix them because we had moved on to the next topic.” 

The allowance of time allowed the boys to fail and try again. Boy H started his first project on “Realism 

and Idealism” and found that the resources available were too few and the audience, he felt, was too 

small. He decided that this project was too difficult in the given environment, so he stopped it and started 
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a new one. In an exit interview he noted that,“Failing at the first project made me want to do better on the 

next one. The first project didn’t work, so actually I gained a better outcome from it.” This experience 

was noted by others in the class, some commenting that “it is not about the amount of times you get 

knocked down, it is about the amount of times you get back up again” and “I learnt that things can fail, 

but also that I don’t have to give up, I can try again.” 

The Boys Understood That Their Writing has Impact 

An important outcome of the writing projects was for the boys to understand that their ideas mattered, and 

writing is a tool to engage with their audience. The data collected suggest that through project-based 

learning this goal was achieved. In an interview with Boy G, he stated that, “Writing to other people can 

make a difference, and that is quite exciting that you can actually make a difference in the world. It is 

important that you know you can make a difference and you know that you are not insignificant.” These 

writing projects changed the outlook of the boys. One said, “I am more optimistic now, I think my writing 

will have an impact. I think someone else will read it.” This led Boy H to add that “this is more of a 

communal thing compared to the usual work we do. It is a lot more personal and it encourages us to think 

about how others around us would enjoy and experience our writing. This writing is a lot more social. I 

think it might change the way I write from now on.” Boy J concluded by adding, “If you did a good 

project and then suddenly realised that it is actually beneficial to other people, and I did that, that gives 

you a huge amount of confidence and that can open another room for you to explore.” 

 Conclusions 

Returning to my research question, the experience of a project-based learning model for English 

empowered the boys; they understood that they are important, and their ideas are valued not only in the 

classroom, but the school and indeed the wider community as well. I wanted the boys to find their voice 

and then share it with the world, knowing that it will be acknowledged. The research findings suggest that 

this was a success. It is obvious to me that, given the right environment where choice is at the forefront of 

what we do, we can develop confident, capable and empowered writers. 

The success of the writing projects highlighted the need to look at other areas of the English curriculum. 

The boys contrast ed the positive experiences that writing in a project-based learning model and choice 

gave them to the seeming rigidity of the other areas of English, namely reading comprehension. This 

contrast exposed the lack of voice and choice afforded to them in the subject as an entire curriculum. 

There is scope, therefore, to take elements of this agentic approach to education and apply them to the 

wider curriculum. 
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This action research reinforced in me the importance of providing the boys with the opportunity to 

explore what interests them. Had it not been for these projects, one boy would not have found his stress 

release from a mental health issue, another would not have discovered the importance of failure in the 

path to success, and yet another would not have discovered his interest in stem cell research. The skills 

and confidence, as well as the knowledge gained and shared, cannot be measured for they will be with the 

boys long into their future.  

Reflection Statement 

I found this action research an incredible experience and one I would recommend to any educator. The 

lessons I learnt about what and how I teach are invaluable, but beyond that, the lessons I have gained 

from my students was a true gift. The boys often spoke about growing optimism and confidence, 

alongside them, I feel I have developed in similar ways. I too believe what I do as a teacher and the 

experiences I provide the boys has a lasting impact, some of which may be life changing. 

I found it, at times, a challenge to maintain a balance between the demands of this action research, my 

responsibilities of work, and the importance of my life at home, but it was a rewarding experience 

working alongside like minded educators from all over the world and to engage with so many people who 

share a passion for improving the lives of the boys we teach. 

One thing I was mindful of throughout this project was the importance that examinations still hold in the 

future of the boys in my class. Midway through this action research, the boys had to pause their projects 

to focus more on exam preparation. Although they were encouraged to continue the projects in their free 

time, due to the rigour of our academic programme, most found little time to do so. I question what 

impact this had on both the engagement and the depth in which they could have delved into their work. 

One other major disruption was the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. Due to the closure of the school, many 

boys were unable to present their research as they planned and were forced to do so virtually. The stress 

of this situation undoubtedly had an impact on their work and the final products. I give special thanks to 

all the boys for their continued work throughout this time, they were true champions. I guess it is 

testament to the success of the project that they were all keen to continue and share their creations 

virtually. 
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