Methodology used throughout the study 

Chapter three


This study was undertaken to explore and monitor the development of a ‘sustainable schools' journey within the school where I work. I also decided to bring together a pupil participation group known as the Eco Group, so that ‘pupil voice’ is represented within the study. I have decided to place importance on the roles of a sample selection of teaching staff, as I feel they play a significant part in helping to raise the awareness of ESD in the school during the study timeframe. 

To find out if a strong ESD focus could prove to be a valuable learning ethos for both the school and community.  Further questions during the studies interview processes will centre on the opinions of individuals who have made a considerable contribution towards the study, and how sustainable this relationship will be over time. 

I have decided to carry out the study as action research. McNiff (2001) writes that action research is acknowledged worldwide as a powerful form of learning in that, 
action research is a term which refers to a practical way of looking at your own work to check that it is as you would like it to be. Because action research is done by you, the practitioner, it is often referred to as practitioner based research; and because it involves you thinking about and reflecting on your work, it can also be called a form of self-reflective practice (AR, 2001).

The processes of action research can be open ended and there is no early fixed hypothesis. It begins with an idea that is later developed. The research is the developmental process of following through the idea, seeing how it goes, and continually checking whether it is in line with what you wish to happen. It is also recognised as a rigorous methodology and is most visible in education, particularly with reference to the professional learning of teachers.  Therefore, action research appears to be appropriate to the social educational situation I intend to study. 
Reasons for the study methodology choice and data collection

Bryman (2008) states that research into research methodologies can sensitize you to the choices that are available. In other words you develop an awareness of the most appropriate or inappropriate methods for your work (p4). I am aware that the results from research findings can often be viewed as subjective and that within this subjectivity a distortion of the research outcomes can result. I have thought about this distortion that can occur and as a consequence I planned the stages of collecting the data very carefully. I did feel that the methodologies for collecting the views of the respondents and observations would need to suit the type of study – the development of ‘a sustainable school’s journey’. Therefore, the next seven sub sections discuss the reasons why specific methods of data collection have been used. 

The Action Research Design 
There are three distinct movements within action research paradigms:

· Interpretive action research as explained by Elliott (1991) sees action research as a facilitator for helping others to do research.

· Critical theoretic action research as evolved by Carr and Kemmis (1986), in which they see action research as a tool for investigating and challenging the power relationships of our social situations
· Living theory explained by Whitehead & McNiff (2006), in which action research is a lived practice – not merely a rhetorical or theoretical exercise. 


I have decided to use critical theoretic action research for this study, as the orientation of the work will be monitor through the day-to-day developments of many projects initiated by both pupils and teachers during the study. Equally, as I am using action research as my board organisational framework I have used a mixture of methods to collect both empirical and interpretive data (all are discussed further in this chapter). It is generally accepted in many areas of research, including educational research, that decisions about research methods should be informed by the nature of the research questions; that the research questions will indicate what approach and methods should be used (Bryman, 2008). However, some state (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1989) that it is arguable that this over-simplifies the process. Action research is not without its critics. Hitchcock and Hughes (1989), Hammersley (1986) and others state that action research is ‘bad’ as it does not meet with the normal criteria for research – for example it is not objective, value free, generalisable or replicable. I have also found that there is very little literature that helps the researcher identify the best way to seek out reliability and validity linked to action research methodology. Altricher et al. (1993) argue that judging reliability in action research can only be conducted on a restricted basis during the unique nature of an individual project.  However, McNiff (2001) writes that this viewpoint has been challenged as action research refutes the idea of reified knowledge or the concept of there being a fixed ideal ‘out there’. By its very nature action research cannot be judged by criteria from other theories. Denscombe (2007, p 126) writes that with action research it can be the practitioner not some outside professional researcher who wants to instigate a change and who initiates the research. This viewpoint may sound radical, but there are others (Elliott, 1991, and Carr and Kremmis 1986) that state the practitioner should be the dominant partner throughout the research stages. Therefore, I have chosen to use a ‘critical theoretic action research’ approach as it will enable me to realise principle goals in a practical way and use a range of methodologies that will suit the nature of the project setting and subject theme. Furthermore, proponents of critical theoretic action research (Elliott, 1991, & Carr and Kremmis 1986) state that the purpose is to investigate the social, cultural, and political contexts of schooling to pursue a more democratic school community. The aims and objectives linked to the research questions during the study are focused on uncovering some of these qualities. 


Finally, qualitative data collection, through action research can also feel more ‘human’, as Davies (2007, p 140) writes. Sometimes other methods can reduce everything to a tick box or table. Allowing the interviewees to talk at length with the researcher, allows both parties to respond with feelings and experiences that go beyond the ‘crudity of traditional categories such as age, gender and ethnicity.’ Exploring people’s feelings, thoughts and experiences in some depth can work well with a sample of between five and twenty individuals (Davies, 2007 p 139). There is also the possibility that the person being interviewed can exercise a democratic responsibility during the encounter. Finally, as this study is focusing on pupil participation and their ability to take ownership of many projects, I have chosen to use a range of methodologies that will deliver some of the qualities mentioned (Davies, 2007 p 140).
The methodology used for the pilot audit of the school’s ESD 

At the start of the study an ESD understanding in school did not appear to be evident to me. Therefore, to begin the processes of raising awareness of ESD I decided to carry out a pilot study audit of all the current sustainable development practice in the school.  The relevance of the pilot study for the school audit may not guarantee success during the main study, but according to research it does increase the likelihood of a good outcome (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001). In addition, a pilot of the intended research methods could provide valuable insight into the data collecting techniques I would like to use and, as a consequence, help other secondary schools during the processes of initiating ESD in their school community. 

The pilot study also acted as a starting point in gathering information that I felt was important to share with the Eco Group (discussed later in the chapter) and other teaching staff. I wanted to attempt to document the work of a school and how to survey and write up data that links into many definitions of sustainability. Equally, to illustrate that an environmentally friendly school is not just one that recycles and picks up litter.  But that it also has a responsibility to ensure that the systems and ideals have a long term benefit for the teaching and learning of all pupils. As Palmer (1994, p 76) writes:
however much we emphasize the responsibility of individual teachers to approach their subject lessons with environmental awareness; a far greater responsibility rests with them to provide an environmental role model to the pupils. Together with the senior management and the ancillary staff they must ensure that the corporate image of the school passes on to the students and any visitors, the fact that the school is environmentally sensitive.
It is from this viewpoint that I felt the pupils could also disseminate information to the staff using prior knowledge and experience from the gathering of information during this part of the research. 


The pilot study was planned and initiated after reading the guidance from the Sustainable Schools Strategy. Interviews were documented throughout the process, and the data was written up in a report using sub-headings and charts.  This is in line with Denscombe’s paradigm  (2007, p 298) that an audit trail should be mapped out for the reader – allowing them to follow the path and key decisions taken by the researcher, from conception of the research through to the findings and conclusion derived from the research.  After the data had been collected, I needed to assess its feasibility and usefulness to the report. The data collection was carried out using in-depth semi-structured interviews with a sample selection of  staff in the school (the sustainable schools planning chart (appendix 1) lists all the respondents involved, planned meetings, information needed for each ‘doorway’ and the data outcome).  The outcome of the pilot study helped me formulate the main research questions and subsequent research plan.  It helped to direct the type of questions due to a clearer focus on areas within the school community that I felt could become part of the study. In addition, I was in a position to assess the proposed data analysis techniques to uncover potential problems. At the start of the pilot study, I decided to analyse three questions relating to each of the eight ‘doorways’ of the Sustainable Schools strategy. At this stage I also wanted to analyse how pupil participation was being promoted and incorporated into a sustainable schools ethos.   The three questions were: 

1. What elements and practice of the school community link into this ‘doorway’?

2. Are these elements a positive contribution towards the Sustainable Schools strategy?
3. Finally, are there any future projects or strategies that
will continue to develop the school in a sustainable way?


The next stage was a planned meeting with a senior team leader (SLT) in school. We talked through many initiatives and strategies that were underway and people that could be contacted to help gather further information. Each piece of data or interview was then analysed to find out how pupils were involved in the various activities, how were pupils promoting the school, and how were the teachers encouraging pupil participation during these processes. 

Once the data from the report had been written up, I then started to revisit sections with the objective of seeing where information had been missed. Research is often viewed as having extra validity if additional data is added in this way (Bryman, 2008, pp. 436-462). This method of ongoing analysis proved useful as several 'doorway' subjects did have additional information and emerging themes that highlighted the responsive nature of the school’s endeavours for the school, local community and the pupils. 
Observations during the main study

During the development of the Eco Group projects I needed to observe many activities. This often involved sitting in on their meetings or entering into discussions with the group. In some cases I would start the proceedings and then the group would take over the discussion. Due to the frequency of the meetings and project developments, many of the observations I made were unobtrusive. I felt that this method worked well for the study as the group held meetings twice a week over eighteen months and they would join me in the department after the school day for long periods to carry out many practical tasks. The tasks would often involve group work such as cooking, making products in the workshops or writing up planning notes, letters and developing notice board posters and statements. I had noted that recording all the meeting activities could be especially difficult when observing the group for a sustained period; it was not practical to do this. Therefore, I needed to write up the data in a field diary (I will discuss this method later). In addition, the method of unobtrusive observation as Bryman (2008) writes is difficult to replicate due to the non-conventional style of monitoring, and complications can arise if the researcher is also a group participant. However, if the group were in the processes of developing a large project, I would often sit and record their planning using a ‘continuous monitoring’ observation method. This style of observation proved to be useful as it allowed me to develop an insight into the various roles the individuals were developing. Finally in this section, the observation notes that had been written up in the field diary could then be used to create news letters, school newspaper articles or on one occasion a news report on the Yorkshire and Humberside ESD forum. In addition, I ensured that the ethics guidance of BERA was used throughout these processes (BERA, 2004).
Diary Evidence

Due to the large number of projects the Eco Group carried out, I was unable to attend all of the meetings, or in some cases would join the group towards the end of a meeting to discuss what they were proposing to develop. I used a diary to record these events. As I explained in the previous paragraph, often this data had a dual use. The notes would be used to write up news letters and school reports for extra curricular activities. Diary information can provide a good source of information on respondents. In addition, diary data is often viewed as a reliable method of information (Conrath , Higgins, McClean, 1983; Aleszewski, 2006) as detailed questions can be asked during an interview process using the entries from the diary. Aleszewski (2006) writes, 

diaries can be used not only to identify patterns of behaviour but also to provide greater insight into how individuals interpret situations and ascribe meanings to actions and events and therefore how actions that may appear irrational to outsiders are rational to the diarist (p37). 

The disadvantages to this process are that errors arise from respondent conditioning; I feel that this was not the case during the pupil interview process. They had become familiar with the processes of being observed and informally interviewed during several pilot sessions I conducted throughout the study. In addition, there are other concerns if recordings are incomplete and the researcher has inadequate recall. Finally, sample selections could be prone to bias; subsequently this would make the data selection very subjective. Hastrup (1992) writes, 
the research diary provides a form through which the interaction of subjective and objective aspects of doing research can be openly acknowledged and brought into a productive relationship. In purely practical terms, it is often very difficult to separate out the writing of purely descriptive observational fieldnotes; as one records particular events, theoretical concepts, or other leads to follow up, often come to mind. The value of the diary form is that it does not exclude the recording of these in relation to more objective descriptions. (p117).

Given that the study was carried out over a protracted period of time, I feel that the diary system was the only method that could work in conjunction with my other workload commitments.
Interviewing process
At the start of the interview process I ensured that the guidance set out by BERA was in place and that the anonymity of the respondents was protected. 

I decided to use the interview method as one of the main data collecting methodologies because it is a flexible technique. In addition, the time constraints of my work made it impossible to observe pupils during my timetabled working day. Therefore, collecting the data through interviews proved to be relatively swift and the subsequent transcription and analysis could then be carried out at home, as this was the time consuming part. I decided to use a semi-structured interview process, along with a specific range of question topics. But, I wanted the interviewee to respond in a holistic way, so that answers could be picked up on and further questions could be asked. I was aware that interview skills were required for this technique and that I needed to meet with enough respondents to make general comparisons. Finally in this section, the data analysis from the interview process will prove to be difficult as the methods used can only have a subjective outcome. Therefore, I will need to ensure that I compare and contrast different views from the respondents to try and eliminate some of the subjectivity.  (Bryman, 2008, pp. 436-462)
Narrative analysis in the context of the study

During the study I decided to use the methodology process of narrative analysis. This method of qualitative research proved useful during the interviews and focus group sessions. As I listened to the narratives of the respondents in relation to the project development, I was then able to understand the respondents’ experience in the context of the social framework. Furthermore, the study centred on many narrative happenings during the course of the study. Often the respondent was liberal with their discourse resulting in an informative outcome. Further insight also resulted when I asked the respondents the same question at different points during the study, this yielded differences in evaluative components and consequent results (Kohler – Riessman, 1993). 

 However there are disadvantages in using this process of data collection. Some critics question the philosophical underpinning of narrative analysis, as they are sceptical about the participants’ theory of the truth. Similarly, the subjectivity of the researcher is distrusted during narrative accounts, although Kohler states that it is precisely the subjectivity in a personal account, that adds value to a process (Kohler – Riessman, 1993). Creswell (2002, p191) describes narrative research as ‘restorying the participants stories using structural devices such as plot, setting, activities and denouement, that these processes as well as the terms can differ from one analytic strategy to another.’  The first step is to obtain a general sense of the information and to reflect on its overall meaning. What is the tone of the overall depth, credibility and use of the information? Using the advice of Creswell I was able to deduce the depth and meaning from many of the narratives that unfolded. I then used the data to form logical conclusions, referring back to the literature reviews discussed earlier.   However, I found that some of the narratives that started to unfold took on an unexpected outcome. Finding meaning behind these outcomes needed to have sound theory mentioned by Creswell (2002) and a degree of objectivity in their analysis.  This at times proved difficult due to complex nature and age of the participants being observed in the narrative. Kohler – Riessman (1993) writes that the researcher should look for broad and narrow terms to describe the relationships within a narrative. Finally, to repeat the process for different dialogue and developing vignettes and then record all the viewpoints that has been discovered during the narrative. I found this theory became useful during the project analysis, as it focused my attention on the constantly changing dynamics of the Eco Group during several project meetings and vignettes. I found that I was actively attempting to find the voice of the participant in the setting. I would then ask; what is the point in their story? Further penetrating analysis resulted in plausible outcomes that would begin to meet the objectives of the research. I was then in a position to link back to the research questions surrounding the participation process of pupils within the ESD development in school. However, on many occasions the narratives discussed by the Eco Group were unexpected and further explanation was needed (emerging themes are discussed in chapters five and six). 
Focus Groups


During the study the Eco Group would often discuss ideas and views as part of a ‘focus group’. I found this method very useful as individuals would respond to each other’s ideas; additionally they would attempt to make sense of any causation if a project resulted in positive or negative outcomes. Additionally, this method allowed me to build up a view of the interaction taking place within the group. My role would often be as facilitator. This method of collecting data is quite popular with qualitative researchers as it develops an understanding of how people feel and individuals will often challenge each other’s views. Consequently, I found this process allowed me to gain a more realistic view of the opinions of the Eco Group (Bryman, 2008, pp.473-476). The disadvantages are that on occasions the more passive pupil would attend the focus meeting and often would listen only. Therefore, I took the opportunity to ask the group, to turn and ask the person next to them what they thought about the ideas. This would often result in a conscious involvement of the more passive pupil. They would see this as an opportunity to make comments and for the others to listen unhindered. I also encouraged the passive members of the group to take down planning notes. I would often refer back to the note taker so that they were able to comment on the decisions taken. However, I was always aware that some pupils find it hard to express their decisions or do not have the linguistic skills to voice their opinions. During these situations I would invite the others in the group to add comments to ease any embarrassment the pupil may feel. Finally, the interaction between these focus groups can help understand the reasoning behind the views and opinions that have been expressed by group members. Alternatively, the group discussion might serve to highlight the differences among group members in which case the outcome could prove interesting to the findings (Davies, M. 2007, Denscombe 2007). Further insight into the developments may be assessed such as: Are the Eco Group developing scaleable projects? How has this impacted on the group dynamics? What opinions do pupils in school have surrounding the Eco Groups endeavours? And does the teaching staff include the Eco Group’s opinions in lessons surrounding sustainable teaching and learning?  
Conclusion about the methods of collecting data 


Given the style of study and the depth of information I wanted to obtain from the research questions, I feel that the methodologies I have used are appropriate in that they address these issues. Finally, I feel that by focusing the majority of the questions around the opinions of all the respondents using a semi-structured interview process and carrying out focus groups and observational recordings in a series of field diaries should result in a coherent action research outcome with many narratives to analyse. 
The Eco Group Formation

During the initial stages of the study I was aware that I needed to implement a programme strategy that would focus attention in school towards ESD related topics. Therefore I researched what was available and found the Foundation for Environmental Education
 (FEE). The Eco Schools Programme
is one of their awarding schemes aimed at schools throughout the world. Children are the driving force behind Eco-Schools; they will often lead the eco committee and will carry out the audit
 of a school community. Therefore, I needed to bring together a group of pupils that had a keen interest in this subject and would commit a reasonable amount of time to the cause. 

Subsequently, I introduced this topic during lessons to all pupils at KS3 and pupils in year 10. Initially there was a good reaction from a small group of girls in years seven and eight and three boys from year eight. The group ended up consisting of fifteen girls and one boy in total. Five of the girls are classed as 'gifted and talented' in year eight. The group, now known as the Eco Group, decided to meet during two lunch breaks each week. The first objective was to introduce the Eco Schools Programme, but initially the girls needed to understand what this process involved. Therefore, we agreed that we would do this with a booklet. One of the Eco Group put this together herself, after researching the programme on line. I also put together a PowerPoint presentation which covered most of the detail surrounding the Eco Schools programme strategy and subsequent award system. The group decided to deliver the PowerPoint themselves. Through observations this was the first stage of the group’s ownership development. Once the group were happy with their grasp of some of the theory underpinning the Eco Schools Programme, the girls began to develop projects and talks.
The Eco Group project development process and the roles of each participant 

The group decided to build up a diary of events that they would carry out over a period of months. I have decided to discuss the biggest projects at length during the preparation and findings chapters, as there were many (but all the projects will be documented in the preparation section). The Eco Group planned and developed many projects often with a degree of innovation and their ability to work as a team also proved interesting during the observation process. Galton, et al (2007) feels that group work can be an extremely effective teaching strategy. There are often many personal gains for the pupil relating to social cohesion, motivation and improvements in pupils' self-esteem. 
The majority of the project planning was carried out by the group; as a consequence my role was often as an observer. There were additional times when I allowed the group to use rooms in the department to discuss and carry out decisions on their own, as I decided that the group should have as much ownership of the projects as possible.  During the progress of these meetings, I found that the group started to develop roles. Given the ability range of the pupils I found that their roles became very clear. Therefore, I have decided to add a ‘titled role’ to each of the pupil participants, as I feel this is relevant to the study in that it highlights the different types of personalities and hierarchy that results from group work. Furthermore, pupils with differing abilities appeared to take on a role that suited their way of working. This appeared to be visual, auditory or kinaesthetic
. 

The Eco Group Composition 

The Eco Group composition was made up of all girls and several were classed as high ability. During the study the success of many projects appeared to be attributed to the leadership qualities of the high ability girls. Group goals and flexibility to assume multiple roles (listening, active questioning about another’s interest during role decisions) was often witnessed. Many gifted girls during the adolescent life stage do these things very well (Lovecky, 1995). However, gifted girls may experience problems simply because they are different, recognising the excellence in what they do and say can often be viewed as ‘elitism’ (Milgram, 1991). There is greater recognition of the respect for high ability girls now. However, the conflict between social peer pressures and academic or other talents may exist (Milgram, 1991), it was for these reasons that any prejudiced views were discussed during Eco Group meetings. This would help them anticipate and cope with a variety of responses they may encounter during the projects. In addition, as the researcher I do recognise that the project outcomes and failure or success of the Eco Group projects could be partly due to the gender and ability range of the members. Gifted girls will often seek social acceptance over academic achievements and self promotion, in turn this may inhibit their accomplishments in favour of a more likeable ‘fitting in’ attitude (Stormont, Stebbins & Holliday, 2001). Gifted girls do need to be encouraged and guided when attempting to understand that their progress is not determined by societal pressures. They need to learn how to negotiate their way through any programme that may be deemed differential. This is a challenging task, but left unsolved could reduce the self-concept of the high ability girl (Stormont et al. 2001). 
As mentioned above the group consisted of no boy members. It would be prudent to question if the dynamics and influences of the group projects could have resulted in a different outcome had boys been part of the Eco Group? And how did other pupils and staff view the absence of boys during the projects?

Our school has an equal number of boys and girls that are senior students within the wider school community. Both genders take up their role with enthusiasm. However, in contrast to the Eco Group projects (that took many months of planning and delivery), the senior student 
tasks are of short duration and have many short term gains for the pupils involved (L2L, 2008). Therefore, it could be suggested that one reason for the absence of boys was due to the duration and time constrains of each task. One senior member of staff did comment (during informal discussions, recorded in the field diaries) on the trends and attitude of boys in our school, in that, they tend to become more involved in sporting and ‘outward bound’ extra curricular activities, that boys in our school prefer learning that is seen and viewed as masculine (Teacher D).  Further literature surrounding gender differences in extra curricular activities also state that: 
girls and boys tend to participate in different types of extracurricular activities, representing traditional areas of gender dominance. Females, for example, are more likely than males to participate in performing arts, belong to academic clubs, work on the school newspaper or yearbook, or participate in the student council or government. Females are also more active than males in community service. Males, on the other hand, are more likely than females to play on athletic teams. While girls' rates of participation in team sports have increased since 1972, equity has not been achieved (Tomlinson and Whipple, 2000)

Trends in our school do reflect this statement, boys tend to prefer sporting activities and as the school has a sports college status the ‘up take’ for boys is high. This influence may also be a contributing factor towards the absence of boys in the Eco Group. OECD (2009, p33) have also carried out global research into educational programme preferences, they have noted that girls may tend to choose higher performing academically oriented tracks such as topics linked to ‘Living systems’ and ‘Eco systems’. This trend is also reflected in our school (SEF, 2008). Therefore, the progress of the study and attitudes towards the female composition appeared to be accepted as a norm in our school. Several pupils from the wider school community during interview had no opinion surrounding the gender of the group (Groups 3 and 4).  Many female pupils and friends (in years eight and nine) of the Eco Group viewed their endeavours as a positive contribution towards school improvements (semi structured interviews). 
Finally, in researching and analysing the absence of boys and any possible influences they may have had on the Eco Group projects appears to correspond with trends and norms in other schools (OECD 2000) and research data surrounding this subject ( Tomlinson et al. 2000). 
           However, during the methodology planning the identification of the trends   for boys during extra curricular activities have helped to formulate useful information for our wider school community and how sport can be built into  ESD community links.
The pupil interview process and explanation of the questions 
The first recorded interviews (individual) were carried out six months after the formation of the group (April 2008). This seemed an appropriate time due to the many activities that had already taken place.  The pupils had also had several sessions whereby the strategies for ESD had been explained to them, and I hoped that they had managed to understand and recall this information within the appropriate project events.  Each set of questions are specific to the events diary. 


Secondly, the sequences of interviews were carried out during the middle of the autumn term (November 2008), as a focus group. I decided to choose this method in the hope that it would prompt greater responses and more animated discourse within the meeting. I also wanted to see if the group had opposing views on the outcomes of what they had been trying to achieve. The questions were open ended so that lengthy discussion would take place and to encourage further responses. All of the discussions were recorded. I also found this process much easier, as arranging the times to interview pupils on a one-to-one was beginning to develop complications as the lunch break was only thirty minutes. 


Finally, the last sets of interviews were carried out at the end of the study (June 2009). I arranged the interview times during lessons, as I monitor a gifted and talented group. Many in the Eco Group are part of this.  The interviews were carried out with another colleague in the room. I wanted to allow the pupils to discuss openly their feelings about the tasks they had taken on and also to explain the long term outcomes of their involvement. I felt that they could give honest, unhindered answers if the interviews were on a one-to-one basis. 

The style of interview questions for the pupils

The interviews I carried out with the Eco Group went through three distinct phases (mentioned above). The first round of interviews was largely to get the pupils to discuss their experience from within the Eco Group and also to give the group some experience of being interviewed (a pilot process). I also wanted to find out how they had worked as a team and what mechanisms they had used to initiate roles within the projects. The second round of interviews was carried out as a focus group. I wanted to find out if the pupils were developing an understanding of the structures within environmental education. During this process I used one of four PowerPoints
 that I developed as a teaching resource for ESD in school.   The following questions were semi-structured in order to make it possible to allow for further questions and discussion between the Eco Group. 


The style of the questions (appendix 2) which I decided to put to the Eco Group was centred on all the activities they had initiated and their perceptions of the outcomes (during the project tasks) and subsequent pupil actions.  I wanted to focus on views that were relevant to the study questions linked specifically to the group. Therefore, I wrote up three sections of questions
- one section for each phase of the interviewing or focus group discussions. 
The Staff interview planning and subsequent questions 

For this section of the study, I decided to interview a sample selection of teaching staff that had a range of teaching and management roles within school.  I decided to interview this group using the semi-structured interview process. There are many benefits in using the semi-structured interview technique in research as Denscombe (1998) states,
with the semi-structured interview, the interviewer still has a clear list of issues to be addressed and questions to be answered. However, the interview is prepared to be flexible in terms of the order in which the topics are considered and perhaps more significantly, to let the interviewee develop ideas and speak more widely on the issues raised by the researcher (p113). 
I have discussed why I decided to use the research methods earlier in this chapter. Now I wanted to focus on the sample of teachers and why they had relevance to the study. The questions I needed to answer required views from staff that are linked in someway to the Eco Group (through collaboration work during the ESD projects), or through experience of interrelated topics (discussed further during the sub-sections). Therefore, the following sub-sections are a detailed account of the sample selection of teachers I have chosen to interview and why I feel they are appropriate to the study. 
Teachers with new management posts  During the second year of the study the structure of the school changed. As a result many staff took up new roles within the school. I decided to select three from this field as I felt that they could give a valuable insight into the sustainability drive of the school. This group of teachers were also embarking on several new sustainability 'teaching and learning' strategies. In particular one teacher is now the lead on the new ‘deep learning base’ for year seven pupils. The pupils will be taught in a totally cross curricular environment.
 Many of the themes for each unit will have a high level of sustainability and environmental education attached. 
Senior Leadership Team - Secondly, I decided to interview three 'senior leadership team' staff (two are now retired). I felt that their contribution to the study would be valuable, due to their long-term teaching experience and the management strategies they were involved in. Two in the group were interviewed twice during the study. The first interviews were carried out after formal meetings had been arranged. The data from the first interviews was used for the ‘pilot audit’ (to be discussed later in this chapter) of the schools’ assessment of environmental performance. In addition, the Eco Group worked very closely with a member of this group for a period of six months. They planned assemblies and other projects (the projects will be discussed in chapter 4). Therefore, I felt that the study would benefit from the teachers’ view of this experience. The second set of interviews was carried out during June/July 2009; again a formal date and time had been arranged for these sessions. 
Classroom teachers Finally, I interviewed three classroom teachers who had been involved in the Learning 2 Learn
 programme. This has been delivered to all of year seven during the second year of the study. I felt that this had significance due to the diverse ‘teaching and learning' innovation within the lessons. In addition, the programme and lesson designs were developed by a team of five teachers in the school (I was part of this team). The relevance of this experience to the study was the nature of the projects we developed, the majority of which had a high level of ESD or environmental education emphasis. The Eco Group were also invited to take part during several of the Green Design units (the outcome of this is discussed in chapter four). Finally, teachers in this group were also involved in a themed project in which the pupils carried out an environmental field study of all the school grounds and buildings. Some of this data was later added to the Sustainable Schools audit. Therefore I wanted the views on these processes to be added to the data collection.  
The style of interview questions for the teachers
During the second year of the study the school began to develop many new ‘teaching and learning’ strategies that centred on sustainable development and ESD. These changes proved to have a positive impact on the study. In addition, due to my involvement in the ESD process, I was invited to join a team of teachers that had been given the task of developing many themed projects surrounding environmental education and sustainable development. The Eco Group were also asked to become part of this process. 
The General Teaching Council (GTC) (2006) recommends that teachers’ selection of research topics are not snatched from a ‘hat’, but are based on real practitioners’ concerns and interests. I have drawn from this advice and have chosen to ask questions that will present useful findings in a series of ways that will later inform future priorities in school. 

Therefore, I have written up two sections of questions that I will ask the teacher respondents. They all relate to ESD within the school and local community well-being, in addition the Eco Group during ‘pupil voice’ participation. Similarly, due to the semi-structured interview process, I was prepared to be flexible in terms of the responses from the questions so that the interviewee was encouraged to develop and speak more widely on the issues in the question list. I was hoping that all of the staff would ‘flesh out' their views as a narrative account of their thoughts.  Finally, during the interviews I read out long questions and quotes that would focus the topic, so that the respondents could focus their answers (appendix 3). 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of carrying out an ethnographic research study from one school?
The GTC (2006) write that researching in schools has helped to introduce many new strategies and has helped to develop good practice aimed at improving children’s learning. There is further potential of thinking skills and critical analytical skills that pupils will find useful in higher education. The processes of working within schools can also help to identify weaknesses and tackling problems of disaffection by giving the students more control over their learning. The school becomes a community of reflective practitioners, learning together.

 However, what are the disadvantages of carrying out a study from one school?  Concerns that could prove problematic are the ecological generalisation if the study was to be applied to another school. The differences in demographics, population, achievements and teacher training experience, curriculum, and proportion of classroom time spent on various types of learning projects, may well be very different to this study.   For example, the attitude of the wider school population towards ESD in another school may well have greater parental support, greater importance on the subject material, and a wider understanding of the long-term impact within a school community. Hammond (1998) writes, ecological generalisations can be valued when proximal similarity can be established between the study and a new setting, having the same goal structures may also determine a similar study outcome. Equally, to attempt to determine the outcome of ecological validity during a short-term study (as this study is) will be limited unless other factors are ‘built in’ such as a focus towards the understanding of a representative design and metacognitive research.  Fundamentally the principle of representative design is the rule to generalise the results of observations only to those circumstances or objects that have been sampled (Hammond, 1998).’ Brunswik (1956, cited in Hammond 1998) explains such a design will ensure research outcomes that have value, even if the value is for one school only.  The aim of this study is to find out if the Eco Group can further the development of ESD in our school and if this can be sustained. If the group develop skills in communication on a large scale, they may well develop off-the-job learning to on-the-job situations in later life.  This may well prove useful to the group as individuals. 

Further considerations as Stenhouse (1981, p4) explains, are to gather the correct indices to describe the school and to locate it within the population of schools, will help to contextualise the outcomes adding a degree of validity. The NCSL (2008) also recommend that teachers secure enough evidence to make judgements about the schools practice (p3). Further thought after initiating the pilot study helped me assess whether each question gave an adequate range of responses that would prove useful to the major study. However, I am aware that the study outcome may well only prove useful to this school; making judgements about school practice elsewhere cannot be assured due to the contextual validity. Further questions I need to consider are, will the activities that are valued by some members of staff in this school be recognised, sustained and developed as part of the schools everyday life? McNiff (2001) writes that:
unless teacher education is assessed in terms of how it influences student learning for benefit, it can become an empty exercise, the study and application of a set of techniques which relegates teachers to the status of skilled technicians, rather than committed education professionals whose work constitutes a value-laden practice (p9). 

If schools are serious about educational ideas, we need to recognise the quality, judgments and impacts on student development and learning. Therefore, as the researcher I feel the sustainability of any outcome during this short-term study cannot be assessed, but I consider that it is not a good enough reason not to try.  Many of these questions will remain unanswered due to the nature and time frame of the study. As Scott and Gough (2003) have noted, the indicators to this type of study are hard to establish at present such is the complexity, uncertainty and risk of learning to develop a sustainable school community and even a decade after  initiation by UNESCO Education Sector (2005) , the process is still very much in its infancy. 
Subjectivity and Content Analysis

I am aware that as the researcher I have become closely bound up with the research design. This closeness can cause the researcher to draw conclusions that are biased and possibly altogether wrong. The next three sub-headings discuss how I have attempted to control elements of subjectivity during the observations, field notes, and narrative analysis and interview outcomes. 
Participant subjectivity 


Denscombe (2007, p 298) suggests that the challenge could be on the techniques employed during the study. The integral part that the researcher plays could produce a very different outcome if another educator carried out the research. In the case of this study it would be almost certain that a different setting, geographical area or slightly more affluent neighbourhood would produce a different outcome. Ruddock has noted (2003, p 3) that many self assured confident pupils (often middle class pupils from affluent neighbourhoods) will dominate conversations with a high level of linguistic competence, thus producing powerful discourse and relationship within a school. Further worries over the subjectivity tend to happen when the research is centred on an intensive, small number of cases. Subsequently this places questions about how representative the cases are. Qualitative data does need an alternative approach. The transferability as Lincoln & Cuba (1985, cited in Denscombe, 2007, p299) describe, is the adaptation process in which the reader of the research uses the data that has been studied, and analyses how it can be applied to comparable action research. 
Research subjectivity & reliability


As the researcher, I also need to distance myself from the everyday beliefs that take place during the research. I have stated during the previous paragraphs that I have shaped the initial audit trail and have shared the planning and processes with the Eco Group. I intend to try and keep an open mind, taking seriously the possibility that I may influence the findings (Denscombe, p301). Davies (2007) advises the researcher to embark on the research exercise as though they know nothing. That to minimise any prejudices needs to start with neutrality, that your manner takes on the mantel of an independent academic researcher, and that your own views are not allowed to intrude upon the encounter in ways that will counteract the legitimacy of what your interviewees may want to say (p 157). 
Validity 


Subjectivity is a variable needing to be controlled, and the outcome obviously depends on what the aims of the study are. During this study I have deliberately avoided overly focusing on intended outcomes. As Davidson (2005) writes, the rationale behind this approach is that both intended and unintended outcomes are important to include in the evaluation. Therefore, it is important to document all the outcomes and it is of little significance whether any identified effects happened to be intended or unintended (p 27). The studies aim in relation to the Eco Group and ESD has no targets or set goals. I stated at the beginning of the study that I intended to document the achievements of the Eco Group and the distributed leadership being developed by this group. In addition, to analysis and draw theory from many planned project outcomes and document the attitudes and opinions of several groups that have been involved or observed the outcomes. 


Finally, further efforts to control subjectivity during the research have taken place by using several epistemological stand points. The aim of using grand theory as a basis for exploration, but considering smaller and emergent theories appeared to be another way of controlling elements of subjectivity from the emerging themes. Emergent theory is often drawn on research from many different disciplines. During the study many documents of emerging theory linked to education, the need to rethink inter-disciplinarily involvement of civil society, participatory learning and holistic approaches have been analysed (Drapeau, 2001). 
Acknowledging and combating the power differential between the researcher and pupils

There are complexities and issues for the action researcher. I was aware that one of the dilemmas of action research is that the status imbalance between the Eco Group and me and how the project outcomes could be viewed was always tipped in favour of the researcher. The risk of dominance and how I organised the research needed to be acknowledged. The power differentials is therefore of central importance (Jensen and Schnack 2006). However, because action research is not research that is conducted on the school by the researcher, but is research for change that is by, with and for the school (Kemmis, 1988), the action researcher is involved with the setting, the participants and the processes.  Jensen and Schnack (2006) write, that ‘action research is not a private investigation: it is much more a commitment to good will and clear explanation of personnel values and beliefs’ (p68). In the context of this study both the researcher and the Eco Group have shared goals we wished to establish. The Eco Group objective was to highlight and attempt to change teacher and pupil behaviour surrounding environmental issues, my goal was to highlight what ESD is about. 
However, some of the problems around the issues of power are that the researcher is perceived to be a person with expertise; otherwise they would not have undertaken the research design.  Breaking down this barrier and adopting an unbiased position and researching through ‘new eyes’ needs to be acknowledged (Jensen and Schnack 2006). In addition, ensuring that my role as a teacher with knowledge to dispense becomes a facilitator who encourages the Eco Group to discover and construct their own understandings of self-confidence, enquiry and dissemination of information. Finally, I will also attempt to analyse the study data outcomes with substantial relevant background reading to help limit some of the subjectivity. 



� Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE) is a non-governmental, non-profit organisation promoting sustainable development through environmental education. Eco Schools Programme - � HYPERLINK "http://www.eco-schools.org.uk/" ��www.eco-schools.org.uk/� (13.11.07)





� Eco-Schools is an international award programme that guides schools on their sustainable journey, providing a framework to help embed these principles into the heart of school life. Eco Schools Programme - � HYPERLINK "http://www.eco-schools.org.uk/" ��www.eco-schools.org.uk/� (13.11.07)





� An Environmental Review (or audit) is designed to give a realistic picture of a school’s current environmental performance. Eco Schools Programme - � HYPERLINK "http://www.eco-schools.org.uk/" ��www.eco-schools.org.uk/� (13.11.07)





� The Visual-Auditory-Kinaesthetic learning styles model or 'inventory', usually abbreviated to VAK, provides a simple way to explain and understand your own learning style (and learning styles of others). Alternatively the model is referred to as Visual-Auditory-Physical, or Visual-Auditory-Tactile/Kinaesthetic (or Kinaesthetic). The model is also extended by some people to � HYPERLINK "http://www.businessballs.com/howardgardnermultipleintelligences.htm" \l "vark%20learning%20styles%20model" �VARK (Visual-Auditory-Reading-Kinaesthetic) or VACT (Visual-Auditory-Kinaesthetic-Tactile)�, and you can decide yourself about the usefulness of such adaptations. www.teachingexpertise.com/articles/evidence-accelerated-learning-648





� A school council is a representative group of students who have been proposed and elected by their peers to represent their views and raise issues with Senior Managers and Governors of their school - � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolcouncils.org" �www.schoolcouncils.org�. 





� The school has a provision for storing ICT resources called ‘student read’; all pupils access this for curriculum work. I have developed a database for ESD on here; it includes several work-sheets relating to interesting ESD projects. PowerPoint’s that include: What is Education for Sustainability Development; Sustainable Development at our School; Learning 2 Learn at our school; using the Closed Loop System in your work; Teaching in a Sustainable way. (School policy and provisions)





� Appendix 1 (pupils’ research questions for the three data collecting phases)





� The organizational structure of interdisciplinary/cross-curricular teaching is called a theme, thematic unit, or unit, which is a framework with goals/outcomes that specify what students are expected to learn as a result of the experiences and lessons that are a part of the unit. www.eduplace.com/rdg/res/literacy/interd0.html





� The Campaign defines 'learning to learn' as a process of discovery about learning. It involves a set of principles and skills which, if understood and used, help learners learn more effectively and so become learners for life. At its heart is the belief that learning is learnable. www.campaign-for-learning.org.uk/cfl/learninginschools/l2l/index.asp
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