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Rationale 
Firstly, a practitioner enquiry (PE) is a process which relies on engagement in deep reflection 
that leads to sustained action research (Baumfield, Hall and Wall, 2013). Evidence should be 
gathered and analysed, learning reflected upon and then the results of the PE shared (Kelly, 
2013). Thus, it is evident that PE is robust, planned and purposeful action research. 

Conducting this practitioner enquiry has been a collaborative process. Through discussion 
with other professionals we chose an investigation that  was relevant across many classrooms 
including our own. The question was founded on the concept of skills for work and also 
learner’s attitudes towards specific subjects. We wanted to find out if making learning 
experiences more relevant through contexts and through teaching skills explicitly would 
change attitudes towards a subject area. Within my own classroom a subject that many seem 
to have a negative attitude towards is maths. I experience children saying they are not good at 
maths, they cannot do it or that it is pointless. Therefore, I set out to make the purpose of each 
learning experience explicit and relevant to the learners.  

There is a variety of literature and research that supports the use of real-life contexts in the 
curriculum. In a study conducted by Moss (2016) she discovered that through linking her 
literature directly to the lives of the learners in her class she experienced the result of students 
realising that literature can mirror their own lives. Verschaffel, Greer, and De Corte (2000) 
define real-life contexts or situations as textual contexts that are relevant to the reader and 
Earnest (2003) emphasises that the interests of a learner are as important to take into 
consideration as an experts opinion or curriculum requirements.  
 
Aims 
The aims of this enquiry were to: 

• Investigate the impact of linking real-life contexts to learning. 
• Investigate the impact on learner engagement within maths. 

 
 
Methodology   
The interventions I decided to introduce in my class involved using only problem solving 
questions that linked directly to situations relevant to the learners, making teaching of skills 
explicit, use of outdoor learning and maths and also the use of inquiry based cooperative 
learning. Over four weeks I incorporated at least one of these intervention strategies into my 



daily maths teaching each day. I decided this based on which intervention(s) was most 
relevant to the learning. At the beginning of the practitioner enquiry the children completed a 
questionnaire about their views on maths and how useful it is. At the end of the enquiry the 
children completed the same questionnaire to compare the results. Other data that I collated 
throughout the enquiry included focussed observations and also exit passes completed by the 
children. Every child participated in these data collected activities. 
 
Observations can be a very effective method of gathering evidence because it is already part 
of everyday routine. Observations can be noted in order to see what people do in certain 
contexts (Elton Chalcraft, Hansen, and Twiselton, 2008). In order to remove potential for bias 
I used a double entry notebook style format. This allowed me to separate the factual 
observations from what I thought was happening. Participating in writing an exit pass is part 
of everyday formative assessment that I may use. Therefore the question was framed to 
collect evidence for the enquiry. However, this remained ethical as all children participated 
and it was part of their normal assessment.  
 
Findings  
 
Children questionnaires 
The results of the enquiry imply that making clear links to real-life contexts during learning 
experiences increases learners engagement with the subject. Examining tables 1 and 2 a clear 
increase can be seen in the number of children that identified as being an individual that 
enjoyed maths lessons. After the series of interventions it was also apparthe children could 
identify more mathematical skills and the relevance of these skills to their lives (Appendix 
A).  
 
Table 1. Results of one of the questions from the questionnaire conducted at the beginning of 
the enquiry. 
Do you enjoy participating in maths lessons? 
Yes 48% 
No 52% 
 
Table 2.  Results of the same question after the 4 weeks of classroom interventions. 
Do you enjoy participating in maths lessons? 
Yes 53% 
No 47% 
 
Observations  
Reflecting upon the observations collated throughout the enquiry some more findings 
occurred. Learner engagement increased dramatically with specific pupils (Pupil A and C) 
when participating in outdoor learning for maths. However, it should also be noted that 
learner engagement decreased for child D and remained the same for child L. Thus, this real 
life context of measuring objects in the playground had a positive impact on many children’s 
engagement and enjoyment of maths. It should also be noted that there are other varying 



factors that may affect the engagement of some individuals. Children were described as ‘very 
engaged’ when they remained consistently involved in the activity with a focus on the 
learning. They received a ‘very disengaged’ if they were not participating. 
 
Observation 1. Highlighting children that appeared to be particularly engaged or disengaged 
during ‘Big Maths’ 
Description Implication 
Child K quickly raising whiteboard with 
answer, responding to timed challenge, eyes 
focussed on board. 

Very engaged in lesson 

Child C fidgeting with toy and was asked 
directly to write answer on whiteboard. 

Disengaged from learning 

Child L talking to other individuals and only 
participated during timed challenge. 

Engaged at select times 

Child D responded quickly to questions Engaged individual  
Child A was encouraged multiples times to 
participate and continued to talk to peers. 

Very disengaged 

Child R focussed on the question, raised 
whiteboard quickly and could explain answer 
to question. 

Very engaged in lesson 

 
Observation 2. Highlighting learners engaged or disengaged from learning during an outdoor 
measuring lesson. 
 
Description Implication 
Child D refusal to participate as part of group 
or as an individual. 

Disengaged from learning 

Child A remained with group and used 
measuring stick on each object to check 
length. 

Engaged well in lesson 

Child L refusal to participate in any of lesson 
throughout this session 

Very disengaged from learning 

Child C travelled sensibly between each 
object, did not have a fidget toy and took 
turns with group at measuring. 

Very engaged in lesson 

Child E lead group from object to object and 
remained focussed on task. 

Engaged in learning 

Child M finished the task before most other 
groups, worked in partnership and took turns 
at measuring. 

Very engaged in learning 

 
Formative assessment 
If we investigate some of the exit passes collected from the children at the beginning of the 
enquiry and compare the results to that of those collected most recently, there appears to be 
an improvement in the children’s ability to identify the relevance of maths to their own lives. 
This is evident in when looking at Appendix B. At the beginning of the practitioner enquiry 
the children were asked to complete an exit pass answering when they might use what they 



had learned that day in real life. Child X wrote “splitting money for shops at work.” When we 
compare it to the same individual’s response after 4 weeks the individual stated “I found it 
interesting cause of how fun it was to work with [Child Z] and to see how long things are that 
I see every day in the playground.” This demonstrates that the individual enjoyed the 
relevance of the learning experience to them. Another example can be seen in the responses 
from child E on each occasion. The first exit pass completed she stated “gym and we need to 
split into teams.” After an outdoor learning experience her exit pass read “I think it was 
useful and I think I could use this knowledge when I have my own house and need to 
measure spacing for things.” 
 
Conclusions  
Conducting this practitioner enquiry has allowed me to draw some conclusions about the 
learners in my own class. For some individuals in the class having a clear idea of how a 
lesson was relevant to them helped improve their engagement with the task. It must be noted 
that this enquiry was conducted as part of a small scale research on a limited period of time. 
Thus, it would not be accurate to draw major conclusions about the impact of real life 
contexts for children in general. This practitioner enquiry asked “How will learner 
engagement be affected if I link learning to real life?” Although no definitive conclusion can 
be stated, I would suggest that within my own classroom learner engagement did improve in 
maths through the use of real life contexts. 

 
Implications for Future Practice  
In participating in conducting this enquiry I have developed my own understanding of the 
benefits of linking real life contexts to learning for the children in my class. I have also 
developed my understanding of how using exit passes as formative assessment can by highly 
effective and the impact of outdoor learning. This learning experience has allowed me to 
work closely with other professionals and share practice. Conducting this enquiry has been a 
personal and professional learning experience for myself and as I continue to aim and provide 
meaningful learning experiences for the learners in my class I will use the experience I have 
gained.  
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