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Aim of the project

The aim of this project was to develop trainee teachers’ awareness of the role of ICT in engaging pupils in learning. The project followed an action research cycle with stages of reconnaissance, implementation and evaluation. 
Reconnaissance

During this phase of the project (May – July 2008), a literature review and focus group discussions were carried out. A key finding was that the engagement was used very loosely in much of the literature, both professional and academic, but a useful distinction between affective, cognitive and behavioural types of engagement had been made. Several taxonomies had been produced but there was not a consensus on what to measure and how to measure it. The literature on ICT and engagement had focused on enhancement of the sensory range, access to authentic data and contexts for learning, interactivity and contribution to group work. A central difficulty with the term engagement was to keep it broad enough to show its different dimensions but focused enough to be helpful. For example, engagement could be used as a synonym for good teaching and discussion of engagement and ICT another way of talking about the contribution of ICT to learning.

We carried out focus group discussion with trainee teachers in English, ICT, mathematics and science (4 groups, n = 4 - 10 members). Open ended questions covered what engagement meant; comparison of classes which were engaged /disengaged; comparison of lessons in which ICT was used / not used in relation to engagement. We also carried out a version of a repertory grid exercise in which participants tried to identify dimensions of engagement across a continuum (for example, if being engaged in learning was being able to make the next step for oneself, then disengagement meant stalling, waiting to be told what to do). Finally, ways of measuring engagement in class were discussed. Two focus group discussions were also carried out with mentors in local schools. 

Key findings were:
· All participants were able to easily identify several aspects of engagement. These fitted with affective / cognitive / behavioural categories.  There was a great deal of consistency across groups in the ways in which they discussed engagement.
· Participants found the discussion ‘engaging’ and felt they had not done too little of this kind of open ended exploration of key concepts during their training (as one put it ‘this was the first time I have thought about what engagement really means’).
· The use of ICT was dominated by the interactive whiteboard (IWB).
· ICT use by pupils was supported by nearly all the trainees and mentors. ICT was seen as allowing interactivity, more pupil independence and the use of multi media. However, it was very difficult to disassociate well covered debates on the contribution of ICT to learning from its contribution specifically to engagement.

· Mentors were more focused on, not so much behavioural engagement, but behavioural indicators of engagement. For example, trainee teachers did not easily recognise when pupils were ‘switching off’ or know what they could do to address this.

· In terms of providing a resource for trainees, different views were expressed. Some trainees were very averse to long texts, some welcomed film clips, some wanted quite detailed and intellectually challenging exposition of ideas. These kinds of preferences were often associated with subject specialism.
· There was a consensus that use of ICT did make pupils more accepting of a trainee’s teaching, something more clearly observed in pupils’ behaviour. 
We concluded that 

· The focus for the work was well judged. Trainees wanted to know more about engagement and ICT. Engagement opened up a discussion of pedagogy.
· An initial idea, that of designing a pro-forma for trainees to use to assess engagement, was not going to work. It would be simplistic and might actually curtail opportunities for enquiry rather than open them up.
· Understanding of the term engagement was patchy. Engagement needed to be understood as a concept before trainees could investigate its contribution to ICT.

· There was an inherent difficulty in trying to create a resource to meet diverse audience expectations.
Implementation 

We produced a booklet to support trainee teachers following the programme the following year. It contained short explanations of key terms followed by activity. For example, trainees were introduced to different ideas about engagement and shown examples of easy-to-use scales for measuring engagement in class. They were asked to identify which aspects of engagement they wanted to focus on in a lesson and how they could develop their own scale to measure it. The guidance around the use of ICT was divided into teacher use of ICT (IWBs or other projection devices) and pupils’ use of ICT (e.g. general purpose programme, information resources, drill and practice programmes and so on). Trainees were asked to consider the contribution of particular ICT tools in particular lessons. The booklet was trialled with 10 trainees (October – January 2008 – 2009) before being made available to the whole cohort (February 2009).
Evaluation 

From the trail group we found that perceived strengths of the materials were:

· They helped trainees reflect on the very difficult concept of engagement. Exploration of the term did indeed unlock some key ideas about pedagogy.

· The mix of explanation and activities for the classroom worked well.
· They successfully avoided discussion of ‘ICT in general’ and brought the focus down to specific ICT tools used in specific contexts.
· Isolating the use of IWB was very helpful and it continued to be of central importance for trainees.
There were also some reported difficulties
· There was too much to cover in the booklet as add-on or self access support. Use of the materials needed to be integrated in to the assessment process,

· The tension remained between offering a more detailed or a more concise document.
As is the way with action research of this kind the cycle of innovation continues. Through the project we have learnt a lot more about engagement and ICT, we have produced a guide which is of practical value to trainees and we look forward to researching this area in more detail in the future.

