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Universal College of Learning (UCOL) is a regional polytechnic, located in the central north island of New Zealand.  The polytechnic 
has three main sites: Palmerston North, Whanganui and Wairarapa. UCOL offers a wide range of programmes from certificates to 
degrees, in a variety of disciplines and vocational areas. 

ACtioN ENqUiry toPiC & rEsEArCh qUEstioNs

Supporting success in hairdressing programmes: using an embedded literacy approach to enhance student performance in written 
assessment.

 » Do deliberate acts of teaching improve hairdressing students’ ability to demonstrate comprehension in written assessments?

 » Do these deliberate acts of teaching bring about a change in students’ attitudes to writing?

CoNtExt

The context for the action enquiry project was a Level 3 hairdressing programme, the Certificate in Hairdressing (Salon Support). 
Lecturers on this programme found that their students often had difficulty demonstrating understanding of concepts and 
processes through written work. This affected students’ ability to complete written assessments successfully. Although they were 
able to demonstrate clear understanding through oral reassessments, for example by using verbal question and answer, these 
reassessments made a substantial demand on teaching and tutorial time. Moreover, students often entered the programme with 
a negative view of writing and their ability to express themselves in this medium.  

Effective written communication is an essential skill for professionals, not only in hairdressing, but in many other trades areas. It 
also builds a foundation for success in higher level programmes of study and enables full participation in the workplace and the 
wider community. Developing the written communication skills required for success in the hairdressing industry and for further 
study is an important aim of the Certificate in Hairdressing (Salon Support), Level 3.

Hairdressing lecturers from the Whanganui and Wairarapa sites had recently completed the National Certificate in Adult Literacy 
Education (Vocational Tutor/Lecturer or Workplace Trainer), Level 5. Their developing knowledge of adult literacy and numeracy 
led to the desire to find out whether an embedded approach,  incorporating specific writing strategies from the ‘Teaching Adults to 
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Write to Communicate’ strand of the Learning Progressions framework, would have a positive impact on their students’ ability to 
complete written assessments  successfully.  This would have the added benefit of reducing the number of reassessments required.  
The lecturers were also interested in whether using these writing strategies as an integral part of the hairdressing programme 
would bring about a positive change in their students’ attitudes to writing.

A research group of three hairdressing lecturers and two members of the literacy and numeracy team was formed. Members of the 
group worked together to design and implement an action enquiry project based around these areas of interest.  An outline of the 
project was submitted to the UCOL Research Committee and subsequently received the Committee’s approval.

MEthod

The project used a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods.

Participants for the project were recruited by members of the research group who were not lecturers on the programme: the two 
literacy and numeracy team members. This approach helped ensure that students did not feel any pressure to take part in the 
project.

These research team members met with groups of students enrolled in the Certificate in Hairdressing (Salon Support), Level 3 at 
the Wairarapa and Whanganui sites. Students were given a verbal overview of the project, its aims and what it would involve, and it 
was stressed that participation in the project was voluntary and that participants would be free to withdraw at any time. Students 
were then given an opportunity to ask questions and an informed consent form to sign and return.  Twenty-four students from the 
Wairarapa programme and eight students from the Whanganui programme agreed to participate in the project.

Data collection took place during the period from March to June, 2010. Each participant completed a piece of free writing in March, 
which was mapped against the ‘Write to Communicate’ Learning Progressions by the hairdressing lecturers. Each participant also 
completed a written ‘Attitudes to Writing’ survey.  This information was then used to inform selection of three teaching strategies 
(deliberate acts of teaching) from the resources associated with the ‘Teaching Adults to Write to Communicate’ strand of the 
Learning Progressions Framework (TEC, 2008).  The three chosen strategies were ‘using a shared approach to writing’, ‘clustering’ 
and ‘pair definitions’.  The lecturers used these strategies regularly as part of programme delivery during the period March to June, 
2010.

Towards the end of semester one, in June 2010, the two literacy and numeracy team members facilitated a focus group of students 
at each campus.  During this focus group, participants repeated a rating scale exercise from the initial ‘Attitudes to Writing’ survey.  
The facilitators also guided participants to discuss their experiences of the writing strategies that had been implemented, and their 
feelings about writing at this stage of the programme.  Each focus group was recorded using a digital audio recording device (with 
the participants’ consent) and subsequently transcribed for analysis.

At the end of the semester the students completed another piece of free writing and this was mapped against the ‘Write to 
Communicate’ Learning Progressions. Finally, data on reassessments for the student cohort in 2009 were collated and compared 
with data for the 2010 cohort. 

Once all the quantitative data were collected, they were analysed in response to the two research questions. The two mapped 
samples of free writing for each student were compared to identify changes (positive or negative) in performance on each Learning 
Progression.  The rating scale exercises from the ‘Attitudes to Writing’ survey and the ‘Attitudes to Writing’ focus group were also 
compared, to identify changes in students’ expressed feelings towards writing.  The numbers of reassessments were compared to 
identify whether fewer reassessments were required in 2010 than in the previous year. 

The qualitative data from the student focus group were also analysed, to identify themes. An informal interview with two of the 
lecturing staff was held at the end of the project, and this provided additional data from another perspective.  Figure 1 below gives 
an overview of the data collection process and action enquiry timeline.

Unfortunately, due to ill health, data generated from the Whanganui site were unavailable and so were not included in the analysis.  

All findings reported therefore apply to the Wairarapa student group only.
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Figure 1:  data collection process and action enquiry timeline

FiNdiNgs

question one:  do deliberate acts of teaching improve hairdressing 
students’ ability to demonstrate comprehension in written assessments?

Demonstrating comprehension in written assessments
From the quantitative data collected, it was difficult to evaluate whether the deliberate acts of teaching, in the form of the 
three chosen strategies (shared writing, clustering and pair definitions) had definitely improved students’ ability to demonstrate 
comprehension in written assessments. The numbers of reassessments required during the course of the project were similar to 
the numbers required the previous year. A complicating factor in this analysis was the external review of unit standards in the 
programme at the end of 2009.  As a result of this review, most assessments were substantially rewritten before being implemented 
in 2010.  It was therefore difficult to make a reliable comparison between the numbers of reassessments required, as assessment 
requirements had changed between years.

Evidence from the free writing completed at the end of the project suggested that many of the students had increased their ability 
to express themselves in writing.  Of the ten students who completed free writing at both the beginning and end of the project, 
seven had moved up a step on at least one of the six writing progressions (purpose and audience, spelling, vocabulary, language and 
text features, planning and composing, revising and editing).  Notably, four students showed progression in vocabulary and four 
showed progression in language and text features.  Figure 2 below is a graphical representation of shifts in students’ performance 
against the writing progressions.  Revising and editing have not been included as there was insufficient evidence to make a valid 
assessment of students’ capability against this progression.



Figure 2: Change in students’ writing performance (averaged)

Qualitative data from the student focus group and the informal interview with lecturers suggested that the project group students 
demonstrated greater understanding of technical knowledge, terms and concepts than students from previous cohorts, as 
evidenced during their conversations with lecturers and hairdressing clients.  The students were able to use the terms appropriately 
in class and in their work in the salon.  

Effectiveness of chosen strategies (deliberate acts of teaching)
Our plan was to introduce three strategies to support development of students’ written skills: clustering, shared writing, and 
pair definitions.  We found some strategies more effective than others.  For example, the pair definitions activity was effective, 
enjoyable and particularly useful as a way of reviewing learning at the start of a new theory lesson.  For these reasons, we used it 
more consistently and more often than clustering.  

While our intention was to concentrate on these three strategies, we found that the lecturers’ enthusiasm to take a truly embedded 
approach to literacy and numeracy meant that they introduced a wide range of additional literacy strategies and activities during 
their teaching.  These included ‘word of the day’, individual student glossaries, use of dictionaries, flashcards, board games and 
matching cards.  All these activities were designed to support students’ understanding of technical terms and concepts.

question two:  do these deliberate acts of teaching bring about a change 
in students’ attitudes to writing?

We found clear evidence that implementing an embedded approach, including deliberate acts of literacy teaching and specific 
writing strategies, could bring about a positive change in students’ attitudes to writing.

At the beginning of their programme, students completed an ‘Attitudes to Writing’ survey that included the questions:

 » How do you feel about writing?

 » How good do you think you are at writing?

 » How confident do you feel about writing in your daily life?

 » How important is writing for you in your daily life?

Students indicated their response to each question by means of a rating scale, with 1 being the lowest score and 5 being the 
highest.

Eight students repeated this exercise during the focus group towards the end of the project.  Of these, six reported increased 
confidence in writing (question 3).  Four of these six also rated themselves more highly against at least one other question (1, 2 or 



4).  Figure 3 below is a visual representation of this shift.  The first column for each question (blue) shows the average rating given 
by students in the ‘Attitudes to Writing’ survey at the beginning of the project, and the second column (red) shows the average 
rating given by students during the focus group at the end of the project.

Figure 3: Changes in students’ attitudes to writing

During the focus group, students commented on the writing strategies that lecturers had implemented, such as word of the day, 
dictionary work and word games.  They felt that these activities had been helpful and that they made the classes more interesting.  
Students clearly recognised that embedded teaching approaches and activities were being used to support their literacy skills 
development.  

For the lecturers, the students’ willingness and enthusiasm to engage with the activities and strategies were unexpected.  Over the 
project, students developed confidence to let their lecturers know the activities they enjoyed and found helpful, and in this way 
began to take control of their own learning.  They engaged with the learning materials and content, and several decided to move 
on to further study in hairdressing because they enjoyed the teaching approach and activities.

CoNCLUsioNs

The action enquiry project proved to be a useful way of building on our developing expertise in and enthusiasm for an embedded 
approach to literacy.  The action enquiry process has enabled us to confirm that implementing an embedded approach can have 
a positive impact on students’ attitude to, confidence with and ability in writing, in a relatively short space of time.  It has also 
enabled us to assess particular literacy strategies and activities objectively, and this will inform our future planning and teaching.  
For example, through using the strategy of clustering, we identified that it was not as effective with our particular learners as 
some other strategies.  The pair definitions activity, however, was successful and we could see how it could be applied in a variety 
of ways.  Action enquiry therefore helps with the process of continuous improvement.

Having a five-person project team, with members from the literacy and numeracy team as well as lecturing staff, was particularly 
beneficial.  We brought different strengths, perspectives and viewpoints to the research experience, and shared ideas to ensure the 
process was robust and informative.  Input from colleagues at UCOL with extensive research experience was also invaluable in 
terms of getting the initial research proposal right and gaining Research Committee approval.  

There were also challenges associated with this project.  Planning the research, meeting as a team, creating the necessary resources, 
collecting evidence and analysing the data involved significant demands on our time. At times this was difficult, especially with 
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large classes.  However, we now have some excellent resource material to use with future classes.  Our experience with this action 

enquiry project will also help us with future research enquiries.

WhAt NoW? 

We will continue to develop our literacy and numeracy knowledge as we work to embed literacy and numeracy skills development 
within all our hairdressing programmes.  This project has enabled us to gain insights into strategies that are effective in supporting 
students’ writing skills.  We will continue to use these strategies in our teaching delivery and to explore other strategies and ways 
of embedding literacy and numeracy within all our Level 1 to 3 programmes.

We found the action enquiry process to be an excellent way of providing us with information that can contribute to continuous 
improvement in our teaching practice.  We will continue to develop our knowledge of this approach, for example by working with 
other researchers at UCOL and through professional development such as attendance at regular internal and external research 
presentations.  

There is potential to create a wider community of practice of researchers within UCOL. Historically, research has been the domain 
of those working on degree programmes.  However, working on this action enquiry has not only enabled us to gain experience 
of formal research processes, it has given us the potential to widen the community of practice and encourage other non-
degree lecturers to engage in research.  We are interested in developing expertise in action research, especially in our vocational 
programmes, and hope to encourage others to try this approach.  
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