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Abstract 

At a time where thinking around the flipped classroom and access to ideas and information through 

technology renders the notion of the teacher as the only source of knowledge increasingly 

redundant, greater attention is being paid to the ways in which we can enable our students to 

empower themselves. The effect of teacher as facilitator is at the heart of student agency and so this 

project was an opportunity to explore how it might be both developed and received within an 

English classroom setting. The conclusion reached was that co-creating a writing project was an 

effective vehicle for promoting student agency in Year 7 boys. Specifically, it offered the boys an 

opportunity to take ownership of their learning and to present their ideas creatively to the broader 

school community. The writing project entailed a level of freedom, which challenged them to work 

in new ways and led to rich discussion and a broad range of creative writing. Future research in this 

area might involve allowing students to take more ownership in choosing learning tasks and 

content, having them review curriculum design and delivery, and producing student generated 

rubrics for assessed units. Completing this project cemented my pre-existing belief in offering 

meaningful student choice and input and has given me further impetus to facilitate this wherever 

possible. 

Introduction 

For the 2019/20 Action Research topic – Developing Agency: Boy Voice and Choice – I chose to 

investigate whether co-creating a writing project in a Year 7 English enrichment environment 

might be a suitable vehicle for developing student agency. There were a number of factors which 

influenced my decision to focus on this topic with these classes. The teaching of creative writing to 

Year 7 students is an explicitly mandated requirement in Victorian Schools (see Appendix 1) and 

offers a clear opportunity for students to share a voice, whether this is “simply” their own or the 

voice/s of other people.  

Creativity was the focus of the 2019 IBSC conference and is a topic of interest to many at Scotch 

College, both within and outside of the English Department. In addition, the Year 7 Enrichment 

program is essentially a stand- alone package, which exists without a prescribed departmental 
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curriculum, without homework, assessment or examinations, and without a requirement for the 

teacher to offer an end of semester/ year report. The focus of my project was to offer a rewarding 

experience, wherein the best students of English in the year group were given an opportunity to 

work with each other, outside of the mixed-ability classrooms in which they spend most of their 

time. Through this project, I investigated the question: How can co-creating a Year 7 English writing 

project promote student agency?  

I chose to work with two Year 7 Challenge classes around the theme of creative writing. These 

classes consisted of boys who had been identified as having a particular talent for English and 

would be working with me for just over a semester. In this time, I would see each class (of around 

20 boys) for 45 minutes, once a cycle (every six days). The boys were initially given some explicit 

teaching of a range of creative writing styles and also had some time to explore and discuss student 

agency. They were then given six lessons to produce at least one piece of creative work, which they 

were to display in the English Department corridor. The participants knew they needed to write 

something meaningful and creative, and they had to display it on a specified corridor, but beyond 

that they were essentially free to choose what they wrote, how it looked, where they wanted it to be 

displayed, whether to have their names on it, and what (if any) feedback they wanted from me. 

Using the Survey Monkey software, I collected quantitative data through two questionnaires, each 

essentially consisting of the same five questions put to the boys at the start of the project and then 

again at the end (see Appendix 2). Alongside this, I collected qualitative data through small group 

interviews that I conducted with the boys, as well as interviews which they conducted amongst 

themselves before sending to me. Additional classroom artefacts in the form of photographs and 

student writing were also collected and considered. 

The action research methodology allowed me to improve my teaching practice through reflective 

inquiry and to develop my understanding of strategies that may be useful for my future practice 

(Mertler, 2017). An important component of action research is that it requires a participative 

methodology (Mertler), so that I was actively involved in the project rather than being an 

independent observer. Even though I was deliberately withdrawing myself from the model of 

explicit teaching relating to specific assessment, I was much more actively involved in discussing 

learning and analysing student responses to the learning process than would ordinarily be the case. 

Primarily, the focus for me was, in the first instance, to generate an understanding of agency and 

then to promote agency itself, rather than being too prescriptive about a particular set of English 

skills I was deciding to target. Clearly, whilst this process could have been conducted informally, the 
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action research process required a rigorous and systematic investigation (Mertler, 2017), involving 

wide reading, reflection and evaluation. 

Literature Review 

In keeping with the idea of providing the boys with the broad scope to produce creative writing 

which interested them and was for an audience including, but not limited to, fellow students and 

staff, it was not the intention that the boys necessarily “ticked off” on each of the relevant strands in 

the Victorian Curriculum F-10 (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2020) related to 

creative writing (see Appendix 1). Instead, these strands were shared in order to assist them in 

beginning and reflecting on the task.  

The idea of using creative writing as a vehicle for reflection on student agency was deemed relevant 

for a number of reasons. Firstly, it stemmed from a belief in the importance of outlets for boys who 

seem to be living in a time of increasing anxiety and self-harm. Many factors have been put forward 

as contributors here, including detachment from the natural environment, reduced levels of 

unstructured play, helicopter parenting, social media and the illusion of freedom and connectivity it 

promotes, alongside fear of failure, which all contribute to a lack of control, autonomy or agency for 

teenagers living in Western culture.  Regardless of whether any, or all, of these supposed 

contributors are in fact having any influence, there is data to support the premise that there is a 

problem. For example, one of Australia’s best-known Mental Health organisations, Beyond Blue 

(2020), cites figures published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics revealing that one in fourteen 

young Australians (6.9%) aged 4-17 years-old experienced an anxiety disorder in 2015. This is 

equivalent to approximately 278,000 young people. Life in Mind (2020), another agency prevalent 

in the field of mental health, notes that in 2018 suicide accounted for over one-third of deaths 

(38.4%) among people 15-24 years of age and 29.4% of deaths among people 25-34 years of age. 

These outcomes would seem to be connected, at least in part, to males being unable or unwilling to 

express their feelings; often there is a stigma around creativity such that many young men feel 

inclined to repress this facet of their personality. Interestingly, Kim (2011) notes that whilst IQ 

scores have been going up, since 1990 creativity (in the USA at least) is declining. Thus, the need to 

facilitate learning wherein boys get to share feelings, (whether through creativity, agency, or both) 

is significant. Accordingly, coupling creativity with agency, and in doing so giving boys a chance to 

share their feelings about sharing their feelings, seemed appropriate. 

The research of Kaufman & Beghetto (2013) notably questions the need for creativity in all 

contexts, suggesting that whilst it is important for teachers to be nurturing “some Bruce Waynes to 
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tap in to their inner Batman, there are also Supermen out there who need to become a little more 

Clark Kent” (p. 162). Despite this, their research stresses the importance of a kind of creative 

freedom or voice in the classroom, citing studies suggesting that creativity has been found to 

increase social harmony (King & Pope, 1999) and resiliency (Metzl, 2009), improve mood (Amabile 

et al., 2005), and reduce personal stress (Nicol & Long, 1996).  

Clearly, being creative and/or being judged on creativity is not something that all boys, or 

educators, will feel equally comfortable about. Cremin (2006) is specific about the need for teachers 

to role model their uncertainty and to immerse themselves in a “pedagogy of discomfort” (p. 429). 

In doing this, the argument is that they will be better placed to help children handle uncertainty, 

reduce fixed mindset, and enable them to take risks. In the process, they may also learn to see 

things differently and even come to willingly inhabit a more a flexible sense of self. This idea 

influenced the guidance stage of my project: in modelling creativity, uncertainty, drafting and 

repairs, risk-taking was absolutely promoted. Taking this a step further, the boys were exposed 

specifically to writers who deliberately “tore up the rule book” in their writing and attempted forms 

such as stream of consciousness, imagist, red-activist, and shape, which were outside of the norm at 

the time.  

Biddulph (2011) reports that until recently, whilst there appears to have been a growing interest in 

student voice related to behavior and environment, one area where students have had little 

opportunity to express their perspectives is in the school curriculum, which has tended to remain 

firmly under the control of government education departments. Further to this, and to the extent 

that it seems almost unchallenged, the responsibility for ensuring that the curriculum is understood 

by boys is seen as a matter for teachers. In essence, Biddulph asserts that “students have had little 

or no opportunity to exercise any agency over the school curriculum” (p. 381). 

The Australian Council for Educational Leaders (2016) argues that schools should let boys choose 

topics that appeal to them, suggesting that: 

This is a strategy that benefits all students as this allows them a sense of autonomy 

over their own learning. Allowing boys to choose their reading material, research 

topic or writing focus is particularly beneficial as it not only allows them to 

channel their interests into their learning but increases their engagement in 

reading and improves creative and expository writing. (p. 2) 
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Similarly, the Victorian Department of Education and Training (2020) clearly affirms the idea that 

student agency should provide opportunities for boys to work with each other and make decisions 

with teachers around what and how they learn. In addition, it suggests that they should have 

genuine input into how their learning is assessed, although it does not offer any specific guidance as 

to what this means in a practical sense. 

At a deeper level, the topic of authentic voice and whether this is in fact possible, is explored by 

Arnot & Reay (2007), who propose that the notion of student agency can be manipulated by 

policymakers and schools. They also acknowledge the ‘‘puzzling conflation’’ (p. 321) of student 

voice, which assumes that students of all backgrounds and abilities will be equally capable of 

accessing and articulating their own agency. My belief is that these ideas are cautionary and, 

therefore, well worth taking into account. 

Finally, in considering why this project might have a particular appeal to boys, Reichert & Hawley’s 

(2010) work regarding the transitive capacity of games was also influential. Their suggestion is 

that, “in no other area of study was there a stronger concordance between boys and teachers than 

in their agreement about the power of games to bring new energy and interest to the classroom” (p. 

58). Thus, the boys were encouraged to view this project as serious play, potentially involving it in 

their writing via riddles, codes, anagrams and the like, but most importantly, in terms of playing 

around with their self-expression. Critically, the project was promoted as an experiment where the 

boys had a chance to explore something of personal interest and reflect upon it, to share their voice 

with the school and, beyond that, the world of the IBSC. Thus, the lack of “traditional” assessment (a 

decision that both classes came to after detailed discussion) was viewed as being advantageous. 

Research Context 

My research context was Scotch College, a Prep–12 Presbyterian boys’ school in Melbourne, 

Australia. The school was founded in 1851 and has approximately 1900 boys, generally from high 

socioeconomic backgrounds. The school is not academically selective but has a very strong 

tradition of academic success. The participants in this project were invited to be a part of the Year 7 

English enhancement classes based on the recommendations of their mainstream English teacher 

and with the support of their parents. Typically, therefore, they were well motivated and working at 

a standard significantly above the state average for their age. In line with required ethical 

considerations (Mertler, 2017), the boys’ participation in the project was voluntary. I gained their 

permission through an informed consent letter to parents that gave an overview of the research 

project and requested that they allow their son to be interviewed, photographed, and filmed for the 
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purposes of this research. The letter indicated that all information collected would be treated 

confidentially and that no participants would be named in the presentation of my findings. This was 

discussed with the boys who had agreed to participate, as was the option of non-participation 

without fear of any negative consequence.  

Data Collection 

In order to ensure that my data was accurate, dependable, and credible (Mertler, 2017), I employed 

a variety of instruments, methods, and sources in order to collect them. To facilitate this, I 

deliberately engaged in what Mertler describes as “polyangulation” (p. 11).  This multi-method 

approach enhanced the reliability of findings (Lincoln & Guba as cited in Williamson, 2002) by 

enabling both the divergence and convergence of data. Throughout the implementation of this 

action, its effectiveness was evaluated and revised with the help of critical friends, thus tying in 

with the idea that action research should be cyclical in nature. 

 At the beginning of the project, I asked the boys open-ended questions about student agency and 

what it might look like in a classroom environment. This set a benchmark for expectations. I also 

devised a short Survey Monkey questionnaire in order to ascertain their attitudes towards student 

agency, creative writing, and the aims of the project in general. The questionnaire consisted of five 

closed, Likert scale questions and an open-ended question inviting comments. By duplicating this 

questionnaire at the conclusion of the project, I was able to gauge changes at a general level.  In 

addition, I collected further qualitative data through interviews conducted with participants, which 

were recorded and transcribed. These interviews were conducted in class time and involved 

creating small focus groups of two to three boys and asking each of them three base questions, 

which were brief, clear, and stated in simple language. The same questions were asked at the end of 

the project to evaluate any patterns and/or changes. I chose this semi-structured interview format 

as it allowed me to begin by asking all participants the same questions and to then ask different 

follow-up questions depending on the boys’ responses. It also allowed for the boys to potentially 

hear different viewpoints or perspectives and to build on the responses of their peers (Mertler, 

2017). 

After a lesson in which the notion of student agency was explained and discussed, the boys were 

given the opportunity to participate in the pre-action survey, which was repeated following the 

display of final creative writing pieces. This was done primarily to examine potential change in 

perceptions of the value of this experience and to offer another way of measuring student voice 

around the project. In this way, specific quantitative data were gathered in response to five 
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questions put to the boys (See Appendix 2). Alongside this, qualitative data were collected in a 

number of ways. Firstly, following class discussions around the concepts of creativity and agency, I 

noted key ideas and then discussed them with colleagues. Throughout the main writing block, I 

looked to interview and record student responses to three key questions: 

(i)     How do you feel about creative writing? 

(ii)    How do you feel about student agency? 

(iii)   What do you think about the quality of work that is being/ was produced? 

These three -minute interviews were conducted in class time, either in the classroom or in the 

corridor. Further to this, following the completion of the display of work, students were asked to 

record their own interviews in small groups of two or three boys, based around the three key 

questions. 

To complement the interviews the boys conducted with me, I also had them conduct video sessions 

with each other in response to the work and display that resulted from this project, with a specific 

focus on whether they felt that student agency had been developed. These peer interviews/ 

reflections were then emailed to me and proved valuable, both in assisting the participants to 

consider the merits of the project and informing me about what had happened from a student 

perspective. 

In addition to the student data I collected, I also took photos of the project throughout its 

development and made notes about them in order to document my interpretations and 

assumptions as part of the process that Mertler (2017) terms “reflexivity” .(p. 143). This allowed me 

to adjust my understanding and steer the project accordingly. An improvement to this process 

would have been to have included a specific tracking sheet including “look-fors” and to have 

maintained a reflective journal. Further to this, I encouraged the boys to write about the role of 

student agency in “the school of the future” as a final writing piece. I felt that this might be a final 

avenue for gleaning student voice, albeit in a slightly surreptitious manner. 

At the end of the project, I invited participants to reflect both individually and collectively on their 

experiences and also conducted member-checks to review the credibility of the research report. 

This also relates to the analysis of negative cases, which I was looking to include. Finally, I ensured 

that I participated in peer-debriefing with my critical friend (Mertler, 2017). 
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Data Analysis 

As I was collecting quantitative and qualitative data and giving equal emphasis to each, I was able to 

combine their strengths. In merging these forms, I was looking to analyse results simultaneously in 

order to further understand my research question. This polyangulation, a convergence of data 

collection techniques, essentially solidified the key findings. These emerged despite the researcher 

feeling slightly overwhelmed with the task that lay ahead; at certain points believing it to be “a 

monumental undertaking” (Parsons & Brown, as cited in Mertler, 2017, p. 272). A good deal of time 

was spent listening to, transcribing, and then re-reading all interviews in order to code data. Taking 

into account information which seemed to contradict or conflict with emerging patterns, whilst also 

aiming to think reflectively and in an “emotionally unattached” manner (Schwalbach, as cited in 

Mertler, p. 176), this inductive analysis led me to affirm the idea that co-creating a Year Seven 

English writing project can promote student agency, with three key findings. 

The Boys Generally Affirmed Creative Writing 

Following on from the key theme of the 2019 IBSC conference (Boys and The Arts: Great Minds and 

Big Hearts), this project was in line with the School’s focus on promoting creativity. To some extent, 

it was affirming to note that the majority of the boys in the initial survey indicated that they derived 

either “a great deal” or “a lot” of pleasure from creative writing. At the conclusion of the project this 

figure had dipped slightly, although there was also a corresponding drop in the percentage of 

respondents who indicated that they took only “a little pleasure” from creative writing. Student 

voice around this topic in interviews reflected this stance. Boy N was particularly keen on Creative 

Writing, saying,“I really love [it]. I usually write creative poems once or twice a day and do a bit of 

creative journalism here and there … it’s a good way to get my emotions out without saying them in 

harmful ways to other people.” Boy P believed that it is very important, saying “not only does it 

obviously help develop our English writing skills but also helps us think outside the box more and 

be more creative and imaginative, which is important in life.” Even students who were somewhat 

reticent could generally see the positives of the genre, with Boy L saying, “I’m not the best at it so 

it’s probably not my favorite either but I think it’s pretty interesting: there’s a lot of worlds inside 

our brains that we can show to other people through creative writing and also it’s fun sometimes to 

just describe about the worlds inside your minds or imaginations.” 

Student Agency Represented Unchartered Territory 

The questionnaire data around student agency reflected a wider spread of opinion at first, but this 

had narrowed by the end of the project. Initially, some felt they should have “a great deal” of choice 
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when it came to their learning, but none of the boys expressed this opinion at its conclusion. A 

minority believed that they should only have “a little” choice when surveyed at the start, but the 

proportion who believed this had also decreased post-project. Interestingly, one of the themes in 

interviews seemed to be based around the premise that student agency works well for me (i.e., the 

student talking) or us (i.e., this class), but that it might not be such a good idea for others in the 

class, or other (non-extension) classes. Boy F summed this up when he said, “I think that it’s a 

powerful tool and that giving students a bit more choice, a lot of students will use it wisely and do 

things that they like, but then there will be the other students who will, you know, try to cheat 

work, so it’s a kind of 50/50 thing for me.” 

Collectively, the boys certainly felt more trepidation towards student agency than they did about 

creative writing and/or displaying their work, with Boy N believing “it can easily get out of control 

… if I was Head of School I wouldn’t impact that in my classroom.” Whilst in the minority, other 

students were aghast at the idea of determining the nature and topic of the work they were to 

produce, believing that this should be the sole responsibility of the teacher. Boy NH, who was in this 

category, said, “I don’t really like it very much because I like being told what to do.”  

As the writing and discussion continued, the boys made many observations about the need for 

student agency to be contained to some degree; that it could not be an unlimited choice, with Boy M 

declaring that, “A student can’t be trusted with everything.” Whilst Boy X felt that student agency 

made school feel less “like a prison” and more like “an education place,” others pointed out that 

freedom can be overwhelming if you aren’t used to it or that ,“When you have your own choice, you 

usually do something you like, and you don’t stretch out of your boundaries” (Boy D). Boy J was pro 

student agency and pointed out that he had enjoyed creating his own rubric in a previous school, 

whilst Boy L was even more effusive, saying that it “had the great idea of letting the students do 

whatever they like and whatever they are passionate about, whatever they want to do and have full 

control of everything.” Boy S was the most positive of all, declaring, “It’s the best thing I’ve ever 

done because there are no set of guidelines, which means anything I feel like doing I’ve always 

wanted to do in creative writing, I can.” 

Boys Were Confident About Quality  

The pre-survey showed that the majority of boys believed the quality of work which would be 

displayed in The English Corridor would be “very high” or “high.” This was very similar to the 

results from the post-action survey, where an equivalent majority believed that the work was of 

“very high” or “high” quality. Whatever their feelings about student agency, participants were 
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essentially confident and affirmative when it came to discussing the merit of the work that they 

would produce and/or had produced. This may have been because the process of creative writing 

was more familiar and/or tangible to them. When it came to the work, Boy L stated, “It was great. 

It’s intriguing and also I kind of liked the poems that everyone else wrote and also I kind of liked the 

signs written up over the English Building. I wonder who wrote them?” He did, of course. Boy L3 

was equally happy with the work, saying, “Yeah I really liked the quality ... I liked the vast variations 

that were displayed there such as poetry, some cryptic sort of quizzes and what not so overall it 

was a good project.” Some students who were a little disappointed with their own work still 

believed that the display was a success: “I feel that I took on a task that was too big for me to 

complete, so I didn’t complete it at a very high standard, but over the whole of the class, I thought 

the quality of work was outstanding, very good, yeah” (Boy F). Even those who were skeptical about 

student agency endorsed the quality of the work produced, as evidenced in Boy TF’s observation 

that, “for Y7’s I thought it was good quality work. You’d think being left to come up with whatever 

they’d want it would be pretty bad work but I thought the quality was good, which showed how 

much they cared about their work.” 

Conclusions 

One of the key tenets of the action research methodology is that “reflection is not really a final step 

but is integrated throughout the action research cycle” (Mertler, 2017 p. 44). It is not conclusive 

but, rather, it works to find creative solutions to educational problems and offers tentative 

proposals. With this directive to steer clear of absolutes in mind, the research process for me 

validated both the merit of choice and the idea that we should therefore be doing more to promote 

it. It afforded students and teacher the opportunity for sustained discussion, reflection, and writing 

on topics of individual interest, whether this was pigeons, peanuts, the school of the future, or 

student agency itself. Further research in this area might involve trialing something of a similar 

nature with a “mainstream” Year 7 class or a senior class; as an elective, for example. It might be 

useful to explore whether inclination towards student agency is affected by the age of participants 

and/or their academic ability. Moreover, I could investigate the long-term impact of this project on 

the participants. Would the boys’ responses to the questions about creativity and agency shift as 

they go through the school?  

 

  



11 
 

Reflection Statement 

This project has been rewarding for a number of reasons. It allowed me to talk authentically about 

learning with some very talented and creative students and enabled them to gain insight into the 

importance of experimenting and risk-taking in order to extend their writing. It was rewarding to 

see many of them get so excited about having a space to display whatever they chose to write 

however they wished to present it. This generated a definite buzz.  

Whilst this task was undoubtedly very small-scale in the scheme of things, the process certainly felt 

demanding enough for this researcher and was consistently intellectually stimulating. I feel most 

fortunate to have been invited to participate in this initiative whilst in my first year at Scotch 

College and thank Peter Coutis and Ryan Johnstone for the opportunity and support. The IBSC 

training program placed me in a team of thoroughly engaging educators who were super 

collaborative and engaging and this chance to network at a global level has been most invigorating. 

I would particularly like to thank Trish Cislak for her unflinching positivity and steady guidance in 

her role as team leader and promoter of student agency par excellence. Finally, thanks to all the 

Year 7 English Challenge Boys of 2019: your “can do” approach to this slightly unusual proposal 

made all the difference. 
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APPENDIX 1: THE VICTORIAN CURRICULUM F-10 

The Victorian Curriculum suggests that, at a Year 8 Level (and, as these Y7 students were in an 

English Challenge class, I felt that this was appropriate to stretch them by a year), students 

should be creating literature wherein they: 

• experiment with particular language features drawn from different types of texts, 

including combinations of language and visual choices to create new texts (VCELT418) 

• draw upon text structures and language features of other texts for particular purposes 

and effects (VCELT419) 

Further to this, in terms of literacy, they should also be given opportunities to: 

• create imaginative, informative and persuasive texts that raise issues, report events and 

advance opinions, using deliberate language and textual choices, and including digital 

elements as appropriate (VCELY420) 

• experiment with text structures and language features to refine and clarify ideas to 

improve the effectiveness of own texts (VCELY421) 

• Use a range of software, including word processing programs, to create, edit and 

publish texts imaginatively (VCELY422) 

 

These curriculum strands relate to Y8 English  
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APPENDIX 2: SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Questions put to students via survey Monkey pre and post survey. NB Questions 4 and 5 were 

modified in the post project survey (eg q4 became how interested were you and q5 became was 

instead of will be). 

(1)   How much enjoyment do you get from creative writing?                                                                              (A 

great deal, a lot, a moderate amount, a little, none at all) 

(2)    How much choice do you have about your learning in school?                                                                   (A 

great deal, a lot, a moderate amount, a little, none at all) 

(3)   How much choice about their learning do you think Year 7 students should have about their 

learning?  (A great deal, a lot, a moderate amount, a little, none at all)            

(4)   How interested are you in what you are doing in English Challenge?                                                        

(Extremely interested, very interested, somewhat interested, not so interested, not at all interested) 

(5)     At this stage how good do you think the display in the English Corridor will be when you have 

finished the project? (Very high quality, high quality, neither high nor low quality, low quality, very 

low quality) 
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