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BOYS AS JOURNALISTS: CREATING AGENCY IN A YEAR 9 LANGUAGE CLASSROOM 
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Abstract 

Developing student agency in the language classroom has always been at the core of my teaching practice 

and, in particular, encouraging the boys to engage in the French language for more than assessment 

purposes. At my school, many of the boys’ engagement is heavily driven by assessment tasks and I 

wanted to increase their agency in terms of boy voice and choice through Project-Based Learning. My 

Year 9 French class created a French magazine over the space of three weeks at the end of the school 

year. The boys had to work collaboratively to decide together on the topics they would write about, the 

layout of the magazine, and they needed to regularly provide peer feedback to assist each other. Data 

were collected through entry and exit surveys, photographs and videos, individual and group interviews, 

field notes and individually written reflection pieces. The data were categorised and coded and I used 

triangulation to perform thematic analysis. The findings showed that the student-directed French school 

newspaper increased the boys’ engagement in language learning. The boys really enjoyed the freedom of 

choice, although they needed a structure in which to take ownership. The findings also showed an 

increase in the boys’ curiosity for learning French and that peer feedback when developing the newspaper 

articles was important in increasing the boys’ engagement. This research suggested that student-directed 

projects could increase boys’ engagement in their language studies. 

Glossary 

Agency: Student agency refers to a student’s desire, ability, and power to determine their own course of 

action: whether that means choosing a learning goal, a topic to study, an activity to pursue, or a means of 

pursuing it. (Vaughn, 2018). 

Authentic audience: In the context of this project, an authentic audience refers to people outside of the 

classroom who can view and engage with the student’s project so that the student’s work is relatable 

beyond the classroom setting (Burns, 2016). 

Encourage: In the context of this action research project, it will be evident that engagement has been 

fostered if students report during interviews and the exit survey (compared to the entry interview) 

increased enjoyment in the class activities, increased curiosity when learning a new concept of the 

language, and a deeper level of reflection on the project and learning the language as a whole. 
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Student engagement: In the context of language learning and use, “Engagement with Language is a 

cognitive, and/or affective and/or social state and process in which the learner is the agent and language is 

the object and may be the vehicle as a (means of communication)” (Svalberg, 2009 p. 447). 

Student voice: Student voice is having a legitimate and purposeful perspective, presence and active role 

and can fall on a spectrum from constricted to free and powerful (Bahou, 2011). 

Zone of Proximal Development: “Where a more knowledgeable learner or expert facilitates the learning 

development of a novice learner within the appropriate zone of his/her aptitude” (Schwieter, 2010, p.31). 

 

Introduction 

Background 

Learning a foreign language is only mandatory in Year 8 at Shore School and, as a Language teacher, I 

often struggle with the boys’ engagement because many feel that languages are not necessary or relevant, 

since we live “so far away” from other countries and cultures. Furthermore, I have often reflected with 

my colleagues that our boys are motivated and engaged for the purpose of assessment tasks only. I wanted 

the boys to engage with the language and learning process for a broader purpose: to develop a life-long 

love of language learning and to be engaged in the culture as a whole. 

A common theme discussed with school colleagues was the idea of increasing student agency through 

project-based learning (PBL) and student-directed projects. Building on these discussions, my action 

research project implemented a student-directed school magazine entitled “Les Garçons du Rivage”, 

which I hoped would increase the boys’ agency and engagement with the language in various authentic 

ways and potentially assist them in becoming life-long learners. Therefore, in this research I investigated 

the question:  

How can the creation of a student-directed school newspaper in French encourage engagement in a Year 

9 language class? 

Action Research Methodology 

The context of researching engagement in the classroom can require a methodology that enables a variety 

of data collection methods. According to Mertler & Hartley (2017), action research is conducted by 

educators as a problem-solving strategy for themselves. Based on this approach, I found that it was 

particularly effective in better understanding the boy’s engagement and for improving my own teaching 

practice, both of which are core elements of action research (Mertler & Hartley, 2017). As this 

methodology emphasizes regular reflection throughout the process, it became very beneficial for ensuring 

that boy voice and choice were always at the forefront. I was able to create opportunities for the boys and 
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myself to reflect and make necessary adjustments at different stages of the process. The nature of the 

project was more suitable for qualitative rather than quantitative data collection. As I wanted to use a 

thematic approach for data analysis, action research was the appropriate methodology. Action research 

was able to support my driving question about engagement and my personal reflections diversified as the 

themes emerged allowing me to consider new teaching practices. 

Literature Review 

As Vaughn (2018) notes, “student agency refers to a student’s desire, ability and power to determine their 

own course of action” (p.65). When educators provide more readily available opportunities for student 

voice and choice within their classrooms, they should see more student-initiated learning (Vaughn, 2018). 

Vaughn does caution, however, that there is a fine line as to how much freedom of choice is effective in 

developing student agency. 

Reeve & Tseng’s (2011) notion of “agentic engagement” is pertinent as it accounts for the behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive engagement of students. They note that to create a positive environment where 

agency can flourish, one must consider the students’ proactivity and willingness to learn and be involved 

in their own learning, as well as the teacher’s teaching style to motivate autonomy. Concerning language 

learning and student engagement, Svalberg (2009) put forth the idea that engagement has multiple facets. 

For example, a student who is writing or speaking spontaneously for communication purposes, may be 

socially engaged, but not necessarily engaged with language. “For example, a boy who is writing or 

speaking spontaneously for communication purposes may be socially engaged, but not necessarily 

engaged with language. By removing all assessment elements, I aimed to see if the boys would engage 

more in the language itself, rather than focusing on assessment outcomes and results. 

Petro (2017) wrote that students will learn more effectively if they are able to use personal past and 

present experiences when engaging with content. This approach supports the idea that boys should be 

responsible for their learning. By using a Project-Based Learning (PBL) framework, students can connect 

with the world they live in as they research and analyse real magazines and interact with their community. 

As Fragoulis & Tsiplakides (2009) note, providing students with authentic experiences is key for student 

engagement and effective learning with PBL. 

Furthermore, research shows that using technology, such as blogs, can motivate language learners outside 

the classroom to engage with the target language. Pinkman (2005) used blogs to demonstrate how 

effective they were in increasing engagement inside and outside the classroom as learners took 

responsibility for their learning. Pinkman’s work also showed that feedback from peers and teachers was 

an important element for engagement as students looked forward to seeing people’s comments on their 

blog entries: “Once or twice a week I check my blog and then other students write comments for me, my 

motivation is up, usually teacher check my blog, so if I read teacher comments my teacher thought about 
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me, my motivation up” (p.20). While the digital platforms are different (newspaper compared to blog), 

these forms of communication resonate as learning opportunities. However, the choice of a newspaper 

was driven by the opportunities for collaboration over the final product which I considered would assist 

the boys’ engagement.  

Another key aspect to consider is the need for an authentic audience. Schweiter (2010) researched second 

language writing through scaffolding in the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) when creating a 

magazine. He included descriptive, narrative, expository and persuasive texts to ensure that the magazine 

appealed to an authentic audience. Schweiter found that a project with an authentic audience enables the 

instructor to contextualise the learning and the real-life consequences made it more engaging for students. 

Further relevant research includes Cooper’s (2013) study demonstrating the powerful impact of 

connective instruction and Gauthier’s (2013) second language study, which showed that proficiency is 

increased when students engage cognitively, affectively and socially with the language. These studies 

informed my project in the sense that the digital newspaper format provides opportunities for 

collaboration, personal interest and intellectual engagement in the topics chosen e.g. current affairs.  

Bahou’s (2011) study into students as researchers for the purpose of increasing their agency is also 

relevant. By allowing my students the autonomy to design the layout of the digital magazine and the 

choice of topics for their articles, I was able to follow Bahou’s findings because this action research 

project became personally meaningful for the students. Additionally, as the students knew that there was 

an authentic audience within the school community, this project could increase their engagement, 

relevance and agency. 

There is a global view about gender differences and second language acquisition, with studies in various 

countries revealing girls outperform boys in foreign languages (Williams, Burden & Lanvers, 2002). 

Zammit (1993) also notes that male students have a less positive attitude to other-than-English language 

learning than females. That being said, Kissau & Salas (2013) found that boys were motivated by 

opportunities to interact in the second language through the encouragement they received and the use of a 

variety of instructional strategies (including technology). They also note the importance of the teacher-

student relationship to successful language learning. Geographically speaking, living in Australia can 

make it more difficult to promote and encourage boys to continue studying languages. However, this 

research has challenged this limitation, as it included technology, contact with a sister school in Paris, 

various instructional strategies, and promoted a positive and collegial student/staff classroom atmosphere. 

Research Context 

The Shore School is an independent K-12 boys’ school located on the Lower North Shore of Sydney, 

Australia. It was established in 1889 as a leading comprehensive school for the education of boys and 
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draws on its Christian values to shape and inform practice in the school. Boys are predominantly from a 

wealthy socioeconomic background with many students coming from the North Shore of Sydney. There 

is also a strong representation of boarding students from rural Australia and overseas. 

The participants were 13 boys from my Year 9 French class. The class was selected because the boys had 

been learning French for two years and they were open to trying new things. The classroom atmosphere 

was positive and supportive. 

Permission for students to participate in the project was obtained from students and parents by having 

them sign a consent form. The boys’ names were omitted when reporting findings to protect their identity. 

Participation in the research project was entirely voluntary and students were informed they could 

withdraw from the project at any time. 

The Action 

The 13 boys in my French class created a digital school magazine in the target language. This project was 

new for the boys as the French course at our school is very structured and content-heavy, leaving little 

room for students to complete personal projects. 

During the final four weeks of the year, the boys had freedom in the decision-making as to how they 

might create the school magazine: what topics they would like to write about, discussing and delegating 

responsibilities, who they would like to interview and why, and the layout of the magazine.  This was a 

new aspect to my practice, as the French course is content-heavy, and I often use direct instruction to best 

prepare for assessment tasks. By allowing the boys the autonomy to create the magazine, I took a step 

back from directing their learning and delivering the specific content relevant to the course. Rather, I 

facilitated the boys’ research into the information they needed for their French articles and magazine. I 

encouraged them to work collaboratively and in their own Zone of Proximal Development (Schweiter, 

2010) which I hoped might strengthen their French writing skills. 

To begin with, the boys met with three experts (Mr. Daniel Gillespie (university student studying 

journalism); Mr. Richard Clark (English teacher), and Mr. Matthew Fletcher (ICT Mentor) who spoke to 

the boys about various aspects of journalism and technology. After listening to the presentations, the boys 

asked questions about creating magazines and were given worldly examples and advice. They then 

researched and analysed French magazines and newspapers for inspiration about content and the layout 

and brainstormed different article topics based on their personal interests. The boys chose whether they 

wrote the articles individually, in pairs or in groups. For the digital magazine, the boys used Office365 to 

create the final magazine and collaborated on one specific document so they could stay up to date with 

other people’s articles and provide regular feedback to each other. They also spent time reading and 

annotating each other’s articles. I had a supportive role in their decision-making and learning: the boys 
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provided timely feedback to each other throughout the design and writing process of the digital school 

magazine. This project also anticipated that the boys would critically analyse current media and 

simultaneously develop their media literacy skills. They were encouraged to conduct interviews with 

members of the school community (creating authenticity) and to collaborate with each other (allowing for 

student voice and choice).   

By providing the boys with the opportunity not only to collaborate on a project together, but to be the 

driving force behind the decision-making when creating the magazine, this project was a completely new 

experience for the students and myself. 

Data Collection 

For this action research project, I used entry and exit surveys that focused on the boys’ perceptions of 

their French studies and their engagement in class. I took photos and videos of the boys throughout the 

process so that I could refer back to their behaviour and body language at different points when creating 

the newspaper. I also took field notes and made researcher observations regularly during classes thus was 

able to refer back through the process to look for themes and patterns. 

Furthermore, I conducted either individual or group interviews at the end of each lesson with different 

boys so that I could gather authentic responses during the project. This gave the boys the opportunity to 

voice their opinions about the project, including aspects they wanted to adapt. I found these interviews 

very useful to ensure boy voice and choice were at the forefront of the action research project as they 

encouraged the boys to reflect on their learning, engagement and the project itself. 

Finally, we partook in reflective writing at least once a week on Google docs, allowing the boys in their 

own time to reflect on their engagement with the language and their opinions about the digital school 

magazine. By using Google docs, I was able to seek further clarification, if needed, on each boy’s 

reflection, prompting them to explain or discuss further certain concepts. 

Data Analysis 

Using triangulation and the process of coding, I reviewed the data, including entry and exit survey 

responses, video interviews (groups and individuals), classroom observations, field notes, written 

reflections throughout the project and Flipgrid reflections. I started by comparing the boys’ responses in 

the entry and exit surveys regarding class collaboration, the boys’ perceived self-value and confidence, as 

well as their curiosity for French and their independence when learning. 

I also analysed the data by coding similar themes, topics, and ideas. Additionally, my own reflective 

writing enabled me to continuously consider the action research process and ensure that the project was 

staying true to my driving research question. 
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Throughout this project, I had the opportunity to discuss and reflect on the data with fellow colleagues 

and my team leader. This process was invaluable as it helped prevent bias when analysing the data. I used 

triangulation to ensure my data were valid and credible as Mertler (2017) notes that it can help to reveal 

unique findings by using data from multiple sources and through multiple mediums of data collection. 

Discussion of Findings 

Clear themes emerged from the data analysis regarding the boys’ experience during the project. Most of 

the boys understood engagement to mean asking questions, focusing, listening actively and interacting 

with what was being learnt. Four boys also wrote that effective engagement relied on interest and passion, 

with Boy A commenting: “Engagement means that you find it interesting and want to be a part of it.” 

The four main themes that emerged from my analysis of the data were: 

·    Freedom of choice strengthened engagement in learning French 

·    The majority of the boys increased their curiosity for learning French 

· The boys needed to feel that their contribution was valued. 

· The boys needed a structure in which to take ownership 

The Freedom of Choice Increased Engagement in Language Learning 

Having the freedom of choice (agency) during this project seemed to increase the boys’ engagement with 

learning French. As Boy L explained: “being able to write about where you live is good but writing about 

something you are passionate about is better and I want to do more of this.” 

Many of the boys also expressed a desire to be in charge of their own learning. Eleven of the boys 

commented on how they enjoyed the freedom of choosing the topics for the magazine. Boy E stated in his 

Flipgrid reflection video: “I found this project really enjoyable because there was a lot of freedom in 

terms of topics that we could choose for the magazine and that helped and allowed people to research 

what they found interesting.” 

Most of the boys expressed their enjoyment with choosing their own topics and felt excited about the 

challenge of writing about these topics in French. As Boy M explained: “I think it’s cool to try something 

new … it’s hard but it’s fun testing out our French with a different topic.” The data also showed that the 

different aspects of boys’ choice increased their engagement in their learning. For example, Boy I said: “I 

liked how we got to run the project and each person inputting what they wanted to do. I also liked how we 

had the choice to either work by ourselves or with a partner.” The boys’ feedback showed the ownership 

in creating the articles increased their agency as my field notes often refer to all the boys being excited 

about choosing their own topics. Furthermore, ten out of 13 boys mentioned during the project that they 

really enjoyed chatting with their peers about their topic and researching on the computers. As Boy G 
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explained: “It’s awesome to come to the computer labs... Wish we could have done this more during the 

year.… We never really go to the labs usually.” 

The Boys’ Curiosity Increased During the Project 

The boys’ demonstrated increased curiosity in learning French as I often observed that they were eager to 

look up new French words and discuss writing structures amongst themselves. For example, Boy I stated: 

“I really enjoyed reviewing and working on the work that my peers and I had done, because of the 

different ideas that can be thought up.” The boys’ curiosity also increased as they were interested in 

researching information for their specific articles. For example, I was interested in some feedback from 

Boy D in regard to his interest in French culture. He noted one day that he felt his curiosity was 

heightened when we spent time speaking about the fire in Notre Dame and when researching current news 

topics for the magazine. 

The boys’ engagement was evident when the journalism and technology guest speakers were presenting at 

the start of the project. They were focused, raising their hands to ask questions and some took notes 

unprompted on the advice given by the experts. They were particularly interested in the real-life stories 

that Daniel shared ,with Boy L stating, “It’s really cool to hear about how journalists work in the real 

world,” and Boy F saying, “I never knew that Mr. Clarke ran the Shore Weekly Record [our school 

newspaper].” The boys also recognised how they could use the new program in other classes with Boy G 

stating: “I’m really interested in using Office365 and learn how to use it in different contexts for other 

classes … I’m pretty sure my commerce teacher wants to use it more often.” My observations showed 

that the boys’ curiosity was piqued by the real-world scenarios and the guest speakers also increased the 

boys’ engagement in the project. 

The Boys Needed to Feel That Their Contribution was Valued 

Nine of the boys expressed their enjoyment with the opportunities in this project to provide their own 

feedback, to help one another and to know that I was actively listening to and engaging with their 

thoughts and opinions. As Boy A wrote in his exit survey: “I enjoyed some aspects of the team 

collaboration because it allowed us to share ideas with others and critique each other too - this made me 

feel like I was adding value to the project and to the class as a whole,” and Boy H said: “Also it was 

engaging because we got to collaborate with our group members and other groups and we were able to, 

like, help each other format and like edit and like help each other research.”   

 Clearly, the boys needed to feel valued and have their voices and opinions heard. Four boys felt less 

confident about sharing their opinions in class, as they felt their contribution was less valued. Boy B 

wrote, “often peers don’t take my advice because my French ability is limited compared to others,” while 



9 
 

Boy J wrote, “I really disliked the experience of collaborating with my peers as my opinion was ignored 

completely until the group had to rely on me to get the project done.”   

The Boys Needed a Structure in Which to Take Ownership  

My field notes and observations reflected some challenges the boys faced in taking ownership of the 

project. In particular, creating an appropriate team structure seemed crucial for the boys to engage 

effectively. For example, during the planning stage, I observed some boys take on a leadership role, 

delegating jobs to their peers and driving the discussion about topic choice for each group or individual. 

However, I did note that some of the quieter boys in the class did not necessarily choose their topic 

(teacher interviews). The more dominant boys tended to demand that they had their choice which led to 

frustration. In discussion with this quieter group they acknowledged that it is the reality of group work, as 

Boy C stated: “I guess it is hard when everyone wants to do the same activity.… It was a bit frustrating 

but it's also necessary in order to get the work done”. 

Boy F and L expressed their concern about the independence and perceived lack of structure due to their 

personal difficulty with procrastination. So, whilst many of the boys enjoyed the freedom of the task, they 

still needed some structure to ensure that they were engaging effectively. As Boy F stated: “I think if the 

deadlines were given by the teacher, we wouldn’t have to worry about that and could focus more on the 

articles which is the main part of the project.” 

Furthermore, my analysis found that the freedom of editing ultimately had a negative effect on the 

collaboration of the final product. As noted by Boy J: “People could bludge and avoid work and then hold 

the group up at the end while other people had to do all of the editing.” Again, this points to the need for a 

clear framework within which boys might take ownership of their work. 

Working together to fix the formatting in the final section and dealing with issues with the program 

Office365 was challenging for all of the boys. As boy D stated: “I didn’t like the collaboration when 

putting the final project together because many people were messing up different jobs.” I think this 

challenge actually revealed the boys’ engagement in the project, as they were invested in the final 

product. The frustration they felt when the final product was being edited and changed may be linked to 

this ownership and led to a strengthened engagement in their work, with Boy J saying: “I ended up doing 

most of the final product with Boy C because we spent a lot of time working on our articles so we wanted 

it all to look good.” 

Conclusions 

This action research project encouraged the boys in my Year 9 French class to engage in their French 

studies in a different way, which ultimately helped increase the boys’ agency. The boys thrived when 

given the opportunity for more freedom in the regimented French course and they thoroughly enjoyed 
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having their voices heard and being able to choose various aspects of the project. It ultimately did 

increase the boys’ engagement as they were able to collaborate in a new way and provide peer feedback 

on a regular basis. That being said, there appeared to be a fine line between giving boys the freedom of 

choice and providing helpful structures to assist their learning. The findings demonstrated that the boys 

enjoyed the feedback opportunities in this project, however, they did struggle when having to put the 

whole project together in the final few lessons. Some boys also struggled with voicing their opinions 

within the class as there were more extroverted voices. I think that these two challenges were ultimately 

really effective learning tools for the boys to work on their confidence and collaboration skills. 

Implications for Future Practice and Research 

I think the subtle balance needed between providing students independence in their learning and setting 

structures and boundaries is an area that I would like to further research. This aspect also clearly links 

with the challenges that the boys faced when collaborating on the final product. There were a lot of 

frustrations in regard to using Office365. However, when discussing further with the boys, it became 

apparent that their frustrations were due to their desire to produce a good quality magazine. They had put 

in their own time and enjoyed working on a specific article, so they easily became frustrated when other 

people were not putting in the same amount of effort or if they were “messing around”. 

I think the timing of the project was another interesting factor to consider for future research as it was 

completed in the last three weeks of the school year. Interestingly, many boys noted that they were 

struggling to be motivated at times when completing the project: Boy E explained: “It’s a bit hard to 

motivate watching films or documentaries” in other classes. This ultimately has made me think about how 

the school could use those last few weeks in a more purposeful manner for the boys, whether that be 

focused on academic study, social wellness or emotional wellbeing. I am interested to run this project at 

another time during the school year, to see how the engagement levels may differ. 

This experience has made me realise that I need to be more active in engaging the boys with current 

affairs in francophone countries, as they are global citizens and are interested in the world around them. 

Therefore, this year I have started a culture presentation, that takes place once a cycle, where boys choose 

and present topics relating to France or a francophone country. So far, the boys appear to have really 

enjoyed it and have stepped up to the task of researching and presenting to each other. 

Reflection 

I have thoroughly enjoyed the whole process of this action research as it has challenged me in many ways 

and has also enabled me time to reflect on various aspects of my teaching. My passion has always been to 

promote language learning and instill students with a desire to learn not only another language but to be 

open-minded and considerate global citizens. This action research project has helped me look at my 
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teaching strategies from different perspectives and it has helped me consider my communication with the 

boys. 

I was quite nervous about carrying out this research as I had never done anything like this before, but it 

goes to show that you can learn so much when you push yourself outside your comfort zone. The biggest 

highlight for me would have to be the positive effect the project had on the classroom culture as the boys 

got to work and spend more time together. The value the boys found in being able to voice their opinions 

and demonstrate independence in their learning has been so rewarding as a teacher and I am looking 

forward to providing all my students with more of these opportunities.  

I would like to acknowledge the remarkable work that goes into the IBSC Action Research Program, as 

without it, I would not have had the opportunity to collaborate with international educators, many of 

whom have become friends. I am extremely grateful to Shore, the Headmaster and Rod Morrison for 

providing me with the opportunity to participate in this enriching experience and I must also thank Polly 

Higgins, my team advisor, for her valuable advice, support and friendship through this process. Finally, I 

would like to thank my mother, Jo Anne Rey, for her wisdom, support and meticulous proof-reading.  
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