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Abstract 
This paper reports on the first year of an innovative Postgraduate Certificate (PGCert) in Advanced 
Education Practice, designed to meet the specific staff and development needs of one school in the 
North West of England. The programme is underpinned by three strands of practice based learning: 
learning about practice (theory), learning in practice (application) and learning through practice 
(reflection) through critical reflection.  This paper considers professional development situated 
around teaching and learning and outlines a new approach to cultivating learning, both for teachers 
and educational practitioners through a collaborative learning model with a Higher Education 
Institute (HEI). A further strand to the research considers transformative impact on practice 
including references to personal experience and reflections by the participants. Throughout the 
report it is evident that school leaders were keen to enhance the performance of staff by supporting 
them in Masters level study to enhance professional practice and impact on learning. Through 
questionnaires and interviews, an insight into personal and professional impact, challenges, 
evaluation, details of the progression, next steps in the small scale research study were considered. 
 
Key words  
Practice based learning; impact; reflection; transformation; professional development; learning 
community; collaboration. 
 
Background 
This research focuses on the creation of a professional learning community based on the research 
principles of action research through practitioner research in the classroom with the support of a HEI 
in the North West of England. The paper aims to move beyond the principles of continuing 
professional development to focus on the demands of accredited professional development 
originating from the lessons learned from Continuing Professional Development (CPD) provision, 
however acknowledging that both can have an impact in the classroom.  
 
The aim of this research paper is to: 
 

 Provide evidence regarding the transformative potential of collaborative practitioner 
research, exploring the role of professional learning in a collaborative and innovative 
context.  
 

 To explore the value of school situated research through a journey of co-validation to create 
a school led Postgraduate Certificate in Education delivered in partnership with an HEI.  

 

 Provide evidence of the impact of a professionally focused postgraduate level course for 
teachers and practitioners to develop confidence and competence through extending and 
enhancing professional expertise.  
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The PGCert programme design enabled participants to develop knowledge and understanding 
through critical engagement with current theory, literature and their own research findings and 
explores the dissemination of findings within in a school context. Fullan (2003) highlights that 
professional learning communities will not necessarily lead to changes in practice if the interactions 
simply reinforce ineffective practice, hence the need for the critical reading and reflection that was 
provided by a model of support from the university. Nelson and O’Beirne (2014) explain that 
professional development needs to focus on impact in the classroom with the issues identified 
relevant to teachers and their pupils. Within this piece of research this was deemed a key theme to 
consider, in particular there needed to be a focus on challenging existing practice, with sufficient 
time for depth of reflection on practice. The context of teachers as researchers and researching their 
own practice can sometimes feel disconnected, reinforced by Furlong and Oancea (2005:5) who 
identify a dichotomy between research and policy and practice in the ‘real world’. The model of the 
Postgraduate Certificate (PGCert) aimed to bring the research and practice together through applied 
research and depth of theoretical underpinning to practice, and further reinforced the need for 
quality research to be clearly positioned between research and practice (Furlong and Oancea 2005). 
 
A fundamental aspect to the planning of this course rested on three core aims: 
 

 Learning about practice: by making strong links between the content of taught sessions and 
on-line learning to the daily professional practice and expectations of the teacher.   

 Learning in practice: requiring the student to apply learning to the professional role through 
learning activities and assessment tasks.  

 Learning through practice: providing a structured approach which enables students to revisit 
aspects of practice following a period of time, and by providing additional support (through 
for example, a Newly Qualified Teacher network) to explore practice based issues with 
experienced practitioners. 

 
Professional learning 
The research considered moving beyond continuing professional development to create more 
meaningful research in the classroom, moving further towards evidence or researched based 
practice. Timperley (2011) considers that professional learning requires serious engagement in 
teachers’ learning at the centre of the process, whereas professional development is experienced 
more as a participatory activity. In this piece of research the teachers are at the centre of 
practitioner research so supporting the work of Timperley (2011). Timperley goes on to further 
explain that learning in a professional context should be driven by both teacher and student needs; 
without this there is little motivation to make any improvements that come to light.  The 
introduction of the PGCert very much reinforced this view with the leadership team and teachers 
designing the content of the course for maximum impact. Donaldson (2011:6) provides a valuable 
statement to support this: 
 

Expert practitioners whose professional practice and relationships are rooted in strong values, 
who take responsibility for their own development.  

 
This quote is significant in that it reflects very much the dynamics of the group in this piece of 
research who have taken responsibility for their own learning in the classroom. 
 
Professional learning, by definition, was recognised as far back as 2006: 
 

A school that is research-engaged uses that engagement to sharpen its focus on school 
improvement and improve teaching and learning 

(GTC 2006:2).  



DUNCALF LLOYD PRATT HORSFALL: TEACHER PERSPECTIVES OF CULTIVATING LEARNING THROUGH 
PRACTITIONER ENQUIRY TO TRANSFORM PRACTICE 

115 
 

 
The work of the GTC (General Teaching Council for England) (2006) is still very current today and 
within this piece of research we will consider if participants have improved teaching and learning 
through engaging with the theory around practice. 
 
In devising a coherent programme to meet the needs of practitioners it was important to consider 
The Carter Review (2015), a recent report on initial teacher training in England, and the role of 
research at the point of training and beyond. In the report Carter recommended that teaching 
should be evidence based and that research should be embedded at every level. Further evidence 
from the RSA-BERA inquiry (2014), a report that considered how research can make a contribution 
to teacher education, was an insight used to inform the foundation on which to develop the PGCert 
programme. The RSA/BERA (2014:2) inquiry indicated that teachers engaging in research was 
important and that schools should be ‘research-rich environments’. In further consideration of the of 
the programme, the following guidance provided by The Department for Education (DfE) (2016:1) 
underpinned the rationale for a more robust engagement with research, in stating that professional 
development should: 
 

have a focus on improving and evaluating pupil outcomes… be underpinned by robust 
evidence and expertise...include collaboration and expert challenge…be sustained over time 
and prioritised by school leadership. 

 
The school senior leadership team of this collaborative programme demonstrated from the very 
beginning a clear commitment to prioritising research and therefore built on the recommendation of 
the DfE (2016).  In moving forward, it was also important to consider the ‘intention for teacher 
research’ (McLaughlin et al., 2004:7) and consider this being knitted together, with personal enquiry 
and school improvement being the key drivers. Leat, Lofthouse and Reid (BERA-RSA 2014) recognise 
that research partnerships between Universities and teachers focus less on the outputs or reports 
developed by teachers, and acknowledge the need for presenting teachers’ views in research. This 
validates the purpose and function of the PGCert, placing the teachers and participants firmly at the 
fore front of practitioner research in their classroom and school. The DfE (2016) further extend this 
view with the recommendation that there should be collaboration and expert challenge in research 
informed practice. The role of the HEI in this learning community was to facilitate the research, 
support, challenge and link theory to practice (DfE 2016). 
 
Practitioner research 
Murray posits that there are four key features of practitioner research: 
 

Firstly, the educational focus or research problem of Practitioner Based Enquiry derives from 
and informs the professional concerns of educators. Secondly, such enquiries are conducted 
as part of a networked and developmental discourse between tutors, practitioners and 
significant others. Thirdly, practitioners are confirmed in a range of approaches to educational 
enquiry and research methodology. Fourthly, through the process of enquiry, educators are 
directed towards the acquisition of intellectual autonomy, improved judgement making, and 
enhanced technical competence in the classroom. 

(Murray 2006:191). 
 
All four strands of practitioner research identified by Murray (2006) featured within the design and 
content of the PGCert. These features clearly link with the principles of learning about practice, 
learning in practice and learning through practice as a key foundation of the programme. Through 
the development of the programme it became apparent we were moving towards a more informed 
position and autonomy with the participants involved. 
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The teachers and participants involved recognised themselves as problem solvers, who react to the 
needs of the learner, and who, through reflection, select the best tools for the job (Baumfield, Hall 
and Wall 2013). The National College for Teaching and Leadership (NCTL) state that practitioner 
enquiry can play a significant role in enabling teachers to develop a deeper understanding of 
learning and practice which should lead to changes in attitude and practice (2015), and this was very 
evident in evaluations from the participants. BERA RSA (2014:10) also highlighted ‘research literacy’ 
as an important element to consider and viewed it as a key dimension of teachers’ broader 
professional identity, one that reinforces other pillars of teacher quality, notably subject knowledge 
and classroom practice; again this emerged in the teacher evaluations of the course. 
 
In considering the role of the University, evidence suggests that teachers engaging in their own 
research or enquiry are best served when they also engage in external evidence, and in this case 
research beyond the classroom, as this would reinforce the relevance of their work (CUREE, 2011; 
Dagenais et al., 2012). This highlights the value of collaboration and partnership between teachers 
and HEIs and in this case the university to provide this evidence. According to Norton (2009), 
instances of understanding are not enough on their own to result in change and she highlights the 
necessity for an evaluation of alternative methods and a dedication to change. This view (Norton 
2009) is informed by Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory. (Mezirow 2000, cited in Norton 
2009:28). This theory is defined as the process of ‘effecting change in a frame of reference based on 
our experiences’ and self-evaluation (Mezirow, 1997:5). It is therefore clear that teachers need to 
develop skills of evaluation and this is imperative to one’s own practice. Fiszer (2004) is critical of the 
more traditional professional development in that new learning is not consistently incorporated into 
actual classroom practice; he discusses the need for an ongoing model of learning with opportunities 
for dialogue with professionals and trial and error in the classroom. Within the PGCert, staff 
focussed on an aspect of practice, and through trial and error and dialogue with colleagues, 
evaluated the impact of the focus area. For some staff the outcomes of their research were 
incorporated into current practice, thus transforming practice and leading to eliciting positive 
change in the classroom. Goldacre (2013) states that this trial and error should be part of being 
research engaged and research active.   
 
Transforming practice 
The DfE (2016) states that schools should be in control of their own improvement (confirming the 
approach and engagement from the school at the design stage) and that this makes it easier for 
them to learn from each other and access best practice, in this case a learning community based at 
the school. However, the Sutton Trust (2014) argue that expertise external to the group of 
participating teachers is necessary to challenge existing assumptions and develop the kinds of new 
knowledge and skills associated with positive outcomes for students. This expertise can come from 
within or outside the school, hence the emergence of the partnership between the school and the 
HEI. Philpott (2015) states that a sustained focus on improving practice is the most effective way of 
supporting professional development.  A robust model of academic and professional learning was 
created which facilitated a shift in practice and knowledge in the certified programme. 
 
Zeichner (2003) indicates that to be transformative, school based teacher research relies on the 
creation of a shared philosophy of inquiry and the need to develop and define the research focus. 
Therefore, the school and the HEI worked in collaboration to provide the necessary stimulation and 
academic rigour required to achieve this. An alternative perspective on the school /HEI partnership 
is provided by Gore and Gitlin (2004, cited in Leat, Lofthouse & Reid, 2016:4) who acknowledge that: 
 

Neither academic research nor academics themselves are highly valued by teachers.  
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This was certainly not the case in this piece of the research with a strong and positive relationship 
established, with mutual respect for both knowledge and practice.   
 
It was also clear the research conducted by the practitioners moved beyond the traditions of 
continuing professional development (CPD) to a more commanding position, with practitioners 
reporting transformation in practice (Leat, Lofthouse and Reid in BERA RSA 2014). The authors of 
this research highlight that partnerships between Universities and teachers can often lead to an 
absence in teachers’ views of research engagement in publications, further suggesting that 
prevailing literature is more about school leadership rather than the focus of the teacher research. 
This highlights the need for HEIs to nurture the research that is directly relevant to the educational 
system (BERA RSA 2014). Our piece of research aims to place teacher views of research of their 
practice at the heart of this paper. 
 
Research Design 
The research explores the impact of practitioner based inquiry and implications for future practice 
from both a school and HEI standpoint and reports on the first year of a Postgraduate Certificate in 
Advanced Education Practice. The findings of the participants’ perspectives were captured through 
questionnaires and interviews including the senior leadership team. Participants agreed not be 
named but fully appreciated they might be identified due to the nature of their role and the 
dissemination.  
 
Using practitioner research, participants were asked to reflect on their professional learning, a 
process chosen which led to reflection, evaluation and self-development (Burton & Bartlett, 2005), 
and which gave the opportunity to reflect on current practice within the school (Murray, 2006). The 
use of qualitative data collected enabled the authors to develop an understanding of the findings 
(Biggam, 2015). Qualitative data were collected through the use of a questionnaire and semi 
structured interviews. Both data collection methods are seen as common in educational research 
(Lai & Waltman, 2008) and used together can provide validity through triangulation (Denzin, 2009).  
 
We used questionnaires because they could be used to collect data from a large group of people 
without variation (Brace 2008), questionnaires are also low cost and easy to use (Gillham, 2008), and 
give immediate response (McNiff, 2013). As the programme was based in the school the 
questionnaires were administered and collected with little effort, with a high response rate of n=15, 
which provided a representation of 100%, (McAteer, 2013). This allowed for anonymous gathering of 
data through carefully structured clear questions, which were not leading, giving a full range of 
answers (Denscombe, 2014) The design of the questions was informed by the necessity to evaluate 
the experience of practitioner research and impact on practice.  
 
Following on from the questionnaires, we used semi structured interviews (using guideline questions 
but with flexibility within the wording) to obtain a good understanding of the student experience 
(Kvale, 2006), and to gain rich data (Baumfield et al., 2013). The interviews were also a successful 
method as they allowed the participants to say what they are thinking (Stringer, 2014; Cotterell, 
2014), and the researcher to ‘get inside’ the story (McAteer, 2013). The interviews were held with a 
range of participants (n=6) a representation of 40% of the cohort including members of the senior 
leadership team (SLT) and the Head teacher. Burton et al. (2008) state that interviews are useful to 
gather further qualitative data following questionnaires, although participants can feel nervous 
about answering honestly.   
 
The researchers used Denscombe’s (2010) five stage analysis process of: preparation, looking for 
trends and themes, analysing the data, presenting the data and finally validating the data. 
Consideration was given to the design of both the questionnaire and the interviews, so as to make 
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the interpretation of the data more straightforward and logical (Biggam, 2015). In analysing the 
qualitative data from the questionnaires and interviews, the following themes were identified: 
reflection on practice, applying theory to practice, impact on the learning, collaboration and 
widening of professional development. 
 
Findings 
The findings are confined to questionnaire responses from all staff who took part in the programme 
and responses from interviews with senior leaders (SLT).  
 
Table 1.  Reflection on practice. 
 

Question Response 

 
Do you think you have had time to reflect on 
your existing practice during this programme? 
 

 
There have been opportunities to reflect on 
practice which has been beneficial to my 
practice 
 
I found time for deep reflection on my own 
practice, during the sessions.  
 
I have reflected on my practice throughout the 
course which has helped to bring about change 
 

 
Interestingly staff on the course acknowledged that the creation of a professional learning 
community gave them the opportunity and time, to reflect deeply on practice. 
 
Table 2. Applying theory to practice. 
 

Question Response 

 
Did the programme allow you to access theory 
and evidence underlying relevant pedagogy? 

 
I developed an understanding of appropriate 
research models in order to examine practices 
in an academically rigorous way 
 
Use of Vygotsky and Bruner’s theories on 
scaffolding and the spiral curriculum have 
influenced my teaching  
 
Refreshing my current understanding of 
educational theory 
 
The use of action research has helped me to 
make changes to my teaching 
 
Improved knowledge of pedagogy  
 

 
In considering the research findings above (Table 2.) the data elicits some transformational data in 
the application of theory to practice. The responses of the practitioners clearly indicate they have 
changed either their thinking or practice as a result of the course and interactions with further 
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research. The data highlights the impact on approaches to learning in the classroom and signpost 
positive change. This is evident in this response: 
 

To discover how the pupils felt about the way I mark was a huge revelation and has impacted 
significantly on both me and the way I work and also on them and the feedback they get 

(SLT3).  
 
This significant perspective demonstrates transformation. 
 
Table 3.  Impact on the learning of students. 
 

Question Response 

 
What has been the impact of the modules? 

 
The research into emotional intelligence made 
me realise the impact of students’ emotional 
state on their ability to do well at school 
 
It has encouraged pupils to take more control 
of improving their own work 
 
I read more, it challenged me and I felt I had 
really moved forward from the knowledge. 
Discussions with the group made me stand 
back and look at whether what you are doing is 
effective 
 

 
The SLT recognised that the impact of the course has been huge and that the course was about 
transforming practice; an accredited university programme was secondary. 
 
“The impact has been tremendous, far better actually than we had anticipated because the dialogue 
in the staff room has completely changed, teachers share ideas, practice has been developed both 
within the classroom and across whole school approaches so it’s been remarkable “(SLT1) 
 
Table 4. Collaboration. 
 

Question Response 

 
Have you made any changes in how you work 
with colleagues? 

 
It’s a chance to look at the bigger picture and to 
work collaboratively with colleagues 
 
Opportunities for staff to collaborate and learn 
from each other 
 
There are connections which have come about 
through the programme across departments 
that have impacted directly on the learning of 
the students  
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The data around developing a professional learning community and collaboration has shown that 
staff on all levels valued the opportunity to meet, learn, share practice, and work with the university 
as a facilitator: 
 

We are sharing what we have learnt and what research we have done with the others 
members of the department so it has had a big impact overall on the whole department 

(SLT4). 
 
Table 5. Widening of Professional Development. 
 

Question Response 

 
What do you think has had the most impact on 
you? 

 
Following this course I now have confidence to 
find out about new ideas and research and 
apply them to my classroom 
 
This course has empowered the staff to reflect 
and research teaching and learning 
 

 
There is strong recognition that both staff and pupils have gained from the course, through the 
widening of professional development. The quotes from the SLT very strongly support all aspects of 
impact:  
 

I think just the fact that they are willing to take risks within the classroom and the new ideas 
they are trying out and then talking to other staff in the school about it, so it’s not even in just 
our small cohort, it’s actually having an impact right across the school which is great 

(SLT1). 
 

I liked the idea that suddenly in school the discourse about teaching and learning was very 
vibrant and for me that was a real positive 

(SLT2). 
 
I firmly believe that the positive impact of doing Masters has been so successful in improving 
standards in the classroom, improving teaching, professional dialogue and also bringing the 
community together 

(SLT1). 
 

Overall, the evidence from the research reveals the staff have fully engaged in the study and that 
clear links between theory and practice have been made.  The impact in the classroom has centred 
on new knowledge and changes in approaches to teaching and learning.  The impact on leadership 
has also been evidenced with a review of approaches to leadership and management at all levels.  
The new approaches and knowledge gain did not all emerge from the input provided by the 
university but from teachers sharing new knowledge and their emerging practice. The senior leaders 
recognised the impact on the whole school in terms of staff discussion and the spheres of influence 
which have arisen are having a wide impact. 
 
Discussion 
The findings in this study are small scale in that they are based on one school in the North West of 
England. However, the results are significant when related to the review of the wider research 
explored through this paper to confirm and validate the academic value of the PGCert. This section 
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will reflect on the perspectives of staff at all levels of the organisation in light of the current research 
context. This research presents the views of the participants of the programme rather than the 
outputs of research (Leat, Lofthouse & Reid, 2014) and demonstrates the participants were deeply 
engaged in practitioner enquiry. The evidence presented supports the views of Timperley (2007) and 
reaffirms the value of undertaking evidenced based research in classrooms and departments. The 
work carried out by the participants sat between research and practice (Furlong & Oancea, 2005) 
and confirmed the importance in developing practice as a school engaged in research (GTC, 2006). 
BERA RSA (2014:6) further reaffirm that teachers need to engage with research and enquiry to be at 
their best. 
 
The development of the three strands of practice based learning and reflection formed the basis of 
the course (PG Cert) and provided opportunities for staff to share and talk about practice, something 
not done within the school on this scale before (McLaughlin, 2004:7). It was very clear that the staff 
were problem solvers who on a daily basis where reacting to the learners and through reflection and 
research began to transform practice (Baumfield, Hall & Wall, 2013). The transformation of practice 
in the classroom emerged through a series of planned events and tasks (research and university led 
sessions) which gave time for reflection and professional learning (Philpott, 2015). The programme 
therefore supported the view of the DfE (2016) who stated schools should be in control of their 
improvement and that teachers best learn from other professionals. 
 
Engagement in high level reflection has been an outcome of this programme.  Behaviours exhibited 
by teachers such as reflecting on and developing professional practice and participation in 
professional development are recognised by the Sutton Trust (2014) as elements of what makes 
great teaching. This focus on challenging practice with time for deep reflection is identified by NCTL 
(2015). The reflection was facilitated from within the school and led by an associate tutor who knew 
the participants well and who could put learning and reflection in the school context.   
 
 Within this research the role of the HEI has been central to the success of the programme but has 
not been the only role, which contradicts the view of Gore and Gitlin cited in 2004, who argue that 
the role of the HEI is not valued by teachers and is a positive outcome of this research. NCSL (2015), 
DFE (2016) and the Sutton Trust (2014) all support the idea of collaboration through a professional 
learning community being facilitated and shared in order to create a rich research culture. Working 
collaboratively may lead to transformation (Zeichner 2003) and evidence suggests this was the case.  
The model of support from the university provided critical reading and reflection (Fullan 2003) an 
essential factor to facilitate academic rigour. Through practice based learning in a professional 
learning community the positive impact of colleagues collaborating beyond the personal paradigm 
was highlighted through the research findings. 
 
Conclusion  
The aim of this paper was to explore teacher perspectives in cultivating learning through practitioner 
enquiry to transform practice. In relation to this focus the Head Teacher was of the belief that 
innovative approaches, hosted and driven by the school and facilitated by the university, have led to 
rapid improvement in the quality of teaching across the school and in turn to the achievement of 
students.  A further strand which could be viewed as cementing the impact was that all teachers 
have continued with their learning and have engaged in a practice based Masters course, this is in 
line with Philpott (2015) who suggests that a sustained focus on improving practice supports 
professional learning and development. In the discussion of teachers’ perspectives this further 
signifies support for powerful new perspectives and the renewed understanding which in turn can 
lead to ‘re-invigorate those teachers who do engage’ (Leat, Lofthouse and Reid, in BERA RSA, 2014:2) 
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The next steps will be to work with a new cohort of teachers from a wider community of schools 
which reflects a research rich culture that is connected and collaborative (BERA, 2014:23). 
Furthermore, this is established as a meaningful collaboration that facilitates and coordinates 
clusters of schools collaborating in a community of practice. This could potentially contribute to the 
aspirations of a vision of a self-improving, research engaged and active school or network as 
envisaged by Goldacre (2013) and Greany (2015). A further step is to share and celebrate these 
renewed perspectives with the wider school community which will give further opportunities to 
evaluate the course and disseminate findings which highlight that cultivating learning can indeed 
lead to change in practice.  
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