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Section 1: Context of the School 
 

1.1 History of Coláiste Nano Nagle 

 

Coláiste Nano Nagle is girl’s voluntary secondary school located on Sexton Street in 

Limerick City. Formally, Presentation Secondary School, it was officially established as a 

secondary school in 1955 by the Presentation Sisters. Today, the school caters for a diverse 

group of students primarily located in Limerick city centre and the southside of Limerick 

city. It currently has a student population of 330 in the secondary school while also catering 

for 249 students in its Post Leaving Certificate College (Central College Limerick) located on 

the same campus. There are 45 members of staff with female teachers outnumbering their 

male counterparts by approximately seven-to-one. The staff is a highly dynamic group 

working in a collaborative learning environment. 

 

 

 

The school has DEIS status and therefore caters for those in communities at risk of 

disadvantage and social exclusion. As a DEIS school we focus on eight target areas namely: 

literacy, numeracy, attendance, retention, attainment, progression, partnership with parents 

and partnership with others. In order to progress in these areas and as part of school self-

evaluation the school has a history of flexibility, curricular innovation and advancements in 

teaching and learning. The school offers a range of programmes including Junior Certificate, 

Junior Certificate Schools Programme, Transition Year, Leaving Certificate, Leaving 

Certificate Vocational Programme and Leaving Certificate Applied. It also offers a full and 

varied choice of extracurricular activities with several sports, a school choir, a green school’s 

environmental committee and a debating team to name but a few. The school has several 
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external links which it nurtures to ensure that all students have access to the supports needed 

in attaining their unique potential.  

 

In 2016 the school launched the Noreen McManus Scholarships Scheme with top Leaving 

Certificate students receiving a scholarship award for the duration of their studies in third-

level education. 

   

 

 

1.2 Mission Statement 

 

‘Our School is a Christian community which welcomes students in the tradition of Nano Nagle, 

foundress of the Presentation Order. A primary aim of our school is the pursuit of academic 

excellence. We seek to develop the full potential of each person; intellectual, spiritual, emotional, 

social, physical and creative. To achieve this the school strives to provide an educational environment 

suited to the needs of each individual, within the demands of a changing world.’ 

  

1.3 CEIST - Catholic Education An Irish Schools Trust 

 

CEIST is the trustee body for the voluntary secondary schools of the Daughters of Charity, 

the Presentation Sisters, the Sisters of the Christian Retreat, the Sisters of Mercy and the 

Missionaries of the Sacred Heart. 

 

The founders of CEIST honour their rich heritage in education and pass its stewardship to lay 

colleagues. This will ensure that Catholic education will be an option in the Irish education 

system into the future. The congregations face unprecedented challenges but are confident 

that Gospel values and the radical vision of their founders can continue to inform and 
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energise people as they meet the evolving needs of children, families and teachers. In the 

words of T.S. Elliot “We will take heart for the future, remembering the past.” 

 

All members of CEIST community are committed to living the vision and the core values 

of the charter. These values have their roots in the Gospel of Jesus and have been central in 

the tradition of the five founding Congregations. 

 

 

 

The values promote the dignity of the human person, inspire a Christian vision of the world, 

encourage the search for truth, wisdom and beauty, and lead to the formation of mature 

personalities. 

 

CEIST post-primary schools, through the whole process of teaching and learning, promote 

the Gospel ‘fullness of life’ by: 

 Lighting the fire of faith, hope and love, in their students 

 Leading them to forgiveness, compassion and peace-making 

 Developing in them hearts hungry for wisdom, spirits restless for justice, and 

minds inquisitive for learning. 
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Section 2: Research Rationale 
 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The rationale for this Learning School Project is consistent with the teaching philosophy of 

our research team and is embedded in the school’s work on teaching and learning as part of 

our School Self Evaluation Plan. 

 

2.2 Educational Philosophy of Research Team 

 

‘What I hear, I forget. 

What I see, I remember. 

What I do, I understand.’ 

 

Confucius c. 250 BC (cited by Silberman 1996, p.1) 

 

As constructivist teachers we strive to create a complete learning environment for our 

students, one in which the learner learns not only about the subject matter but also themselves 

and their view of the world. We have unwavering belief in the ability of all students and 

strive to understand each student in order to unleash her unique potential. We believe that 

learning should be a fun, memorable, transformative experience for students, an experience, 

which excites, challenges and motivates further independent enquiry. It is our goal to 

facilitate our students to critically engage with their subject matter in a structured, supportive, 

challenging and dynamic environment. To help mould an inquiring, critical and creative mind 

is, in our opinion, the ultimate service we can provide to our students, to enable them to 

successfully complete their school studies and thrive in life beyond the Leaving Certificate. 

We believe that we must support students in developing the skills necessary to operate in a 

world of constant change.  

 

In order to equip students for the future we believe it is essential to actively engage them in 

their learning. In line with the teachings of cognitive and social constructivism we strive to 

develop creative ways of intrinsically motivating students to actively engage with their 

subject matter and indeed with each other in a collaborative manner. Central to our role as 
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teachers is the enhancement of technical and interpersonal skills through the development of 

a community of learners.  

 

 

 

We subscribe to the view that intelligence is a multi-dimensional concept, which is somewhat 

genetic but can be nurtured by the teacher in the classroom through the use of differentiated 

instruction. Teaching the same curriculum to everyone while at the same time appealing to 

the needs of each unique individual will be challenging, but it is a challenge we feel that is 

essential to confront in order to ensure a positive learning experience for all our students. We 

use Sternberg’s triarchic theory of intelligence, Gardner’s multiple theory of intelligence, and 

Kolb’s learning cycle to enable us to develop a better understanding of the contexts in which 

students learn to create a variety of access points to learning for our students.  

 

2.3 Teaching and Learning in Coláiste Nano Nagle 

 

The Teaching and Learning 2013-2016 School Self Evaluation Plan focused on improving 

student attainment by embedding a number of key Assessment for Learning strategies which 

were first introduced to the staff in 2010 as part of a previous learning school project.  The 

strategies included: 
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Table 2.1 Assessment for Learning Strategies  

 

Number Name 

1 Traffic Lights 

2 Waiting Time 

3 Two Stars and a Wish 

4 Question Maker 

5 3-2-1 

 

To successfully embed these strategies in our school the school student journal was 

redesigned to include a student friendly description of each strategy and the inclusion of 

coloured laminated traffic lights pages, two white board pages, a question maker page and a 

3-2-1 page. A set of student whiteboard pens and erasers were distributed to every teacher to 

use with students.  

 

A student survey administered in April 2015 researched the use of the above strategies. It 

found the sharing of learning outcomes to be widely used by teachers supported by classroom 

laminated whiteboards. Traffic lights were also used supported by content within the school 

journal. The 3-2-1 strategy was used to a lesser extent and there was no familiarity with the 

question maker or two stars and a wish. This was an area the team were keen to address. 
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Figure 2.1 Student Feedback on Familiarity with AFL Strategies  
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The Teaching and Learning 2013-2016 School Self Evaluation Plan also aimed to address a 

transferable skills deficit among our students. Acutely aware of our responsibility to develop 

our students holistically and prepare them for success in life after school we wanted to ensure 

that our students had strong oral literacy in addition to written literacy, possessed the skills to 

engage in self directed learning, an ability to research and working productively in a team. To 

this end we introduced a 20% group work project with oral presentation across all subjects 

for all first and second year students as part of Christmas and Summer assessments. Teachers 

were given training and provided with suggested marking criteria which addressed quality of 

research, ability to work cooperatively in a group, ability to present orally in an interactive 

manner and ability to reflect. Research conducted in April 2015 found that 83% of students 

agreed/strongly agreed that doing project work was enjoyable, 87% reported that they learned 

more than they would have using a 100% written assessment and 79% wanted it to continue. 
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Figure 2.2 Student Feedback on Level of Enjoyed Derived from Using AFL Strategies 
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Figure 2.3 Student Feedback of Quality of Learning Acquired from using AFL Strategies 

36%

51%

12%

1%

I learned more from doing project work than I would have 
learned if I had been assessed using a 100% written 

examination.

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know Disagree Strongly Disagree

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 9 

 

Figure 2.4 Student Feedback on Interest in Continuing the Use of Project Based Learning 

53%

26%

14%

3%
4%

For my summer examinations I think that we should continue 
to have a 20% project for our subjects.
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Despite its success at the beginning of this learning school project the research team were 

concerned that the 20% project was not being used by all teachers. A number had expressed 

concerns that students did not have the skills to work in a team outside of class. 

 

The Learning School Project team reflected on the above work and research of same and 

decided that we should focus on developing our students’ collaborative learning skills inside 

the classroom while simultaneously further embedding the use of our AFL strategies. We 

believe that collaborative learning should extend beyond pair work. This is consistent with 

feedback from a Department of Education subject inspector from September 2016. An 

impediment to this in our school is the traditional seating arrangements for students. We 

believe that there are many other useful classroom configurations which would better support 

collaborative learning in the classroom. 
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2.4 Research Objectives 

 

 To measure the use of in-class collaborative learning groups in our school and the 

strategies currently being employed. 

 To promote the value of in-class collaborative learning groups grounded in the 

principles of Assessment for Learning.  

 To encourage the use of in-class collaborative learning groups to support 

differentiated learning. 

 To support the teacher to use in-class collaborative learning groups by developing a 

range of support materials for teachers to ensure that it is practical to implement and 

is a valuable learning experience for students. 

 To explore the reorganisation of classroom seating to support collaborative learning 

group activities. 
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Section 3 Literature Review 

 

3.1 The Junior Cycle 

 

The implementation of the new Junior Cycle in 2014 saw a shift from traditional methods of 

assessment, heavily reliant on summative testing, to a more balanced learning experience. 

This approach offers students an equilibrium a between ‘learning subject knowledge and 

developing a wide range of skills and thinking abilities’ (Department of Education 2015, p. 

7).  

 

Figure 3.1 New Junior Cycle Key Skills 

 

 

The new Junior Cycle will promote a focus on active and collaborative learning and will 

enable learners ‘to investigate issues, to explore, to think for themselves, to be creative in 
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solving problems and to apply their learning to new challenges and situations’ (Department 

of Education and Skills et al 2015, p.2).  

 

Learning and assessment in the new curriculum will be informed by:  

 

 Eight principles that underpin the entire Framework for Junior Cycle (Appendix A) 

 Twenty-four statements of learning that are central to the planning, experience, and 

evaluation of the Junior Cycle programme (Appendix B) 

 Eight key skills that are required for successful learning by each student (Appendix C) 

 

(Department of Education 2015, p. 10) 

 

Collaborative learning and group work is evident in the eight principles and is deeply sown 

into four of the essential key skills; being creative, communication, managing information 

and thinking and working with others. Where possible the LSP team wanted each 

collaborative technique to link with assessment for learning (AFL) and digital technology, 

referred to as ICT.   

 

3.2 Collaborative and Cooperative Learning 

 

Collaborative learning is generally defined as “a situation in which two or more people learn 

or attempt to learn something together,” and more specifically as joint problem solving 

(Dillenbourg 1999, p. 1). Roschelle and Teasley define collaboration more specifically as 

“mutual engagement of participants in a coordinated effort to solve a problem together,” One 

of the best known means of supporting collaborative learning in classroom situations is 

through the adoption of what Johnson and Johnson (1989) describe as cooperative learning. 

 

Johnson and Johnson (1989), state that students working together cooperatively learned much 

more, when compared to competitive and individualistic learning. McKay and Tom (1999, p. 

26) say that pair work and group work serve as an important pedagogical purpose because 

they provide more opportunities for individuals to talk than does a teacher-fronted class, as 

well as being a less formal and potentially threatening environment (McKay and Tom 1999, 

p. 26). The benefits of cooperation on learners include fostering cohesiveness which in turn 
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develops a feeling of solidarity and comradely supportiveness, heightens learners‘ expectancy 

of success as they realise they can rely on each other, it creates a positive emotional tone that 

generates less anxiety and finally it helps develop autonomous learners which is a powerful 

contributor to motivation (Dörnyei 2001, p. 100). 

 

Felder and Henriques (1995, p. 29) claim that “active learners generally learn best when they 

interact with others; if they are denied the opportunity to do so they are being deprived of 

their most effective learning tool”.  

 

Research conducted by Cohen & Lotan (1995) and Leonard and McElroy (2000) recommend 

that teachers ensure the following to increase the likelihood of successful cooperative 

learning and interaction. 

 

 Make certain all students have a role to play. 

 Establish norms/ ways of working within groups- noise level, listening skills etc. 

 Clearly define roles and make them all high status and equally important. 

 Make certain students’ consider everyone’s thinking.  

 Carefully monitor each group to determine all students are actively involved.  

 

(Cited in PDST Information sheet entitled ‘What is Collaborative Learning?) 

 

3.3 Digital Technology  

 

Digital technology is deeply seeded in the skills of the Junior Cycle. Digital technology is a 

key element of six out of the eight skills: managing myself, communicating, being creative, 

working with others, managing information and being numerate.  

 

‘ICT can play a central role in transforming teaching, learning and assessment practices for teachers 

and students, in a high-quality 21st century education system.’   

 

(Department of Education and Skills 2015b, p. 6) 
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The value of technology in the classroom has long been recognised. The Department of 

Education and Skills are looking to embed ICT and digital technology more deeply into the 

education system and have put an ICT strategy in place to help with this, with an aim ‘to 

broaden and enhance teaching, learning and assessment practices’ (Department of Education 

and Skills 2015b, p. 9). This strategy defines ICT as tools and resources used to 

‘communicate, and to create, disseminate, store, and manage information’. The importance of 

ICT and digital technology is widely known, and with this in mind each collaborative 

learning technique was linked with ICT to enhance its use in the classroom and to embed it 

more deeply within our school community.  

 

3.4 Assessment for Learning  

 

Formative assessment “the frequent assessment of student progress to identify learning needs 

and shape teaching” has become a prominent issue in education reform. It was attached to the 

strategies used in this project. AFL is embedded in each strategy of this project; building on 

the previous Learning School Project carried out in 2010. The achievement gains associated 

with formative assessment have been described as "among the largest ever reported for 

educational interventions". (OECD, 2005) Equally, formative assessment provides a 

continuous flow of information regarding student progress and attainment, and is based 

according to Tuttle (2009) on a process of diagnosis (of the students’ response), feedback 

(based on their response) and use of feedback (by the students themselves to progress 

further). It is the purpose of this frequent interactivity which differentiates formative 

assessment so clearly from summative; “information gathered in the formative process is 

used to shape improvement, rather than serve as a summary of performances.” (OECD 2005, 

p. 13) Arguably the most seminal work on AFL is that of Black and Wiliam (1998). Black 

and Wiliam argued that “this feature [formative assessment] is at the heart of effective 

teaching,” suggesting that for teaching to fulfil its core purpose, formative assessment must 

be used (Black and Wiliam 1998b, p. 1). Therefore, AFL is of great importance in monitoring 

students’ progress during each group work strategy.  
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Section 4: Methodology 
 

4.1 Research Stages 

 

The purpose of the research process is ‘to provide a systematic, planned approach to the 

research project and ensure all aspects of the research process are consistent with each other’ 

(Aaker et al, 1995: 42). The stages in the research process adopted for this study are 

illustrated in Figure 1.6. 

 

Figure 4.1 Stages in the Research Process 

Stage 7: Prepare the Research Report

Stage 6: Analyse and Interpret the Data

Stage 5: Design the Sample and Collect the Data

Stage 4: Design the Data Collection Methods to Evaluate the Collaborative Classroom 
Based Improvement Plan

Stage 3: Design the Collaborative Classroom Based Improvement Plan

Stage 2: Determine the Research Design 

Stage 1: Define the Project’s Purpose
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Stage 1:  Defining the Projects Purpose 

 

The primary objective of this project is to promote collaborative based classroom learning 

through the implementation of several key collaborative strategies with selected students and 

teachers in Coláiste Nano Nagle. 

 

The supporting objectives for the project are as follows: 

 

 To measure the use of in-class collaborative learning groups in our school and the 

strategies currently being employed. 

 To promote the value of in-class collaborative learning groups grounded in the 

principles of Assessment for Learning.  

 To encourage the use of in-class collaborative learning groups to support 

differentiated learning. 

 To support the teacher to use in-class collaborative learning groups by developing a 

range of support materials for teachers to ensure that it is practical to implement and 

is a valuable learning experience for students. 

 To explore the reorganisation of classroom seating to support collaborative learning 

group activities. 

 

Stage 2: Determine the Research Design 

 

Given that, positivism and phenomenology, the two main scientific paradigms or 

philosophies which exist in social science are at polar opposites on the continuum of 

scientific paradigms the realism paradigm, using a mixed methodology approach, was chosen 

to overcome the biases inherent in each.  

 

Triangulation was used to gather the data. This is described by Cohen et al (2007, p.141) as 

‘the use of two or more methods of data collection in the study of some aspect of human 

behaviour’. A wider selection of data will provide more reliable results and results that the 

researcher can have confidence in (Cohen et al 2007, p.141). The project team used several 

methods to achieve our research objectives which included a review of previous research 

conducted in the school, a literature search, a pre-trial student focus group, a post-trial teacher 

reflection form and post trial quantitative survey of student participant experiences.  



Page | 17 

 

The use of qualitative research in the form of a student focus group allowed the research team 

to develop an in-depth understanding of student experiences. The pre-trial student focus 

group informed the direction of the research (See Appendix D for a copy of the Focus Group 

Guide and Appendix E for a copy of the Parental Consent Form). 

 

The quantitative post-trial student survey conducted through survey monkey allowed for 

quantifiable insights into student attitudes. (See Appendix F) 

 

Stage 3: Design the Collaborative Classroom Based Improvement Plan 

 

Having completed our secondary research and the qualitative pre trial focus group with 

Junior Cycle students the team were in a position to design the Collaborative Based School 

Improvement Plan. Over a series of weekly meetings the plan evolved to incorporate four key 

collaborative learning strategies which were grounded in the literature and which at least one 

team member had firsthand experience of using. The strategies chosen were graduated in 

their degree of complexity with the numbers of students involved in the group work ranging 

from two to the entire class group. The strategies included: 

 

 Think, Pair and Share 

 Placemat 

 Jigsaw 

 Speed Dating/Fish Bowl 

 

Each team member took responsibility for developing an information sheet and supporting 

resource pack (See Appendices H-K) on one of the strategies to include: 

 

 Explanation of Method 

 Step by Step Approach to Using the Method 

 ICT Link 

 AFL Link 

 Implications for Classroom Layout 

 List of Resources 

 Skills Development 
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Once completed the group assimilated the work into a Teacher Resource Folder. These 

folders were presented to four teachers of first/second year groups. The teachers were given 

two forty minute training sessions. The former on the first two strategies and the latter on the 

second two strategies.  

 

Table 4.1 Training Plan 

 

Training Session Content Trainers 

1 Think, Pair and Share 

Placemat 

Ceire O’Reilly 

Sinéad Moloney 

2 Jigsaw 

Speed Dating/Fish Bowl 

Gillian Galligan 

Ellen Madigan 

 

A time schedule was agreed with the teachers and a strategy mentor assigned for each 

implementation week. 

 

Table 4.2 Implementation Plan 

 

Strategy Implementation Week Mentor 

Think, Pair and Share 

Matching Exercise 

6th March Ceire O’Reilly 

Placemat 13th March Sinéad Moloney 

Jigsaw 20th March Gillian Galligan 

Speed Dating/Fish Bowl 27th March Ellen Madigan 
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Stage 4:  Design the data collection methods to evaluate the Collaborative 

Classroom Based Improvement Plan 

 

In order to evaluate the teacher experience we designed a Teacher Reflection Sheet to be used 

with each strategy (Appendix G). This consisted of the following open ended questions: 

 

 Give a brief description of the task you set for your students? 

 What was the impact on the students? How did they respond? 

 What key skills were evident? 

 How might you improve the approach or adapt it? 

 Would you recommend the strategy to others? 

 

In order to evaluate the student experience we used both quantitative and qualitative methods. 

Firstly, we held a focus group with eight students and we also used Survey Monkey to gather 

quantitative data from all students involved in the trial. 

 

Stage 5:  Design the Sample and Collect the Data 

 

The project team decided to test the improvement plan on one first year class group 

(McCourt) with four teachers ensuring that teachers were given initial training before the test 

period began. First year students were chosen as we felt these strategies could then be used 

with them throughout their school experience and because teachers may have more flexibility 

with these groups as they are not in an examination year. The teachers chosen included: 

 

Table 4.3 Participating Teachers  

 

Teacher Subject 

Mary Madigan Irish 

Mary Kavanagh German 

Barbara Fogarty Home Economics 

Cathal O’Sullivan Geography 
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Stage 6: Analyse and Interpret the Data 

 

In order to analyse the qualitative data collected from the teacher reflection sheets and 

transcribed focus group data the stages listed in Figure 1.7 were used. 

 

Figure 4.2 Steps in Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Stage 6: Suggest Solutions

Stage 5: Interpretation

Stage 4: Prioritisation

Stage 3: Comparison

Stage 2: Categorisation

Stage 1: Familiarisation

 

Adapted by author from Easterby-Smith et al, 1995: 104-115; Carson et al, 2001: 83-91 

 

Step 1: Farmiliarisation 

 

The researchers firstly became familiar with the data transcripts by reading and re-reading 

them. The researchers also reviewed the memory joggers which were taken shortly after the 

focus group. 

 

Step 2: Categorisation 

 

Once the researchers were familiar with the data transcripts, the data was categorised.  
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Step 3: Comparison 

 

Once each transcript was analysed under the above headings the researchers focused on 

highlighting the similarities and differences between the various teacher reflection sheets.  

 

Step 4: Prioritisation 

 

The issues raised by the teachers were then prioritised in terms of importance. Each issue was 

placed in one of the following categories: 

 

 Critical Concerns 

 Important Concerns 

 Minor Concerns 

 

Step 5: Interpretation 

 

Once prioritisation was complete the researchers began spending time trying to understand 

why teachers felt the way they did and whether their view could be interpreted from the 

literature. 

 

Step 6: Suggest Solutions  

     

At this stage the researchers suggested possible informed solutions to the various issues 

raised by the interviewees which could be used to improve the use of each collaborative 

learning strategy going forward. The quantitative student survey was administered using 

Survey Monkey which produced a set of results for the researchers to interpret and suggest 

informed solutions moving forward. 

 

Stage 7:  Prepare the Research Report 

 

The final stage in the research process is to prepare a clear, accurate and concise report. In the 

writing of this report the guidelines and exemplars provided through the Learning School 

Project were consulted. 
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Section 5: Findings and Outcomes 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

The findings of the preliminary focus group highlighted that students enjoy collaborative 

based learning, when given an opportunity to engage in it, providing that it is well planned by 

the teacher and everyone participates. However, it appears its use is confined to 

approximately half their subjects and often focused on poster making. This highlighted to the 

group that there was indeed a need to promote collaborative based classroom learning and 

provide teachers with a range of methodologies that would increase their repertoire of 

strategies to maximise student engagement. 

 

The teacher and student perspective on each of the collaborative based classroom techniques, 

that formed part of our collaborative based classroom plan, will now be discussed. An 

interpretation of these findings and a range of suggested solutions will then be proposed for 

each technique. 
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5.2 The Placemat Technique 

 

The Placemat is a form of collaborative learning that 

combines writing and dialogue to ensure 

accountability and involvement of all students. It 

involves groups of students working both alone and 

together around a single piece of paper to 

simultaneously come up with lots of alternative 

ideas.  

 

5.2.1 Teacher Perspectives on the Placemat Technique 

 

Each teacher decided on a suitable task for the students based on current material being 

covered in class. These ranged from reviewing pastimes in the Irish language to addressing 

key questions related to textiles in Home Economics. 

 

The students responded very positively to the use of the placemat. The teachers found that 

students perceived the activity as ‘exciting’ and ‘fun’. 

 

‘The students loved the activity. They had fun.’ 

 

The activity was also found to keep students engaged and minimised behavioural issues 

in class. 

 

‘Students really engaged, stayed on task throughout the lesson. No behaviour issues at 

all. They loved the autonomy afforded to them by this task.’ 

 

A range of skills were being developed as a result of the exercise which included 

communication, problem solving, peer teaching, decision making, collaboration, leadership 

and observation. 

 

The teachers would use the activity again and recommend it to others. 

 

‘Yes, definitely, students said that they would love to do it again.’ 
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‘Yes, excellent way to revise topics and to improve student learning and peer 

teaching/feedback.’ 

 

However, two of the teachers did still encounter some challenges in getting students with 

behavioural difficulties and/or weak academic ability to engage in the activity. In both 

instances the teachers assigned students randomly to groups. 

 

‘I used the number cards provided in our pack to break the class into groups. I didn’t allow 

pals to sit together. This proved an interesting tactic as some students did not feel 

comfortable in the different group setting. They had no confidence on their own without 

their pals. Also, able students were frustrated when weaker students contributed nothing 

to the group discussion. Abilities were highlighted.’ 

 

One teacher highlighted the practical considerations when using the technique. Where rooms 

have a traditional classroom layout time needs to be allowed for the room to be rearranged. In 

some cases when tables were grouped together the different heights of the tables made it 

difficult for the students to use the one larger sheet. 

 

5.2.2 Student Perspectives on the Placemat Technique 
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Question 1: 

Did you enjoy the placemat activity? Select the answer which best describes how you 

felt about it: 

 

Table 5.1 Placemat – Question One 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I didn't enjoy it at all 13.95% 

I didn't really enjoy it 6.98% 

It was okay 37.21% 

I enjoyed it 30.23% 

I really enjoyed it 11.63% 

 

Figure 5.1 Placemat – Question One 
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Question 2 

In your own words, what was the best thing about the doing the placemat activity? 

 

‘You got to work in pairs and if you didn't understand it you were able to ask the people in the group 

and we would figure it out together’ 

‘Working with other people and interaction with girls I didn't talk to before’ 

‘You can compare your answers to others and you can work together as a team’ 

‘We got to explore other fun ways to learn’ 

‘Learning from my mistakes’ 

‘Getting to say you own opinions’ 

Question 3 

If your teacher was using the placemat activity again, what would you suggest they 

could do to make the activity better? 

 

‘More time to do it better’ 

‘Maybe give a bigger page or more room to write’ 

‘Play music while we are working, it makes it more fun and it kind of helps us to concentrate a bit 

more’ 

‘More instruction’ 

 

Question 4: 

Did you learn more from using the placemat technique compared to traditional teaching 

methods such as using the text book or power point? 

 

Table 5.2 Placemat Question Four 

 

Yes No 

54.76% 45.24% 

 

 

 

 



Page | 27 

 

Figure 5.2 Placemat Question Four 

 

 

Question 5 

If you selected yes to question 4, say how the placemat activity helped you learn:  

 

‘You can see each others’ answers and share ideas. If someone is stuck and can’t think of an answer, 

your classmates can help you’ 

‘I learnt from other people’ 

‘My friends had different words and I learned from them and my mistakes’ 

‘When the teacher just keeps talking and making us write I can’t concentrate’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 28 

 

Question 6 

Select how much you would like to use the placemat activity again? 

 

Table 5.3 Placemat Question Five 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I don't want to use this again 17.50% 

I don't mind if I use again it again or not 27.50% 

I would like to use it again 12.50% 

I would really like to use it again 25.00% 

I loved it and would like to use it regularly 17.50% 

 

Figure 5.3 Placemat Question Five 
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5.3 Think-Pair-Share Technique 

 

Think-Pair-Share is a collaborative based learning strategy that 

provides students time and structure for thinking on a given 

topic, enabling them to formulate individual ideas and share 

these ideas with a peer. This learning strategy promotes 

classroom participation by encouraging a high degree of 

student response, versus the typical method of the teacher 

posing a question and one student responding. This technique 

in itself builds on the assessment for learning (AFL) strategy question wait time. 

 

5.3.1 Teacher Perspectives on the Think-Pair-Share Technique 

 

Teachers used this technique with Quizlet, thus incorporating a digital technology link also. 

Here each teacher created a Quizlet using a list of terms and explanations from the topic they 

were currently using. The Quizlets were printed and definition and explanation cards created.  

 

Teachers were very interested to use Quizlet and to learn about the various ways they could 

use it in the classroom and how the students could use the app with their mobile phones to 

revise course definitions. Overall, students overall responded positively to the activity. 

 

‘Students really enjoyed the task and when questioned afterwards they felt they had a 

good understanding of the terms and some concrete examples. Students enjoyed having a 

partner to share their work with and to make a final decision on which terms linked with 

which explanations.’ 

 

‘My students loved the matching exercise and checking to see if their partner had the 

same answers as them. This led to some debate! I had a prize for the best pair and this 

led to great banter and some healthy competition. Particularly when we had a tie between 

two groups!’ 
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Another teacher noted that: 

 

‘They were excited at the beginning of the exercise however as time progressed some 

students became frustrated as they found the exercise difficult and too long.’ 

 

This teacher identified a potential solution to this problem. 

 

‘The next time I use this approach I will try dividing the material into simple, average 

and advanced. Maybe create a level of competition between similar levels.’ 

 

Teachers reported that the exercise allowed for the development of a number of key skills 

including: communication, collaboration, teamwork, organisational, oral literacy, listening, 

debating, problem solving and the ability to take feedback. 

 

Teachers reported that they would use the exercise again as it was quick and easy to organise. 

They enjoyed using it with a matching exercise and were excited at the other possibilities of 

Quizlet. They would recommend the exercise to other teachers and would offer some advice 

based on their personal experience. 

 

‘Yes, I would definitely recommend it. We had great fun and there was a lovely 

atmosphere in the class. What I found most interesting was observing some of our Irish 

students and international students working together. When it came to winning they were 

all the same and worked with each other really well. It was the first time I had seen some 

of the students really engage with each other in class.’ 
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‘Yes I would recommend it as some students excelled in this exercise. Many loved the 

competitive nature of it. I would maybe advise teachers to have a shorter time frame. 

Also, to consider the ability levels of their students as some of my weaker students 

struggled.’ 

5.3.2 Student Perspectives on the Think-Pair-Share Technique 

 

 

 

Question 1: 

Did you enjoy the think-pair-share activity? Select the answer which best describes how 

you felt about it: 

 

Table 5.4 Think-Pair-Share – Question One 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I didn't enjoy it at all 3.45% 

I didn't really enjoy it 3.45% 

It was okay 34.48% 

I enjoyed it 31.03% 

I really enjoyed it 27.59% 
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Figure 5.4 Think-Pair-Share – Question One 

 

 

Question 2 

In your own words, what was the best thing about the doing the think-pair-share 

activity? 

‘You get to hear other people’s opinions’ 

‘You can share ideas with others’ 

‘You had someone to help you’ 

‘That there was other people’s suggestions and not just yours’ 

‘You can share ideas with others and it was fun in general’ 

 

Question 3 

If your teacher was using the think-pair-share activity again, what would you suggest 

they could do to make the activity better? 

 

‘Get more people in one group’ 

‘Don't use too many words’ 

‘Do it on a topic we already know not on a topic we are in the middle of learning a new topic’ 
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Question 4: 

Did you learn more from using the think-pair-share technique compared to traditional 

teaching methods such as using the text book or power point? 

 

Table 5.5 Think-Pair-Share – Question Four 

 

Yes No 

64.29% 35.71% 

 

Figure 5.5 Think-Pair-Share – Question Four 

 

 

Question 5 

If you selected yes to question 4, say how the think-pair-share activity helped you learn:  

 

‘It makes me think of what words will pair together’ 

‘Because when you talk about it with the words in front of you it makes you think more’ 

‘It helped because it was kind of like a memory game’ 
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Question 6 

Select how much you would like to use the think-pair-share activity again? 

 

Table 5.6 Think-Pair-Share – Question Five 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I don't want to use this again 3.45% 

I don't mind if I use again it again or not 24.14% 

I would like to use it again 27.59% 

I would really like to use it again 24.14% 

I loved it and would like to use it regularly 20.69% 

 

Figure 5.6 Think-Pair-Share – Question Four 
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5.4 Jigsaw Technique 

 

The Jigsaw technique is a form of collaborative learning that requires students to work as a 

core group, for example formed by numbering the students 1-4, and requiring students to 

gather some sort of information. The students then form a second group called the expert 

group, for example all number 1s work together, and share the information collected. 

 

5.4.1 Teachers Perspective on the Jigsaw Technique 

 

This activity can be used as an icebreaker for new groups, as a team-

building activity, as a means of gathering information, as an introduction 

to a particular topic or as a first step for future planning, decision-making 

or extended discussion. It can add an interesting and motivational twist to 

a set of tasks.  

 

In this activity teachers identified questions related to the topic being studied and students 

answered the question linked to the card number they were given which was discussed in 

their core group before moving to the expert group. In some cases the questions were 

differentiated to cater for the different levels of ability in the class.  

 

Teachers found that students responded well to the activity however because they were not 

familiar with it they needed support throughout the exercise. 

 

‘Students needed guidance throughout but responded positively to the task. Students 

enjoyed coming up with their best answer as an expert group.’ 

 

‘Students enjoyed the exercise but there was some confusion when they had to move to 

their new group to share answers on the question they were responsible for. It was more 

complicated for them to understand than the previous two activities.’ 

 

One teacher reported challenges in keeping a group that are academically weak and where 

some have known behaviour difficulties focused. 
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‘The students had to be corrected and reminded to stay on task. They were very chatty 

and the weaker students let the more able students work on the answers.’ 

 

The skills students used in the activity included collaboration, oral and written literacy, 

coordination, listening.  

 

Teachers would use the technique again but in some cases would make some changes to the 

group compositions or would use the technique with a more cooperative group. 

 

‘I think I would group the students differently. A problem occurred when students got into 

their expert groups. The weaker students struggled without the guidance of the stronger 

students.’ 

 

‘I think this is a good teaching approach and would work for a better behaved group. The 

group are far too weak and chatty. I don’t think I would try this one again with the same 

group.’ 

 

All teachers would recommend the strategy although in some cases it would depend on the 

group. Teachers would advise any teacher using it to have it well planned out in advance. 

 

‘It worked very well but I had to rearrange the classroom to suit the activity, think though 

the group sizes, questions I would use, have my number cards ready etc. It is definitely 

something I would only do in a double class. I would also recommend that teachers have 

the instructions for using the technique listed on the board because students found it 

complicated but I am sure this would get easier once they got used to using it.’ 
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5.4.2 Students Perspective on the Jigsaw Technique 

 

Question 1: 

Did you enjoy the jigsaw activity? Select the answer which best describes how you felt 

about it: 

 

Table 5.7 Jigsaw – Question One 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I didn't enjoy it at all 16.67% 

I didn't really enjoy it 27.78% 

It was okay 27.78% 

I enjoyed it 22.22% 

I really enjoyed it 5.56% 

 

Figure 5.7 Jigsaw Question One 
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Question 2 

In your own words, what was the best thing about the doing the jigsaw activity? 

 

‘You can compare your answers and help others out if they are stuck’ 

‘Swapping answers’ 

‘Going to the other group to check and compare answers’  

‘That you got to learn with different people’ 

‘Sharing your answers and if you were stuck your other team helped you’ 

‘Everyone had different answers and it was fun to brainstorm together’ 

 

Question 3 

If your teacher was using the jigsaw activity again, what would you suggest they could 

do to make the activity better? 

 

‘Try to change the groups around each time’ 

‘Asking better questions’ 

‘Better timing when in the groups’ 

‘Play music’ 

 

Question 4: 

Did you learn more from using the jigsaw technique compared to traditional teaching 

methods such as using the text book or power point? 

 

Table 5.8 Jigsaw – Question Four 

 

Yes No 

47.06% 52.94% 
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Figure 5.8 Jigsaw Question Four 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 5 

If you selected yes to question 4, say how the jigsaw activity helped you learn:  

 

‘Others can help you if you get stuck on a question’ 

‘Everyone had different answers and you could think of one excellent answer’ 

‘Sharing information and learning more from each other’ 

Question 6 

Select how much you would like to use the jigsaw activity again? 

 

Table 5.9 Jigsaw – Question Five 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I don't want to use this again 17.65% 

I don't mind if I use again it again or not 47.06% 

I would like to use it again 17.65% 

I would really like to use it again 17.65% 

I loved it and would like to use it regularly 0.00% 
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Figure 5.9 Jigsaw Question Five 
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5.5 Speed Dating 

 

Speed Date is a form of collaborative learning through pair 

and group work. It is comprised of students exchanging 

information on a chosen topic and collectively combining their 

knowledge. The students hear the ideas and opinions of others, 

and they are exposed to different perceptions of problems 

and/or situations. The range of personalities in the group 

makes for interaction that broadens the student’s understanding of the area that is being 

studied or investigated. This technique is also called “Inside – Outside Circles” or “Fish 

Tank”.  

 

5.5.1 Teachers Perspective on the Speed Dating Technique 

 

Teachers used the technique in different ways. For example, the Irish teacher gave the 

students a list of body parts in English and they had to find out the Irish word for each body 

part using the Speed Dating Technique. They moved every two minutes. At the end of the 

exercise they were given a picture of the body which they had to complete on their own using 

the information they have been given from their speed dating. The student with the most 

correct words received an EW (Excellent Work) in their school journal. 

 

Teachers reported that students loved the novelty of the activity and the movement appealed 

to the kinaesthetic learners. One teacher played music during the speed date and when the 

music stopped the students moved. This made the activity a fun activity for the group. 

 

‘Students were surprised when they entered the room and all the seats had been changed. 

They were curious to know what was happening and were excited to be told they were 

doing speed dating with a twist. They loved moving from one seat to the next and were 

keen to get answers to everything.’ 

 

One teacher noted that while the students enjoyed it there were challenges keeping the group 

on task. 
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‘They loved it, but again unfortunately they spent alot of time chatting to the person 

beside them rather than apposite them. Again, some students did work very well at the 

task set.’ 

 

The skills students developed from the activity included organisation, listening, speaking, 

writing and collaboration.   

 

Teachers found the technique worked well however it did require time to lay out the room 

and student cooperation which was not always given. 

 

‘This took time, there was a lot of preparation beforehand. The room had to be laid out, 

there had to be two sets of handouts. I would love to say I would use it again but the 

preparation and the behaviour took from the approach. Perhaps it would have been different 

with a better behaved group.’ 

 

‘I would definitely use it again and recommend it to other teachers. I would say though it 

does take time to get the classroom organised and this needs to be considered. Again, I 

would think a double class would be better than a Single. ‘ 
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5.5.2 Students Perspective on the Speed Dating Technique 

 

Question 1: 

Did you enjoy the speed dating activity? Select the answer which best describes how you 

felt about it: 

 

Table 5.10 Speed Dating – Question One 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I didn't enjoy it at all 18.18% 

I didn't really enjoy it 0.00% 

It was okay 9.09% 

I enjoyed it 27.27% 

I really enjoyed it 45.45% 

 

Figure 5.10 Speed Dating – Question One 
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Question 2 

In your own words, what was the best thing about the doing the speed dating activity? 

 

‘You get all different types of information of the topic from others’ 

‘When the teacher put music on and when she stopped the music we had to move’ 

‘Swapping answers and learning new things’ 

‘It kept us moving and it was a very good class’ 

‘It made learning happier’ 

 

Question 3 

If your teacher was using the speed dating activity again, what would you suggest they 

could do to make the activity better? 

 

‘Give more time for each pair’ 

 

Question 4: 

Did you learn more from using the speed dating technique compared to traditional 

teaching methods such as using the text book or power point? 

 

Table 5.11 Speed Dating – Question Four 

 

Yes No 

72.73% 27.27% 
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Figure 5.11 Speed Dating – Question Four 

 

 

Question 5 

If you selected yes to question 4, say how the speed dating activity helped you learn:  

 

‘We explained to each other and it was easier to understand than if the teacher explained it’ 

‘Because we were moving and sharing our ideas’ 

‘Made me think of what I was saying and explaining’ 
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Question 6 

Select how much you would like to use the speed dating activity again? 

 

Table 5.12 Speed Dating – Question Five 

 

Statement Student selection % 

I don't want to use this again 20.00% 

I don't mind if I use again it again or not 0.00% 

I would like to use it again 20.00% 

I would really like to use it again 0.00% 

I loved it and would like to use it regularly 60.00% 

 

Figure 5.12 Speed Dating – Question Five 
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5.6 Interpretation of Perspectives offered on Collaborative Learning Techniques  

 

5.6.1 Classroom Layout  

 

In order to use the various collaborative learning techniques changes needed to made to the 

layout of the classrooms. Currently, the majority of teachers have their classrooms organised 

in a very traditional way with students seating independently at desks in rows facing the 

whiteboard at the top of the room. This may be ideal for independent work but is not ideal for 

collaborative based learning. Interestingly this year there are signs of a shift with teachers 

beginning to experiment with alternative classroom layouts more conducive to collaborative 

learning.  

 

 

 

The use of learning stations would be an ideal alternative for the traditional classroom layout. 

This would work for think, pair, share; placemat and jigsaw. This would mean that the room 

would only need to be altered for the speed dating technique. 
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5.6.2 Class Differentiation 

 

The high levels of variability among students makes the teaching endeavour a challenging 

and complex one. Students may differ in relation to mental ability, learning styles, gender, 

culture, socio-economic background and levels of motivation. In this research it is clear that 

student differences in relation to mental ability and motivation required careful consideration 

when using collaborative based learning. Interestingly there was no report of students 

preferring to work independently. When using any collaborative learning strategy it is clear 

from the research that the teacher needs to carefully consider his/her class when organsing 

groups and group work activity. If thought through these techniques can really support 

differentiated instruction providing equal opportunity for all students to achieve their 

potential. Teachers may decide to use same ability groupings or mixed ability groups. It is 

difficult to prescribe one ideal approach. It is important for a teacher to try different 

approaches to see what works best for a particular group. What works for one group may not 

work for another. In relation to motivation it appears that having a reward available did 

incentivise students. In our school teachers can reward excellent work and excellent 

behaviour for an activity using the matrix in our school journal. The teacher may also choose 

other rewards that are valued by students. In dealing with behaviour it is suggested that the 

teacher develops a set of ground rules for the activity to minimise potential disruption and use 

the school discipline procedures.      

 



Page | 49 

 

5.6.3 Planning and Preparation  

 

It is clear that the above collaborative learning techniques require careful planning in advance 

of the class. The availability of a resource pack was a useful support for teachers and having 

it available on the S Drive will allow for the methods to be displayed in the class during the 

activity acting as a guide to teachers and students.  It is suggested the school journal include a 

student friendly overview of each technique and that all students are introduced to the 

techniques as part of first year induction. Certainly some techniques such as the jigsaw 

method may require a greater level of organisation and student support. The teachers 

participating in this research were using the techniques for the first time. The more familiar 

both they and their students become with the techniques the less time it will take to plan their 

use. It is though important to consider the length of the class with activities such as jigsaw 

being more suited to a double period.  

 

5.6.4 Reflection 

 

The completion of the reflection sheets gave teachers a valuable opportunity to consider how 

they might improve or adapt their approach. It is clear from reading the reflection sheets that 

teachers did consider creative solutions to the problems they encountered. This reflective 

approach should be promoted. The sharing of ideas among teaching staff is key in continuing 

on the schools journey towards a true learning school. The research team would propose that 

a system that would allow greater dialogue be developed. In the absence of Croke Park hours 

it is challenging. It could be used by teachers who have the opportunity to team teach and for 

other teachers who were interested they could be supported in forming collaborative learning 

teaching groups. The success of these groups will depend on the teachers’ willingness to 

dedicate free time to meeting. Should Croke Park hours return it is proposed that 

collaborative learning teaching groups be used that undertake a body of work during the 

school year to be presented at the end of the school year to staff. The autonomy to chose a 

team of like minded people interested in a similar area of research would be motivating and 

the presentation of work in a written and oral format would ensure accountability.  
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Section 6: Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

6.1 Limitations 

  

The greatest limitation of this research was time and timing. As a result of industrial action at 

the beginning of the school year the Learning School Project’s initial hub meeting was 

delayed. As this was our school’s first time engaging in this project since 2010 we did not 

feel equipped to embark on the work without initial external guidance. This delayed our start 

date. 

 

We did not have a common period free in the school week which was an obstacle and one 

that may have been avoided if we knew the composition of the group at the end of the 

previous school year. We addressed this by having a working lunch every Thursday and 

using the time at our meetings in the education centre to plan.  

 

The absence of Croke Park hours influenced the research methodology. The time was not 

available to address the staff to discuss the collaborative learning strategies and so we 

decided to identify four teachers to trial our strategies. This was the most practical approach 

and even that was onerous for our principal who had to free up the four participating teachers 

and two members of the research team for a number of classes to allow for training. Had 

Croke Park been available we would have considered trialling the strategies at whole school 

level. 

 

The timing of the implementation plan for the four collaborative learning strategies was not 

ideal. We completed our resource pack in January, training took place in February with 

implementation planned for the month of March. In hindsight four strategies in four weeks 

was too arduous for the participating teachers who were already coping with a heavy working 

load and preparing students for Junior and Senior Cycle state exams which involved orals, 

practicals and project work. While the research team were available as mentors we feel the 

teachers did not have the time to come to us for support and so the mentoring system was not 

as effective as we had intended. 
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6.2 The Way Forward 

 

We believe that a collaborative based classroom learning approach used in conjunction with 

our ICT and out AFL strategies will maximise student learning and nurture critical and 

creative minds developing a range of key transferrable skills that they need for success in 

their studies and wider lives. We are keen to progress on in our journey and believe that the 

ideal path is the use of a team teaching approach where one member of the team acts a 

‘methodology lead’ and the other ‘subject expert’. We will proposed this approach to 

management, which of course will lead to timetabling challenges, but if this can be overcome 

it could support powerful transformational change in our school.  
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