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Across a range of educational contexts, including academic language and 

learning (ALL) practice in the higher education sector, there is growing inter-

est in harnessing student voices to improve classroom experiences. In this pa-

per, we discuss our action research (AR) focusing on students’ reflective ac-

tivities in a 5-day academic language intensive programme designed to en-

courage students to share their learning experiences with their tutor, and to 

empower tutors to design and deliver a bespoke programme informed by stu-

dent voices. The paper will also highlight the impact that adopting an AR ap-

proach can have on educational and research practices. Our AR suggests the 

inclusion of the reflective activities enabled teachers to adapt their teaching 

practices, foster teacher-student and student-student rapport, and create more 

empathetic classrooms better tailored to their students’ specific learning needs. 

This paper may be of significance for any educators interested in implement-

ing similar activities to encourage student voices in their classrooms to en-

hance teaching practices and students’ learning experience, particularly ALL 

practitioners in comparable contexts or for programmes delivered in intensive 

and/or block mode. It would also be of interest to educators considering adopt-

ing an AR approach to investigate a specific issue in their educational context.  

Key Words: student voices, academic language, academic literacy, intensive 

programmes, action research, classroom practices. 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Context 

The impact of student voices on student experience and teaching practice is a significant area of 

interest in educational research and practices across a range of contexts. This interest is grounded 

in the recognition that students’ insights into their educational experiences deserve attention. In 

addition, students should be given opportunities to participate in their learning experiences as 

such participation can bring immense benefit to both students and educators (Connor, 2022; 

Cook-Sather, 2006). The importance of such participation rests on the understanding that educa-

tion is relational, acknowledges the diversity in students’ learning goals and lived experiences, 

and unsettles the traditional hierarchical nature of teacher-learner interactions (Cook-Sather & 

Mathews, 2023). It is also noted that the inclusion of student voices can highlight the voices of 

more marginalised student groups, thus creating more equitable and inclusive teaching practices 

and learning experiences (Cook-Sather, 2018). In acknowledgement of the diversity within stu-

dent cohorts, we will refer to student voices rather than student voice in this paper. 
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It is important to note that the definition of students’ voice is contested within the literature (Con-

nor, 2022; Parr & Hawe, 2022). Some scholars have argued that the concept of student voices is 

best employed in situations where students are equal partners making joint decisions with their 

educators and their institutions regarding their educational experiences, as exemplified in Stu-

dents-as-Partners (SaP) models (Cook-Sather & Luz, 2015; Mathews & Dollinger, 2023). Other 

scholars have understood the concept more broadly to include a range of practices aimed at gar-

nering student perspectives, feedback and reflections to enhance student experiences – for exam-

ple, Warwick et al.’s (2019) study on using teacher observations and student interviews to develop 

teaching practices. Arguably, student voices may be best understood as an “umbrella term” 

(Manca et al., 2017, p. 1076) which covers a varying range of understandings and practices. 

Toshalis and Nakkula (2012) suggest that student-voice-oriented activities belong on a spectrum 

of activities starting with students expressing opinions and providing feedback, and ending with 

students co-planning and co-facilitating activities in leadership roles.  

Research studies have demonstrated how the inclusion of student voices have enabled academic 

language and learning (ALL) practitioners to design English for academic purposes (EAP) cur-

riculum tailored to students’ specific needs (Malthus & Widin, 2018), encourage oral communi-

cation (Mack, 2012) and writing practices in classrooms (Zhang, 2023), and increase student mo-

tivation (Sampson, 2012). The purpose of this paper is to contribute to this growing body of 

knowledge by sharing our experiences from a two-cycle Action Research (AR) study which 

aimed at exploring the impact of student voices on the teaching practice and student experience 

in a 5-day Language Development Intensive (LDI) programme. 

In this AR project, the reflective activities to harness student voices are situated at the start of the 

aforementioned spectrum (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). We were interested in how the reflective 

activities could elevate and amplify student voices, and to what extent this would inform the LDI 

teaching and learning experiences. However, we note that decisions around what and how stu-

dents would learn were ultimately made by the tutors and programme coordinators/designers. For 

this project, our focus as LDI coordinators/designers was on providing opportunities in the pro-

gramme for all students, especially the underconfident and marginalised students, to share their 

perspectives and previous learning experiences with their tutors; and to do this within the con-

straints (e.g., temporal, financial, etc.) of the LDI programme.  

The LDI programme is one of a suite of academic language programmes offered by the University 

of Technology Sydney as part of its institution-wide Embedding English Language (EEL) frame-

work (Edwards et al., 2021), which provides academic language and literacy development to stu-

dents who have been identified as requiring additional support based on their performance in the 

online post-enrolment language assessment (OPELA). While the majority of these programmes 

are delivered in traditional semester-long weekly subject-specific language development tutorials 

of 90 minutes, several programmes are designed in block and intensive modes. In the higher ed-

ucation sector, such attendance modes are increasingly common as universities aim to provide a 

range of attendance modes of study in order to meet operational and financial challenges, while 

ensuring they provide additional targeted programmes to address the diverse needs of the student 

population, including programmes supporting academic language and literacy development 

(Dixon & O’Gorman, 2020; Mitchell & Brodmerkel, 2021; Yeo & O’Donoghue, 2023). For ALL 

practitioners, these challenges are not uncommon as the provision of academic language support 

is often marginalised within higher education (Wingate, 2018), and a flexible approach to design 

and delivery is often required to manage institutional constraints.  

Delivered online via Canvas (the university’s learning management system) and Zoom over five 

days, the LDI is attended by approximately 100–120 students from a range of disciplines across 

every faculty. Students are allocated to small discipline-specific classes (of no more than 18 stu-

dents) to ensure a discipline/faculty-specific approach is embedded in their academic language 

development. The LDI programme deliverables consist of an individual 1000-word discipline-
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specific writing task, followed by a group presentation based on the written task. A scaffolded 

approach is taken to support students through the academic literacy skills required to complete 

these tasks – skills such as unpacking the question, researching, reading and note-taking skills, 

academic integrity, group work skills, and (group) presentation skills.  

There are three key stakeholder groups in the LDI programme: the LDI coordinators/designers, 

the tutors, and the students. The coordinators/designers are responsible for working alongside the 

administration team to confirm student numbers, class allocations and tutor availability. It is also 

the responsibility of the LDI coordinators/designers to design and develop the LDI curriculum, 

online modules and resources which need to be finalised prior to the first tutors’ meeting. These 

LDI resources include tutors’ notes, discipline-specific written and presentation tasks, and learn-

ing materials to support a range of academic language and literacy skills (such as academic writ-

ing skills, academic reading skills, critical thinking, paragraph and sentence structures, develop-

ing arguments, proof reading and editing skills, and referencing), as well as materials to build 

classroom rapport and connection. The two LDI coordinators/designers are permanent members 

of the ALL team, and they both have had previous experience teaching on the LDI programme.  

The LDI tutors are qualified and experienced ALL practitioners, several of whom have had ex-

perience in teaching across various ALL programmes in different institutions. For the LDI, they 

are issued a casual teaching contract for the number of face-to-face teaching hours, and that in-

cludes limited preparation time, as well as pre- and post-LDI meetings. LDI tutors have access to 

the class lists, the LDI course site on Canvas, and a wide range of teaching materials at least a 

week prior to the start of the programme. Since most tutors are often balancing other work and 

family commitments, and have limited contracted time, lesson preparation is completed inde-

pendently, although tutors are encouraged to contact the LDI coordinators/designers if they have 

any questions or concerns. Additionally, while tutors are provided with suggested lesson plans, 

and are encouraged to take a student-centred approach as they support students in the completion 

of the written and spoken tasks, they are also encouraged to select and adapt from the teaching 

and learning materials provided, as well as to create their own where appropriate, and use their 

expertise to deliver a bespoke LDI programme that best meets their students’ needs.   

Lastly, the students attending the LDI have been identified via OPELA or a subject assessment 

as requiring additional academic language support. For most students, they have been directed to 

the mandatory LDI programme because they were unable to attend any of the academic language 

development programmes offered in the previous semesters. The majority of attendees are inter-

national students and/or English-as-an-additional-language (EAL) students who, alongside aca-

demic language challenges, may also experience marginalisation and exclusion in their degree 

programmes (Arkoudis et al., 2019). Our previous research indicated that for many of these stu-

dents, a lack of linguistic confidence impacts on their ability to engage fully in university class-

room activities (Goldsmith et al., 2022). Consequently, they may find themselves struggling to 

use their voices, and have their voices heard, in their classrooms. As the LDI students come from 

a broad range of subjects, it is likely they will not have met the other students in their allocated 

discipline/faculty-specific LDI class, or their tutor before the commencement of the LDI, adding 

to the constraints of the LDI programme. 

Given the aforementioned logistical, financial, pedagogical and temporal constraints of the LDI, 

it is not ethically possible to involve the casual LDI tutors or students in the planning phases of 

the LDI; yet, as coordinators/designers we recognise the value of encouraging students’ agency 

by providing opportunities for them to share their learning needs. Likewise, we recognise the 

value of providing opportunities for our tutors to draw on their expertise and experience to choose 

and adapt from the LDI resources provided, and to meet their students’ specific needs with the 

most appropriate learning activities and teaching approaches. 
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1.2. Issue 

Research suggests that while intensive programmes can be beneficial to student engagement, con-

centration, and focus, these potential benefits are contingent on the teaching quality, course and 

material design, as well as taking a student-centred approach (Gilde, 2023; Mitchell & Brodmer-

kel, 2020). While there are LDI lesson plans and set deadlines for the tasks, there is opportunity, 

indeed necessity, for tutors to select and adapt from the resources and activities provided to best 

meet the needs of their cohort of students. This requires tutors to consider what is most appropriate 

in terms of the discipline of their students, as well as their students’ specific language and learning 

needs. It also relies on the programme coordinators/designers to allocate time for embedded ac-

tivities that facilitate safe and supported tutor-to-student and student-to-student relationships. This 

would enable tutors to hear students’ voices and perspectives on their previous experiences and 

learning needs.  

As the LDI coordinators/designers, we recognised the challenges our casual tutors face in deliv-

ering a programme tailored to the specific needs of their students, and the limited opportunities 

for student voices to be included in their classrooms. We questioned how we could best support 

tutors and students to allocate time for reflection and dialogue about students’ perceived learning 

needs whilst also meeting the task deadlines. To address the above issues, we designed two stu-

dent reflection activities to be included in the LDI programme, on the first and last days respec-

tively. The purpose of the Day 1 Reflection was to provide tutors access to their students’  reflec-

tion on their learning experiences in the previous semester: what they had achieved, and what was 

still lacking in terms of their academic and language skills. The students were informed that their 

‘responses would be shared’ with their tutor and their ‘tutor may refer to your responses to tailor 

the LDI programme to better meet your academic needs’. The follow-up Day 5 Reflection 

prompted students to reflect if the LDI had supported them in developing these identified areas, 

and students were also informed that their individual responses would be shared with their tutor.  

We designed these activities to encourage students to reflect on their learning experiences and to 

share their perspectives with their tutors and their peers, if appropriate. This is in recognition of 

the fact that these students are commonly viewed with a deficit lens as being deficient and passive 

in their subject teaching and learning activities. We hoped that this simple act of scaffolded re-

flective activities would help to build a safe learning environment to foster their confidence and 

student agency, particularly in regard to their engagement with their tutors. In turn, we hoped that 

access to these perspectives would support tutors to better address their students’ needs. While 

we required tutors to include the reflective activities, they were free to use their own agency and 

creativity on how to implement them as appropriate for their classroom (e.g., as an individual 

activity, or as part of a group discussion). In fact, most of them included the Day 1 Reflection as 

a group discussion and sharing activity in their efforts to establish class rapport. We provided 

tutors participating in our AR with a daily journal for them to discuss if and how they had taken 

student voices into consideration in their daily teaching practice. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Action research 

AR is a meta-practice research approach whereby a practitioner, having identified an issue in their 

context, simultaneously takes action while conducting research in a systematic spiral of reflection 

and reflexivity with the aim of making transformative changes in one’s practice (Burns, 2005; 

Burns et al., 2022; Kemmis, 2009; Song, 2019). AR is different from basic and applied research 

approaches in that it is not research done by an external researcher on others, nor does it profess 

to focus on objectivity, control, and generalisability. Rather, its main focus is for the practitioner-

researcher to investigate specific real-life, practical concerns in their localised practice and con-

text using a systematic data collection process to arrive at findings to effect transformational 

changes and improvements to their practice (Burns, 2005; Burns et al., 2022). 



57 J. Yeo & G. O’Donoghue 

The ‘A’ in AR entails the researcher-practitioner identifying a gap between the current and ideal 

states of practice that warrant change, followed by the planning, development and implementation 

of concrete interventions in response to the gap. The ‘R’ follows simultaneously as data is sys-

tematically collected and analysed as interventions are rolled out, then findings reflexively ana-

lysed for the next AR cycle (Burns, 2005). Such reflexivity is embedded throughout the research 

process to instigate a researcher to critically examine their positionality in shaping the AR, as 

well as the data collection and data analysis processes. Where there is more than one researcher 

involved, collaborative reflexivity can enhance the transparency and trustworthiness of the re-

search (Olmos-Vega et al., 2023). AR can take various forms depending on the context, but all 

forms follow “a cycle of planning, implementing, acting, observing and reflecting” (see Figure 

1), and they are “contextual, small-scale and localised … reflective and evaluative … participa-

tory” as well as transformative based on the analysis and findings of the data collected in the 

cycle(s) (Burns et al., 2022, p. 5). 

 

 

Figure 1. A systematic cyclical, spiral of planning, action, observation, 

reflection and reflexivity in AR. 

It has been argued that current teaching and learning practices often reinforce and reproduce the 

power and privilege of the voiced, and the silence of the voiceless (Burns et al., 2022). To counter 

this issue, AR can enable practitioner-researchers to transform their educational practices to give 

voice to the voiceless, enhance student agency in their learning process, and create a space to hear 

and respond to the diverse range of voices in a classroom. 

2.2. The two cycles 

With research ethics approved by our local research office, Cycle 1 was rolled out in the February 

2023 iteration of the LDI to investigate the impact of student voices on student experience and 

teaching practices in the LDI. Cycle 2 was implemented in the July 2023 iteration. See Figure 2 

for a visual overview of the two-cycle AR. 

2.2.1. Cycle 1 

At the start of Day 1, students were guided to complete a reflective task in which they were asked 

to reflect on the past semester noting their achievements and challenges (see Appendix A). At the 

end of Day 5, students were asked to refer to their Day 1 responses and comment on whether their 

strengths had been further developed, and their weaknesses improved over the 5-day LDI. All the 

student responses were made available for the tutors to access, but only data from the 10 students 

(out of 102 enrolments; participation rate approximately 10%) who gave their consent was in-

cluded in the AR analysis. 
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Figure 2. Cycle 1 and Cycle 2. 

To understand if and how the LDI tutors utilised student voices in their class, tutors were asked 

to document their reflections on their teaching practices in an online journal. Only three tutors 

(out of six tutors; participation rate 50%) who consented to participate in the AR study were asked 

to complete the journal (see Appendix B). 

At the conclusion of Cycle 1, the following data was gathered, analysed, and reflected upon to 

feed into Cycle 2: 

• Student Day 1 responses were compared with their Day 5 responses to see if they matched, 

and any indication if their strengths/weaknesses were addressed during the LDI. 

• Tutor data in the daily journal to see if they had accessed their students’ Day 1 responses 

and taken them into consideration when planning and implementing teaching and learning 

activities throughout the LDI. 

2.2.2. Cycle 2 

The same reflective activities were implemented in Day 1 and Day 5. However, as a result of our 

Cycle 1 reflection, the following changes were made to the two activities: 

• In the Day 1 Reflection, questions were rephrased to remove any ambiguities, and students 

were explicitly requested to list their achievements and challenges in their academic con-

text (to mitigate the inclusion of anything irrelevant to their studies). 

• Similarly, questions in the Day 5 Reflection were rephrased and made more explicit in 

relation to their academic context. 

• As it was vital for students to consult their Day 1 responses when completing the Day 5 

Reflection, their access to the Day 1 responses was made easier and more explicit. 

Data from 32 students (out of 105 enrolments; participation rate approximately 30%) was in-

cluded in the analysis. A threefold increase in the student participation rate could be attributed to 

making it much easier for students to provide their consent online in Cycle 2. 

The format of the tutor journal in Cycle 2 was left intact – it was online, and participating tutors 

were requested to complete a brief template each day. Additional prompts were added to some 

questions for more guidance, and tutors were provided with explicit demonstration and instruc-

tions on how to access and complete the daily journal entries, to ensure that they felt comfortable 
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with the technical aspect of it, and to assure them that the daily journal entry was not too onerous 

and time consuming. 

Similar to the student participation rate, there was a marked improvement in tutor participation in 

Cycle 2 – four out of five tutors, i.e., 80%. This could be attributed to improved communication 

with the tutors prior to the Cycle 2 implementation to ensure that tutors had a good understanding 

of the AR study, and to provide them with multiple platforms and opportunities for clarification 

before making an informed decision. 

At the conclusion of Cycle 2, the same data was gathered, and reflexively analysed in considera-

tion of Cycle 1. 

3. Findings and implications 

The following discussion comprises five thematic findings as supported by reflexive analysis of 

the combined data from the two AR cycles, and in particular the impact of the inclusion of student 

voices on teaching practices and student learning experience, as well as the implications for AR 

and ALL practices. 

3.1. Impact on teaching practices and student learning experiences  

3.1.1. On teaching practices 

The Day 1 Reflection provided tutors with an opportunity to shape student learning experiences, 

build classroom rapport, and position the students as experts in their own learning journey. The 

tutors recounted in their journals how they had tailored their teaching practices and the LDI ma-

terials to meet the needs of their class; they gave examples of “shifting the focus and timing of 

classes”, and scaffolding elements of the assignment preparation process in response to their stu-

dents’ concerns. One tutor noted, “As students had outline [sic] that they encountered obstacles 

in planning and preparation for their assessments ... I ensured to give more detailed explanations 

of the processes involved, as well as asking concept-checking questions and describing how much 

time should typically be allocated [to] planning, research, and writing.”  

The changes made by the tutors in response to students’ reflections were often small but impactful, 

allowing tutors to shape their teaching practice and approaches whilst completing the LDI tasks 

and working within the time constraints of an intensive programme. One tutor reported on how 

the Day 1 Reflection  “activates an awareness of where a small amount of extra time could be 

allocated to an activity to provide more depth, or changing its structure (e.g., smaller breakout 

rooms, or a Mentimetre instead of a class discussion).” Another tutor commented how they could 

address multiple challenges the students had identified by encouraging “students to interact and 

participate actively in class and with each other (brainstorming, questioning, exchanging ideas, 

etc.).” Interestingly, two tutors had shared resources and services that addressed their students’  
specific challenges for the students to access in their own time, and this arose in response to 

students’  input in the Day 1 Reflection.   

The student responses in the Day 1 Reflection also provided tutors with invaluable insights into 

their students’ strengths and weaknesses, as well as triumphs and challenges, thereby enabling 

them to calibrate their teaching practice to bring about positive impact on students’ social and 

emotional well-being. Our research suggests the activities adapted, modified or developed by 

tutors helped build student confidence, enriched classroom interactions, and encouraged a 

strengths-based approach to learning by acknowledging what students had already achieved and 

overcome, as noted by a tutor: “I believe that their achievements highlight what the students' 

values [sic] in their own learning experiences, which allows me to bring those elements into the 

classroom to enhance classroom experience.” The Day 1 Reflection quickly established a positive 

learning environment as captured in this tutor’s comment: “it also set a good tone for the begin-

ning [of] the LDI week together – for them to stop and take stock individually and together”. 
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Overall, we would argue that when given access to student voices, tutors were appreciative of 

them and were receptive to taking them into consideration when designing and delivering their 

teaching and learning activities in a more bespoke manner to address their students’  needs while 

fulfilling the requirements of the 5-day LDI curriculum. Our research suggests these considera-

tions had a notable impact on the students’ learning experience as most students reported they 

had improved in at least one of their identified areas of concern. Additionally, tutors who had 

taught on previous iterations of the programme identified a connection between their more tar-

geted teaching practice and the quality of the LDI written and group presentation tasks, with some 

of them commenting that “the final report seem [sic] to be of a higher standard this time” and 

“the team flow was above average compared to previous years”. 

3.1.2. On student learning experiences 

The purpose of the Day 1 Reflection was to provide a platform for student voices to be expressed 

and heard, and for these student voices to inform their tutors in the design and delivery of a be-

spoke LDI programme. An unintended outcome was that it enabled tutors to see their students 

through a different lens, to better appreciate their students’ triumphs and struggles on a more 

personal level – the student voices helped to humanise the classroom. 

In an online class, students were no longer just a face within a square on their tutors’ computer 

screen; the students were multi-dimensional beings. As one tutor expressed, having access to her 

students’ reflections provided her with a more layered understanding of her students, as well as a 

better appreciation of their backgrounds and life experiences – all of which helped her to deliver 

a more bespoke programme to meet the students’ needs:  

Reading them [Day 1 Reflection] showed me their past challenges ... Makes 

me appreciate where they came from and what they've already accomplished ... 

I was reminded that quite a few are making the adjustment to Australian life, 

being away from their homes and learning to live and learn in a new country 

and university … it brings the human element into the classroom – reminding 

me of the struggles and triumphs of those I’m teaching and working with … It 

is a good activity … to ground students in where they are at the start of the 

LDI … to acknowledge what they already have overcome and bring to the 

week. It also brought more awareness and directed intentionality to my choice 

of activities or emphasis in delivering them … 

Classroom activities such as the Day 1 Reflection and Day 5 Reflection could be easily incorpo-

rated into many ALL classrooms to provide equitable opportunities for the voiced and voiceless 

to be heard, thereby humanising the classroom and revealing more personal, multi-faceted factors 

that impact on students’ learning. As students share their reflections, including their achievements 

and challenges in their learning journey with their peers and tutor, the students could gain a better 

understanding of one another, that they are not alone in their struggles, and thereby forge stronger 

rapport among students, as supported by a tutor’s observation: “… this session felt like a bonding 

session for the students as they can see that they are not alone in terms of limitations or challenges 

in studying at university …”. This bonding could potentially break down any walls they have 

erected to save face because they are aware that everyone is facing similar and/or differing learn-

ing issues, thus enabling them to feel more connected.  

Such activities could also help tutors discard any conscious and unconscious biases and assump-

tions, and be better informed about their students and how best to teach and support them, thereby 

creating a safer and more empathetic learning environment for students – one where students are 

empowered to feel sufficiently safe to show their vulnerabilities, and to know that they will not 

be judged; instead, they are confident that their peers and teachers will help transform their weak-

nesses into strengths. 
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Our research also suggests that it is possible for coordinators/designers to seamlessly and mean-

ingfully embed these types of reflective activities into intensive programmes, and they can play a 

significant role in establishing class rapport and creating opportunities for meaningful scaffolded 

reflection on learning. One tutor recounted that: 

Once students had completed their team presentations today – breathing a 

sigh of relief – it felt right and appropriate to reflect. It was great to have an 

online form [Day 5 Reflection] for them to complete. I feel this made it feel 

more credible and important for the students – and for me as a teacher guiding 

them through it. 

3.1.3. Implications for ALL practices 

The LDI programme presents several constraints and challenges for the programme coordina-

tors/designers and tutors in creating a safe learning environment while supporting students to 

develop their disciplinary academic language and literacy skills to best meet the needs of the 

students while fulfilling the programme’s objectives.  

The inclusion of activities to encourage student voices in classrooms has important implications 

for enhancing ALL programme design and coordination, teaching practice, and student experi-

ence. For ALL coordinators/designers, the embedding of these activities into ALL programmes 

can allow us to demonstrate to both tutors and students that we value student voices. Providing 

these activities can support all students to have a voice, and have their voices heard and taken into 

account as they reflect on and share their learning experiences with their peers and tutors, thereby 

creating a more authentic and safer student-centred and student-driven learning environment. 

Such an environment is particularly useful, and beneficial for both students and tutors, in an in-

tensive programme where time constraints do not afford them the temporal space to know one 

another and build a rapport; and even when they do, it is likely to occur when the programme is 

coming to an end. Additionally, the pressure to fulfil the programme’s aims and objectives often 

stifles any room for creativity and innovation as a teacher is obligated to deliver the planned 

curriculum within a short period of time (measured in days, as opposed to weeks or months). 

However, program coordinators/designers can include such easy-to-implement reflective activi-

ties within a set curriculum, providing insights for teachers into which aspects of the curriculum 

students may find challenging and thus requiring extra attention. These activities can also be 

adapted to a range of different disciplines and learning environments. 

While recognising the small scale of our AR study, it has affirmed that the inclusion of activities 

that support, scaffold, and encourage students to share their perspectives has positive implications 

for ALL teaching practice and student learning, and suggests the benefits of including such activ-

ities in intensive programmes.  

3.2. Reflexive learning as action researchers and ALL practitioners 

3.2.1. Communication 

In Cycle 1, one week prior to the LDI, we briefed the tutors about the AR study at an induction 

meeting, with the assumption that they, as ALL academics, would understand the nature and 

breadth of the AR study, clarify all their concerns in that meeting, and disseminate the appropriate 

information to students. However, it was apparent that there was inconsistency across the tutors’ 

understanding of the research as reflected in their journal entries (e.g., one tutor did not realise 

that they had access to the Day 1 student responses). This had flow-on effects: students’ partici-

pation was contingent on tutors’  appreciation of the AR study since the tutors had to explain it to 

students before obtaining their consent and guiding them in the completion of the Day 1 and Day 

5 activities; the tutors’ capacity to deliver a bespoke LDI programme relied on the relevance and 

appropriateness of students’  responses in the Day 1 Reflection; and students’  responses in the 

Day 5 Reflection would indicate if student voices were heard and the bespoke LDI programme a 

success in meeting students’ needs. 
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In Cycle 2, tutors were given all the research-related information one week before the induction 

meeting so that they had time to digest the information before the meeting. Tutors were also 

encouraged to raise any concerns before, during, and after the meeting. Additionally, all the re-

search-related information, including a video recording explaining the research, was collated in a 

Canvas module and made readily accessible to everyone before, during, and after the LDI. These 

measures were added to ensure that all participants were fully cognizant of the research, particu-

larly those who were relied upon to communicate the research to others (e.g., tutors). 

Clear communication with consistent, unambiguous messaging is vital in research. However, that 

could be thwarted when researchers make assumptions about, and project their own thinking and 

behaviour onto, research participants. Rather, one should consider all possible perspectives from 

every group of research participants and tailor the communication strategies accordingly. 

3.2.2. Consent 

In Cycle 1, we made the mistake of replicating what was done in a face-to-face environment in 

an online classroom. Pre-COVID, when teaching was delivered in brick-and-mortar classrooms, 

research consent forms in hardcopy would be distributed to students in class. When we imple-

mented Cycle 1 in the online LDI, we disseminated the consent form as a Word document via 

email, and requested that students download it, fill it in, and email it back to us. Unsurprisingly, 

only 10% of them did. 

Upon realising how convoluted and cumbersome the process was, we transferred the whole pro-

cess to a digital format using Microsoft Forms in Cycle 2, where students simply clicked on a link 

to access all the research-related information, then select yes or no to consent and submit. Conse-

quently, the participation rate in Cycle 2 increased threefold. 

It is important for researchers to consider all aspects of the data collection process from the in-

tended participants’ perspectives, from obtaining consent to extracting data, without compromis-

ing research integrity. To enhance participation rates as well as meaningful participation and en-

gagement in the research, researchers should aim to provide clear, explicit, unambiguous infor-

mation and instructions; and ensure that participants have easy, direct access to all the resources 

they need, and that critical information may need to be repeated, and perhaps in different ways. 

It is generally a challenge for researchers to recruit research participants, particularly when there 

are no explicit incentives for participation. Therefore, every effort should be taken to make it as 

easy as possible for participants to provide their consent while ensuring that they have been given 

all the research information, ethical considerations, and conditions of participation. 

3.2.3. Action research and the collaborative approach 

Prior to the commencement of our AR study, our post-LDI reflections had already informed the 

development and refinement of the programme. However, we recognised our decision-making 

around these changes was somewhat haphazard based on our educational ‘hunches’. To ensure 

our future decisions were evidence-informed and research-based, we adopted an AR approach by 

scheduling weekly meetings dedicated to moving through the AR process of planning, acting, 

observing, and reflecting. We recorded these meetings, later transcribing and summarising key 

themes emerging from our conversations to document our learning and prompt future reflections. 

This AR process brought new vigour to our reflections, resulting in better research and education 

practices. In Cycle 1, as outlined above, we uncovered issues with our communication strategies. 

This rattled our assumptions about the effectiveness of our communication practices as ALL prac-

titioners, and brought to our attention some of our educational ‘blind spots’. However, once rec-

ognised, we were able to make improvements to these practices, which we implemented in a far 

more successful Cycle 2. The AR process also provided insights into positive aspects of our prac-

tices; we noted the Day 1 Reflection had given both tutors and students more autonomy over the 

learning experiences in the LDI, and was supporting tutors to deliver a bespoke LDI programme. 
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It also highlighted the impact the activity had on creating a safer and more supportive learning 

environment – impacts we may not have realised prior to our AR study. Finally, it is important to 

note the key role collaboration played in our AR. For us, the collaboration was two-fold as we 

share the role of LDI coordinators/designers, as well as being co-researchers. In our AR meetings, 

we developed a practice of sharing our respective data analyses and reflections, bringing an open-

ness and curiosity to our discussions, and a willingness to change our minds. This enriched our 

educational and research practices in ways that would not have been possible had we embarked 

on this research alone. We would encourage other AR practitioners to consider collaborating on 

their next AR pursuit. 

For educators whose roles and interests traverse programme design and coordination, teaching 

practice and research, there is value in adopting an AR approach to investigate the challenges in 

their educational contexts. Through a systematic and iterative process, AR may prompt insights 

into established practices and new perspectives on familiar education settings, thus ensuring better 

teaching and learning experiences for students and teachers alike. 

4. Limitations 

A limitation of this AR study was the small sample size, particularly in Cycle 1 where n = 10 (out 

of 102, or about 10%) due to the challenges in recruitment, although this was rectified in Cycle 2 

resulting in a larger sample size where n = 32 (out of 105, or 30%). Some might argue that the 

small sample size would limit the AR study’s generalisability in regard to the overall student 

voices. While this may be true to some extent, one can also argue that the LDI students were all 

relatively similar in terms of their academic language and literacy skills, in that they were all 

identified as in need of language development – either through OPELA or their subject assess-

ments – despite the demographic differences. Consequently, while this AR study may not be gen-

eralisable to a diverse student population of varying academic language and literacy skill levels, 

its findings and implications provide invaluable insights into the potentials of harnessing student 

voices in ALL classrooms. 

5. Conclusion 

It is possible, and pedagogically sound, for ALL educators to design and implement more tailored 

learning within the prescribed curricular boundaries. Through embedded activities, this AR study 

provided a platform for all students – the voiced and voiceless – and for the LDI tutors to take 

heed of student voices in tailoring the programme to address students’ specific needs whilst work-

ing within the constraints of an intensive programme. Consequently, this approach led to a more 

comprehensive understanding of students and their needs, deeper tutor-student and student-stu-

dent rapport, opportunities for scaffolded reflections, and a more empathetic, supportive, and safe 

learning environment. This is not to suggest that all classroom teaching should be determined by 

students. While it is important to harness student voices, it is equally important for teachers to 

listen to their own voices and draw from their professional expertise and experience to determine 

what is best for students. And in their continuous striving to improve students’ learning experi-

ence, teachers should endeavour to collaboratively enhance their teaching practices through AR. 
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Appendix A. Day 1 and Day 5 reflective activities 
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Appendix B. Tutor’s 5-day journal entries 
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(Note: Day 3 and Day 4 are identical to Day 2.) 
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