
Practitioner research – at Canterbury 
Christ Church University 
  

 

Hi I'm Chris and I'm a student at Canterbury 
Christ Church University, training to be a 
primary school teacher. As part of our course 
we were introduced to epistemic insight.   
 
As a School Direct student we have 
the opportunity to carry out a research 
project to explore different approaches to 
pedagogy. This includes working in a school 
- developing and testing out ideas about how 
to teach engagingly and effectively. In my 
essay you can read about my research and 
what I found out - enjoy! 

 

About the Epistemic Insight Initiative: 
The Epistemic Insight Initiative is an international research and curriculum 
innovation strategy led by the Faculty of Education at Canterbury Christ Church 
University. Within the ‘EI’ Initiative, teachers, student teachers and tutors are 
collaborating on ground-breaking research to design and test strategies to engage 
school students in more dialogue about Big Questions. 

 
Why - and what this research addresses: 
To engage wisely with big questions like can robots think for themselves and how 
should we respond to a pandemic – students need to carefully frame their questions 
and develop their understanding of the strengths and limitations of disciplines like 
science, maths, history, philosophy, geography and the arts. 
At the same time, teachers of RE, science, English and the wider curriculum need 
strategies to bridge curriculum boundaries and to encourage enquiries that can 
sometimes be religiously sensitive.  
 
In this practitioner research assignment: 

Chris Peters wonders whether his primary school students really appreciate the value 
and relative strengths and weaknesses of the disciplines they are working with. He 
concludes, “It has awoken an awareness that for future practice I wish to be more 
explicit about what we are doing and why. Rather than the notion we are doing 
geography this afternoon because it’s a Wednesday I will endeavour to start the 
lessons with looking at why we’ve chosen geography to look at the particular aspect 
we are looking at and not another. I believe this small change in process could have 
a big difference in developing an Epistemic Insight within the children, as it will help 
to understand the skills related to that specific subject, but also start to introduce 
the idea of looking at things from a different perspective.” 
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A small-scale case study to examine the extent to which multidisciplinary teaching is used 
within the primary curriculum to develop epistemic insight. 

Introduction 
 
After a seminar talk from Professor Berry Billingsley, Director of LASAR (Learning about 
Science and Religion) and lead researcher of the Epistemic Insight project (EI) 
(Billingsley, 2019) my interest was aroused.  I left with a sense of feeling I had listened 
to something important but wasn’t certain what.  Through further seminars and 
reading, my appreciation of what EI was and what it was trying to research grew and 
when presented with the opportunity to undertake a piece of research within the study 
I knew it was something that I wanted to do.  For me, and others I have spoken to, 
a major issue seemed to be understanding what EI actually was.  How could it be 
taught (or identified), let alone taught effectively, if there wasn’t a basic understanding 
of what it is?  My research, therefore, sought to understand and address five key 
questions. 
 
1)    What is epistemic insight? 
2)    Is it being taught in primary school? Why or Why not? 
3)    Is it something that should be being taught in primary school? 
4)    What impact is this having on learning? 
5)    What are the implications for my future practice? 
 
What is Epistemic Insight – Literature review 
 
As I mentioned before, I originally struggled with the concept of what Epistemic 
Insight (EI) was.  The EI Initiative (Epistemic Insight, no date) define it as “‘knowledge 
about knowledge’ – and, particularly, knowledge about disciplines and how they 
interact.”  A catchy ‘sound bite’ but what did that mean?  A quick Google search of 
‘What is Knowledge?’ gives over 1,670,000,000 results.  Delving into ‘The Theory of 
Knowledge’ site (Dunn, 2013) suggests that centuries of discussion on the point would 
take some time to unravel and is for another discussion!  However, if we take it at its 
broadest Henriques (2013) suggests knowledge is an “…awareness of or familiarity 
with various objects, events, ideas, or ways of doing things.”  Over time I took this to 
mean that “Knowledge about Knowledge” (Epistemic Insight, no date) meant an 
awareness of why we know what we know. 
 
In the course of my research, despite reading around and engaging with the EI 
Initiative, it took one ‘eureka’ moment to bring clarity to my thinking.  (Regrettably, 
this had implications for the effectiveness of some of my research, but I will discuss 
that later.)  I was planning a lesson for the following day’s science around chalk when 
it occurred to me, as we live near the White Cliffs of Dover, that I could also cover 
some history and geography (it had already been decided that as it was World Book 
Day in the second half of the afternoon we would use chalk to do art) – perfect cross-
curricular (or multidisciplinary) teaching, one item and four subjects covered!  Barnes 
(2018) suggest “Cross-curricular learning occurs when the thought processes, skills, 
language and dominant values of two or more curriculum subjects are used to throw 
light upon and understand a single experience…” (Barnes, 2018, p.2) 
 
As I researched the lesson and thought about what I was going to cover it struck me 
that whilst I was planning to introduce these subject areas, I planned to do little more 
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than inform the children that they’d covered this assortment of subjects.  What useful 
learning about these subjects would they actually be able to take away?  I suspect 
this was a prime example of the teaching described by Alexander et al. (1992, cited 
in Barnes, 2018) referring to poor cross-curricular or ‘topic-based’ teaching with no 
planned progression or objectives.  Barnes (2018) himself might argue, at best, that 
this was a case of ‘token connectivity’, using one or more ‘foundation’ subjects to 
enhance the learning of the core subject.  
 
Barnes (2018) suggests that one of the most effective methods of using cross-
curricular learning is by using ‘a single experience’ and looking at that this through 
different subjects but doing so ‘quite separately’.  The idea of looking at how a tree 
has grown from a scientific view one day and then using the same tree for a piece of 
descriptive writing or drama the next.  But what do we learn about the individual 
subjects and their uniqueness or overlapping skills if we view them in insolation?  We 
might come to understand that we get different answers, or ideas, if we approach an 
‘experience’ from the view of different subjects, but only if we make this connection 
ourselves as it is not being explicitly taught.   
 
This, I believe, is one of the fundamental differences between the cross-curricular 
approach to multidisciplinary teaching and the teaching for epistemic insight.  The 
notion that, rather than leaving it to chance, the links and differences are explicitly 
taught (Billingsley et al., 2018). 
 
Billingsley et al. (2018) suggest this is currently not being done in secondary schools 
because of, for one, ‘entrenched subject compartmentalisation’, the inability for the 
different disciplines to leave their classroom and interact with one another.  It must 
be noted that this is a current weakness of the research, the initiative was started 
based on the research of the LASER study (Billingsley et al., 2012) based in secondary 
schools, with a specific focus on the relationship between science and R.E. and how 
they answer ‘big’ questions.  Here lessons are broken down into different subjects and 
with different teachers, unlike at primary school (where this study will occur) where it 
is usual for the class teacher to teach all subjects so the ‘compartmentalisation’ may 
be different, and the value in ‘big’ questions and other disciplines needs to be explored 
further. 
 
Billingsley et al. (2018) argue that by teaching these disciplines ‘in a silo’ children 
aren’t learning the uniqueness of each discipline or the relationship with other 
disciplines, a skill needed to break down the cross-curricular inputs of everyday life 
(Barnes, 2018). One consequence of this narrow vision, learning everything in a 
vacuum, according to Billingsley et al. (2018), is that discipline can seem to have no 
limitations, especially with science it can be seen to hold all the answers.  This is a 
particular issue when you consider the national curriculum’s (DfE 2015) aim of 
ensuring by the end of Key Stage 4 pupils are “appreciating the power and limitations 
of science…” (2015, p.214).  It’s notable, amid the current Coronavirus pandemic, the 
number of people expecting science to instantly have the answer and not recognising 
its limitations. 
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The key difference between the cross-curricular approach and the teaching for EI 
appears to be that the importance placed on the understanding of the discipline you 
are learning and why that discipline is appropriate.  Whilst Barnes (2018) argues that 
it is ‘often’ required that the child (and teacher) have specific subject-discipline skills, 
in cross-curricular learning the purpose of the learning isn’t to understand more about 
the discipline it is just an opportunity to look at an ‘event’ a different way.  The purpose 
of teaching for EI, on the other hand, is to explicitly understand the skills and 
limitations of the discipline within which you are learning, with the view to being able 
to identify that another discipline may offer a different, sometimes more appropriate, 
perspective, or help combine and enhance the understanding of the current learning. 
(Billingsley et al., 2018)  
 
Methodology 
 
My aim here isn’t to provide an appraisee of all the routes my research could have 
taken, or the pros and cons of each route, because as Thomas (2017) suggests, this 
would require another paper.  Rather, the aim is to highlight and justify the methods 
I have chosen whilst acknowledging the shortcomings. 
 
I have chosen to conduct a mixed-method, autoethnographic, case study across two 
primary schools in key stage 1 and lower key stage 2.  I will mainly collect qualitative 
data through unstructured observations, interviews and the planning, teaching and 
reflections of a lesson for Epistemic Insight.   Two questionnaires, one before and one 
after my lesson teaching for EI, will provide quantitative data to support my 
observations.   
 
The choice of case study over an action research study was mainly due to time and 
control.  The case study, according to Robson (2011, quoted in Coe et al., 2017, p. 
114), “…involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon 
within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence.”  It seeks to understand 
what has happened and allows the researcher to draw conclusions as to why, and 
what the implications may be.  Whilst an action research project seeks to “…change 
and the emphasis is on problem-solving in whatever way seems most appropriate.”  
(Thomas, 2017, p 154).  The researcher identifies an issue which they believe requires 
change, implements the change, reflects on the impact of the change and then repeats 
the processes in an ongoing process.  Whilst the end goal of the research is to inform 
my practice, I wasn’t seeking this immediate and continued evaluation in my research 
and didn’t believe I would have enough time or influence to have a significant impact. 
 
I decided a mixed-method approach, “…combining quantitative and qualitative 
research techniques, methods, approaches, concepts or language into a single study.” 
(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, quoted in Yin, 2009, p. 62), was the best choice as 
it would allow me not only to collect what I saw and heard (qualitative data) but also, 
through a questionnaire, gain the student's feelings (quantitative data), giving me 
another perspective. 
 
Observation will form a key part of my data gathering.  It will allow me to capture 
first-hand data that is naturally occurring within the school environment ensuring that 
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I am not affected by the actions of people’s accounts unintentionally, or otherwise, 
differing from reality (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).  I will also be able to record 
any appropriate contextual information that may arise.  Regrettably, there will be 
those, as suggested by Mills and Morton (2013, cited in Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 
2018), that view observations as lacking objectivity and therefore undermine the 
research.  However, as an autoethnographic study (discussed later) whilst I aim to 
remain objective, I don’t wish to remove myself from the data so this shouldn’t be an 
issue.  There will be a need to remain vigilant that the presence of an ‘observer’ 
doesn’t lead people to behave differently purely because of the act of observation 
(Thomas, 2017; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). 
 
There are many different opinions on how observation can and should be conducted 
– from a strict ‘outsider’ having no interaction with that which is being observed, to 
the complete ‘insider’ where the observer is inseparable from what is being observed.  
Thomas (2017) ventures that observer involvement (non-participant to participant) 
can be associated with the type of observation being carried out on a ‘continuum’.  He 
suggests a structured observation (looking for occurrences of specific predetermined 
things to produce numerical data) will be found at one end along with non-participant 
observation.  At the opposite end of the ‘continuum’ are unstructured observation (the 
gathering of information that seems relevant and important to the researcher) and 
participant involvement, with the reality being a level of fluid involvement somewhere 
between the two.  As a trainee teacher, at times I get to observe the class rather than 
teaching them, however, the children don’t (and I wouldn’t expect them to) stop 
asking questions about their learning.  So, whilst I may start an observation closer to 
the end of the continuum of non-participant it is easy to get pulled across to the 
participant side and continue the observation.   
 
My research will, therefore, be mostly conducted as a participant-observer (Thomas, 
2017) conducting unstructured observation, collecting qualitative research - taking 
notes and conducting conversations (unstructured interviews).  The benefit of using 
the unstructured observation is I am not contained to looking for a narrow, 
predetermined, set of occurrences as I would be with a structured observation looking 
for more numerical data (the number of occurrences of a given thing).  The 
unstructured nature allows me to have conversations as they arise naturally and 
‘follow’ the research rather than going down a predetermined path.  Thomas (2017) 
cautions though that the danger of this route is that the lack of structure means 
anything or everything can be observed.  This can leave the researcher with nothing 
more than a series of unrelated quotes and observations as data, and a danger of 
missing the crucial information you may gain from a structured observation. 
 
Quantitative data will be gathered using a questionnaire (Appendix 1), one before the 
lesson for EI and then repeated with the same questions after.  This has been adapted 
from those used by the Epistemic Insight Initiative (Stone, 2020) to make it more 
suitable for the primary audience I was teaching.  They are based on the Likert Scale 
(Thomas, 2017) measuring attitudes, with, importantly due to the age of the children 
and potential lack of exposure to the knowledge required, an ‘I don’t understand the 
question’ option.  Whilst Krosnick and Presser (2010, cited in Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison, 2018) reflect that overuse of the ‘don’t know’ option may compromise the 
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data, I believe ethically this needs to be included to stop the children becoming upset 
at not knowing or understanding the question. 
 
The essence that it is me as the researcher looking, observing, making the 
assumptions and inference from what I observe,  means that  I must recognise I come 
with my own view and understanding of the world which can’t be separated from what 
I am seeing – how I view the world will influence how I view other people’s actions 
(Thomas, 2017; Bochner and Ellis, 2016) and this will impact the research.  Aligned 
with this, the fact that I will be teaching an EI lesson and using the ‘self-reflections 
and self-observations’ (Thomas, 2017, p.168) within the research means I am 
inseparable from the data, and the research is, therefore, autoethnographic.  
 
Bochner and Ellis (2016) argue this narrative, storytelling, style of autoethnographic 
writing allows the author to convey the true feelings and emotions of what the 
researcher and participants are expressing.  A narrative analysis of the observations, 
alongside reporting the questionnaire data using descriptive statistics will allow this 
evocative autoethnographic research to tell the case study story (Bochner and Ellis, 
2016; Thomas, 2016; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). 
 
As with any research, the ethical considerations to protect participants was highly 
important.  Macfarlane’s (2009) ideas of virtuous research along the lines of respect, 
humility and reflexiveness have guided my thinking throughout.  All research data will 
be kept confidentially, securely and reported anonymously (Thomas, 2017).  The 
nature of my research meant that all activities carried out were that of a student-
teacher engaging with critical and reflective practice.  However, as well as gaining 
ethics approval from Canterbury Christ Church University, before the teaching of the 
lesson for EI pupils were informed that the lesson was to form part of a research 
project and given the option not to take part, they all offered their assent to be 
included. 
 
 
Results and Analysis 
 
Through the reporting of my results, I will attempt to draw connections and meaning 
from my research to answer the questions I posed at the beginning (Thomas, 2017). 
 
Is Epistemic Insight being taught in primary school? Why or Why not? 
 
The short answer is I don’t think it is.  And also, there is little evidence of the cross-
curricular teaching as suggested by Barnes (2018).  A 'topic' (theme for the terms 
learning) was present in both schools but at no point did any learning occur based 
around a single aspect of that topic through one or more subjects.  This meant there 
was no capacity to compare explicitly the skills of two or more disciplines and what 
they were offering, which would be needed for EI learning to occur.   Neither was it 
expressed why a particular subject was chosen over another to study a particular 
aspect of the topic, another requirement to engage in EI thinking.  The use of ‘topic’ 
like this could be an example of the schools thinking they are working in a cross-
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curricular manner, as the theme could be applied to learning in different subjects, but 
in reality, no multi-disciplinary learning was occurring. 
 
Question 1 on the questionnaire (Appendix 2) asks about a connection between what 
you learn in science and what you learn in history.  Over 70% of students thought 
there was no link or didn’t understand the question.   This could suggest the children 
haven’t been made aware of the links or perhaps more worryingly, that children have 
already begun to think of subjects in their own entrenched silos (Billingsley et al., 
2018). 
 
During one observation (Appendix 3) when asked what they had studied the previous 
week in RE a child responded with the incorrect answer and was told that that was 
the history lesson.  This demonstrates that the child was unable to recognise and 
separate the different disciplines/subjects.  Possibly because of a focus on teaching 
the content related to subjects at the expense of learning about the unique skills and 
characteristics of each subject and why that makes it the appropriate choice to look 
at that particular issue/question.  Without the understanding that subjects/disciplines 
have different properties, there is a danger that all learning can because blurred or 
seen as ‘topic’. (OFSTED, 2011; Barnes, 2018; Billingsley et al., 2018) 
 
The absence of teaching for Epistemic Insight or in a cross-curricular fashion may be 
for many reasons, and, in hindsight, shouldn’t be a question for the study.  In brief, 
one of the major issues could be down to the educational environment within which 
schools are operating.  Biesta (no date) suggests that education has become about 
what can be measured, whilst Brookfield (2017) takes a more cynical view that its 
objective is to maintain the ‘status-quo’ of those in power.  In their research Billingsley 
et al. (2018) complain that teachers aren’t spending time critiquing sensationalised 
news headlines.  If they are operating in the environment where it’s the statistics that 
matter (teaching becoming about the recall of facts and passing tests) and all about 
test scores (Biesta, no date), and then these statistics are used to represent  ‘good’ 
teachers or schools, the danger is teaching becomes about those scores to remain 
'‘good’ (Brookfield, 2017).  Teachers have to comply to this code because to deviate 
and teach skills (spend time developing critique skills that aren’t on tests) rather than 
knowledge, risks getting poor results (statistics) and being labelled a poor teacher.  As 
I said, the long and complicated history of the education system is for another 
research project but until, as Biesta (no date) suggests, the purpose of the education 
system is clearly defined these questions will remain. 
 
Is Epistemic Insight something that should be taught? 
 
Billingsley et al. (2018) highlight that the National Curriculum (DfE, 2013; DfE, 2015) 
already mandates that this should be happening, so yes. 
 
When teaching the lesson for EI children were definitely able to participate in 
discussions about what different skills the different disciplines had and had begun to 
understand why this might be important.  This is shown by the questionnaire 
responses (Appendix 2), particularly question 3, where after the EI lesson the number 
of students that were able to suggest that science wasn’t the best discipline for looking 
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at the subjective question of if a painting was beautiful, more than doubled to over 
2/3 of the responses.  
 
During one conversation (Appendix 4) after a local authority visit, it was suggested 
that the ‘floor books’ for the foundation subjects needed to be more explicit about 
which subjects had been taught.  This reflects the idea of the EI Initiative which calls 
for explicit teaching of the differences and similarities between disciplines (Billingsley 
et. Al, 2018; Epistemic Insight, no date).  The new OFSTED framework for school 
inspections (OFSTED, 2019) also appears to support the need for teaching for EI.  It 
places great emphasis on the Intent, Implementation and Impact of a school’s 
education provision, what is being taught and why.  It could be argued then that if 
children aren’t recognising what they are learning (which subject), such as the child 
in Appendix 3, then this obligation isn’t being met and it should and will need to be 
addressed moving forward. 
 
What impact is the teaching for Epistemic Insight, or the lack it, of having on learning? 
 
When asked “Do you like Andy Warhol’s paintings?” one student (Appendix 5) raised 
their hand and suggested that was the sort of question that was good for art, and not 
science, because it was subjective, based on their opinions and would be different for 
everyone.  This generated a lot of agreement from the class. Taken from the vantage 
that the skills developed from having an EI, notably understanding why one discipline 
would be more suited to answer a question or that different disciplines would generate 
different answers, are positive, I would suggest the teaching for EI lesson had a 
positive impact.  The fact that two weeks after the lesson they were able to recall that 
one of the limitations of science is that it can’t answer subjective questions is positive 
for their learning. 
 
On the other side of the argument, it could be argued that the absence of teaching 
for EI has left the child in Appendix 3 without a clear understanding of the subjects 
they are learning, and this would be seen as detrimental.  This lack of exposure means 
that when presented with a question students will have no reference as to how or why 
(a given subject) might be the best route to answering it.  Also, traits such as thinking 
science holds all the answers, described by Billingsley et al. (2018) as ‘uncritical 
scientism’, could start to develop.  This may be what is present in the responses to 
question 4 (Appendix 2) when both before, and after the lesson, over 50% of students 
thought one-day science would answer all our questions. 
 
 
Reflections and the implications for my future practice? 
 
Firstly, I had a stark awakening that I was in danger of being one the teachers about 
to produce a lesson that was a “…’bland broth’ of weak, unspecific, vague and 
untransferable learning.” (Roth, 2001, quoted in Barnes, 2017, p 23).  Covering off 
subjects and relating ‘across subjects’ but with no actual purpose other than to say 
they had been covered.  This has made me step back and question what I am teaching 
and what skills the children are learning, rather than just being exposed to. 
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It has awoken an awareness that for future practice I wish to be more explicit about 
what we are doing and why.  Rather than the notion we are doing geography this 
afternoon because it’s a Wednesday I will endeavour to start the lessons with looking 
at why we’ve chosen geography to look at the particular aspect we are looking at and 
not another.  I believe this small change in process could have a big difference in 
developing an Epistemic Insight within the children, as it will help to understand the 
skills related to that specific subject, but also start to introduce the idea of looking at 
things from a different perspective. 
 
The process of conducting the research project has taught me a lot about identifying 
limitations within my teaching and questioning what is happening in the teaching 
environments I am in.  I think that from my observations in the study that there is a 
lack of teaching children skills and the reason why they are learning things.  I think 
the introduction into my teaching of real cross-curricular learning, with specific 
emphasis on the skills and limitations of each discipline, would allow the children to 
practise identifying which skills belong to which disciplines and encourage them to 
think about how to go about answering different types of questions. 
 
Regrettably, there were issues with the study that I would change if I were doing it 
again.  Firstly, as I mentioned at the start the ‘eureka’ moment happened one evening 
and I taught the lesson for EI the next day.  This was a large part of my research 
project and I don’t feel, due to running out of time, it got the full care and attention 
it warranted.  Being aware that the children lacked exposure to the idea of EI and 
then teaching a lesson looking at four different disciplines was too much.  Introducing 
the idea that it could be looked at the by the four disciplines differently and then 
looking at just two in detail would have been more appropriate.  Being able to look at 
them one at a time on different occasions would have been the most effective 
scenario. 
 
When adapting the questionnaire from the EI Institute (Stone, 2020) I selected the 
ten questions I felt appropriate.  It wasn’t until I came to process the data that I paid 
close attention to the wording of some of the questions and realised that they weren’t 
appropriate to being answered on the Likert Scale, something prewarned by 
Champagne  (2014, cited in Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).  This, along with the 
new subject matter for the children, won’t have helped their responses. 
 
Having completed the research and found so little evidence of multidisciplinary 
teaching it has left me with limited data.  Whilst in itself that doesn’t make it a bad 
research design, I do question whether, as warned by Thomas (2017), the 
unstructured nature had any bearing and whether different methods could have been 
more productive. 
 
Finally, the ideas behind the issues within education and the history involved offered 
by Biesta (no date), Brookfield (2017) and Barnes (2017) (encompassing the ‘Three 
Wise Men’ report and the Cambridge Primary Review) to name a few, fascinated me.  
They argue, with good reason, that the lack of teaching for skills, curiosity and 
developing a love of learning is a consequence of the establishments drive for results 
above all else.  I believe this has impacted the teaching I’ve observed, where time 
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constraints have led to the teaching of facts and ideas before moving onto the next 
thing, at the expense of gaining a deep and true understanding.  This awareness will 
allow me to be critical of how I develop my future practice. 
 
 
 
Word count: 4,297. 
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Appendix 1 
 

 
Please totally fill in the circle corresponding 

to your choice 
Agree 

Partly agree 
and partly 
disagree 

Disagree 
I don’t 

understand the 
question 

1. There are connections between what you 
learn in science lessons and what you learn 
in history 

    

2. Sometimes there are no right answers to 
big problems or questions     

3. Can science answer why people find a 
painting beautiful?     

4. One day science will answer all of our 
questions     

5. Can science answer questions about the 
past and the future? 

 
    

6. I can look at a question and explain how 
different subjects might address it     

7. I can explain the characteristics of a 
question that can be answered by science      

8. I can sort questions into those that are 
scientific or not     
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9. I have learnt to compare how two subjects 
approach one question      

10. I can give examples of questions that can 
be addressed by many subjects and/or 
disciplines  
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