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Abstract  
 
This paper evaluates the effect on students of newly introduced personalised learning 
activities. A problem had been identified in that there was little choice of activity available 
in psychology A level lessons and few extension opportunities for gifted and talented 
students. Activity 1 was an intranet based forum and activity 2 was a differentiated e-
device concerning the nature/nurture debate in psychology.Student participants 
comprised the members of three Upper Sixth classes, studying A2 psychology, taught by 
the researcher. A combination of questionnaires and observations were used to assess 
the students’ attitudes to the activities. The work produced in activity 2 was assessed for 
skill levels using examination board skill categories and Bloom’s taxonomy. Psychology 
teachers were interviewed to find out their attitudes to the activities. 
This paper concludes that evaluation both by students and teachers showed that the 
web forum and differentiated e-device can be useful activities to enrich and extend 
lessons and out of lesson activities for all students including the gifted and talented. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 
 
School and practitioner context 
 
Hills Road Sixth Form College has approximately 1750 students aged 16-19 years. It is 
a National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth (NAGTY) Ambassador College and a 
DfES Learning and Skills Beacon College. A-level results in 2005 were exceptional. The 
Government ‘league tables’ for advanced level examination results in 2005 were 
published on 19th January 2006. Amongst over one hundred sixth form colleges in the 
country, Hills Road students achieved the highest score for average points achieved per 
subject entry  (97 points per entry - equivalent to an average performance of grade B) 
and the second highest score for the average total points achieved per student (404 
points per student).The percentages of grades received by students was as follows: A-E 
99.3%, A-C 88%,A-B 71%.  
 
About 325 students in the present Upper Sixth have been identified as Gifted and 
Talented (G and T) according to the NAGTY eligibility criterion of 58 points or above in 
their GCSE results. 
 
The admissions policy mainly gives priority to students who live within the City of 
Cambridge and in South Cambridgeshire. Student demand for the GCE A and AS-Level 
courses exceeds the number of places available. Over 90% of students go on to higher 
education.  The College Gifted and Talented policy states that “Hills Road Sixth Form 
College is committed to offering an education of the highest quality by promoting 
academic achievement, vocational skills and personal and social development. 
Opportunities are provided to help all students fulfil their potential”  
 
This research was carried out by an A -Level psychology teacher who has taught 
psychology and science at schools, colleges and the Open University for 15 years. The 
psychology department at the college has 450 students studying AS and A2 psychology. 
The Edexcel is divided into two parts; AS and A2. Each of these consists of three units 
and is usually studied over the course of one year. Unit 6 (the synoptic paper), Issues, 
Perspectives and Debates in Psychology, includes discussion of the nature/nurture 
debate and forms part of the A2 specification which is usually studied in the Upper Sixth. 
 
Overview of the research 
 
The research focused on designing and evaluating two activities: 
Activity 1: an intranet forum on psychological topics, 
and 
Activity 2: a differentiated e- exercise modified from one developed in the college history 
department (with research support from NAGTY) to explore themes on the synoptic 
psychology A2 paper. This uses studies from the British Psychological Society’s 
Research Digest. 
(See Appendix 2 for further details). 
 
Context of the research  
 
This research project is categorised as action research. 
It has the following characteristics of action research according to Zuber-Skerit (1996) as 
quoted in Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000), p232. 



 
1. Strategic planning 
 A problem has been identified in that there was little choice of activity available in 
psychology A level lessons and few extension opportunities for G and T students.   
2. Action 
 The action involved here was the use of the two activities to provide choice of 
activity both in psychology lessons and work outside lessons. 
3. Observations, evaluation and self-evaluation 
 There has been observation of students undertaking Activity 1.  Evaluations of 
the activities have been carried out by students and teachers, including an evaluation of 
the level of work produced.  
4. Reflection 
 The project has been running for 2 years and fits with an idea suggested by 
McNiff (2002) that cycles of planning, action, reflection and observation interact in action 
research. 
 
Literature Review  
 
This research project has roots in the ideas of personalised learning and the use of ICT 
in education.  Also, as it concerns the education of gifted and talented students, the 
definition of gifted and talented students and appropriate pedagogical strategies which 
have been adopted with respect to the gifted and talented are considered. 
 
Personalised Learning 
 
Personalised learning has its roots in programmed learning which was popular in the 
1960s.This was based on the theory of operant conditioning where students received 
positive reinforcement or rewards for successful completion of a unit of an assignment. 
The information in each assignment is broken into these small units. The order of 
presentation of the units depends on whether the student is successful in the previous 
unit so there is an element of fitting the pattern of work to the student’s level of 
achievement. This was developed by F.S Keller (1974) to produce a learning 
programme which had clear objectives, small learning modules with immediate feedback 
and positive reinforcement.  Students could choose their own pace to work at and they 
were actively engaged in tasks rather than just listening to a teacher. 
According to Sampson et al (2002) these ideas were developed by Snow and 
Cronbach’s (1976) research in aptitude-treatment interaction (ATI) which reflects the 
idea of tailoring instruction to student characteristics.  One of these variables that has 
been researched in some detail is the idea of cognitive learning styles.  One of the major 
distinctions made in learning styles research is between the visual, auditory and 
kinaesthetic (VAK) modes of learning.  As part of a previous research project carried out 
for NAGTY, I looked at the idea of providing students with a choice of material in class 
concerning the same topic.  The research was based on the VAK modes of learning. 
 
Another aspect of the research looked at the very many learning style (LS) inventories 
and tried to find an LS instrument that could be used reliably and validly to design 
materials and allocate students appropriate tasks.  There is the implication that a 
student’s learning style needs to be able to be measured in order to use this approach to 
learning.  However, a major review carried out by Coffield et al (2004) for the Learning 
and Skills Research Council showed that most measuring instruments were not reliable 
and valid in use. In fact the only instrument which met their basic requirements was 



Allinson and Hayes’ Cognitive Styles Index which uses a single bipolar dimension of 
intuition-analysis which they say is the basis of all learning styles. My research did 
however establish that students liked the idea of choice and being able to choose from 
comparable activities of different kinds. 
 
Recently the idea of personalised learning was discussed at government level by David 
Miliband, Minister of State for School Standards in a speech to the North of England 
Conference in January 2004 (Miliband 2004).  At that time, personalisation was also an 
issue which was being discussed in other areas of government policy including the 
National Health Service (e.g. people were being given a choice of health care provider). 
 
Miliband described an education system with personalised learning as one in which 
every child matters and careful attention is paid to their individual learning styles, 
motivations and needs.  It also includes rigorous use of pupil target setting linked to high 
quality formative assessment and marking. Pupils are also supported by partnerships 
beyond the classroom.  Within this framework, lessons are well-paced and enjoyable.  
 
Miliband (2004) p.9 describes five key processes of personalised learning: 
    

• Assessment for learning 
• Curriculum choice and the development of subject specialism 
• The organisation of the school 
• Links to services beyond the classroom, involving the wider community and 

families 
• And a wide range of teaching techniques to promote a broad range of learning 

strategies facilitated by high quality ICT that promotes individual and group 
learning as well as teaching. 

 
Personalised learning is not the same as individual learning as it may include 
collaborative group work.  As Miliband (2004) said, “Personalised learning is not 
individual learning where pupils sit alone.  Nor is it pupils left to their own devices – 
which too often reinforces low aspirations.  It means shaping teaching around the way 
different youngsters learn; it means taking the care to nurture the unique talents of every 
pupil.”  
 
This is not a new way of teaching. Arguably, this is what good teaching has always been 
about.  What is new is the political emphasis on it which also extends to the “Every Child 
Matters” campaign introduced by the DfES. The DfES Standards site says that 
“personalised learning brings together our commitment to school standards and 
children's well-being.  We know that children learn best when they feel safe and are 
healthy; doing well in school is the best evidence that children are thriving. The 
emphasis is on the needs of each child, spotting any difficulties early and tracking 
barriers to progress. Every Child Matters also offers a framework to improve student 
welfare, so that beyond the classroom local communities help support student learning.” 
The DfES publication (2004) “A National Conversation about Personalised Learning” p.9 
states that “personalised learning requires a range of whole class, group and individual 
teaching, learning and ICT strategies to transmit knowledge, to instil key learning skills 
and to accommodate different paces of learning”. 
Miliband (2006) makes personalised learning particularly relevant to gifted and talented 
education as he suggests that bright students have often not been catered for by the 



current British educational system due to a lack of personalised learning. The priority 
attached to this by the government has led to the development of NAGTY and also to 
the development of curricula for the gifted and talented. 
 
What is a Gifted and Talented Student? 
 
The American organisation, the National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), 
suggests that there is no universally agreed definition of gifted.  Their working definition 
is “A gifted person is someone who shows, or has the potential for showing, an 
exceptional level of performance in one or more areas of expression.”  It is interesting 
here that no method of measuring giftedness is given and it is acknowledged that there 
may be a potential for giftedness which is not actually shown at that time.  This raises a 
separate problem in how to measure potential.  This is also relevant to university 
aptitude tests for law and medicine in this country and SAT university entrance tests in 
the USA.  There is no definition of the term “talented” on the NAGC website  
 
However, Gagne (1997) refers to both talents and gifts.  Gifts are seen as untrained and 
spontaneously expressed natural abilities whereas a talent is trained mastery of abilities 
and knowledge in at least one field of human activity which places the child in at least 
the top 15% of age peers who are active in that field. 
NAGTY also defines “gifted” and “talented” in different ways but these are very different 
to the definitions proposed by Gagne. 
 
Gifted students are seen as being in the top 5% of the ability range and may be gifted in 
one subject or a range.  This is illustrated by two of the test evidence categories which 
are evidence for eligibility to join NAGTY.  These are (i) an examined level 8 in 
mathematics at Key Stage 3 SATs or a level 8 teacher assessment in another subject at 
the end of Year 9 and (ii) a point score of 58 or above in the best 8 subjects at GCSE 
where A* = 8, A = 7, B = 6 etc.  There are also some other specific eligibility test scores 
and also non-test evidence including a reference from a teacher or other education 
professional. 
 
Talented students are seen as being in the top 5% in one or more of the curriculum arts 
subjects e.g. dance, music, drama.  These eligibility criteria do not include any with the 
idea of potential as defined in Gagne’s idea of gifts although general ability tests such as 
the nfer Nelson test which shows no specific aptitude is included. 
 
Freeman (1998) observes that high intelligence, as measured by IQ, is by far the most 
popular criterion for defining children as very able or gifted.  However, the NAGTY 
criteria do not specifically refer to IQ tests although they refer to cognitive ability tests 
which, with their 3 types of questions (verbal, quantitative and non-verbal), have many 
similarities to IQ tests. It seems likely that IQ test scores do not form one of the criteria 
due to the criticisms associated with the validity of IQ scores. For example Hayes (1994) 
discusses the fact that many researchers argue that the cultural bias in IQ tests 
discriminates against certain populations such as black Americans or people from 
working class backgrounds. 
As this project is being carried out for NAGTY their definition of gifted and talented is 
used. 
 
 
 



Pedagogy for Gifted and Talented Students 
 
Pedagogy for gifted and talented students consists of enrichment, differentiation and 
acceleration either alone or in combination. White at al 
identify four main types of differentiation: 

• Differentiation by task 
• Differentiation by outcome 
• Differentiation by the resources employed 
• Differentiation by delivery 
 

As mentioned above, Freeman (1998) considers that enrichment should be available for 
all children.  This means that gifted and talented education should be accessible to all 
and not provided as an add-on in e.g. extra lessons and Saturday schools.  This is 
supported by Eyre (2004) who states that education research in England suggests that 
where schools integrate provision for the gifted as part of their overall provision general 
education standards rise.   
 
 White, Fletcher-Campbell and Ridley (2003) say that there has been little empirical 
research in the UK on differentiation for gifted children.  The range of definitions of 
differentiation is wide.  Eyre (1997) sees it as recognising individual differences and 
trying to find institutional strategies which take account of them.  
  
In their review of the literature on effective pedagogies for gifted and talented students 
Hewston, Campbell, Eyre, Muijis, Neelands, & Robinson (2005)  quote Gallagher’s 
(1985) proposition that changes to content for gifted and talented students may include 
activities which use higher order thinking skills for analysis, synthesis and evaluation of 
ideas.  
 
Freeman (1998) emphasises that enrichment activities allow students to be with other 
people like themselves so that they can relax and drop the energy-consuming defences 
which they normally use for support.  
 
Use of ICT  
 
In the previous section on personalised learning it has already been seen that ICT is a 
way of facilitating a broad range of learning strategies (Miliband (2004)). As Sampson, 
Karagiannidis, and Kinshuk (2002) say, e-learning adds to the teaching and learning 
experience because it capitalises on two main aspects: the elimination of the barriers of 
time and distance and the personalisation of the learners’ experience.   
Web forums are a means of using the internet to facilitate free and open discussion and 
shared learning. They could be said to have similar characteristics to Renzulli’s idea of 
enrichment clusters.  These are non-graded groups of students that share common 
interests and come together during specially designed time blocks during school to 
pursue their interests. (Renzulli (1994))  A web forum is a type of on-line enrichment 
cluster as students log on to the forum because they share a common interest in a 
subject and wish to pursue this outside lessons in their own time.   
 
Web forums have been set up for students in subjects other than psychology. These 
include those set up by the National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth (NAGTY) 
and the NRICH Mathematical project.  NAGTY groups include ones on anthropology, 



archaeology, chemistry, and a literature reading group.  Meatyard (2004) has reported 
various outcomes concerning the use of forum systems with NAGTY members who 
comprise the top 5% of the population in terms of their definition of “giftedness”. There 
are 3 pedagogical levels of forums: Level 1 – General Discussion Forum, Level 2 – 
Serious Debates Forum, and Level 3 – Academic Study Groups. 
 
Outcomes include contributions showing high levels of academic interaction often of 
undergraduate standard.  Individual and collaborative learning pedagogies are 
supported by expert tutors.  There are also pastoral outcomes from all the levels of the 
forums.  These include opportunities for peer mentoring and personal support 
particularly before and after public exams.  Students share their feelings on what it 
means to be gifted. 
 
NRICH is a website which forms part of the Millennium Mathematics Project (MMP) 
which was founded in 1999 by the Faculties of Mathematics and Education at the 
University of Cambridge as a Maths initiative project for ages 5-19 and the general 
public.  NRICH offers online maths enrichment resources, maths discussion 
communities and face to face work with schools.   
 
Jones and Simons (1999) carried out an evaluation of the NRICH programme. They 
looked at website impact using 3 types of questionnaires posted on the NRICH website 
for teachers, students and others (e.g. parents, LEA advisors). 
The questionnaires concerned the usage and impact of NRICH.  
They also did an analysis of the frequency and nature of the accesses to the website. In 
addition three short case studies of a primary school, Secondary school and a private 
school were carried out.   
 
A result which is relevant to the gifted and talented is the fact that most pupils who 
answered the questionnaire either agreed or strongly agreed that maths was “easy”. 
Although liking mathematics is not the same as being gifted in the subject it is likely that 
there is a positive correlation between the two.  A majority of the pupils also thought that 
NRICH had made them more interested in mathematics and more likely to continue 
studying mathematics. 
 
Results from the teachers’ questionnaires showed that they recommended NRICH not 
only to their more able pupils in mathematics but more widely. Particular conclusions 
which are relevant to the general use of web based forums are that more able pupils 
were being given a wider appreciation of mathematics which raised the profile of 
mathematics as a subject for further study.  Teachers also used the NRICH problems as 
extension material and also for work for more able children withdrawn from their regular 
lessons.  The interaction that was possible using ICT was seen as a particular 
advantage of the NRICH project. 
 
Stanford, Beardon, and Gilderdale (2001) carried out a further evaluation of the NRICH 
website. This study used questionnaires published on the NRICH website in May and 
June 2001. They looked at 631 replies from a self-selected group of school-aged internet 
users in order to explore the impact of NRICH on their learning of mathematics. They 
concluded that both able students and those that did not feel they were good at maths 
valued learning maths online as it was fun, allowed them control over their learning both 
in terms of pace, and their individual needs. 
 



Pumphrey (2005) has undertaken a project using NRICH for less able children in order 
to improve their mathematics.  She found that it improved their National Curriculum 
mathematics levels and hence this supports Eyre’s ideas as quoted in Eyre (2004) that 
education for gifted and talented students is just good education and is relevant for all 
abilities. 
 
Evaluation of some of the NAGTY forums has been carried out by Laura Mazzoli. 
Students in the Philosophy and Ethics group commented that the NAGTY forum 
provided an environment which encouraged discussion that they could not have in their 
everyday friendship groups. An important feature of the forum was having staff members 
who were interested. The students mentioned that they developed more passive skills 
such as reading and reflecting but also made progress in active argument formation and 
critical analysis. In other words higher level thinking skills were generated. 
 
Bloom’s Taxonomy 
 
Bloom et al (1956) designed a taxonomy which defined learning objectives which could 
be used to plan and assess learning activities. The 2001 revised version of Bloom’s 
taxonomy which is described in Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) is an updated version of 
the original. 
 
The taxonomy was designed to help teachers and others define terms such as 
understand and comprehend.  The original plans referred to a taxonomy in three parts, 
the cognitive, the affective and the psychomotor domains.  Most work has now been 
done in the cognitive domain which includes objectives which deal with memory of 
knowledge and the development of intellectual skills such as evaluation.  The affective 
domain includes objectives which concern changes in interest, attitudes, values and 
appreciation of the topic.  Bloom et al did not consider their work in this domain to be 
complete and the 2001 revision of the taxonomy did not include this.  The third domain 
of psychomotor abilities was not developed at all by Bloom et al or by Anderson and 
Krathwohl.  The taxonomy focuses on the intended behaviour of the students but the 
taxonomy can also be used to analyse work that has been completed by students. 
In the taxonomy knowledge is divided into four types: factual knowledge, conceptual 
knowledge, procedural knowledge and metacognitive knowledge. 
Factual knowledge is the basic elements students must know which are associated with 
a discipline e.g. technical vocabulary.  Conceptual knowledge is the interrelationships 
between these basic elements within a larger structure e.g. knowledge of theories in 
psychology.  Procedural knowledge is knowledge of how to do something and methods 
of enquiry e.g. research methods in psychology.  Metacognitive knowledge is the 
knowledge of cognition in general as well as awareness of one’s own cognition. 
 
The taxonomy also classifies cognitive processes into six types: remember, understand, 
apply, analyse, evaluate and create.  For the full list please see Appendix 1 
 
As a contrast to this taxonomy the Edexcel A-level skills categories include “describe” 
which would include the remember and understand processes and “evaluate” which 
would include apply, analyse and evaluate.  The process of “create” is not covered by 
the A-level specification. 
 
 
 



Aim  
 
The aim of the project was to extend the opportunities for differentiation and 
personalised learning available in the psychology department. The project focused on 
two newly introduced activities which could be carried out by groups or individual 
students during lesson time or outside these hours.  
Activity 1 was an intranet based discussion group on psychological themes and 
Activity 2 was the use of a differentiated e- exercise modified from one developed in the 
college history department (with research support from NAGTY) to explore themes on 
the synoptic psychology A2 paper. 
For fuller descriptions of the activities see appendix 2. 
Both these activities could be seen as ways of personalising learning i.e. students chose 
which topics to contribute to or the level of difficulty to work at. The aim of the research 
was both to set up the activities and to analyse the effects of the two activities, providing 
evidence based on affective factors (e.g. student attitudes and confidence) and on 
specific cognitive learning outcomes( i.e. assessment of skill level of work produced 
using the 2001 revision of Bloom’s taxonomy and Edexcel A level assessment 
objectives). 
 
Research Questions 
 
1. What is the affective response of students to an intranet based discussion group on 
psychological themes? 
2. What are the learning outcomes of this activity? 
3. What is the affective response of students to a differentiated learning exercise? 
4. What are the learning outcomes of this activity? 
5. How could these activities be improved and/or augmented by taking account of the 
responses and outcomes identified and an international literature search of work done in 
the field of differentiation for gifted children? 
 
Rationale for design of activities. 
 
As Miliband (2004) says, personalised learning includes the provision of a wide range of 
teaching techniques to promote a broad range of learning strategies facilitated by high 
quality ICT that promotes individual and group learning as well as teaching. Therefore 
the activities were based on methods of teaching and learning using ICT.  The first of 
these activities, the intranet forum for psychology students, would not be possible in any 
form without the development of the ICT whereas the second activity which is a 
differentiated e-learning device using studies from the British Psychological Society 
Research Digest website to answer synoptic examination questions could be used in a 
paper format although as an e-device it can be used at any time and place in college, 
not just in lesson time. There is also the possibility for it to be published on the World 
Wide Web and hence accessible from any computer connected to the internet. This 
activity 1 (the intranet forum) focused on using distance learning as a method of 
enriching learning activities for gifted and talented students.  Freeman (1998) describes 
enrichment as the deliberate rounding out of the basic curriculum subjects with ideas 
and knowledge that enable a pupil to be aware of the wider context of a subject area.  
The forum did this by providing a place where psychological ideas e.g. suggested by 
newspaper articles describing recent research can be posted and discussed by 
students.  This extra material is related to general areas of psychology covered in the A-
level course. The forum also provided a way for gifted and talented individuals to contact 



others.  Freeman (1998) emphasises that enrichment activities allow students to be with 
other people like themselves so that they can relax and drop the energy-consuming 
defences which they normally use for support.  
 
Activity 2 ( the differentiated e-learning device) also offered an enrichment opportunity 
and due to the choice of the level of working it formed a differentiated task for gifted and 
talented students as well as other students in the class. The material for Activity 2 was 
taken from the British Psychological Society Research Digest so this is high quality 
material extracted from journals which requires complex responses as recommended by 
Freeman (1998). 
 
Sampson et al (2002) say, that in personalised learning, instruction should not be 
restricted by time, place or any other barriers and should be tailored to the continuously 
modified individual learner’s requirements, abilities, preferences, background 
knowledge, interests, skills etc 
In this project, ICT was used to transmit knowledge whilst accommodating different 
paces of learning.  
 
Both the activities used in this research were open to all psychology students and this 
fulfils the ideas in Eyre’s (1994) paper.  
 
Method 
 
Design  
 
Within the overall methodology of action research, data was collected by the following 
methods: 
1. A student questionnaire in order to show students’ affective responses to the two 
activities including attitudes and confidence  
2. Observations of students working on Activity 1 in a lesson. 
3. Assessment of level of skill shown in work generated by Activity 2 was carried out 
using Exam board skill criteria (assessment objectives-see Appendix 3) and Bloom’s 
taxonomy. 
4. The topic content of the discussion group was analysed in terms of whether topics 
were on the exam specification or not. 
5. An e-mail questionnaire was sent to students to find out what types of activities they 
prefer. This was carried out instead of interviews due to difficulties in finding times to 
interview students. 
6. Interviews of other psychology teachers to explore colleagues’ views of the activities  
 
Participants 
 
Student participants comprised the members of three Upper Sixth classes, studying A2 
psychology, taught by the researcher. All these students were given the opportunity to 
take part in Activity 1 (the intranet forum). Activity 2 was introduced to the two classes 
who were being taught the nature/nurture topic by the researcher. 
The student questionnaire was given to 37 students, in these two classes, who were 
present on the day it was distributed.  
Two students were selected from one of the classes for observation of Activity 1.They 
were an opportunity sample selected because they were sitting at adjacent workstations 



and could be easily observed.  Student A is female and has 7A* and 3A grades at 
GCSE. Although eligible she has not registered for membership of NAGTY. 
Student B is male and has 7A and 2B grades at GCSE. He is not eligible for 
membership of NAGTY. 
Two students replied, out of six originally selected, to the e-mail questionnaire. They 
were a volunteer sample. 
Student C is female and has 6A and 3B grades at GCSE. She is not eligible for 
membership of NAGTY. 
Student D is male and has 1A*, 3A, 5B and 1C at GCSE. He is not eligible for 
membership of NAGTY. 
Two psychology teachers were interviewed about the activities. 
 
Apparatus 
 
Please see appendix 4 for the student questionnaire, appendix 5 for the student e-mail 
questionnaire and appendix 6 for the questions asked in the teacher interviews.  
 
Procedure 
 
The two activities were designed and set up in the autumn and spring terms. 
Activity 1 was introduced to the students in a lesson.  
Activity 2 was introduced in another lesson on the nature/nurture topic. Students spent 
30 minutes and homework time answering a chosen question and then e-mailed their 
answer to the researcher. 
The student questionnaire was answered at the end of a lesson one week after activity 2 
was carried out and six weeks after the forum had been introduced. Each student 
answered this individually and handed it in to the researcher when completed. Two 
students were observed using activity 1 during a lesson. They were asked to register 
with the forum and read contributions which were on the forum. They were then asked to 
set up a new thread or contribute to an existing thread.  A group of students in one of the 
classes taking part in the study showed a particular interest in discussing the types of 
activities carried out and it was planned to interview them further on this. However times 
to carry out the interviews were not available and so an e-mail questionnaire was sent to 
six students. 
Each teacher was interviewed individually. The activities were also demonstrated and 
discussed at a psychology department meeting. 
Answers to questions in activity 2 were analysed for skill levels using the Exam board 
skill criteria (assessment objectives) and Bloom’s taxonomy. 
 
Ethical concerns and how they were addressed 
 
The BERA (British Educational Research Association) ethical guide lines were followed. 
In particular: 
1. Student and teacher participants gave informed consent to taking part in the study. 
This was done by explaining the aim of the study and obtaining consent before they took 
part. They were also given the right to withdraw their participation.  
2. Data has been kept confidential and no individuals are named or identified.  
3. Passwords in intranet forum have been provided so students know they are talking to 
other students in the department. 



4. G and T status of students has been kept confidential as the research has been 
carried out with non G and T students as well as G and T students. Individual students’ 
G and T status has not been disclosed. 
 
Results  
 
Findings from the student questionnaire 
Answers to the questions in the student questionnaire are summarised in terms of 
number of students replying to each answer: 
 
Q1 Have you accessed the forum from 

 Home:  2                   College:    34                 Both home and college: 1 
 

Q2 Can you access the forum from home? 
      Yes:  8                      No:   4                        Haven’t tried: 25 
 
Q3 Have you posted a new thread in the forum? 
       Yes:  2                                No:  35 
 
Q4 Have you replied to or commented on a thread already posted on the forum? 
        Yes:   4             No: 33 
 
Q5 Do you think the forum is useful for understanding psychological topics in more depth 
than is possible in class? 
         Yes:  11                             No:   8                             Don’t know: 18 
 
Q6 Did you enjoy using the forum? 
         Yes:    12             No:       3         Don’t know:   20        no answer: 2 
 
Q7 Have you used the computer exercise concerning nature/nurture? 
         Yes:      36                             No:    0                  no answer: 1           
 
Q8 Do you think the exercise helps in your understanding of the nature/nurture debate? 
         Yes:   29           No:  2             Don’t know: 5     no answer: 1 
 
Q9.  Do you think the exercise makes you more confident in answering Unit 6 synoptic      
questions in the exam? 
         Yes: 18               No: 6             Don’t know: 12     no answer: 1 
 
In summary these findings show that a minority of students have contributed to the 
forum however many more students had viewed the contributions. There was no 
consensus view about the usefulness of the forum although 12/37 students enjoyed it 
whereas 20/37 students didn’t know whether they enjoyed it or not. However the 
students were more positive about the use of the differentiated e-learning device; 29/37 
thought the device helped in their understanding of the nature/nurture debate and18/37 
thought it made them more confident about answering unit 6 exam questions. 
The questionnaire’s open question; “Please make any other relevant comments on use 
of the forum or computer exercise e.g. any improvements you could suggest” elicited 
several comments from students on activity 2. The main points were: 

• Help in the form of hints would be useful (2 comments) 
• Handwritten exercises are more useful for preparing for exams (3 comments) 



• Stating the number of marks required would be useful and could be used as a 
way of creating extra levels in the exercise (5 comments) 

 
Findings from the assessment of level of skill shown in work generated by activity 
2.   
Eleven pieces of work were analysed using Exam board skill criteria (assessment 
objectives) and Bloom’s taxonomy to assess levels of work produced. 
Table to show skill levels in work produced in Activity 2 
Number 
of piece 
of work 

AO1 
 

AO2 
 

Remember Understand Apply Analyse Evaluate Create

1 Y Y Y Y N Y Y N 
2 Y Y Y Y N Y 

 
N N 

3 Y Y Y Y N Y Y N 
4 Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y 
5 Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y 
6 Y  Y Y N Y N N 
7 Y Y Y Y N Y Y N 
8 Y  Y Y N Y N N 
9 Y  Y Y N N N N 
10 Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y 
11 Y Y Y Y Y N Y N 
 
Y =yes, skill shown                       N=no, skill not shown 
 

The analysis of the skill level of the work produced by the differentiated e-device shows 
that high level skills e.g. evaluate can be produced by using the device. 3 out of the 11 
pieces of work did not show analytic skills, 4 out of the 11 pieces of work analysed did 
not show evaluative skills whereas only 3 pieces showed creativity.   
 
Findings from analysis of the topic content of activity 1. 
Eleven threads were set up in the general forum whereas eight were set up in the 
psychology forum. The most popular was “40 ways to annoy” with 309 views and 112 
replies. The least popular was “Critical or sensitive period? What’s the difference?” 
However this was the last post in the forum which was done after the students had gone 
on study leave. 
 
Findings from observations of students using activity 1 
 Student A worked quietly with occasional questions to the researcher and another 
student in the class who was sitting at an adjacent computer. She posted two threads; 
one a link to a website on neurological psychology, the second, a shared post with the 
student at the adjacent computer, on the topic being studied at that time. Student B was 
greatly enthused by the activity and rapidly registered on the forum and began to post a 
thread consisting of jokes with a psychological theme. He did not view any threads which 
had been posted by other people. In class activities usually he was not very enthusiastic 
and his use of the forum was a contrast to his usual behaviour. 
 
 



Findings from e-mail questionnaire sent to students to find out what types of 
activities they prefer.  
Both the students said that they found text book work gathering descriptive information 
boring. Copying from overheads was also disliked. 
Group work was generally seen as useful and enjoyable. Debates, discussions and short 
answer questions were also felt to be useful in understanding psychological topics. Also 
one of the students raised the idea that there were splits into groups or cliques in the 
class which made the student unwilling to answer questions, even though she knew the 
answers were correct, because she felt the other students were spiteful and didn’t like 
her. One student commented that computer work was enjoyable. 
 
Findings from interviews of psychology teachers.  
ICT was generally seen as useful in the teaching of psychology A-level.  An increased 
amount of data can be provided and this is particularly useful in research.  ICT also adds 
novelty and variety to lesson activities. 
However, both teachers interviewed said that there was the problem that sometimes the 
mastery of the ICT became more important than the subject material itself.  Both 
teachers also thought the idea of the web forum was very useful, especially if it is 
embedded in teaching activities. 
The differential e-device was also seen as very good, especially for the Unit 6 Synoptic 
paper.  The use of ICT for G and T students was seen as particularly useful for research 
as long as filtering skills were taught i.e. ways to decide which sources were reliable and 
useful.  Also, it enables students to produce more polished work. 
 
Discussion and analysis 
 
The affective response of students to an intranet based discussion group on 
psychological themes as assessed by a questionnaire shows that students have no 
consensus view on whether they find it useful or not. The forum had been running for six 
weeks which suggests that a longer period of time and set assignments using the forum 
may be useful for students to get used to it and explore its potential. The support of the 
other psychology teachers means that next year the forum will be introduced to all 
psychology students.  However some students enjoy using it already and this may mean 
that they carry on using it. This is supported by the study carried out by Stanford, 
Beardon, and Gilderdale (2001) whose research on the impact of NRICH web site on 
learning of Mathematics concluded that both able students and those that did not feel 
they were good at Maths valued learning Maths online as it was “fun”. The idea of online 
learning being “fun” or enjoyable is also a characteristic shown by students observed 
using activity 1.  
 
The most popular thread “40 ways to annoy..” was not concerned with the psychology 
specification or psychology specifically although it could be argued that anyone’s 
behaviour is an aspect of general behaviour which is an area that psychology is 
concerned with.  Seven out of nineteen threads were concerned directly with topics on 
the examination specification and two of these were posted by the teacher.  It seems 
that it would be useful to have a non-psychological section of the forum.  This would be 
similar to the Level 1 – General Discussion Forum of NAGTY forums.  
 
The affective response of students to a differentiated learning exercise as assessed by a 
questionnaire was positive in that most students thought the device helped in their 
understanding of the psychological topic and made them more confident about 



answering exam questions. The work produced in activity 2 showed evidence of high 
level skills e.g. evaluation and analysis. The activities could be improved by taking 
account of the responses made by the students in terms of 

• Providing hints to help students who don’t know how to attempt the activity. The 
hints could be provided at different levels depending on how stuck the student 
was. 

• Stating the number of marks required. This could also be used as a way of 
providing a greater number of levels in the exercise and hence a way of 
personalising the activity.   

 
This is supported by Sampson, Karagiannidis, and Kinshuk (2002) who say ICT can 
provide personalisation of the learners’ experience and eliminate the barriers of time 
and distance. Activity 2 can at present be used at anytime during the college day and 
anywhere where there is computer access in college.  There is also the possibility that 
the device can be put on the web and hence students can access the device from a 
computer anywhere and at any time. Because the completed exercise can be emailed 
to the teacher, the teacher will also be able to undertake marking anywhere or 
anyplace. 
 
The analysis of the skill level of the work produced by the differentiated e-device shows 
that high level skills e.g. evaluate and analyse can be produced by using the device. 
Only 4 out of the 11 pieces of work analysed did not show evaluative skills.  These 
learning outcomes are also in line with the skill requirements of the A-level examination 
specification. 
   

Conclusion 
 
Positive comments from both students and teachers show that the web forum and 
differentiated e-device are useful activities to enrich and extend lessons and out of 
lesson activities for all students including the gifted and talented. 
Activity 1-the intranet forum has many theoretical advantages and needs to be explored 
further e.g. in types of topics posted on the forum and also in ways to encourage use of 
the forum by more students. Teacher involvement seems to be necessary in both the 
setting up and running of the forum. 
Activity 2-the differentiated e-device has considerable potential in adding variety, 
potential choice of activity and useful skill development in A level psychology. The 
majority of students viewed it positively in terms of increasing understanding of, and 
confidence in working with the nature/nurture topic. 
Comments from both students and teachers were useful in planning changes to the 
activities. 
 
Other outcomes and further research 
 
The research was presented to other teachers of various subjects for comment at a 
college training meeting.  The response to the activities was positive in tone and led to 
demonstration of other activities using ICT used in other departments.  The language 
used in the computer programs and the accessibility of the internet and intranet for 
students outside college were also discussed.  Both of these issues could be researched 
further. 
 



The web forum is to be introduced to all psychology students from September and 
exercises designed to introduce them to its use.  Also, research into other topics which 
can be used on the differentiated e-device is to be carried out.  The activities are also to 
be used in AEA classes. Further evaluation of the activities will be carried out as part of 
the work for an M.Ed degree at the Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge. 
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Appendix 1 – The Cognitive Process Dimension 
From Anderson, L.L. and Krathwol, D.R. (2001) A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching 
and Assessing, A revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives Longman 
New York 
 
Categories & 
Cognitive 
Processes 

Alternative 
Names 

Definitions and Examples 

1.  Remember – Retrieve knowledge from long-term memory 
1.1  Recognizing Identifying Locating knowledge in long-term memory that is 

consistent with presented material (e.g., 
recognize the dates of important events in U.S. 
History) 

1.2  Recalling Retrieving Retrieving relevant knowledge from long-term 
memory (e.g., Recall the dates of important 
events in U.S history) 

2.  Understand – Construct meaning from instructional messages, including oral, 
written, and graphic communication 
2.1  Interpreting Clarifying, 

paraphrasing, 
representing, 
translating 

Changing from one form of representation (e.g., 
numerical) to another (e.g., verbal) (e.g., 
Paraphrase important speeches and 
documents) 

2.2  Exemplifying Illustrating, 
instantiating 

Finding a specific example or illustration of a 
concept or principle (e.g., Give examples of 
various artistic painting styles) 

2.3  Classifying Categorizing, 
subsuming 

Determining that something belongs to a 
category (e.g., Classify observed or described 
cases of mental disorders) 

2.4  Summarizing Abstracting, 
generalizing 

Abstracting a general theme or major point(s) 
(e.g., Write a short summary of the event 
portrayed on a videotape) 

2.5  Inferring Concluding, 
extrapolating, 
interpolating, 
predicting 

Drawing a logical conclusion from presented 
information (e.g., In learning a foreign language, 
infer grammatical principles from examples) 

2.6  Comparing Contrasting, 
mapping, 
matching 

Detecting correspondences between two ideas, 
objects, and the like (e.g., Compare historical 
events to contemporary situations) 

2.7  Explaining Constructing 
models 

Constructing a cause-and-effect model of a 
system (e.g., explain the causes of important 
18th Century events in France) 

3.  Apply  - Carry out or use a procedure in a given situation 
3.1  Executing Carrying out Applying a procedure to a familiar task (e.g., 

Divide one whole number by another whole 
number, both with multiple digits) 

3.2  Implementing Using Applying a procedure to an unfamiliar task (e.g., 
Use Newton’s Second Law in situations in which 
it is appropriate) 

 
 



4.  Analyze – Break material into its constituent parts and determine how the parts relate 
to one another and to an overall structure or purpose 
4.1  Differentiating Discriminating, 

distinguishing, 
focusing, 
selecting 

Distinguishing relevant from irrelevant parts or 
important from unimportant parts of presented 
material (e.g., Distinguish between relevant 
and irrelevant numbers in a mathematical 
problem) 

4.2  Organizing Finding 
coherence, 
integrating, 
outlining, 
parsing, 
structuring 

Determining how elements fit or function within 
a structure (e.g., Structure evidence in a 
historical description into evidence for and 
against a particular historical explanation) 

4.3  Attributing Deconstructing Determine a point of view, bias, values, or 
intent underlying presented material (e.g., 
Determine the point of view of the author of an 
essay in terms of his or her political 
perspective) 

4.  Evaluate – Make judgements based on criteria and standards 
5.1  Checking Coordinating, 

detecting, 
monitoring, 
testing 

Detecting inconsistencies of fallacies within a 
process or product; determining whether a 
process or product has internal consistency; 
detecting the effectiveness of a procedure as it 
is being implemented (e.g., Determine if a 
scientist’s conclusions follow from observed 
data) 

5.2  Critiquing Judging Detecting inconsistencies between a product 
and external criteria, determining whether a 
product has external consistency; detecting 
the appropriateness of a procedure for a given 
problem (e.g., Judge which of two methods is 
the best way to solve a given problem) 

6.  Create  - Put elements together to form a coherent or functional whole; reorganize 
elements into a new pattern or structure 
6.1  Generating Hypothesizing Coming up with alternative hypotheses based 

on criteria (e.g., Generate hypotheses to 
account for an observed phenomenon) 

6.2  Planning Designing Devising a procedure for accomplishing some 
task (e.g., Plan a research paper on a given 
historical topic) 

6.2  Producing Constructing Inventing a product (e.g., Build habitats for a 
specific purpose) 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix Two- Description of Activities 
 
Activity 1 
 
Activity 1 is a web forum which at present is on the college intranet.  Access to the forum 
is pass-worded and only students using a college e-mail address are allowed to register.  
This means that the usual college rules concerning IT use can be applied to the forum.  
The forum is accessible from outside the college although the access has been 
problematic.  There is the possibility of putting it on the internet which may remove these 
problems of accessibility. 
 
At present the forum is split into two sections: “Psychology” which includes topics which 
are directly examination specification orientated e.g. homework and revision and 
“General” which includes general psychology matters e.g. jokes, interesting newspaper 
articles.  There is also a possibility for live chat. 
 
Activity 2 
 
This is a differentiated e-exercise which allows a choice of three levels.  At present the 
activity has one topic; the nature/nurture debate in psychology.  The material used has 
been taken from the BPS Research Digest and consists of details of recent studies 
carried out in psychology.  Questions in the device are modified A level questions on this 
topic. 
 
The student first selects a level of working and then a question and an extract of a study 
are randomly generated.  The student then incorporates details of the study in their 
answer.  Level 1 studies are those the students have already met in their course, Level 2 
consists of studies that are obviously related to the nature/nurture debate and Level 3 
consists of psychological studies with no obvious link to the nature/nurture debate. The 
answer can be e-mailed directly to a teacher. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 3 
Assessment Objectives taken from Edexcel (2003) Specification for the Advanced 
GCSE in Psychology (9555) November 2003 
AO1 Knowledge and understanding 
Students should be able to: 

a. explain their knowledge and understanding of psychological terminology and 
concepts through appropriate usage and application 

b. demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of psychological theories, 
studies , methods and concepts through the orderly and lucid selection of such 
material 

c. demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of psychological principles, 
perspectives and applications through their presentation and discussion in 
relevant contexts 

d. communicate their knowledge and understanding of psychology clearly and 
effectively. 

 
AO2 Applications of knowledge and understanding, analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation 
Students should be able to: 

a. analyse and evaluate psychological theories and concepts through discussion 
and appraisal of psychological knowledge and its relevant evidence 

b. appraise psychological studies and methods through analysis and evaluation of 
existing psychological research, and through the application and evaluation of 
different research methods to psychological data. 

c. analyse and evaluate psychological perspectives and applications in the areas of 
cognitive, social, developmental, individual differences and physiological 
psychology. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 4- student questionnaire 
PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT HRSFC       
                                                                                                                                        
Questions on use of forum and computer exercise concerning nature/nurture 
 
 
Name ________________________________________ 
 
      
We have been trialling 2 new activities in the psychology department this year. We 
would like to know your views on them. 
 
Please read each statement carefully and circle the appropriate response. 
 
 

1. Have you accessed the forum from 
            
    Home                                College                     Both home and college? 
 
 

2. Can you access the forum from home? 
 
        Yes                                   No                            Haven’t tried 
 
 

3. Have you posted a new thread in the forum? 
 
        Yes                                   No    
 
 

4. Have you replied to or commented on a thread already posted on the forum? 
 
        Yes                  No 
 
 

5. Do you think the forum is useful for understanding psychological topics in more 
depth than is possible in class? 

 
        Yes                                   No                                Don’t know 
 
 

6. Did you enjoy using the forum? 
 
        Yes                                   No                                Don’t know    
 
 

7. Have you used the computer exercise concerning nature/nurture? 
 
        Yes                                   No                                 
 
 



8. Do you think the exercise helps in your understanding of the nature/nurture 
debate? 

 
        Yes                                   No                                Don’t know 
 
 
     9.  Do you think the exercise makes you more confident in answering Unit 6 synoptic      
questions in the exam? 
   
     
        Yes                                   No                                Don’t know 
 
Please make any other relevant comments on use of the forum or computer exercise 
 
E.g. any improvements you could 
suggest_______________________________________ 
 
 ------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Thank you for your help 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 5- student e-mail questionnaire 
Q1 
What new activities would be useful in class e.g. are there activities which you use in 
other subjects which could be useful in psychology? 
(Our nature/nurture computer device was adapted from a history device) 
 
 
 
 
 
Q2  
What activities do you enjoy in psychology classes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q3 
 
What activities help you to understand topics in psychology? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q4 
What activities are boring in psychology? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q5 With respect to the activities you mentioned in Q4, are these activities useful? And 
how are they useful? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 6- questions asked in the teacher interviews 
 

1. What do you think are the advantages of using ICT in teaching? 
 
 

2. What do you think are the disadvantages of using ICT in teaching? 
 
 

3. What do you think about the web forum? 
 
 

4. What do you think about the differentiated e-learning device (nature/nurture 
exercise)? 

 
 

5. What do you think are the advantages of using ICT in teaching gifted and 
talented students? 
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