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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to Doing Action Research in the Secure Estate: A
Guide for Educators. This guide has been developed as a
companion guide to Doing Action Research: A guide for post-16
practitioners (ETF, 2021).

The aim of this guide is not to replicate what is already written in
Doing Action Research, but to complement it with some specific
and important considerations for teachers who are interested in

carrying out action research projects within the secure estate.

You can read an e-book version of Doing Action Research: A
quide for post-16 practitioners.

Who is this guide for?
This guide is for anyone working in the secure estate (e.g., a pris
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x Doing action research as part of your everyday teaching practice
x What happens if your plans are interrupted or if changes happen within the prison that are
beyond your control?

Part 2: Working as part of an action research team

within secure settings

This section includes:
x How to gain the interest of your collea
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https:/ / ccpathways.co.uk/ practitioner-research/ otla8/ 2a/

https:/ / ccpathways.co.uk/ practitioner-research/ otla8/ 2b/

https:/ / ccpathways.co.uk/ practitioner-research/ otla8/ 2c/

Part 1b: Doing action research as part of your everyday teaching practice

The primary goal of action research is to improve practice, so your action research in your
classroom or workshop is likely to be closely interwoven with your everyday teaching practices. For
example, you might be working on a project that seeks to understand how best to identify learner
goals and motivations for learning, which is something that you would likely be doing anyway as a
teacher. In these cases, you might articulate what you are doing as ‘teacher investigation’ or
something similar, as it is already part of the teaching role to explore your own practice and this
does not usually require official approval. Similarly, action research encourages what is sometimes
referred to as a ‘ground up’ approach to problem solving and practice development, which is
responsive to the specific contexts of your own setting. For example, instead of applying a blanket
initiative that has been generated by people outside of your organisation, action research enables
you to start from exactly where you and your learners are at, supporting you to focus on and
address the issues that are particularly important to you right now. In this sense, action research
enables you to work collaboratively with your colleagues and learners to trial fresh teaching and
training approaches and work out together what constitutes effective teaching and training practices
within your specific setting.

Action researchers are constantly tweaking and adapting their research plans and approaches as
they reflect on the effect of the actions they have taken so they can decide what to do next. This is
not dissimilar to how you might naturally engage in reflexive practices within your classroom (e.g.,
how you carefully adjust and adapt your teaching approaches and resources to accommodate the
specific needs of learners you are working with at any given moment). Where action research takes
this process slightly further is in the opportunity it provides to think deeply about not only what you
are doing, but to be able to articulate why (McNiff, 2022).
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PART 2: WORKING AS PART OF AN ACTION RESEARCH
TEAM WITHIN SECURE SETTINGS

Part 2a: How do | gain the interest of my colleagues?
Sometimes, you may find that your colleagues are not always as initially enthusiastic about
engaging in action research as you are. Teachers are busy people, and teaching within a prison

environment brings with
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HMP Liverpool and Novus: How sharing action research plans and
findings with colleagues in multi-disciplinary roles can support policy

development and effect change.
Example from practice

Following on from their research as part of the OTLA 7 programme, the team at HMP Liverpool
and Novus extended their work during OTLA 8 to consider the role of blended learning (a
mixture of face-to-face teaching and in-cell learning using pre-prepared work packs). The team
had been surprised to discover that some of the men they were working with had stated that
they preferred to engage in learning in their cells as opposed to in the classroom, particularly as
the in-cell learning had been designed as an interim measure in response to restrictions being
placed upon classroom teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic. Because the research team at
HMP Liverpool had actively involved their heads of learning and senior managers at both the
prison site and with Novus, the project lead was subsequently invited to share her findings on
the potential benefits of blended learning in prison environments with both HMIP and Ofsted,
helping shape future recommendations in relation to promising, learner-centred practices within
the secure estate.

37KH UHVHDUFK SURMHFW SURYLGHG NH\ HYLG
monitoring visit to justify our blended learning approach and show that we

To learn more about this project please visit: https:/ / ccpathways.co.uk/ practitioner-research/
otla8/ 8b/

Part 2c: Thinking beyond the classroom; using action research within secure estates to
help develop sustainable, prison-wide educative practices

For educational action research initiatives to be most successful within the secure estate, it is
important to consider the different aspects of prison life and how this affects or impacts upon the
changes you are hoping to make within your teaching or learning support practices. In this section,
we share some highly successful examples of action research that have been driven by partnership
working; between those working in educative roles, those supporting other aspects of prisoner’s
lives, and those working in other pertinent roles.
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The theory of practice architectures
The ex
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considerations for prison-based
action research
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Part 3b: Ensuring learner confidentiality and anonymity

An area that requires careful thought and planning is around safeguarding and ethics in prison
settings. We have already noted in part 2 of this guide that many of the action research activities
you might carry out during your project are not separate to your teaching role but deeply embedded
in this. As such, asking prison learners how they feel about, e.g., their target setting approaches
should not present you with particular ethical challenges. However, some projects do necessitate
careful ethical consideration, as the example from practice below demonstrates.

Action research enables teachers to work together to think carefully and deeply about their
practices, which in itself can help support safeguarding practices. Imagine for a moment that the
research team had not taken the time to discuss and reflect upon the potential impact of revealing
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Part 3c: Safeguarding learners during action research activities

It's not only considerations around permissions and writing up projects while maintaining anonymity
that you will need to be mindful of when undertaking action research in a prison setting. You also
need to be aware of what other support each prisoner might be accessing and which types of
activity or questioning could potentially trigger an emotion or
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837KH UHVRXUFHVY SURGXFHG HPSRZHUHG OHDUQHUYV
communication skills as they drafted business Facebook pages, recipe website
content and online review site content... the research activity opened up an
opportunity for the production of learner-led, co-designed digital skills development
strategies and resources, which can be incorporated into future schemes of work as
OHDUQHUV VXJJHVW WKH SODWIRUPV DQG GLJLWDO

Through their action research project, the team were able to
work together to overcome some of the barriers to
embedding essential digital skills that had been present
before. The project also helped the digital champions
appreciate that vocational specialists were not resistant to
engaging in digital literacy work, they just needed some
tangible examples to draw from:

32QFH HQJDJLQJ UHVRXUFHV VXFK DV UHDOLVWLF
templates for online tasks using authentic
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Plans were made to introduce a range of reflective activities to English and maths
lessons to allow learners to openly identify the learning they could remember as well
as areas that needed more practice. It was hoped that learners would be able to set
their own targets based on the topics they had decided they needed to improve on.
This would lead to targets that would be more likely to inspire and motivate learners
and spark a sense of interest and ownership

Despite some significant challenges imposed on the team as a result of Covid-19 and a move
from class-based to in-cell learning, the research team were able to support learners to reflect on
their learning through the use of exit slips, telephone interviews and embedded reflective
activities within work packs. As the project progressed, the research team were able to tweak the
wording of questions in order to elicit a more detailed and thoughtful reflection for learners, for
example from closed questions such as ‘was it easy’ to open questions such as ‘what do you
know now that you didn’t know before?’, which encouraged a deeper response:

Ihe main learning from the exit slips was that detailed and relevant reflections were
provided when prompted by more specific and detailed questions... This suggests
that tutors should be careful in their choice of language and deploy strong coaching
skills when questioning learners to get the most useful responses from their
learners ~

In addition to their work with learners, the research
team surveyed staff to explore their attitudes to target
setting, which, when themed, were found to be more
orientated towards results than towards more holistic
goals that encouraged people to view themselves as
life-long learners.

S7TKH WXWRUVY JURXS GLVFXVVLRQV DOORZHG IRU
development in professional practice,
especially the evaluation of practice and to
build positive and collaborative
relationships. Some of the information from
the project exposed areas for improvement
which certainly challenged established
models of practice and beliefs about target
setting

Although HMP Liverpool’'s project began primarily with

target setting in mind, their research findings helped

them to challenge their thinking, share learning and

initiate changes in relation to several areas of practice. Action research provided an opportunity
for teaching teams to problematise their ‘taken for granted’ assumptions about effective learning
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setting to men’s wider lives and aspirations.

To learn more about this project, please visit: https:/ / ccpathways.co.uk/ practitioner-research/
otla-7/ otla-7-cluster-12/ 24-novus-hmp-liverpool/

HMP Low Newton. Using action research to explore ways of promoting
SDUHQWDO HQJDJHPHQW LQ FKLOGUHQYV OHDUQ

Case Study 3
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The main aim of the project was to support fathers in prison, through the charity ‘Storybook

33/41 Doing Action Research in Secure Estate: A Guide for Educators
September 2022
Education & Training Foundation



learners the autonomy and responsibility for all aspects of the project and their own learning,
increased their motivation an13(e)-8( )t 19/L8(d)13(u)(scu/)17( )-4(e)17(e)-8(ve)0 G[(;)] TIETQQHE
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Community — examples include - poor housing, poverty or historical trauma, lack of clean air or
water.

Environmental — examples include - natural disasters such as floods or fires or pandemics.

Examples of risk factors may include - poor mental health, school exclusion, peer pressure, gang
membership, poverty, an institutionalised up-bringing, being a victim of violence or abuse and
protective factors could include — educational achievement, supportive parents and networks,
emotional well-being and an environment based on trust.

“It is well-known that the experience RI WUDXPD FDQ KDYH ODVWLQJ LP
social, physical and emotional welFEHLQJ ~
- Vaswani and Paul, 2019, p.1.

How do we prevent trauma?
Serious violence, trauma and adversity cannot be tackled in isolation, it needs to be a collaborative
partnership between organisations and communities taking an all-round approach to embed prevention.

How can we make a difference?

x Accept that people who experience complex trauma are not broken or beyond repair.

x Promote positive mental and physical well-being to increase people’s capacity to deal with
trauma and build strong relationships.

x Recognise that positive/ strong relationships can be seen as the key to overcoming trauma.

x Support financial stability that may include a curriculum that addresses the need for skills in
budgeting and financial management.

x Offer employment advice and guidance, vocational training, relevant Personal, Social, Health
and Economic Education (PSHEE) subjects and qualifications in English and maths.

x Avoid telling people to ‘move on’ and support their concerns about being re-traumatised or
having their ‘triggers’ for trauma dismissed.

Below is information on the initial opening plans for the Rivendell Unit at HMP/ YOI New Hall. In
working together to create an environment of safety and trust, the multi-disciplinary team involved
aimed to recognise the need for trauma informed practices and embed these in their shared plans
for the Unit.
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staff, Health Care, Counselling Services) regularly met to plan how they would work with the
young people in their care to create an environment of safety and trust and support them with
gaining the skills required to have the confidence and resilience to better manage their own
emotional well-being. The overall aim was that, in the absence of stable parents, the multi-
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