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THE INDIVIDUAL ASSIGNMENT IN A LEVEL HISTORY: AN EXAMPLE OF
SELF-REGULATED LEARNING IN SIXTH FORM COLLEGES
David William Stoten, Newcastle Business School, University of Northumbria,
Newcastle on Tyne, England

Abstract
This paper seeks to explore how students approach their Individual Assignment in A Level
History. The paper was informed by theories of self-regulated learning and independent
learning. The research involved 84 students and 15 teachers at four Sixth Form Colleges, in
which students responded to a structured questionnaire that was drawn from the literature
on self-regulated learning. The data was analysed according to ability range. The views of
students were supplemented by discussions with teachers and reference to the position taken
by the Historical Association over the issue of A Level reform. The conclusion suggests that
students adopt a range of approaches, some determined by their innate ability but others by
more practical concerns. The paper suggests that teachers plan a skills-based programme that
UH¿QHVVWXGHQWV¶LQGHSHQGHQWOHDUQLQJSULRUWRODXQFKLQJRQWKH,QGLYLGXDO$VVLJQPHQW
Keywords
$GYDQFHG/HYHO$GYDQFHG6XEVLGLDU\ $6 /HYHO&RXUVHZRUN*HQHUDO&HUWL¿FDWHRI
Education (GCE) Advanced Level, Independent learning, Individual Assignment, Self-regulated
learning (SRL), Sixth Form College (SFC)
Introduction
The media in England and some leading universities have periodically criticised the current
*HQHUDO&HUWL¿FDWHRI(GXFDWLRQ$GYDQFHG/HYHO *&($/HYHO TXDOL¿FDWLRQDVIDLOLQJ
to prepare students for undergraduate level study. Indeed, the Russell Group of leading
XQLYHUVLWLHVKDVLGHQWL¿HGVRPHVXEMHFWVVXFKDVKLVWRU\DVµIDFLOLWDWLQJ¶HQWU\WRFHUWDLQGHJUHH
courses, and in doing so differentiated between these more academic and supposedly less
academic subjects on offer to potential university entrants. This debate over the academic
quality of A level led the British Coalition Government (2010-15) to announce plans to
UHVWUXFWXUHWKHTXDOL¿FDWLRQDIWHU2QHPDMRUFKDQJHWR$/HYHOLVWKHFKDQJHWR$GYDQFHG
Subsidiary (AS) Level, which at present equates to half a full A Level in terms of content and
YDOXH7KHIXWXUH$6TXDOL¿FDWLRQZLOOEHGHWDFKHGIURPWKH$/HYHOTXDOL¿FDWLRQDQGUHPRGHOOHG
DVDVHSDUDWHTXDOL¿FDWLRQ7KHUHLVKRZHYHUDPXFKPRUHSURIRXQGFULWLFLVPRI*&($
Level in that students are often too spoon fed and not used to undertaking self-directed and
LQGHSHQGHQWOHDUQLQJ$VHDUO\DV8WOH\  KDGLGHQWL¿HGWKLVLVVXH

tR

un

Pr

es

oo
Pr

s

The aim of the paper is to explore the possibility of the Individual Assignment (IA) in A Level
History as a vehicle to develop students’ skills as independent learners. This paper will
investigate how students, teachers and the wider ‘historical community’ view the Individual
Assignment, and the degree to which it develops independent learning.

f

Many university tutors claim that the school system is failing to prepare students for what
will be expected of them at university. A-level history in particular is seen to be teacherdominated, creating a passive dependency culture.
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The institutional context: Sixth Form Colleges and GCE A Level
The Sixth Form College (SFC) sector remains relatively small both in terms of its membership
and those students it caters for. Compared to the over two hundred General Further Education
&ROOHJHV *)(&V DQGVFKRROVZLWKVL[WKIRUPVUHSRUWHGE\WKH2I¿FHIRU6WDQGDUGVLQ
Education (Ofsted) (Sixth Form Colleges’ Forum (SFCF), 2011), there are now only 94 SFCs
LQWKHKLJKO\FRPSHWLWLYHSRVWHGXFDWLRQ¿HOG6FKRROVL[WKIRUPVWDXJKWRYHU
students and GFECs cater to over 86,000 students enrolled on level 3 (university entrance)
programmes in 2008, compared to over 54,000 students in SFCs. Their market has tended
to be limited to the provision of GCE A Level study, as well as a few colleges that offer the
International Baccalaureate (IB). The sector is also characterised by the numbers of its student
body. Compared with the 30% of providers that have a student body aged 16-19 of over 3,000
students, namely the large GFECs, SFCs tend to be much smaller. Although there are some
that have below 1,000 students and an equally small number over 3,000, most range between
1,000-3,000 students, with an approximate average of 1,750 (Lauener, 2011, p.8). Although the
SFC sector is relatively small in relation to the maintained school sector and the more diverse
DQGODUJHU*)(&V6)&VGRPDNHDVLJQL¿FDQWFRQWULEXWLRQWRXQLYHUVLW\HQWUDQFHLQ(QJODQG
7KH$/HYHOTXDOL¿FDWLRQZDVLQWURGXFHGLQWKH8.LQDVWKHSULPDU\HQWU\TXDOL¿FDWLRQWR
XQLYHUVLW\7KHTXDOL¿FDWLRQLVWDNHQRYHUWZR\HDUVE\\HDUROGVLQERWKWKH6WDWHDQG
Independent sectors, and indeed internationally. Awards are subject-based and cover a wide
range of disciplines such as the arts, sciences, social sciences, foreign languages and some
vocational subjects. In practice, most A Level students take a study programme of three or four
VXEMHFWV,QUHFHQW\HDUVWKHUHKDVEHHQVRPHGLYHUVL¿FDWLRQZLWKWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRI$SSOLHG
A Level, which is designed to deliver a vocational curriculum for subjects such as Travel and
Tourism. In many respects, however, A level is still dominated by the traditional subjects, with
English, mathematics and the physical sciences being the most popular (Paton, 2012). In terms
of the mode of assessment, A Level is still characterised by traditional methods of assessment,
such as essay writing and formal external examinations. In some respects, the traditional makeXSRI$OHYHOLVDOVRUHÀHFWHGLQWKHSURIHVVLRQDOSUDFWLFHRIVRPHWHDFKHUVZKRWHQGWRDGKHUH
to traditional modes of teaching and learning. Hibbert (2014, p. 39) reported that ‘students
valued... the structure of A Level teaching, but nearly all of them talked about having been
spoon fed of force fed’.
What is the Individual Assignment (IA)?
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Although the delivery and timing of the IA varies across institutions, most colleges schedule the
ZRUNIRUWKH¿UVWWHUPRIVHFRQG\HDU$/HYHODQGDOORFDWHWZRKRXUVSHUZHHNWRVXSSRUWLW7KH
role of the teacher is restricted by the examination board’s regulations, and is far more limited
than is the case for other subjects that offer coursework at A Level. In History, the teacher is
H[SHFWHGWKHGHOLYHU¿YHZHHNV¶ZRUWKRIFODVVWLPHWRWHDFKWKHWRSLFLQLWVHQWLUHW\DQGWKHQ

f

The IA constitutes 20% of the required assessment for GCE A Level History. The IA is
composed of two pieces of coursework, each of 2,000 words. All the examining boards provide
a very broad range of topics ranging from early medieval to modern History options from world
KLVWRU\7KH¿UVWSLHFHRIWKH,$LVFRQFHUQHGZLWKDWRSLFLQGHSWKRYHUDSHULRGRI\HDUVDQ
H[DPSOHRIZKLFKLVµ:KDWZDVWKHVKRUWWHUPVLJQL¿FDQFHRIWKH%DOIRXU'HFODUDWLRQ"¶,QWKLV
part of the IA, students are required to obtain, interpret and use a variety of original sources to
arrive at a judgment. In the second piece of writing for the IA, students are required to consider
the topic from a broader perspective over 100 years; an example of which is: ‘To what extent
ZHUHIRUHLJQSRZHUVUHVSRQVLEOHIRUWKHFRQWLQXLQJFRQÀLFWLQWKH0LGGOH(DVW"¶
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send students off to research and write-up their submission. Teachers are forbidden to make
written comments on draft work and their role as a facilitator in the IA is curtailed. This rule
contrasts starkly with subjects such as Art and English where teacher support is ever-present
and re-submissions of drafts for feedback are the norm. In this respect, History provides a
rigorous example of self-regulated study and a useful point from which to evaluate independent
learning in English SFCs.
Literature review: the self-regulated learner
3LQWULFK¶VGH¿QLWLRQRIVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQLQJFLWHGE\6FKXQN  SURYLGHVDFRQFLVHLQVLJKW
into the concept and its practise:
An active, constructive process whereby learners set goals for their learning and then
attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, motivation, and behaviour, guided
and constrained by their goals and the contextual features in the environment.
In simple terms, self-regulated learning placed the student at the centre of the learning process
DQGLQGRLQJVRDOORFDWHVDVLJQL¿FDQWDPRXQWRIUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRWKHVWXGHQWWRUHDFKWKHLU
goals. The literature on self-regulated learning mirrors other theoretical approaches to studentcentred learning that has appeared in research journals in the past few decades, such as Guy
Claxton’s Building Learning Power (Stoten, 2012) or more generally as independent learning.
5HVHDUFKLGHQWL¿HVVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQHUVDVPRUHOLNHO\WRDFKLHYHKLJKO\HQMR\VWXG\LQJDQG
develop life-long learning skills (Wolters, 1998; Zimmerman, 1989; Pintrich and De Groot, 1990;
Shunk and Zimmerman, 1994). As Boekaerts (1999, p. 445) acknowledges, self-regulated
learning has been informed by writing on learning styles, students’ metacognition, and theories
of the self. Importantly, self-regulated learning has also been linked to the need to encourage
independent action and the capacity to take the initiative often associated with the idea of
ÀH[LEOHVSHFLDOLVDWLRQLQWKHZRUNIRUFHDPDMRUUHTXLUHPHQWLQWKHIXWXUHODERXUIRUFHRIWKH
WZHQW\¿UVWFHQWXU\
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We should also differentiate theories of self-regulated learning from those associated
with students’ approaches to learning. Although both self-regulated learning and students’
approaches to learning recognise the importance of goal setting and the motivational context
to individuals’ learning, they differ in terms of how they undertake empirical research and what
they aim to investigate. Whereas, for example, self-regulation of learning research tends to use
quantitative questionnaires, such as Pintrich and de Groot’s (1990) Motivated Strategies for
/HDUQLQJ4XHVWLRQQDLUH 06/4 VWXGHQWV¶DSSURDFKHVWROHDUQLQJUHVHDUFKRIWHQLQÀXHQFHGE\
postmodernist theory, may wish to use a phenomenological and qualitative approach. Moreover,
students’ approaches to learning investigations have tended to undertake research into general
learning strategies, such as learning styles (Marton and Saljo, 1976; Entwhistle and Waterston,
1998) or the idea of deep and surface learning. According to Pintrich (2004), self-regulation
of learning research is more concerned with the generation and analysis of differences in
student motivation and learning than is the case with most students’ approaches to learning
investigations. Consequently, we should expect to see the issues of motivation, goal setting and
metacognition and as central to the discourse on self-regulated learning.
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Self-regulated learning has drawn both from information processing theory (Pintrich, 2004)
social cognitive theory, and in particular the work of Bandura (1997) and Zimmerman (1998).
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Schunk (2005, p. 174) has described the four main lines of research that has been undertaken
into self-regulated learning. Firstly, citing the work of Boekaerts (1999), Schunk refers to the
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interest in exploring the nature of self-regulation as a process, often comparing ‘good’ and ‘bad’
forms of self-regulation. Secondly, the issue of motivation is central to the work of Pintrich and
'H*URRW  DQG3LQWULFK  LQZKLFKWKH\H[SORUHWKHLGHDRILQÀXHQFLQJWKHOHYHORI
motivation amongst students. Thirdly, we see that the possible relationship between learning
DQGDIIHFWLYHIDFWRUVLVH[SORUHGLQWKHZRUNRI+HQGHUVRQDQG&XQQLQJKDP  DQG¿QDOO\
LQWKHUHVHDUFKRI6FKXQN  DQGWKHLGHDWKDWVSHFL¿FDOO\GHVLJQHGIRUPVRILQWHUYHQWLRQ
can lead to an improvement in students’ achievement. It is clear from the literature as a whole,
that motivation is viewed as a central issue for researchers and work has tended to focus
on the traditional discussion of intrinsic (inherent subject interest) and extrinsic (relationship
ZLWKWHDFKHU IRUPVRIPRWLYDWLRQWRH[SORUHPRUHVSHFL¿FLVVXHVVXFKDVWKHLPSDFWVXFKDV
personal ideals, values and goals, as well as the impact of others, on outcomes. For Thoonen
et al., (2011), motivation incorporates three additional components beyond a general orientation
and students’ intrinsic/extrinsic drives: these are value, expectancy and affective components.
,QVKRUWVWXGHQWVDUHUHJDUGHGDVEHLQJPRUHPRWLYDWHGWROHDUQZKHUHWKH\VHHDFOHDUEHQH¿W
from the completion of the task, expect to achieve highly and enjoy their learning. Whether
A level History students are motivated positively through the IA is an area that the research
aimed to explore. The notion that targets can be set, managed and their outcomes evaluated is
a second major concept associated with self-regulated learning. Indeed, the setting of targets
is an important part of the tracking of students’ performance today not least in the SFC sector
where each student is given a target grade based on their GCSE performance. Sheldon and
Elliot (1998) have reported that those students who are more aware of their targets tend to
EHPRUHHIIHFWLYHDVVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQHUV7KH\DOVRUHÀHFWRQWKHLUSURJUHVVRYHUDUDQJH
of tasks and modify their behaviours in light of their evaluation. Such a view suggests that
motivation is a nexus of complex processes and far more complicated than behaviourist
thinkers had originally suggested.
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$IRXUWKPDMRUWKHPHRIVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQLQJUHODWHVWRWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIVHOIHI¿FDF\
7KHLGHDRIVHOIHI¿FDF\LVLQWHJUDOWRWKLVSURFHVVRIPHWDFRJQLWLRQDVVWXGHQWVUHÀHFW
RQWKHLUOHDUQLQJH[SHULHQFH,QSDUWVHOIHI¿FDF\LVDV=LPPHUPDQ  UHFRJQLVHVD
consequence of interaction with others and their feedback. For the most part, however, selfHI¿FDF\LVUHODWHGWRWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOVWDWHRIDVWXGHQWWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVRIOHDUQLQJRYHUWKHLU
entire educational career, and most importantly, their record of achievements. The implications
DUHFOHDUIRUWHDFKHUV%XLOGLQJXSDVWXGHQW¶VVHOIHI¿FDF\LVDOLIHORQJSURFHVVDVLVOHDUQLQJ
DOWKRXJK=LPPHUPDQ  FRQVLGHUVWKDWVHOIHI¿FDF\LVPRVWFORVHO\WLHGWRWKHLUPRVW
recent results. The importance of constructive feedback becomes ever more important given
the cyclical nature of feedback as a reinforcement of self-image. For Zimmerman (1998) the
frequency and immediacy of feedback are both important in constructing a student’s selfimage. Perhaps one of the lessons to be learned for teachers is the need to design a feedback
process that includes the student as much as in the teaching process, as suggested by
Fluckiger et al. (2010). Quite apart from the instrumental requirements of effective feedback,
it should also recognise the emotional context to all learning. Given the rubric of the IA, the

f

$WKLUGPDMRUWKHPHDVVRFLDWHGZLWKVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQLQJLVUHÀHFWLRQ)RU=LPPHUPDQ
 VHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQLQJFDQEHGH¿QHGLQWHUPVRIDOHDUQLQJPRGHOZLWKWKUHHSKDVHV
IRUHWKRXJKWSHUIRUPDQFHDQGVHOIUHÀHFWLRQ$OWKRXJKWKHLGHDRIVWXGHQWV¶FRQWURORYHUWKHLU
learning strategy is central to SRL, metacognition is more important as learning is the product
RIWKLVLWHUDWLYHUHÀHFWLYHF\FOH)RU=LPPHUPDQ  WKLVSURFHVVRIVHOIUHÀHFWLRQLQYROYHV
reacting to, observing and judging the learning experience. Boekaerts and Cascallar (2006)
have reported that some students adopt a ‘maladaptive’ position that inhibits their progress and
have suggested that students learn to modify their level of motivation and choice of learning
strategy in order to maximise their level of achievement.
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relevance of the lead-up period and what is done prior to the research seems all the more
important.
$FFRUGLQJWR%DQGXUD  VHOIHI¿FDF\LVFORVHO\WLHGWRVWXGHQWV¶HPRWLRQDOFRQGLWLRQLQWKDW
a positive self-image may reduce stress, anxiety and depression. Just as a positive self-image
may be associated with higher levels of motivation, effort and achievement, a negative view
may inhibit learning. For Rawsthorne and Elliott (1999), students are not simply driven by the
attainment of goals, as suggested by goal theory, but need to deal with their emotional state as
well. Together with other researchers (Elliott and Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliott,1997; Middleton
and Midgley,1997) they have emphasised how emotional drives such as ‘performance
avoidance’ and anxiety are integral to students’ motivational state. In particular, a number of
UHVHDUFKHUV 3LQWULFKDQGGH*URRW=HLGQHUDQG0DWWKHZV KDYHLGHQWL¿HGWHVW
anxiety as a demotivating factor for less able students. Al Khatib (2010) reported that higher
levels of test anxiety were tied to underperformance in examinations, and that female students
were more prone to test anxiety than male students. Levels of test anxiety are reported to
increase (Montalvo and Torres, 2004) when students compare their likely performance to
RWKHUV7KLVSDSHULVFRQFHUQHGZLWKLQYHVWLJDWLQJZKHWKHUVHOIHI¿FDF\DQGWHVWDQ[LHW\YDULHG
between ability levels in history, and whether the IA was preferred to examinations.
Research methodology
The research process sought to elicit the views of students, 15 teachers and the national
representative body for 12,000 History teachers, the Historical Association (HA), on their views
of the IA. The research process was conducted over one year at four SFCs, two in the North of
England and two in the South East. At the time of the research, two of the SFCs were regarded
as ‘outstanding’, whilst the other two were judged to be ‘good’ in their provision of teaching and
learning, by Ofsted, the statutory inspection agency for England. The author, who had worked at
two of the four institutions, used opportunity sampling to obtain the data. Given the reality that
the author was a ‘practitioner-researcher’, a departmental manager and had indeed taught on
the course, certain ethical issues were clearly associated with the process of research in terms
of interaction with respondents. Students’ anonymity was protected as the questionnaires used
were not issued or collected by the author and no names were elicited. In conversation with
teachers, assurances were made that their views would be not be conveyed to senior managers
DQGWKHLUSDUWLFLSDWLRQZRXOGEHNHSWFRQ¿GHQWLDO
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As described above, the role of the author as a ‘practitioner-researcher’ complicated the
research process. However steps were taken not to engineer responses. The conduct of
interviews was driven by the wish to elicit rich data through open-ended discussion, and in
doing so create an ‘ideal speech situation’ (Habermas, 1984/1987) in which neither participant
was privileged over the other, anonymity was assured and individuals felt free to expand on

f

7KH¿UVWSKDVHRIWKHUHVHDUFKSURFHVVLQYROYHGDQDQDO\VLVRIVHFRQG\HDU$/HYHOKLVWRU\
students’ views using a questionnaire following their submission of the IA. This questionnaire
XVHGVWDWHPHQWVHDFKZLWKD¿YHSRLQW/LNHUWVFDOHWRJHQHUDWHVWXGHQWV¶UHVSRQVHVRQ
issues generated through the literature review, such as fear of failure, motivation and their
preparedness to undertake self-regulated independent study. These statements were reducible
WRWKUHHFRUHFRGLQJWKHPHVDIIHFWLYHLVVXHVVHOIUHÀHFWLRQDQGPRVWLPSRUWDQWO\KRZVWXGHQWV
approached independent learning. The data was initially analysed according to those who
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement in order to obtain an overview of the cohort. The
data was subsequently sorted into two data sets, grade A and DE students to see if there was
any difference between the most and least able students.

Sh

or

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH Vol. 13.3

89

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH
Vol. 13.3

an issue as they thought appropriate. The questioning began with the core coding themes
LGHQWL¿HGDERYHDQGDVWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQGHYHORSHGGHYHORSPHQWDOTXHVWLRQVIROORZHGRQ
For example: what do you think about the value of coursework? Should the reformed A level
contain an element of coursework? How do students approach coursework? For Habermas
(1984/1987), this research setting should enable participants to arrive at an inter-subjective
account based on common understanding. In contrast to conventional positivist validity claims,
such as reliability and generalisability, Habermas (1984/1987) offers inter-subjective truth,
DQGVLQFHULW\WKDWUHÀHFWWKLVIXQGDPHQWDOO\VRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQLVWDSSURDFKWRWKHJHQHUDWLRQ
RIUHVHDUFK¿QGLQJV,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHVHUHVHDUFKFRQYHUVDWLRQVVXSSOHPHQWDU\LQIRUPDWLRQ
was derived from the web-sites of the HA, the three major English examination boards and the
Department of Education.
As with any small-scale study, its generalisability is limited and its value is tied to the insight of
a small number of SFCs and their particular context and experiences. Further useful research
could compare the performance between the SFC sector and the school sector for instance,
as well as more extensive research within the SFC itself. A large number of students study A
level History in the School and GFEC sectors and it would be informative to see if there is any
YDULDQFHEHWZHHQVHFWRUVDQGZKDWSRVVLEOHIDFWRUVPD\LQÀXHQFHGLYHUVLW\7KLVUHVHDUFK
exercise is useful in relating empirical results to theoretical issues raised within the literature
UHYLHZLQUHODWLRQWRVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQWKHLUVHOIHI¿FDF\DQGSURFHVVRIVHOIHYDOXDWLRQGLG
the IA motivate students; did it provide them with a different way of viewing their academic
DELOLW\DQGGLGLWGHYHORSWKHLUVNLOOV7KHVHLVVXHVZHUHFHQWUDOWRWKHUHVHDUFK7KH¿QGLQJVWR
these research issues can inform the SFC sector on how to address these wider concerns with
students’ progress.
Findings
The raw data
Table 1 below displays the data generated from the questionnaires distributed to students,
together with a reference to the theoretical context*. There are a number of statements that
generated very similar or indeed identical responses, such as statement 6 ‘set own learning
goals’ and statement 15 ‘learns more than required’. There are however, a number of
VWDWHPHQWVWKDWJHQHUDWHLQWHUHVWLQJ¿QGLQJV,QSDUWLFXODUVWDWHPHQWµZRUU\DERXWH[DPV¶
statement 3 ‘research prior to writing up’, statement 4 ‘instrumental approach to work’,
statement 7 ‘enjoy learning in depth’, statements 9 and 10 ‘plans work’ and ‘outcome is allimportant’, as well as statement 12 ‘highly motivated’ and statement 14 ‘coursework is preferred
to exams’. Although care should be taken when making observations on such small data sets,
there is a basis here to make some tentative comments on how students approach the IA.
TABLE 1 Data generated from the student questionnaire
Statement
Theoretical context*

Level of overall
agreement (out of
84 students)

% of A grade
students (out of
14 students)

% of DE grade
students (out of 10
students)

1

Worry about exams
Fear of failure / Test anxiety

73

76

100

2

5HÀHFWRQZRUN
6HOIUHÀHFWLRQ

67

86

80

tR

un

Pr

es

s

Pr

oo

f

Number

Sh

or

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH Vol. 13.3

90

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HISTORICAL LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH
Vol. 13.3

3

Research prior to writing up
Deep / Independent learning

42

64

30

4

Instrumental approach to work
,QVWUXPHQWDOLVPHI¿FDF\

64

57

80

5

Prefer to control learning
Deep / Independent learning

61

64

70

6

Set own learning goals
Deep / Independent learning

43

43

40

7

Enjoy learning in depth
Intrinsically motivated

69

100

80

8

Explore before being instructed
Deep / Independent learning

28

36

40

9

Plans work
Deep / Independent learning

55

76

40

10

Outcome is all-important
,QVWUXPHQWDOLVPHI¿FDF\

60

93

60

11

Exercises initiative
Deep / Independent learning

42

50

40

12

Highly motivated to achieve
Intrinsically motivated

57

80

50

13

Prefers to make own notes
Deep / Independent learning

50

62

70

14

Prefers coursework to exams
Fear of failure / test anxiety

41

28

60

15

Learns more than required
Deep / Independent learning

54

50

50

Data from research discussions:
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Feedback from a representative from the HA was also supportive for a number of reasons, and
HFKRHGWKHSXEOLFSRVLWLRQRIWKHERG\7KHIHHGEDFNUHÀHFWHGPDQ\RIWKHSRVLWLYHUHPDUNV
made by history teachers, especially the value placed upon the IA as a means of developing
students’ independent learning and writing skills. The idea of the IA as an introduction to
university-level study was also valued, as was the view that undertaking an individual project

f

A consensus of opinion emerged from discussions with 15 teachers in favour of the IA.
Teachers felt that the IA offered students the opportunity to practise the skills required for
degree level study and also served an effective means of discriminating between ability levels in
History. In particular, the emphasis on developing independent learning and time management
VNLOOVZHUHLGHQWL¿HGDVLPSRUWDQWWRVWXGHQWV¶ZLGHUPDWXUDWLRQDVOHDUQHUV,QWKLVUHVSHFWWKH
IA was thought to have value beyond the study of history. Teachers also felt that the IA enabled
students to explore a topic in depth and pursue their own intellectual interests. For example,
at one SFC students were offered the choice of researching women’s history, the Arab-Israeli
FRQÀLFWRU0HGLHYDO6SDLQ$QXPEHURIWHDFKHUVUHSRUWHGWKDWHPSRZHULQJZHDNHUVWXGHQWV
to pick their IA pathway from a range of options helped motivate students and produced better
results. Although one SFC reported that the IA generated the best grades from the four units at
A level, others felt that the IA did not necessarily ensure higher grades than a fully examinationEDVHG$OHYHO7KLV¿QGLQJVKRXOGFKDOOHQJHWKHYLHZWKDWWKH,$LVDQHDV\XQLWZLWKLQ$/HYHO
history.
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was inherently useful as it often stimulated students’ interest beyond a minimalist approach
of ‘learning for the exam’. At national level, the HA and well as the university sector had also
voiced support for the continuation of the IA during consultations with the Department of
Education over the reform of A level History. It is clear that the ‘History community’ values the IA
as a challenging intellectual exercise that promotes the study of history.
Discussion
7KHGDWDJHQHUDWHGDQXPEHURILQWHUHVWLQJ¿QGLQJVWKDWHFKRPXFKRIWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQ
self-regulated learning and pose some important questions for how we should approach
LQGHSHQGHQWOHDUQLQJ7KH¿UVWVWDJHRIDQDO\VLVH[DPLQHGWKHFRKRUWDVDZKROH
Unsurprisingly, the statement that generated the highest level of agreement was statement
1 that referred to test anxiety (73/84). Given the pressure on students to achieve highly, this
outcome could be expected to be prominent in their concerns, indeed this was echoed by
VWDWHPHQWWKDWUHIHUUHGWRWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKH¿QDORXWFRPHDQGZKLFKZDV¿IWK  
Those statements that came second, third and fourth related to: enjoy learning in depth (69/84),
VHOIUHÀHFWLRQ  DQGWKHDGRSWLRQRIDQLQVWUXPHQWDODSSURDFKWRZRUN  7KLVOLVWRI
WKHWRS¿YHPRVWDJUHHGVWDWHPHQWVGRUHVRQDWHZLWKWKHOLWHUDWXUHGHVFULEHGDERYH
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The second stage of analysis of the questionnaires sought to uncover any differences between
the most able (A grade) and least able (DE students) students. There were a number of issues
that emerged from this analysis of the data. Data from statement 1 would suggest that the least
able students (100%) are more worried by examinations than the more able (76%), perhaps
EHFDXVHRISDVWH[SHULHQFHV7KLV¿QGLQJLVHFKRHGE\VWDWHPHQWLQZKLFKSURSRUWLRQDOO\
less (28%) of the more able students preferred examinations to coursework compared with
a majority (60%) of the least able in the cohort. If this were to be replicated elsewhere, then
WHDFKHUVVKRXOGEHFRQVFLRXVRIWKHQHHGWRDGGUHVVVWXGHQWV¶ODFNRIFRQ¿GHQFHDVZHOODV
examination technique. The second major issue to emerge was from statements 12 and 4 that
related to levels of motivation and approach to work. Whereas a large majority (86%) of the
most able students described themselves as high motivated, only half (50%) of the least able
students did so. In relation to their approach to study, whereas a small majority of the more able
students (57%) adopt an instrumental approach to work, a large majority of the least able do
so (80%). Whether this is because the less able choose a ‘lowest cost’ approach to study or
another reason should be the focus for further research.

f

In terms of the statements which generated the least amount of agreement, a number of
LPSRUWDQWLVVXHVHPHUJHG$OWKRXJKWKHVWDWHPHQWWKDWFDPH¿IWKIURPERWWRPVXJJHVWVWKDW
students prefer to make their own notes (50/84), the bottom four statements carry important
implications for teachers who wish to promote independent learning. The statement at the
bottom of the data list related to students exploring before being told to do, and with only
VXFKD¿JXUHLVGLVDSSRLQWLQJIRUWKRVHWHDFKHUVZKRZRXOGZLVKWRLQFXOFDWHDFXOWXUH
of personal initiative and independent learning in their classes. Moreover, the twelfth, thirteenth
and fourteenth on the list of most agreed statements reinforce this concern. Only 43/84 of
VWXGHQWVWHQGHGWRVHWWKHLURZQOHDUQLQJJRDOVXQGHUWRRNVLJQL¿FDQWUHVHDUFKSULRUWR
writing-up and 41/84 preferred coursework to examinations. This data suggests that a great
deal of work needs to take place prior to launching students on their IA. It also infers that
students still look to their teachers for some form of direction and support. Teachers must be
aware that simply ‘letting them get on with it’ will not create self-regulated independent learners.
Teachers should consider delivering a period of training in the skills of independent learning for
students.
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The third issue to emerge from the data relates to differences in how students approach
independent learning. Data generated by statements 3, 7 and 9 all infer that the more able
VWXGHQWDSSURDFKHVLQGHSHQGHQWOHDUQLQJZLWKJUHDWHUFRQ¿GHQFHWKDQWKHOHDVWDEOH:KHUHDV
almost two-thirds of the most able (64%) undertake extensive research prior to writing up, less
than a third (30%) of the less able do so. In addition, the evidence suggests that the more able
students (100%) enjoy learning in depth more than the least able (80%). Moreover, a large
majority of the most able students undertake independent planning (76%) compared with a
minority of the least able students (40%). This evidence would indicate that teachers should be
careful of the needs of the less able history student, as well as of the more able. This evidence
highlights the importance of supporting the less able students when undertaking independent
research, and echoes Vygotsky’s ideas (1934/1986) the scaffolding role of the teacher, prior to
the formal research phase of the IA.
Conclusion
This paper has sought to explore how students approach their IA and whether self-regulated
learning can inform professional practice. Reports from Ofsted and policy documentation within
SFCs indicate that teachers have responded to the call to empower students to manage their
own learning and move away from traditional forms of didactic teaching. In moving towards a
greater emphasis on the student as the focal point of the learning process teachers must be
more aware of those factors that stimulate or inhibit learning. This investigation explored how
WKHFRUHWKHPHVRIVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQLQJWDUJHWVHWWLQJVHOIUHÀHFWLRQPRWLYDWLRQDQGVHOI
HI¿FDF\LPSDFWRQ$/HYHO+LVWRU\VWXGHQWVZKRZHUHXQGHUWDNLQJWKHLU,$

Pr
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A second main line of enquiry related to how ability levels impacted on students’ outlook and
behaviours. It was clear that the more able students approached the IA differently from the less
DEOH,QSDUWLFXODUQRWRQO\GLGWKHPRUHDEOHVWXGHQWVWHQGWRUHÀHFWPRUHRQWKHLUOHDUQLQJDQG
JHQHUDOSURJUHVVEXWDOVRWKH\ZHUHDOVRPRUHFRQ¿GHQWLQXQGHUWDNLQJLQGHSHQGHQWOHDUQLQJ
7KHVH¿QGLQJVVXJJHVWWKDWWHDFKHUVVKRXOGDSSURDFKWKHOHDGXSWRWKHUHVHDUFKZLWKD
differentiated strategy in place for different ability levels. The importance of self-regulated theory
is tied to its provision of a conceptual framework within which to analyse students’ learning.
3DULVDQG3DULV  RIIHUWZRPHWDSKRUVRIVHOIUHJXODWHGOHDUQLQJWKH¿UVWLVWKHDFTXLVLWLRQ
of new skills and the second is the development of the student as a more independent learner.
7KH¿UVWRIWKHVHWZRPHWDSKRUVLVRIWHQGHSHQGHQWRQWKHDELOLW\RIWKHWHDFKHUWRWUDQVPLWWKH
necessary skills and is inherently limited in its usefulness. The second is a goal that teachers
should, and generally do, aim for. The practicalities of how this goal is to be achieved lies in
IXUWKHUUHÀHFWLYHUHVHDUFKE\WHDFKHUVWKDWLQIRUPVWKHLUVLWXDWHGSURIHVVLRQDOSUDFWLFH

f

7KH¿QGLQJVIURPWKLVLQYHVWLJDWLRQDUHLPSRUWDQWWRWKRVHZKRWHDFK+LVWRU\DW$OHYHODQG
for those who are interested in how to promote independent learning through self-regulated
EHKDYLRXUV7KH¿QGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\VXJJHVWWKDWVWXGHQWVGRDGRSWGLIIHULQJVWUDWHJLHV
GHSHQGLQJRQWKHLUYLHZRIWKHPVHOYHVWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHDVVLJQPHQWDQGWKHEHQH¿WVRI
wider reading. The data infers that although a majority enjoy the opportunity to learn in depth,
relatively few set their own learning goals or were prepared to take the initiative. This was
particularly evident in respect to the four statements that were least favoured by students on the
TXHVWLRQQDLUH7KLV¿QGLQJKDVLPSRUWDQWFRQQRWDWLRQVIRUWHDFKHUVDVLWVXJJHVWVWKDWVWXGHQWV
still look for support even when tasked to act independently. Teachers are advised to front-load
the research process with a supportive period of research training prior to ‘letting students go’.
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