
Work Based Learning e-Journal, Vol. 2, No.1 (2011) 

 

 
Work Based Learning e-Journal ISSN 2044-7868 

http://wblearning-ejournal.com 

 

Graphic organisers and writing performance: 
Improving undergraduate competence using action 
research in a workplace internship 
 

KYLIE EMERSON 

University of New England, Australia 

And 

T. W. MAXWELL1 

University of New England, Australia 

 
This paper briefly sets out the rationale for the use of action research as a culminating 
assessment task in an undergraduate ten week internship. Graphic organisers2can 
beeffective tools for enhancing thinking and promoting meaningful student learning. But 
can they be used effectively in an early childhood classroom and by a teacher intern? The 
major part of the paper is devoted to a report of a classroom-based action research 
project.The results provided evidence for improved outcomes in early childhood students' 
writing performance and undergraduate teaching competence. 
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Introduction 

Action research (AR) ƛǎ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

the inquiry as underpinned by evidence (cfDinkelman 2003). Since 1999, each fourth year 

student at the University of New England in the Bachelor of Education (Primary) courseis 

required to engage in a ten week internshipin the final semester of their degree.Reflection 

over the last decade on the unit in which this assessment task is placed has led to its 

development (see for example, Maxwell et al., 2001; Maxwell et al., 2003; Bloomfield et al., 

2004; Maxwell, 2011). The key process is action research. The predominant aim is to 

complement ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎΩ professional experience with a strong focus on building overall 

professional knowledge and skills. Critical to this process is the understanding development 
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2Graphic organisers are a visual means to help children classify ideas and communicate 
more effectively. 



K. Emerson and T.W. Maxwell 

   6 

and knowledge production that comes from learning from the workplace, ie, coming to 

terms with the particularities and generalities of a particular school site and classroom in a 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ. A demanding task for many, the AR project culminates in a 

report submitted for assessment and as such it isan authentic capstone assessment task in a 

professional award (Maxwell, 2011).The AR project not only models a role in real life, it 

provides a process that can be applied in the future. 

 

The purpose of this article is to present a report of one project as a case studyof classroom-

based action research (Kemmis&McTaggart, 2000).The project proceeded through a logic 

that demanded that the action research be situated in the realities of ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘΩǎ 

ownwork. That is, it depended upon a thorough reconnaissance (Maxwell, 2003; Grundy, 

1995) which resulted in YȅƭƛŜΩǎ research on graphic organisers ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ3. 

Her work based learning was central to her becoming a teacher. The structure of the 

systematic AR strategy provided the basis for her clear understanding of the purpose of the 

final assessment task in her award (cfMcClanahan, 2008: 105). In action research, so that 

the learning is connected with the workplace, a reconnaissance is usually undertaken first. 

 

Reconnaissance 

ΨwŜŎƻƴƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ leading to the identification 

of an action research question. Maxwell (2003) scaffolded the reconnaissance for interns by 

identifying three components: the situation analysis (where the workplace and influences 

on it are identified), action researcher competence analysis (a directed and context bound 

self-study) and identification of relevant ΨƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΩ(which provides conceptual 

understanding and ideas for action). 

 

Situation analysis 

The work site was a historic smaller town situated along the Fossickers Way tourist route in 

NSW, Australia. The community was very supportive of the schoolΩs endeavours.The 

schoolhad approximately 170students ranging from Kindergarten (age 5) through to Year 6 
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