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The School Context 

The action research took place at a smaller than average, rural primary school in 

Suffolk with 190 pupils from predominantly White British heritage on roll. 7.3% of 

pupils are supported by School Action Plus or with a statement of Special 

Educational Needs. The school also has 4.3% of pupils eligible for free school meals; 

well below the national average of 19.2%.  

I was placed in a Year 2 class of 12 girls and 10 boys. As Teachers Standard 5d 

stipulates, it is essential to “have a clear understanding of the needs of all pupils… 

and be able to use and evaluate distinctive teaching approaches to engage and 

support them” and consequently knowledge about the dynamics of the class involved 

in this research is important. The ability range for both reading and writing – as per 

the National Curriculum attainment levels (DfEE, 1999) – in the class ranged from 1b 

to 2b (as of December 2013). Furthermore, the majority of the pupils were either 

Level 1a or 2c for reading (77%) and writing (68%).  One pupil needs to use hearing 

aids and one of the boys is on an individual behaviour plan for anti-social behaviour. 

 

Motivation for this Action Research 

Teachers Standard 4e states that teachers must “contribute to the design and 

provision of an engaging curriculum within the relevant subject area(s)” and Mantle 

of the Expert (MoE) is one approach to providing such a curriculum. “(Heathcote) 

wanted education to be less like a waiting room and more like a laboratory” (Taylor, 

2006, p.3).  This quote allows one to visualise the type of learning environment 

Dorothy Heathcote was aiming for with MoE. It is hard not to imagine a class full of 

children whose attitudes to learning across the curriculum are positive and engrained 

in all when following Heathcote’s ideas. Learning environments such as this are 

fundamental to achieving optimal learning and nurturing “a love of learning and 

children’s intellectual curiosity” as stipulated under Teachers Standard 4b. 

 “Reading and writing are mutually reinforcing activities that feed off each other…” 

(Lockwood, 2008, p.93) and vital skills children should acquire and develop 

enjoyment from. Understanding the role of attitude in developing readers, for 

example, is important for numerous reasons. Attitude can impact on engagement 
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and practice therefore negatively affecting the level of ability attained. Additionally, 

even for the fluent reader, “poor attitude may occasion a choice not to read when 

other options exist, a condition now generally known as aliteracy” (McKenna et al., 

1995, p.934). 

 This action research was based on my belief that pupils’ attitudes to reading and 

writing could be enhanced by placing children in role as ‘experts’ commissioned to 

undertake important tasks. Teachers Standard 2e which states teachers must 

“encourage pupils to take a responsible and conscientious attitude to their own work 

and study” is of particular relevance here.  My interest in both MoE and classroom 

libraries led me to consider combining the two, making full use of the library while 

establishing positive attitudes to reading and writing. As part of the school’s 

improvement plan, one of the Literacy objectives is to “develop and cultivate a love 

of reading and writing in the school” with plans to introduce classroom libraries in all 

years having piloted their use in Year 2. There is a danger of reading resources and 

displays not being fully utilized despite ever more emphasis being placed on creating 

interactive learning environments and using working walls. “…think of the library in 

your room as the heart of effective literacy instruction.” (Reutzel et al., 2002, p.10) 

Potentially MoE can keep the ‘heart’ beating… 

 

The mantle of the expert is a student-centred dramatic-inquiry-based 
approach to teaching… (that) inverts the typical teacher-to-student model 

of teaching by allowing the students to dictate their learning and 
educational process through creative drama. (Wikipedia, 2014) 

Dorothy Heathcote defines educational drama as anything involving individuals 

actively taking on roles in situations where “attitudes not characters are the chief 

concern” (Heathcote, 1981, p.24). Can a drama approach focusing on attitudes help 

improve and/or maintain positive attitudes to reading and writing? The beauty of 

using drama is that it allows people to be creative; a quality Ofsted has stated 

“enhances teaching” (Fulton, 2008, p.23). 

MoE has been hailed as “the most sophisticated, enlightened approach to education 

to have been devised…” (Heathcote et al., 1995, p.192) with schools like Bealings in 

Suffolk achieving success and enviable OFSTED praise with pupils achieving level 4 

or better in KS2 SATs for six of the past seven years (Hicks, 2007, p.1). Puzzlingly 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Student-centered
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though, few schools in the UK have adopted MoE. Drama is more widely discussed 

today than ever before yet is still under-exploited in education (McCaslin, 1999, 

p.104). It is hoped that this action research can show that MoE should be adopted by 

more schools and that the “subtle and sophisticated teaching required to interweave 

the components of Mantle of the Expert” (Fraser et al., 2013, p.54) are achievable. 

Further motivation for this research is that despite the relatively balanced range of 

ability levels, the class as a whole were poorly behaved. Inability to work 

collaboratively and disruptive behaviour often resulted in poor listening and attitudes 

to reading and writing tasks. Teachers Standard 7c, which states the need to 

“manage classes effectively, using approaches which are appropriate to pupils’ 

needs in order to involve and motivate them”, is therefore a focus for my future 

teaching practice. Knowing that children’s engagement in a task is reliant on whether 

or not they understand and relate to its purpose (Browne, 1993, p.14), I wanted to 

use a technique that would nurture a greater sense of purpose and ownership of 

learning by embracing the practices of MoE.  

My placement school has also experienced considerable change both in terms of 

staff turnover and the curriculum itself. The school is undergoing a return to a more 

structured curriculum with set literacy and numeracy hours which contrasts the 

former ‘zonal’ style of learning in which children had the freedom to choose what 

activity to do in class. Many of the staff voiced disillusionment with the old system, 

finding it hard to not only manage behaviour and invoke positive attitudes but also 

plan lessons. In 2013, 85% of pupils attained Level 2 or above in KS1 reading 

assessment and just 75% in the writing assessment; the lowest quintile for all 

schools (Ofsted School Report 2013). The new approach to the curriculum seems 

more favourably received but the poor attitude and behaviour of some children 

seems to be one lasting symptom of the old approach. I am interested to see if MoE 

can instil more positive attitudes and use of relevant data like this to “monitor 

progress, set targets, and plan subsequent lessons” (Teachers Standard 6c) will be 

of importance. 
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Methodology 

Characteristic of outstanding practitioners is reflective practice, for “action without 

reflection and understanding is blind, just as theory without action is meaningless” 

(Koshy, 2011, p.2). Action research is very close to the notion of reflective practice 

and follows a number of cyclical steps:  

 identifying the question   creating and implementing a solution  evaluating and modifying one's ideas and practice in light of the evaluation 

(Takala, 1994, cited in Borgia et al., 1996, p.1) 

Teachers Standard 4d states, practitioners must “reflect systematically on the 

effectiveness of lessons and approaches to teaching”. Action research is therefore 

an effective way to reflect on and improve teaching. It is “applied research” (Bell, 

2010, p.7), allowing teachers to enhance the support and quality of educational 

activities. It is important however to realise that action research findings of this scale 

are incomplete and cannot be generalised wholly, but will impact my future teaching 

practice and offer ideas for others in similar contexts. 

In order to achieve validity in this action research, multiple perspectives were sought 

through the collection of data from at least three different sources, an approach 

known as “triangulation” (Smith, 1979, p.318). With this in mind, the following were 

used: 

 Pre- and Post-Teaching Sequence Pupil Questionnaires  One-to-one interviews (Post-Teaching Sequence)  Teaching Journal  Pupil Learning Journals  Mantle of the Expert Working Wall  Lesson Observation Debriefs and Weekly Evaluations 

 

Questionnaires were used as they allow for anonymity and can be used 

harmoniously with other methods “to ensure a rich, reliable set of information on 

which to base various educational activities” (Mann, 1998, p.142). The questionnaire 

was administered to the class prior to the start of the MoE lessons and immediately 

afterwards to assess changes in attitude towards reading and writing. Time was 

assigned for administering the questionnaires so that 100% completion could be 

achieved. To ensure results were as reliable as possible, a pilot was done to “debug” 
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and pitch the questions in a way that matched the vocabulary of the pupils (Munn et 

al., 1990, p.31). 

Interviews were also held with a focus group of six children (two children from each 

ability range) at the end of the action research providing the opportunity to follow up 

pupils’ ideas, probe responses and establish more in-depth answers. Care was 

needed when conducting interviews due to the “subjective” nature of the technique 

and the risk of bias (Bell, 2010, 157). Consequently, piloting of the questions was 

done with children outside the focus group to again debug and avoid asking leading 

questions. 

Teacher in-role is a feature of much classroom drama, but a Mantle of the 
Expert approach demands a particularly mercurial version, with the 
teacher frequently engaged in hopping deftly, sliding elliptically, switching 
abruptly, or even bestriding the two worlds of fiction and reality.                  
(Heathcote and Bolton, 1995, p.30) 

As suggested by Teachers Standard 8c: “deploy support staff effectively”,  a 

teaching journal was used by myself, my mentor and the class teaching assistant 

due to the in-role nature of MoE as described rather dramatically above. This was 

used for lesson observations of children, paying particular attention to children’s 

attitudes, engagement levels and behaviour. As teacher-researcher, post lesson 

notes reflecting on the lessons and the involvement of the children were made. 

Moreover, children used learning journals to keep written work and to document their 

feelings about specific lessons, providing insights into attitude changes before, 

during and after each lesson. The journals provided a useful means of meeting 

Teachers Standard 2c as children could “reflect on the progress they (had) made 

and their emerging needs.” Finally, lesson debriefs from my school mentor and 

weekly evaluations written by myself were used to document any further 

observations. 

Teachers Standard 8d requires that teachers “take responsibility for improving 

teaching through appropriate professional development”. Consequently, 

observations of a year 1/2 class at a renowned MoE school were organised to 

ensure best outcomes from the research. These observations allowed me to 

determine the teaching approach, behaviour management strategies and to plan 

lessons. Satisfying Teachers Standard 4a (“impart knowledge and develop 
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understanding through effective use of lesson time”) is therefore essential to the 

success of the research. MoE was applied to the Year 2 class library, framing the 

pupils as ‘experts’ commissioned to save a community library from closure. To 

initiate the MoE lessons all but a few books from the library were removed, leaving it 

looking like a crime scene with hidden items around the room to engage the children 

and provide clues as to what had happened.  

The trick is to do something that arrests the attention of the people you’re 
working with, focuses them as a group straight away, tells them what’s up, 
what’s happening. So usually, I try to take a role in such a way that straight 
away they grasp the lot. (Heathcote et al., 1995, p.8) 

To transition into the ‘expert world’ I started the first lesson in role as an elderly local 

who could provide the ‘experts’ with information about what had happened. The 

sooner you get those involved enveloped in the dramatic inquiry, the sooner the 

engagement and ownership of the learning takes place. The danger is if you do not, 

the drama will only become an obstacle to learning. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Before commencing the research it was important to follow ethical guidelines. 

“Special care needs to be taken both for data collection and the dissemination of 

findings” (Koshy, 2011, p.81) as it is important to maintain the anonymity of those 

involved.  Prior to the research an ethics approval application was made to my 

university detailing how the research would be carried out and an action research 

proposal was approved and signed by the head teacher of my placement school. In 

research of this nature it is essential that prior to the start of the research all involved 

must know the purpose of the investigation and who will have access to the final 

report (Bell, 2010, p.56). 

Data collected from teachers and pupils in questionnaires and interviews was 

anonymous including all data stored in computer files. No video or audio recordings 

of interviews or classroom lessons / observations took place. I was also alert to 

inadvertent disclosure of names to ensure that names were not disclosed. The 

proposal was discussed with the school’s head teacher, in respect of confidentiality 

and safeguarding, and the safeguarding policy was adhered to at all times. Data was 
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collected by me as the researcher, not any other person, with paper data secured in 

a locked file and electronic data on my school, password-protected laptop.  At the 

end of the research, all the data was destroyed.  

 

Literacy Review 

I define educational drama as being anything which involves persons in 
active role-taking situations in which attitudes not characters are the chief 
concern, lived at life-rate and obeying the natural laws of the medium. 
(Heathcote, 1981, p.24) 

Dorothy Heathcote created MoE in the 1980s and although her death last year 

(MANTLE OF THE EXPERT.COM, 2014) was a big loss her legacy lives on. MoE is 

more than just drama as it draws inspiration from Inquiry Learning, Expert Framing 

and Process Drama (Aitken et al., 2013, p.34). One of the strengths of Process 

Drama is in how it empowers people and Heathcote demonstrated one effective way 

of giving pupils “ownership” of the drama (Poston-Anderson, 2008, p.13). However, it  

is important to clarify that where Process Drama allows those involved to enter the 

make-believe, MoE is purely based on a fictional “real world situation” (O’Neill, 1989, 

p.148), where the actions of the participants are true to life. Observations at the MoE 

school exemplified this, with children having formed an imagined ‘enterprise’ 

responsible for the protection and management of a rainforest reserve. 

MoE is most often referred to as a “dramatic inquiry based” approach (MANTLE OF 

THE EXPERT.COM, 2014)  as the emphasis on inquiry gives individuals the 

freedom to pursue their own directions and interests (Fraser et al., 2013, p.37). The 

approach is student centred but by no means led by the children, as the role played 

by the teacher, both in and outside of the drama, is paramount to the success of 

MoE (Fraser et al., 2013, p.45). Similarly, educational reformer John Dewey 

advocated a learning environment in which pupils are placed at the centre, 

engrossed in “activity-based”, cross-curricular style classes (Weeks, 2011, p.18). 

MoE places children in situations where they actively seek information and carry out 

actions to solve given problems; a quality reflected in Dewey`s theories on effective 

learning.  
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Heathcote describes MoE as “an approach to the whole curriculum” in which the 

teacher develops an imagined scenario to base both skill and knowledge-based 

learning (MANTLE OF THE EXPERT.COM, 2014). No Mantle experience is the 

same but there are common core components to each one (Fraser et al., 2013, p.37). 

Common among all is that children are framed as ‘experts’ in an imagined 

‘enterprise’. Commissioned by a ‘client’ to tackle professional tasks the ‘experts’ 

must explore different viewpoints as well as reflect on problems and tensions created 

in the drama. “…tension is essential to all drama…keeping it interesting and 

promoting new tasks for learning” (Fraser et al., 2013, p.37). Working for a ‘client’ 

provides an audience, a purpose for doing the tasks and a greater sense of urgency. 

“Most of the activities we as children participate in inside school buildings lack the 

urgent need to do them. All the activities tend to be introduced.” (Heathcote, 1984, 

p.128)  

Consequently, MoE could have implications on children`s attitudes to learning. 

Research has shown that children’s learning suffers if they see no value in it. “We 

have to play to the emotional brains, then, and only then, will we open up the 

intellectual brain” (Gilbert, 2002, p.2). Working for an important ‘client’ within an 

‘enterprise’ co-created with their peers and teacher provides greater purpose and 

understanding of the value of scholarship. Teachers Standard 3b recognizes the 

importance of this in stating teachers must “promote the value of scholarship”. 

Importantly, metacognition can lead to greater engagement in reading. “It is 

important for growing children to be aware of why and how we read” (Lockwood, 

2008, p.62). 

MoE engages children in activities that require positive social interactions. MoE 

therefore complements theories of social constructivism such as Vygotsky`s who 

favoured cooperative learning activities in which language plays a key part to 

children`s learning (Vygotsky et al., 1999, p.16). “Vygotsky suggests that language is 

key. No doubt, this is why the learning in MoE inquiry is so powerful, for the ‘as if’ 

world allows children to adopt the technical and specialist vocabulary of particular 

areas of expertise” (Wolf, 2014, p.11). Furthermore, Piaget`s belief supports MoE in 

that children learn by interacting with their environment on a journey of self-discovery 

and spontaneous learning and unearthing what to do through witnessing the 

consequences of their actions (Sugarman, 1989, p.18). 
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MoE is also viewed as providing zones of proximal development (ZPD) in which 

pupils can advance learning (Weeks, 2011, p.16); a key ingredient to successful 

teaching as Teachers Standard 1b makes clear: “set goals that stretch and challenge 

pupils…” The ZPD may be defined as the area in which children are achieving peak 

learning as they are pushed beyond what they are capable of doing unaided, hence 

advancing their cognitive development (Vygotsky et al., 1999, p. 31). In a sense, it 

allows learning to be accelerated. “…the notion of a ZPD enables us to propound a 

new formula, namely that the only `good learning` is that which is in advance of 

development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.89). Teachers Standard 5a is also relevant, stating 

teachers must “know when and how to differentiate properly…”, for use of the ZPD is 

only advantageous when each individual’s unique ZPD is considered.  

Reference to the children’s Accelerated Reader data will be of some use therefore 

as it provides each pupils ZPD for reading. Arguably, framing pupils as ‘experts’, 

places them in a position in advance of their development, making the ZPD more 

achievable. The true MoE teacher “operates from two or more distinct standpoints - 

one within the fictional setting  - taking various roles to challenge the class further. 

The other standpoint is as teacher of standards and new knowledge” (MANTLE OF 

THE EXPERT.COM, 2014). Teacher in Role maintains the level of challenge and 

might also impact children`s attitudes to learning as it offers the opportunity of 

teaching without being teacher:  

Now in the drama they are encouraged to take responsibility for what 
happens, freed from the debilitating consequences of getting the `wrong 
answer` and required to take roles and decisions not perceived as 
possible in their normal role set. (Norman, 1981, p.44) 

 

There is no evident research specifically on the  impact of MoE on children`s 

attitudes to reading and writing but the approach has been reported to raise 

engagement and enjoyment levels: “Teachers reported qualitative improvement in 

the standard of pupils` work, especially in speaking and listening, social skills and 

attitudes to writing” (Walshaw, 2009, p.2). Further research supports this, noting that 

independent learning environments positively impact self-esteem, enjoyment and 

motivation to learn (Van Ginsven et al., 2006, p.779). The greater sense of 
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ownership and responsibility for their learning achieved through MoE results in 

greater independence. 

 

What children ask for is…an experience of school that is engaging and 
meaningful, that supports the learning the children need for their adult 
lives in a manner that also acknowledges their priorities as children. 
(Dympha, 2003, p.150) 

MoE planning combines the interests and needs of the children with curriculum goals 

(Fraser et al., 2013, p.35), creating a learning experience that many desire. Framing 

children as ‘experts’ puts them in the driving seat and brings learning to life, a quality 

that research has found improves pupil motivation: "As the children are posed 

problems which relate to themselves in the world, they become more challenged and 

motivated and show greater commitment.” (Friere, 1970, cited in Taylor, 1996, p.13). 

 “Self-confidence is an attitude which allows individuals to have positive yet realistic 

views of themselves and their situations” (University of Illinois, 2014). Placing 

children in role as ‘experts’ could enhance children`s attitudes to writing. Providing 

opportunities to write, as an accomplished writer would, has been shown to boost 

retention of confidence in one`s writing ability and is relevant to Teachers Standard 

5b which highlights the need to “have a secure understanding of how a range of 

factors can inhibit pupils’ ability to learn, and how best to overcome these”. In MoE, 

the teacher is one of the imagined ‘enterprise’ members alongside the children in 

role as accomplished ‘experts’ in their chosen field, such as “The Everything Experts 

Enterprise” established by my Year 2 class. This shared journey stimulates a 

purpose to engage in reading and writing (Edmiston, 2014, p.1) with the ‘client’ 

aiding “the process of maturation of attitudes” (Heathcote, 1995, p.5). 

Some research on reading has discovered that both “collaborative reading related 

activities” and “drama techniques” help establish more positive attitudes, elevate 

motivation and make reading more enticing for boys (Lockwood, 2008, p.61). As 

MoE involves working collaboratively in role for the sake of their ‘enterprise’, it might 

also have a similar impact. It is important however to distinguish Heathcote`s 

dramatic inquiry based learning from other drama. In MoE the children are not simply 

doing a play or running a business, they are “being asked to agree, for a time, to 
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imagine themselves as a group of scientists, archaeologists or librarians with jobs 

and responsibilities” (MANTLE OF THE EXPERT.COM, 2014). 

Despite all these positives, it is important to consider any potential issues with the 

approach. MoE has been most successful in schools where teachers felt supported 

and given certain freedoms to innovate. It is clear that its impact will be limited 

unless embraced by leadership who have a willing team of teachers on board 

(Walshaw, 2009, p.7).  

There is also the added challenge of how to act when the teacher is in role. The true 

Mantle teacher will not address behaviour and errors/misconceptions in the same 

way as the conventional teacher. Teachers need to adopt certain techniques for 

addressing this challenge. During observations at the MoE school it was evident 

teachers use language such as “I am going to pause our journey here for now” and “I 

think I might have to return to the office because I am concerned about….”, helping 

them “exercise appropriate authority” (Teachers Standard 7d) and promote 

“courteous behaviour” (Teachers Standard 7a). It is important to note that not all 

issues were addressed immediately, a decision perhaps made in agreement with 

Heathcote’s following belief: “Knowing what`s irrelevant is one of the most important 

things in teaching” (Heathcote, 1981, cited in Smedley, 1981). 

 

Give pupils regular feedback, both orally and through accurate marking, 
and encourage pupils to respond to the feedback. (Teachers Standard 6d) 

There is concern over how to assess children`s work as most assessment methods 

focus on individual performance and traditional marking of work, whereas MoE is 

largely group work (Weeks, 2011, p.27). Furthermore, the MoE school visited claim 

they give children feedback rather than mark any Mantle work in order to remove the 

“voice of judgement” (Bathgate, 2007, cited in Hicks, 2007, p.2). Such differences 

might cause some to avoid adopting the approach with Teachers Standard 6d 

stipulating the need for accurate marking. Some also debate the feasibility of being 

more creative with the curriculum due to the strong emphasis on raising literacy and 

numeracy skills but Ofsted reports have highlighted that this can be achieved: “The 

best primary schools have developed timetables and teaching plans that combine 
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creativity with strong teaching in the basics” (ibid, p.18, cited in Wyse et al., 2008, 

p.102). 

 

Research consistently shows that one of the most effective strategies for 
fostering a love of reading in schools is the creation of a classroom library 
as it serves as a constant reminder for the children to pick up a book and 
start reading.(National Union of Teachers, 2014) 

Research has indicated that books in a school`s library or book corners is a key 

feature of positive writing environments (Browne, 1993, p.41). It is however not 

enough to simply have a book collection, but incorporate literature in children`s 

“favourite genres and topics” (Fletcher et al., 1998, cited in Booksource, no date, p.1). 

By using the class library as the focus for the MoE research, recommendations from 

by Clark and DeZoysa can be applied, as the imagined ‘expert’ context involved 

children planning and delivering reading and library activities, as well as selecting 

and purchasing reading materials for their library. Through doing these actions, Clark 

et al believe teachers can establish “a culture in which all pupils are encouraged to 

be enthusiastic readers” (Clark et al., 2005, p.5).  

Perhaps most interesting of all is the following statement from a 2004 Ofsted review 

which stated “negative attitudes (to reading) could frequently be reversed by 

intervention programmes that helped to improve their skills, change their view of 

themselves as readers, thereby motivating them to persevere and improve” (Ofsted, 

2004, cited in Clark et al., 2011, p. 8). It seems MoE would be the perfect fit for 

teachers seeking to improve attitudes to reading as it frames children as both skilled 

and accomplished allowing them to approach new learning and knowledge “from a 

place of self-efficacy” (Fraser et al., 2013, p.47). This changes their view of 

themselves not just as readers but as learners in general: “…children treat each 

other respectfully as if they were real experts and imagine themselves as having 

competencies that in reality, they are aspiring to…Mantle of the Expert can help build 

children`s self-belief and confidence as writers…” (Baldwin et al., 2012, p.13) 

Relevant to this research is evidence to suggest that the impact reward schemes like 

Accelerated Reader have is negligible. Greater access to and freedom to pick books 

are the real force promoting reading for pleasure under such schemes (Krashen, 

2004, cited in Lockwood, 2008, p.34). With doubt cast over the impact of extrinsic 
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rewards, perhaps the intrinsic motivation that MoE provides is the right way to 

achieve high standards of teaching and meet standards such as Teachers Standard 

7b: “have high expectations of behaviour, and establish a framework for discipline 

with a range of strategies, using praise, sanctions and rewards consistently and 

fairly”.  

Evidence supporting the use of reciprocal reading as part this MoE research is also 

at hand. The National Literacy Trust (NLT, 2005) found that “(children) helping 

younger children read” would spur children to read more (Clark et al., 2005, p.4). 

Reciprocal reading used in this research placed the children in role as ‘experts’ 

reading to local children for the purpose of  getting more young children interested in 

books. In a 2011 NLT report, negative attitudes to reading were attributed to “topics, 

peer pressure and confidence” (Clark et al., 2011, p.12).  As MoE combines learning 

objectives from the National curriculum with children’s needs and interests, the 

topics should be of more interest. Working as ‘experts’ united by the ‘enterprise’ 

should also help to reduce peer pressure and boost confidence. 

 

Results and Discussion 

This action research showed that for this particular group of Year 2 pupils, the 

benefits of MoE are more far reaching than anticipated, with the most significant 

being improved behaviour and social interactions between class members.  Having 

the class library as the focus for the Mantle experience showed that reading and 

writing attitudes either improved or remained at positive levels. Of course, we need 

to be cautious about these findings, because of a number of limitations to the 

research. For instance, due to time constraints and the nature of my placement, 

there was no control group and with only one class of children.  

To begin with, the children, in role as ‘experts’, were invited by their ‘client’ to read as 

many books as possible from their library over a five day period, logging the books 

they read. The results show that over this period girls on average read 9 fiction 

books and 2.5 non-fiction books compared to boys who read 10.5 fiction books and 3 

non-fiction books. When compared to before, the increase is significant, with children 

reading no more than two books on average a week previously. Beforehand, children 
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predominantly had access to books only when being read to by the class teacher or 

during guided reading sessions. During MoE, children also had an hour reciprocal 

reading time a week with children observed mimicking how the class teacher reads 

to them. Children also adopted the manner and language expected of an adult 

working with young children.  The class also had more opportunities to read 

independently as “most authorities recommend about 20 minutes of uninterrupted 

time per day to 'get lost in a book' (Allington et al. 1996, cited in Neuman, 1999, p.4). 

In relation to the number of books read, the questionnaires revealed that before the 

start of the research 13 of the 22 children read fewer than 3 times a week at home 

with just 3 children reading 5 or more times; notably all higher ability pupils. When 

asked the same question post-Mantle, the results showed that 14 of the 22 children 

now read 5 or more times a week at home with just 4 children reading less than 3 

times a week. This signifies that MoE has given children the motivation to read more 

and show a greater interest in books. When asked why they read more often the 

following reasons were given: 

Pupil A: “Because when I saw all the books had gone and when we got 
the books back I thought we had more books so I started reading more.” 

Pupil E: “Reading is important because it helps you learn many things like 
how to spell.” 

Pupil J: “I read more to save the library.” 

 

The above highlight that children have greater metacognition of the value of reading 

and are motivated to read as their purpose for doing so is clear and immediate. “This 

is not learning for its own sake. Rather it is learning because someone actually 

needs it done now…”  (Fraser et al., 2013, p.38). For these Year 2 children, MoE has 

given them a purpose for reading more (the client`s needs) and a greater sense of 

urgency. The questionnaires also revealed that the class library has become the 

most popular part of their classroom. Children were asked what their favourite part of 

the classroom was, with only 4 of the 22 children choosing the library in the pre-

Mantle questionnaire. When asked the same question post-Mantle, 21 of the 22 

children chose the library. This shows a greater appreciation and use of reading 

materials; attributable to the children being given the responsibility to make the 
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library their own and to transform it into something people can and want to use. In 

role, they resourced, organised and developed a system of managing the reading 

materials which as previously discussed can create a culture in which pupils are 

“encouraged to be enthusiastic readers” (Clark et al., 2005, p.5). 

Throughout  the research children were asked in role as ‘experts’ to research the 

importance of reading, culminating in letters being written to the government 

justifying why the library should be reopened. Pupil H, in her letter to the Prime 

Minister, gave the following explanation for the value of reading books: 

We are the Everything Experts and we are writing to you because we need 
to convince you. It was wrong that the library was closed because children 
need to read and they probably won’t learn that much and the schools will 
have to work harder for the children. We hope that you make the right 
decision. 

 

The extract above exemplifies the impact framing children as ‘experts’ has on writing. 

Consistently it was observed that children`s use of language was more sophisticated 

with children more willing to take risks and experiment with words. Furthermore, 

presentation of handwritten work, especially among the lower ability pupils, was 

significantly better; a development target I had previously set myself in a ‘Weekly 

Evaluation’ dated 03/02/2014. One such pupil, Pupil A, stated that her writing 

improved because it was neater, explaining that if it isn`t, “Mr. Wilson (the client) 

can`t read my letter.” Another pupil, this time one of the higher ability writers 

exclaimed that she writes with “joined up letters” because “that is what experts do.” 

Observation notes during class also highlight how children were taking greater care 

and pride in their work. During a lesson in which children made invitation cards to a 

Gruffalo play they had produced, my mentor made the following notes: “Children 

made invitation cards (with great care) to invite Year R to their performance 

tomorrow. Children remained on task and were again engaged by the activity and felt 

genuine excitement at putting on a performance for younger children.” (13.3.2014) 

In the final MoE lesson, the children met their ‘client’ for the first time in person when 

he came to watch the experts perform Gruffalo plays to local children (the reception 

class children at the placement school) and officially re-open the library. Following 

this visit the ‘experts’ wrote to the ‘client’ about their experiences. Their letters reveal 
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a change in attitude towards reading and writing with a greater understanding of why 

they should actively do both: 

Pupil B: You have made me see how writing and reading is fun. 

Pupil J: Thank you for helping us save our library. We promise we will 
keep looking after our library.  p.s. We have learnt to read lots of books 
because reading books is really important because it helps children learn 
how to read. 

Pupil H: We worked as hard as we could. We organised the library so if 
you wanted to find a particular book you would be able to find it. If you 
don’t read you won’t learn as much as you should do. Then if somebody 
asks a question you won’t be able to answer. 

 

Their work also evidenced children challenging themselves more, by being more 

experimental with language. Lower ability children became less afraid to take risks 

and were not restrained by spelling difficulties as illustrated below: 

Pupil D: Thanks for popping in today we riley epresheeated it. 

Pupil E: We have been lerning about MoE and been working very hard to 
find a solution, but it’s a hard one to convince the government. After 10 
minutes of discussion we came up on one idea of writing a letter to the 
government. And believe it or not we convinced him! 

Pupil M: Thank you for supporting us through this journey of saving the 
library. You have also inspired me to read and write more so thank you for 
that. 

 

Their work also implies that potentially the impact is there long-term with children 

motivated to continue to read and write enthusiastically: 

Pupil B: Because you made us read more, reading comes really important 
to me and my friends. I really like reading and writing. 

 

Furthermore, it was evident that children were eager to read and write more without 

any intervention from myself or other adults. Significantly, one lower ability child 

(Pupil A), known for writing little and for her poor spelling and phonetic awareness, 

began to present me with written work she had done on her own at home. The 

writing itself, was by her standards well-presented and more in-depth. In addition, 
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she was keen to have her work displayed, showing greater confidence and pride in 

her work. Her attitude and enthusiasm also proved contagious as other children 

began to follow suit, with more children writing pieces at home and/or at school in 

their learning journals.  

The Poem of an Expert 
My dad is an expert. He loves to watch football. But mum says this breaks 
her rule. He must do the dishes against his wishes or he won’t get any 
dinner at all. 
(Extract from Pupil A’s Learning Journal) 

 
 

Written comments from parents received at the end of the MoE lessons give a 

clearer picture of why such events were observed: 

Parent A: Thank you very much for teaching (my daughter) over the past 
term. She has returned home often telling us all about what she has been 
doing and learning.” 

Parent B: “It has been nice to see her take a greater interest in her work. 
She was very happy to have her writing put on display.” 

 

Further evidence of the impact MoE has on attitudes to writing was found when 

analysing their written comments in their learning journals. When asked about their 

feelings before and after lessons, children remarked that they felt excited about 

lessons and how they had used their acting and imagination skills to help them learn. 

Question: Are you excited about today? 
 
Pupil B: Yes because learning and acting is fun! 
Pupil H: Yes. I can't wait to see what is going to happen! 
 
Question: Did you enjoy today? 
 
Pupil J: It was more fun. I liked it because I like writing and imagining. 
Pupil D: Yes because I don't normally. We used our imagination. 

 

 

The learning journals also proved informative about the impact ‘expert’ framing has 

on attitudes towards learning in general as well as specifically to writing. Children 
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were more eager to learn and actively participate with a greater degree of self-

efficacy when positioned as ‘experts’. When asked whether she was excited about 

the pending class, Pupil F wrote: “I am excited because we will be an expert.” When 

asked what was different about the lesson the same pupil wrote: “It is different to our 

normal lesson. We do more. It was weird because I wasn't just me. I was also Mrs 

Robinson.” These statements in isolation could be discounted but comments made 

by the children in the post-Mantle interviews add weight to these findings. When 

asked how being an ‘expert’ made them feel, children used words such as “confident” 

and “important” suggesting that using their imaginations helped them write: “I feel 

important. I like writing and imagining!” 

 

The children in the class are taking a more responsible attitude to their 
learning through Alastair’s ethos of encouragement and 
conscientiousness. (Professional Practice Report)  

There was a great sense of enthusiasm and excitement in the lesson and 
the practical element was very well differentiated per children’s abilities. 
(Lesson Debrief 11/3/2014) 

In more general terms, the action research showed that MoE improved pupil 

engagement and attitudes to lessons. There was a greater sense of excitement 

about lessons. Observation notes during class are one example of this. From the 

very first MoE lesson my mentor noted that the atmosphere created by the drama, 

lighting and music encouraged children to join in the whole intrigue element well: 

“Great interaction and involvement and children were really engrossed and wanted 

to play along.” Further to this, the following was noted: “Girls I was sat with said they 

would like to do this all the time.” These and further observations consistently 

recognised that pupil engagement was particularly strong with children interacting 

positively and effectively on a variety of tasks. The following extracts from the 

teaching journal highlight this point clearly: 

03.03.2014: Pupil B very engrossed and in role – others too. Pupil enjoyed 
opportunity to use imagination and be in role (Pupil on phone having 
imagined conversation with the client after teacher modelled first part of 
the conversation).   

11.3.2014: Children engaged as soon as atmosphere set.  

13.3.2014: Children were so engrossed in their task that when they were 
asked to leave the class and change their books they did not move! 
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All children were inspired and engaged throughout and embraced the role 
play element of MoE. AB set expectations high and maintained excellent 
standards throughout. (Lesson Debrief: 13.3.2014) 

On top of the benefits to pupil engagement and attitudes, behaviour and both group 

and pair work improved, as noted in the above extract. Prior to the MoE lessons, 

attempts had been made to improve behaviour with a series of PSHE lessons 

focused on teamwork, friendship and rules culminating in the production of a class 

friendship code video going some way towards making a difference. MoE gave the 

class a shared goal that necessitated good teamwork and ‘expert’ behaviour and 

attitudes. Working for the ‘client’ and taking a strong interest in the success of their 

work also proved fruitful. Observation notes from the teaching journal make note of 

improved interactions between children in the class and behaviour in general: 

01.03.2014: Good discussions at tables and ideas. Elicited some good 
debate / interactions. 

03.03.2014: Rules table group – using each other’s strengths. Pupil E 
excellent inclusion of Pupil M.  

11.3.2014: Children required to sit at tables, listen and interact – all 
complied in the main.  

13.3.2014: …there was definite evidence of progression in collaborative 
working, speaking and listening and in script-writing. 

 

The note dated 13.3.2014 is of particular interest as it signifies improvements in 

teamwork and writing. In this particular lesson, children created a Gruffalo script of 

their own to perform as part of their library re-opening event. In order to do this 

successfully, the children needed to work collaboratively. Because it was important 

to their role as ‘experts’ and a task co-created by themselves and the teacher, the 

children had ownership and the motivation to want to see it through. If the children 

had been told what to do the results might have been different. Consequently, no 

time was wasted addressing behaviour issues, especially once the children got 

accustomed to the workings of moving between the fiction and reality. Evidence of 

this is provided in both lesson debriefs and observation notes as shown in the 

following extracts: 
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“Teacher only had to “pause” a few times as children needed some 
reigning in. They had never done this before.” (01.03.2014 – Observation 
notes by mentor) 

“Through promoting a safe and stimulating learning environment he has 
motivated pupils to contribute to the learning experience.” (Lesson Debrief) 

 

MoE has been described as an approach to the whole curriculum but specifically, 

this action research has found MoE can be used to effectively create relevant cross-

curricular links that enhance learning and engagement. In one lesson debrief it was 

noted that excellent real-life examples were used alongside effective “cross-

curricular links and links to prior learning.” In a further lesson debrief, both Teachers 

Standards 2 and 3 were marked as strengths: “Great cross-curricular links that 

deepened children’s learning with extension work including drama, literacy, DT and 

art. A great Lesson!” 

 

The teacher can trust any Mantle to take them to the curriculum. The 
challenge is to ensure the learning experiences arising are appropriate 
…and have the same integrity as traditional ‘stand-alone’ tasks. 
(Heathcote, no date, cited in Fraser et al., 2013, p.45)  

The ability MoE gives the teacher to create cross-curricular opportunities is one of its 

strengths. On the other hand, time constraints can lead to missed opportunities to 

develop learning further. In a ‘Weekly Evaluation’ it was noted that “…children love 

the lessons to date though I am finding that the content has needed to be rushed at 

times due to time constraints”. With just three weeks in which to do the research, the 

planned number of curriculum links turned out to be somewhat unrealistic. Links to 

numeracy for example were made but not developed, with children using their 

addition and subtraction skills to calculate travel costs from their offices to the library. 

It is therefore, advisable that each lesson should have a limited number of cross-

curricular objectives otherwise those objectives risk becoming diluted or even lost 

altogether. Schools, looking to incorporate the approach need to consider time 

constraints and what they hope to achieve curriculum wise through its use. 
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Conclusion 

In the long term, asking children to write with the emphasis on 
transcription and without any clear sense of purpose and audience 
negates the communicative function of writing and is likely to alienate 
children from wanting to write at school and at home.                       
(Browne, 1993, p.18) 

As previously discussed children need a sense of purpose for learning. The 

imagined context created in unison with the pupils provided them with a real sense of 

purpose and an audience that necessitated adopting a positive ‘can-do’ attitude 

towards writing and reading. It is clear therefore that framing children as ‘experts’ 

commissioned to undertake tasks helped unite the class. Children worked 

collaboratively, tackling both written and reading tasks. This action research found 

this increased motivation and promoted more positive attitudes to reading. 

In role as ‘experts’ learning takes on a more active stance and becomes more 

meaningful and fun. Tasks are meaningful because they have invested in the 

enterprise and want to do their best for the ‘client’ they respect. However, it is not 

enough in itself to frame the children as ‘experts’, they must be allowed to “grow into 

the role, through the tasks they undertake” (Towler-Evans, 2007, p.61).These tasks 

allow pupils to construct meanings rather than simply receive them; a point that 

Bruner makes about effective curriculum. Bruner also believes curriculum is most 

effective when it is “participatory, proactive, communal, collaborative” (Haynes, 2002, 

p.47), qualities evident during this action research. It was not until the start of the 

MoE lessons that children of all ability levels were regularly and eagerly contributing 

written work done without being asked to; a true sign of proactive, positive mind-sets 

keen to produce work of a high standard. 

MoE brings learning to life, as they live the experiences first hand. Time was 

allocated so pupils could establish their ‘enterprise’ (The Everything Experts) during 

which they set up roles and responsibilities, their office space, company history, 

rules and ethos. The ‘enterprise’ was their own creation, providing them with a strong 

sense of ownership. As Friere and Rogers suggest, when learning is made real and 

relevant like this, motivation improves (Friere, 1996, p.70).This research also argues 

that through improvements to motivation and engagement, pupils’ attitudes to 

learning in general also improve.  
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Dewey says learners must be interested and engaged in the class for optimal 

learning to occur (Weeks, 2011, p.18). The research findings here have consistently 

found that the pupils’ engagement and level of interest in what they were doing were 

strong. This change in attitude can be attributed to how they became swept up in the 

idea of being an ‘expert’ rather than in their “typical stance as pupils” (Wolf, 2008, 

p.10) and behaved as such. This in turn allows them to operate from a certain 

viewpoint as they explore their learning bringing “special responsibilities, language 

needs and social behaviours” (MANTLE OF THE EXPERT.COM, 2014). As 

observed during this research, pupils’ behaviour and ability to work together greatly 

improved; a quality this research suggests is due to children developing a greater 

appreciation of different points of view and being able to put oneself in somebody 

else’s shoes. 

 

Research has indicated that boys and girls hold very different attitudes 
towards writing. Girls often favour writing activities, particularly imaginative 
work and poetry, while boys feel less competent at writing and prefer 
factual and technical writing to more personal types of writing. (Browne, 
1993, p.118) 

The quote above paints a rather intimidating picture of the challenges involved in 

tailoring lessons to the needs and interests of children but this research suggests 

that MoE can successfully engage boys and girls in writing tasks. MoE takes children 

on a journey of discovery of facts in which they must operate in a way characteristic 

of an ‘expert’ in terms of behaviour and language. 

MoE brought the classroom library to life; a resource now put to full use and one that 

children are proud of. According to researchers, one of the important functions of an 

effectively designed classroom library is that it provides “opportunities for 

independent reading and curricular extensions” (National Union of Teachers, 2014). 

In a MoE that has the classroom library at its core, opportunities like these come 

naturally with children embracing any reading and writing tasks with focus, 

motivation and above all a positive attitude. “…it attracts an emotional engagement 

from the children. Once they have this, the learning flows and drive comes from the 

group” (MANTLE OF THE EXPERT.COM, 2014). 
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The development of good reading attitudes in young children is clearly 
essential, and additional research that examines specific interventions 
designed at promoting and subsequently maintaining these positive 
reading attitudes, particularly in boys, will be especially beneficial. (Kush et 
al., 1996, p.319) 

The importance of good reading and writing attitudes in young children is undeniable. 

This action research believes that MoE can aid the development of such attitudes, 

especially when used in unison with the class’s library. This research has provided 

an example of an intervention strategy that Kush et al. (1996) called for. It is up to 

individual school’s to decide whether or not the approach will be beneficial within the 

specific context of their school. This research suggests though that schools should 

not approach MoE as if they need to follow it to the letter but instead draw inspiration 

from it and make it their own. As Heathcote herself says, all that is required is “a 

willing suspension of disbelief” (Heathcote, 1969, p.55); perhaps if more people in 

the world of education took heed of this we might start to see more schools reap the 

benefits of such dramatic inquiry. But like with all styles of teaching, “any amount of 

resources and knowledge may be potentially profitless” (Harrison, 2004, p.49) 

without the enthusiasm and encouragement of the teacher. 

 

Implications for Future Teaching Practice 

In my future teaching practice, I will continue to use dramatic inquiry based teaching 

to engage pupils, develop positive attitudes to learning and encourage children to 

become more independent. This action research has shown that MoE can improve 

attitudes to reading and writing by giving the children a greater sense of ownership, 

self-efficacy and both understanding and purpose. My aim is to create a culture 

within my class where children are enthusiastic about reading and writing. 

Establishing a classroom library with reading materials suited to the needs and 

interests of all children by enlisting the help of the class in making it a resource they 

are proud of and use across the curriculum will be a priority.  

Teachers Standard 4e states that teachers should “contribute to the design and 

provision of an engaging curriculum” and as such I will use my action research 

experience and knowledge to not only inform my own future practice but also make 

positive contributions to teaching practices across the whole school as my career 
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progresses. MoE has proven to be one way to “encourage pupils to take a 

responsible and conscientious attitude to their own work and study” (Teachers 

Standard 2e) but “responding to advice and feedback from colleagues” (Teachers 

Standard 8d) and utilizing other strategies will be important to achieving outstanding 

teaching standards.  
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire (used before and after the MoE lesson sequence) 
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Appendix 2: Client’s letter to the ‘experts’ (used to initiate dialogue) 
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Appendix 3: Post-Mantle Interview Question Samples 

 Did you enjoy Mantle of the Esxpert? Why / Why not? 

 Which do you prefer: normal lessons or Mantle of the Expert lessons? 

 Did you learn anything interesting / new from Mantle of the Expert? 

 What did Mantle of the Expert teach you about books and reading? 

 Why did you want to save the library? 

 Are books important to you now? How about before? 

 Would you like to go to a library in the future? 

 Is reading important? Why / Why not? 

 Did you find writing easier / more fun when doing Mantle of the Expert? 

Why / Why not? 

 Do you think you are better at writing / reading now? Why / Why not? 

 How does Mantle of the Expert make you feel? 

 How does being an expert help you learn / read / write? 

 What is your favourite part of your classroom? Why? 
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Appendix 4: Planning Document (Pre-Mantle Lesson Sequence) 
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Appendix 5: Planning Document (Used during Mantle Lesson Sequence) 
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Appendix 6: Photographic Record of Mantle Lesson Sequence 


