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ABSTRACT: This paper is concerned with teaching and learning in higher education and is sit-
uated in a field of study known as students as researchers. This is where students engage in
learning at university aligned with a practice-led inquiry conducted in the workplace. It is a pro-
cess, which can be applied to a number of modalities or disciplines, but in this case concentrates
on the training of early education students. It describes the instructional design for a course and
offers a conceptual model for how this can promote higher order learning and professional re-
flection on practice. The paper is presented as a thoughtful stimulus intended to provoke further
dialogue about practitioner inquiry and elements of methodological exploration.
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What is practice-led inquiry?

Practice-led inquiry is situated in a field of study known as students as researchers. It is
a process which can be applied to a number of modalities or disciplines and its design
follows a pattern of teaching which the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education
in the UK, (QAAHE, 2014) suggest is a two-way process; where learning in one environ-
ment complements the other. It does not have to be a means of directly illuminating or
determining if practice needs to be improved or refined, though this may emerge from
the inquiry. It might only be concerned with inquiring into what works and why and
asking what can be done to extend what goes on. The aim is to broaden the learning of
the student as they engage in a collaborative inquiry within an early education setting.
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Students usually follow a methodology allied with action research and a sequence of
investigation situated within the Research Skills Development Framework (Willison &
O’Reagan, 2007). This suggests a staged sequence of research which can be applied to
any level of professional and institutionally based study. It involves the identification of
a focus for the inquiry, locating relevant literature, engaging in an investigation and car-
rying out an analysis of what has been found. In terms of scholarship the student is ex-
pected to consult and draw together literature from research studies and published con-
ceptual thinking to establish a formative focus for an investigation, which they explain
and defend via the submission of a written narrative.

There is considerable evidence of effect following participation, which has been seen to
have direct relevance to education, in particular to curriculum evaluation (Maughan et
al, 2012; Menter, 2011) and public health services (Potter & Quill, 2006). There are also
commentators who suggest it can enhance professional and personal capability and
promote a deeper understanding of how theory complements practice (Fleet and Patter-
son, 2001; Fleet et al, 2016; Newman & Woodrow 2015; Reed & Walker, 2014; Walking-
ton, 2015; Walkington & Hill, 2013). It can also be seen as a vehicle for higher level
learning as it involves clarifying issues, sourcing information, evaluation, analysis and
reflection on the inquiry process (Walker & Reed 2012; Healey et al 2013; Jenkins &
Healey, 2009).

In terms of an effective course structure to support practice-led inquiry there is less evi-
dence but there is agreement about the key components of effective instructional design.
These are seen to be the quality of teaching and the effective use of institutional re-
sources and policies which promote meaningful learning outcomes (Kuh et al, 2006;
Kuh, 2008). Student engagement is sustained through a carefully planned instructional
design, flexible institutional policies, the quality of teaching and assessment and facili-
tating student agency (Zepke & Leach, 2010; Leach 2016). Learning is further enhanced
via collaborative partnerships between tutors, students and the workplace. This in-
volves the students developing self-directed active engagement in forms of learning and
research (Higher Education Academy HEA, 2013).

A proposal for instructional design and pedagogy

The context for this proposal is an institutionally derived modular course of study
taught within a university degree programme and aligned with workplace practice. In
this case, study over one academic year with access to an early education setting. In
terms of the pace of learning, it means adopting a course design which estimates active
student engagement from induction to a carefully guided exploration of content and
ways of promoting self-organised learning. The student is expected to time-manage the
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inquiry in collaboration with their tutor and the setting. This involves choice making
about the scope and range of an inquiry, so it can be realistically managed in the time
available. It also involves the student taking professional responsibility for their actions.
Students are therefore, introduced to the Universities UK concordat (2012). The concor-
dat explains the need to adhere to standards of rigour and integrity and conform to ethi-
cal and professional obligations. They are also introduced to guidance on ethical re-
search behaviour published by the British Educational Research Association, (BERA,
2011) and the European Early Childhood Education Research Association, (EECERA,
2015). The intention is to help students recognise that a practice-led inquiry is conduct-
ed with people, not on people, and is rooted in ethical research practice.

In practice, this means a student taking responsibility for establishing the initial focus of
the inquiry and testing out the validity of the focus by consulting with workplace col-
leagues. This requires the student to regard those colleagues as “research partners in-
volved in developing practice” (Solvason, 2015:309). It is a process, which requires care-
ful and sensitive negotiation which may involve a reorientation of the focus in order to
arrive at a shared research question. This conveys to workplace colleagues how the in-
quiry is an integrated part of day-to-day practice conducted by someone who is inside
the setting rather than viewing practice from the outside. The intention is for everyone
closely involved - including parents and the wider community - to understand how the
inquiry will proceed and how it may have a value to the setting and influence practice
(Beckham & Hensel, 2009; Jenkins & Healey 2009; Reed & Callan, 2011). This results in
a written research proposal and an ethical protocol agreed between the student, tutor
and the setting.

The intention is to arrive at a collaborative and meaningful process, which exposes the
interface between the student and the learning environment. This includes the extent to
which the inquiry findings and a summative written narrative is shared with those
closely involved. It is therefore much more than following a sequence of events as it in-
volves professional learning, diplomacy and the ability to faithfully record what goes on.
The authenticity of the inquiry is seen in terms of its value to the community it serves.
The student is therefore introduced to the consequences of moving between different
strands of engagement (Kubiak et al 2014). This is because any incursion into an organi-
sation touches the whole learning environment, which includes the multiple relations of
professional expertise, ethical and moral practices, power and perceptions of quality
that exists in practice (Cumming et al, 2013).

The methodological approach involves collaborative action research with workplace
colleagues to ensure data collection and analysis is valid, reliable and fit for purpose
(Donohoo, 2011; Reason & Riley, 2008). It also involves an understanding of workplace
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systems and recognising that the data gathering and analysis is influenced by context
and the cultural identity of the organisation (Fakhar et al, 2012; Schein, 1990). For ex-
ample, the setting may have a well-established team approach to teaching and learning.
It may promote alliances with other professionals or value collaborative engagement
with parents. It is also important for the course content to address the wider socio-
political context and local ecological contexts which may influence the inquiry, such as
the professionalisation of the workforce and the professional identity of early educators
(Musgrave, 2010; Parker et al, 2013; Penn, 2007). Students are also introduced to the
scope and range of debates surrounding what is meant by quality early education. This
includes an understanding of quality determinants which come from professional ac-
tions in the workplace. It also includes those determined by regulation and inspection
and how quality is claimed to be measured (CoRe, 2011; Fenech, 2012; Huntsman, 2008;
Mathers et al, 2012; Reed, 2012; Sylva et al, 2012; Zaslow et al, 2009).

In terms of teaching and learning the aim is to gradually lessen tutor dependency and
encourage self-directed professional inquiry that may shape professional thinking and
practice (Ioannidou-Koutselini & Patsalidou, 2015). The intention is to help the student
understand how they are themselves an instrument of the inquiry and reflect on that
process. (Jacobson, 1998; Kolb, 1984; Wenger, 1998). A process of ongoing reflection
becomes part of the course design. This is assisted by a pedagogy which involves asking
(the student) reflective questions about the inquiry process. Questions, which are in-
tended to promote thinking about practice, whilst inquiring into practice. However, they
should not be seen as just questions to guide a student or monitor student activity, they
are a way of reaching out through the student and touching the real world in which peo-
ple operate. A world which represents a collective professional culture based upon a
history of important experiences which make up a shared educational landscape. Exam-
ples of such questions are shown below. These are not exhaustive but do illustrate the
scope and range of what is asked.

Questions involving those most closely involved
Have you considered a broad focus for investigation?

Have you interrogated relevant literature, which provides a theoretical understanding of the
focus? What has this revealed?

How will you collaborate with those in the setting to explain your intention and arrive at a
focus and key questions for the inquiry that will enhance your learning and be of value to the
setting?

Have you considered an ethical base and protocol? Is this visible in approach you intend to
take?

Have you revised and reinterpreted the desired focus in light of consultation with the
setting?
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Who will be involved in the inquiry? Is the scope and range of the inquiry now clear? How
do you know?

[s there a culture within the setting, which understands why asking questions about what
goes on, is important? For example, is the setting using self-evaluation strategies?

How will you help people understand why a practice-led inquiry is not a single event, it is a
process which needs to be carefully planned with others?

How will you help people understand how a practice-led inquiry may help to reveal high
expectations about children’s learning and quality practice?

How will you help people understand how a practice-led inquiry can provide reliable
information about what is done well and the barriers to doing well?

Do people understand why your professional learning is also learning for everyone else, as
they answer questions and assist you in making decisions?

Do people understand why reliable information about the effect of what goes on is important
to shape children’s learning? How will you encourage everyone to contribute, including the
children?

There are professional and personal consequences when even simple changes emerge as the
inquiry moves forward? How will you reassure others that any thoughts about change will
be explained in a sensitive and professional way and everyone will be consulted?

What personal and professional qualities are you developing as you shape and refine the
inquiry? For example, a planner, negotiator, communicator, listener, collaborator?

Is the focus of the inquiry clear? Has it narrowed or widened as a result of these questions
and conversations?

Questions: the inquiry in practice

Are you sure the inquiry theme is relevant to the setting, the children? Are you now able to
articulate in writing the focus for the inquiry and a research question?

How will people be kept informed of the findings and pace of the inquiry as it moves
forward?

Will the inquiry inform inspection and regulation requirements? In what way?

How will the inquiry be managed? What is the time scale? Are you being realistic about what
can be done, by when and by whom?

How will you explain the aims and theme the inquiry so everyone can understand it? How
will the children be informed and give their assent and consent?

You may have identified strong values and a distinctive identity within the setting. How will
you protect those values and beliefs as you engage in the inquiry?

Ethical behaviour when developing a practice-led inquiry is important? Is this visible in the
approach to data gathering you intend to take?

Is it possible to sensitively gather information in a way to minimise any disruption to
children’s learning?

How will you include the child’s voice and voice of the community?
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Reflective questions
Do you know more or less than you did about your role as a researcher, your professional
responsibility and forging professional relationships?

In what way has this process extended and enhanced your learning and professional
practice? Did you sometimes take the lead or helped to shape practice?

What have you learnt about the interactions between people the setting and the community?

You developed a shared consent about the focus and ways of undertaking the inquiry. Does
this enhance the validity and reliability of data?

[s it possible to reflect on what the inquiry process will look like as seen through the eyes of
others, including the children?

The questions contribute to a pedagogy, which is intended to promote a positive
interaction between tutors and students and recognises learners’ involvement in the
process, by facilitating decision making and providing a “momentum to learn” (Knowles,
1990, p. 1). As with any programme of professional development it involves a
transmission of knowledge and the use of reflective questioning allows the student and
tutor to consider how that knowledge has a relevance to practice, in particular the way it
makes visible what is learnt (Jarvis, 2002; Reed, 2011). This blurs the distinction
between a traditional pedagogical approach and an interactive and participatory form of
learning. The aim is to allow students to acquire knowledge and also construct
knowledge from their learning (Hase & Kenyon, 2000). The instructional design is
therefore an examination of practice, which includes the reciprocal relationships
between individuals, the community and organisational systems. It therefore empowers
students to think critically about their own learning (Stremel, 2007, Callan, Reed, &
Smith 2011). Progress is monitored via formative learning activities which examine the
interaction between the aptitude and acquired experiences of the student and the extent
to which this is related to their inquiry and the course learning outcomes

A conceptual model

A conceptual model provides a way to explore the many interconnected components of a
process or event in order to understand how these come together (Creswell, 1994). In
this case a model of professional learning focused on practice-led inquiry. It is shown as
Table 1. It represents the instructional design and pedagogical base proposed in this
paper which is underpinned by certain values and principles:

= the inquiry process should be ethical and visible in practice;

= the inquiry process should not attempt to impose refinements to the learning envi-
ronment or test any pedagogical approach without the agreement of those most
closely involved;
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= the inquiry is conducted in the company of others. It recognises the child’s voice and
the influence of locally derived organisational culture;

= the veracity of the inquiry is dependent on rigorous scholarship which is informed
by the course and the attitude, and professional capability of the student;

= the inquiry leads to the construction of a written narrative which will reflect on the
inquiry process, its findings and personal effect.

The model represents a course of study over one academic year. It considers patterns of
student learning located within two aligned axis. The horizontal axis represents learning
estimated as emerging over time as the course moves forward. As this happens a stu-
dent will develop knowledge, analyse that knowledge and apply their understanding in
practice. They reconstruct their learning by reflecting on the process. A process which
starts with a careful induction to the course in order to establish its scope and range and
professional requirements. Thereafter, it involves guided exploration and active partici-
pation in the inquiry. This relies on the student engaging in self-organised learning and
becoming a self-organised learner. It is a pattern of learning intended to promote not
only an acquisition of knowledge, but reflection on that knowledge which forms part of a
final written narrative. The vertical axis represents structural patterns of learning, esti-
mated to include applied higher order skills and self-reflection on learning. The aim is to
develop analysis and enhance personal and professional capability. This assumes there
are choices to be made as a result of questions asked and answered throughout the in-
quiry process. These are not just operational or logistic choices. They are moral and eth-
ical choices made in the company of others and involve the student in careful self-
reflection before making decisions. This is important because it is their level of engage-
ment in choice making activities which promotes learning and develops higher order
skills. It also means (for the tutor and student) a consideration of what is actually meant
by autonomy in practice. In this case, it is seen as the instructional design empowering a
student to take responsibility for their own learning and actions and make considered
choices and ultimately to be accountable for those actions.
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TABLE 1 Conceptual model: patterns of learning

Patterns of learn-

ing Understanding Application Demonstrates Re-constructs Reflection
Induction Guided explora-  Active participa- Self-organised Self-organised
Estimated progres- tion tion learning learner
sion of learning
The inquiry Testing Professional Reflection on Reflection: per-
Forms of learning process asa knowledge in learning in prac- learning sonally and pro-
means of learn- practice tice fessionally
ing
Practice-led in-
quiry Understanding Application of Professional Forms ideasand Reflection on role,
the scope and action research capability as a reflects on what responsibilities
range of the methods and researcher has been found  and relationships
inquiry methodology
Applied higher
learning Clarifying issues  Negotiating and Evaluating re- Information syn-  Reflection on the
and sourcing operating in the flecting organis- thesised and strengths and
information. company of oth-  ing and analysing analysed. limitations of the
Planning a ers. material. inquiry process.
cohesive inquiry
Practice and policy
Recognises Explores oppor- Deepens Inquiry evidence  Inquiry findings
quality practice  tunities and con- knowledge of is related to local related to local
and its relation-  straints of regu- policy and prac- and national and national
ship to organi- latory and policy tice via the in- policy policy
sational culture features quiry focus
Reflection
Ethical behav-  Able to see issues  Questions what Considers the Asks questions
iour. Personal through the eyes  goes on - seeing  inquiry in terms wider than the
and professional of others things differently ~ of influence on here and now
positioning practice
Monitoring Are the inquir
quiry Response to Evidence of syn- Analysis of the Meeting course
processes practice-led re- thesizing infor- inquiry process. learning out-
understood?

flective questions

mation

comes
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A thoughtful stimulus intended to provoke further dialogue

This paper has argued that practice-led inquiry develops not only an understanding of
the research process but enhances professional capability. There is evidence that the
process enhances scholarship and is directly relevant to shaping practice because it in-
volves a cycle of child focused study, reflection and evaluation aimed at improving
teaching and children’s learning. An approach, which the Office for Standards in Educa-
tion, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted, 2013) who inspect early education in Eng-
land, suggests is significant in improving quality and is a key part of leading practice.
The process also involves understanding the impact of inquiring into practice, both per-
sonally and professionally. In particular realising that conducting a practice-led inquiry
has consequences and asking questions about practice is likely to reach out and touch
many parts of the organisation. As this happens the student will inevitably consider
their own actions in, on and for practice and there is likely to be a personal and profes-
sional transformation of views and thinking. This suggest the process is more than en-
gaging in an inquiry, because the inquiry itself is catalyst for professional learning and
professional understanding.

It is hoped this paper will provoke discussion and it does raise two immediate questions.
Firstly, if practice-led inquiry is an important tool for learning should it be embedded
throughout a degree programme or at least introduced gradually and strategically as
part of effective teaching and learning? Secondly, are the skills and qualities claimed to
emerge from an inquiry, carried through into occupational practice and sustained over
time? It would seem both questions require further investigation.
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