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Students as Researchers: How does being 
a student researcher affect learning?

Aims of the project 

From 1996 the school had tried to establish a Students as Researchers (SaRs) initiative to enable students to investigate,
analyse and present student perspectives on aspects of school life and learning.

This study records the attempts to evaluate the impact of participating in such research projects on the students’ learning. The
aim of the research was to evaluate the impact of participating in such research projects on the students themselves in terms of:

• their attitude to the SaRs initiative

• their social skills; and

• their academic skills 

Context

The SaRs initiative involved training, over a period of six years, 150 students in years 8 - 12 in an LEA 11-19 girls’
comprehensive school, situated in North London with 1100 students and 75 members of staff. The project evaluating the
impact on students’ learning, undertaken as a BPRS enquiry by a Head of Year who had mentored two groups of student
researchers, involved 90 students from Year 8 to Year 12.

Summary of main findings  

The majority of students saw the process of being selected and trained to carry out research as a positive experience and
emphasised their delight at being chosen to carry out such a demanding task.

Many students also drew attention to the issues surrounding the selection of the student researchers and questioned whose
voices were being listened to.

Most students welcomed the opportunity to contribute to the improvement of the learning environment of the school.

Certain features of research were perceived as being particularly beneficial to classroom learning:

• Working and learning as a team

• Acquiring and applying research skills to subject learning

• Enhancing self confidence in presentations

• Learning how to manage time effectively

• Sharing ideas and tasks



Background
The impetus for the initiative stemmed from the then Deputy HeadÕs attendance at a Student Voice Conference held at
Cambridge University in 1996 at which Michael Fielding described how Sharnbrook Upper School in Bedfordshire had
established a Students as Researchers programme. The video evidence of the impact on some of the students involved was
particularly powerful and infectious, resulting in a desire to find ways of giving our own students such opportunities for
development but also to give the school access to the views of its most important members. In 2002 we decided to try to
find out what the impact of being involved in research had had on the learning of those students.

The school has been actively involved in research for over ten years, establishing links with Cambridge Unversity and
encouraging teachers to develop skills of critical enquiry. In June 1999 the school was one of six invited to become
members of the School-University Partnership for Educational Research, set up by Professors David Hargreaves and
Donald MacIntyre and in 2002 became part of one of the first Networked Learning Communities. The schoolÕs intention
throughout had been to generate and embed a research ethos focused on improving teaching and learning. Between 2000
and 2003 there were twenty-eight successful BPRS applications, enabling teachers to carry out classroom enquiry, several
of which included students within the research project.

The study took place in an LEA multi-ethnic 11-19 comprehensive school of 1050 girls in North London, involving groups of
students as researchers in five successive year groups carrying out research projects they designed themselves. Training
was provided by staff from the School of Education of Cambridge University; in-school support was supplied by the Teacher
Research Co-ordinator, Heads of Year and subject staff associated with the particular projects selected by the students. In
total 150 students across Years 8 - 12 were trained in using research methods, in cohorts of 15 - 30 per project.

Processes and strategies
Between 1996 and 2003, groups of student researchers investigated the following issues:

Inside the classroom:

¥StudentsÕ views of KS3 PHSE

¥ What do students think Citizenship consists of?

¥ How do Year 8 students define learning?

¥Do pupils have good relationships with their teachers?

The Wider School Environment:

¥Are students happy with the school environment?

¥ How healthy is the food available in school?

Student Welfare Issues:

¥ What extra-curricular activities are available to students? Would additional team-building activities help to resolve
problems?

¥Do students find the system of rewarding achievement satisfactory?

¥ What opportunities are there to express your views and be listened to?

¥ What does the school do to help us to develop as individuals? 

Training Student Researchers

Although each cohort of students followed an individually designed programme in terms of specific arrangements, the
common ingredients which remained constant from 1996 onwards were:

¥ training in research provided by an academic expert on a three stage model:

- introductory day to discuss and agree research questions;

- second day on research ethics and methods, particularly in constructing questionnaires and conducting interviews; and

- third day on analysis of data and presentation of findings.

¥support and mentoring provided by teacher researchers throughout, facilitating research and ongoing discussion of
process and any difficulties arising;

¥ group write-up of project and outcomes;

¥ group oral presentation of findings to school council, selection of staff and governors within school; and

¥ presentations to others, students and teachers, at conferences.

Students were expected to carry out the bulk of their research outside lesson time apart from the formal training sessions
provided. As far as possible at least one of the training days took place at the Faculty of Education in Cambridge.


