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 How does the use of talk partners improve pupil participation in a lower Key Stage 2 
classroom? 

 
 
Abstract 

 

This small-scale research study aims to discuss how the use of talk partners improves 

pupil participation in a Key Stage 2 classroom. During a recent teaching experience, talk 

partners were being introduced within the classrooms of the school as a part of the visible 

learning programme they were following. The researchers wanted to explore whether the 

use of talk partners was beneficial in improving pupil participation in Key Stage 2. A lesson 

study design was implemented and a triangulated approach of observational techniques 

and focus interviews were used to collect qualitative data. The findings suggested that 

although the use of talk partners did seem to improve pupil participation, the pupils’ 

opinions on talk partners gave a more negative view on the use of talk partners than what 

was predicted.  

 

 

Aims and Purpose of the Research 

 

Since Shirley Clarke’s (2014) research on ‘Talk Partners’ as a form of formative 

assessment and effective learning, the use of talk partners have become popular in many 

schools. During teaching experience, the use of talk partners was being introduced in 

everyday lessons in School X as a part of the school following a visible learning programme, 

based on the work of John Hattie (Osiris Educational Ltd, 2018). The benefit of talk partners 

interested me as I had never used them before and had just started using them more during 

lessons in my class. I was interested in finding out what the benefits of using talk partners 

were and whether the use of talk partners improves pupil participation. I was also 

interested in finding out what the children’s views on talk partners were and whether they 

thought the use of talk partners were beneficial. Therefore, the aim of this research is to try 

and determine how effective the use of talk partners is for pupil participation. 
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Research Context 

 

The research study was conducted in two Key Stage 2 (KS2) classrooms within the 

same school. The school, which shall be referred to as School X in order to protect their 

identity, is a large primary school in Cardiff. School X caters for children aged three to 

eleven, with approximately 514 children on roll. The school is in a ‘predominantly affluent’ 

area of Cardiff but with ‘pockets of deprivation’ (ESTYN, 2013) with approximately 12% of 

pupils being entitled to free school meals, which is well below the national average of 

20.1%. The first research lesson took place in a year 4 class, there were 30 children in this 

class. The second research lesson took place in a year 3 class which also had 30 children in 

it. 

The school where the research took place, is currently following a whole school 

programme called ‘Visible Learning Plus’ by Osiris Education (Osiris Educational Ltd, 2018) 

which is based on the work of Professor John Hattie. As a part of the visible learning 

programme, School X have also incorporated Shirley Clarke’s (2014) idea of talk partners 

into their classrooms. I discussed with my research partner the use of talk partners in the 

school and whether she thought it was beneficial for the children’s participation. After 

discussion, we decided to research further into the use of talk partners in KS2. Together our 

research question is ‘How does the use of talk partners improve pupil participation in a 

lower Key Stage 2 classroom?’.  

 

 

Literature Review  

 

From exploring relevant literature, it is evident that there has been much discussion 

and research on the topic of talk partners and collaborative learning in the classroom. The 

notion of ‘Talk Partners’ was introduced by Shirley Clarke (2014: 57) as a form of formative 

assessment and effective learning in the classroom, which can be found being used in a 

number of schools. Although the term ‘Talk Partners’ was introduced by Clarke (2014) the 

notion of pair work and collaborative work has been around for many years. Clarke (2014) 

highlights the importance of discussion and learning from others and states that talk 

partners have a significant impact on both a child’s social skills and their learning. Clarke 
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(2014) also suggests that talk partners allow children more thinking time and a chance to 

articulate their thinking, which emerged as a result of studies that showed children were 

not given enough ‘wait time’ when answering questions (Rowe, 1974 cited in Clarke, 2014), 

making it more likely for them to answer questions. Clarke (2014) also suggests that through 

the randomised mixed-ability pairing of the talk partners, that is changed every week, the 

children get a rich diet of different learning partners that all bring different strengths. She 

argues that if paired with a lower achiever, children often become explainers, which will 

deepen their own learning and when paired with a higher achiever, the children have an 

opportunity to learn that they might not have had if placed with a child of the same ability 

(Clarke, 2014). 

Although Clarke’s (2014) work on talk partners is relatively recent, the idea that 

children learn better through interaction with others is not a modern concept. In his seminal 

research, social constructivist Vygotsky (1978 cited in McLeod, 2012) stated that children 

learn through the social interaction with other people. Vygotsky (1978, cited in MacBlain, 

2014) believed the role of other people such as adults, siblings and peers were essential for 

a child’s learning. Vygotsky (1978 cited in McLeod, 2012) stated that children develop with 

the help from more skilful peer or adult within the zone of proximal development through 

the use of scaffolding. Scaffolding is a term that comes from another Social Constructivist 

called Bruner (1976 cited in MacBlain, 2014) who also emphasised the important role others 

have in supporting children’s learning, he stated that ‘scaffolding’ is when a teacher or a 

more skilful peer provide a child with steps of guidance to help complete a task which is 

then removed when a child can do it independently (Crowley, 2014). 

Additionally, the importance of discussion and collaboration in the classroom, is also 

evident in Hattie’s (2012) seminal work on visible learning. Hattie (2012) ranked classroom 

discussion seventh in his list of ten influences on learning and student achievement. 

Similarly to Clarke (2014), Hattie (2012) argues that classroom discussion allows children to 

improve their communication skills by voicing their opinions and thoughts and allows 

children to learn from each other. He suggests that classroom discussion also allows 

teachers to see whether children have learnt the concepts that are being taught. 

Incidentally, the notion of children needing to talk and collaborate is also highlighted 

in Pie Corbett’s (2016) work ‘Talk for Writing’. Talk for Writing emphasises the importance 

of having to talk first for the children to be able to construct writing using good vocabulary. 
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Corbett (2016) also identifies the importance of partners as he suggests children should be 

encouraged to swap their work with a partner to discuss how they can make their work 

better which supports Clarke’s (2014) idea of talk partners and the benefits talk partners 

can have on a child’s achievement.  

Alexander (2008) also emphasises the importance of talk, in his work on dialogic 

teaching. Alexander (2008) suggests that dialogic teaching encourages the power of talk to 

stimulate and extend students’ thinking and improves their learning and understanding. 

Similarly to Clarke’s (2014) Talk Partners, dialogic teaching encourages children to interact 

with each other and think in different ways (Alexander, 2008). Jarmy (2013) agrees with 

Alexander’s (2008) work on dialogic teaching and suggests that dialogue and interaction are 

incredibly effective teaching tools. She states that good discussion in the classroom is 

stimulating and rigorous. However, she also discusses how there can be bad discussion 

work, she states that when there is loose classroom discussion, where students are simply 

saying whatever they think, then there is no dialogue is taking place and it is not productive 

and fails to build knowledge (Jarmy, 2013).    

The current developing curriculum reform for Wales, ‘Successful Futures’ Donaldson 

(2015) also emphasises that good teaching and learning encourages collaborative learning. 

Donaldson (2015) highlights that cooperative learning is important and has positive effects 

on motivation, problem solving and achievement. He also mentions that working as a 

member of a team is a key skill needed in being an enterprising, creative contributor ready 

to play a full part in life and work, which is one of the four main purposes.  

It is clear from the research that the use of talk partners or any form of talk or 

discussion in the classroom can be beneficial for a child’s learning. However, there is 

discussion on how not all talk and dialogue is beneficial as there can be bad discussion in the 

classroom that does not impact on a child’s learning.   
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Methodology 

 

 This research study aimed to collect qualitative data to investigate whether the use 

of talk partners improves pupil participation in KS2. Qualitative data is data that is collected 

in the form of words rather than numerical form, usually in-depth descriptive data about 

how people think or feel, that can be collected using research methods such as interviews 

and observations (Denscombe, 2014). For this small-scale research study, the methodology 

used was a lesson study, which is a form of action research (Dudley, 2014). To collect the 

qualitative data in this lesson study, various research methods were used including 

observations and interviews, this triangulated the study increasing the validity and reliability 

of the findings (Taber, 2007). The use of quantitative methodology such as questionnaires 

were considered, however these methods are much more appropriate for large scale 

studies (Bell, 2010) so wouldn’t be beneficial for this study. 

 Lesson study is a form of classroom action research, that although originated in 

Japan has become a popular model of professional development in the UK (Department for 

Education, 2009). A lesson study is a process that focuses on the development of teacher 

practice knowledge (Dudley, 2014) and focuses on a particular aspect of teaching and 

learning they have identified that they want to improve (Department for Education, 2009). 

Dudley (2014: 1) states that lesson study ‘involves a group of teachers collaboratively 

planning, teaching, observing and analysing learning and teaching in research lessons’. It is a 

process that allows teachers to learn about effective practice which can result in improved 

learning outcomes for pupils (Stepenek et al, 2006). 

The process of a lesson study design begins with a group of two or more teachers 

who identify an aspect to focus on and plan a research lesson together (See Appendix A). 

The teachers then predict how their learners will respond and then one of the teachers will 

then teach the research lesson and they observe the learning. A focus group interview of a 

group of case pupils after the lesson is held and then they revise and adjust the lesson and 

teach it again. They then analyse the data they have collected and share their findings 

(Dudley, 2014, Stepenek et al, 2006). 

Dudley (2014) recommends the use of lesson study, as he found that lesson study 

can have a significant impact on pupil learning as a result of teacher learning. Stepenek et al 

(2006) state that the use of lesson study in schools is beneficial as they allow teachers to 
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build on each other’s knowledge and ideas and can bring continuous improvement. 

Robinson et al (2009 cited in Dudley 2014: 1) also support the use of lesson study, they 

believe that taking part in collaborative research, such as a lesson study, in order to improve 

teaching and learning is ‘the single most impactful action a school leader can take to 

improve educational outcomes for pupils’.  

It is also important to note that although lesson studies can be extremely beneficial, 

challenges could arise when using a lesson study. Stepenek et al (2006) highlight that lesson 

studies can be very time consuming to plan and that there could be some difficulties in the 

team working collaboratively and productively. Stepenek et al (2006) also discuss how some 

teachers have very little experience in observing and analysing student learning and may 

find it difficult if this is their first experience of lesson study. To overcome some of these 

issues, Dudley (2014) suggests that teams should work together to develop trust between 

team members so that everyone feels comfortable working collaboratively and having their 

lessons observed.  

For this lesson study, the methods of data collection used were observation, 

observational field notes and a focus group interview. Using a variety of methods made this 

a mixed method approach, this triangulated the approach which allows the researcher to 

gain a fuller picture and confidence that the findings are more accurate (Denscombe, 2014). 

Structured observations were used as the principle method of data collection. Bell (2010) 

states that structured observations are when the researchers have decided on a focus 

rather than letting the focus emerge. Structured observations were chosen in this case as 

the researchers had decided to focus on the use of talk partners. The structured 

observations involved a mixed approach of both non-participant and participant 

observations, as the teacher took on the role of the participant observer and the research 

partner took on the role on the non-participant observer (Denscombe, 2014). Palaiologou 

(2008: 105) advocates the use of observations in the classroom, he states that they can 

‘offer us information and evidence for understanding and extending our knowledge of 

children’s development and learning’.  

However, as with many research methods, there are challenges to consider with 

observations. Bell (2010) notes that one of the criticisms of using structured observations is 

that they could become subjective and biased as different observers may produce different 

accounts of situations. To overcome this the researchers made sure to observe and collect 
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data in as objective a way as possible. A semi-structured observation schedule (See 

Appendix B) and a Leuven involvement scale (Laevers et al, 2005) checklist (See Appendix C) 

were created and used by the non-participant observer which allowed them to collect 

objective data on the use of talk partners within the lesson. The semi-structured 

observation schedules allowed the observer to have a specific agenda but also allowed 

them to be flexible with their note taking which is recommended by Bell (2010). 

As suggested by Dudley (2014) as an essential part of a lesson study design, a small 

focus group interview with the case pupils took place after the lesson to gain their insights 

of the research and add to the data collected from the observations. Denscombe (2014) 

states that focus group interviews consist of small groups of people that are brought 

together to explore attitudes, perceptions and ideas about a specific topic. Focus group 

interviews are beneficial as they allow the researchers to gain valuable, in-depth 

information about how different people think about a certain issue (Bell, 2010). Sharp 

(2012) warns that the success of a focus group interview depends on the trust within the 

group, he states that the group need to feel comfortable and free to express themselves 

and assured about confidentiality.   

The focus group interviews involved three children from each class that were 

selected using a non-probability purposive sample (Sharp, 2012). This is when participants 

are selected based on specific characteristics (Denscombe, 2014), in this case three 

participants were chosen based on their attainment groupings. One child was chosen from 

the lower attaining group, the middle attaining group and the higher attaining group, this 

was to gain the different opinions and to see whether attainment had an impact on the 

opinions children have on the use of talk partners. The focus groups took place in a safe 

comfortable place and the participants were assured that they had full confidentiality and 

were made to feel at ease and free to express themselves (Denscombe, 2014) so that the 

data collected was of the highest standard.  

The focus groups were audio-recorded and a transcript of the interviews (See 

Appendix D) were typed up afterwards, this was done as taking notes during the interview 

could appear inattentive and may be difficult to fully represent participants with 

information potentially getting lost in translation (Denscombe, 2014). 

An important part of the lesson study design is gaining the teachers perspectives in a 

discussion after the research lessons, so after each lesson the participant observer reflected 
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on the process. Griggs et al (2016) claim that reflection is a key component of professional 

education and development. The reflection model chosen was Kolb’s (1974 cited in McLeod, 

2017) Learning Cycle Model which emphasises reflective observation as a way to analyse 

and draw conclusions from an experience. Kolb’s (1974 cited in McLeod, 2017) learning 

cycle has four stages, it begins with a concrete experience, which is reflected on, learned 

from and then put into practice.  

Finally, once the research lessons and data from the observations and focus group 

interviews had been collected, the researchers had to analyse the findings. Denscombe 

(2014) states that qualitative data can be time consuming to analyse as it can be more 

difficult to analyse compared to quantitative data.  

   

 

Ethical Considerations 

 

When conducting classroom research, it is important to ensure that all ethical 

problems have been considered. Denscombe (2014) states that ethical approval from an 

Ethics Committee is required before any research can be undertaken. Before conducting any 

research, permission was sought from, and approved by, the UWTSD Ethics Committee, by 

completing an ethics form (See Appendix E) stating the details of the research study and the 

ethical problems that had been considered. Throughout the study the British Educational 

Research Association Guidelines (BERA, 2011) and the UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity 

Code of Practice (2017) were adhered to, ensuring that all ethical issues were avoided, and 

the research was of good quality.  

Due to the fact the research was being conducted in a classroom and involving the 

participation of children, special considerations had to be made. BERA (2011: 5) states that 

‘researchers must take the steps necessary to ensure that all participants in the research 

understand the process’ which includes gaining voluntary informed consent. To gain 

informed consent, a consent letter was devised by the university (See Appendix F) and sent 

to the participants parents. It is also important to gain assent from the children to ensure 

that they are fully aware of the research. Assent was gained from the participants in the 

form of an explanatory statement (See Appendix G) and a picture for them to colour stating 

whether they give assent or not (See Appendix H). Ongoing assent was also enforced to 
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ensure that the participants felt comfortable and safe throughout the study. The 

participants were also informed of their right to withdraw from the research at any point 

and that their data would not be considered in the findings as BERA (2011: 6) states that 

‘researchers must recognize the right of any participant to withdraw from the research for 

any or no reason, and at any time’. 

The data was held securely in accordance with the Data Protection Act (1998 cited in 

BERA, 2011: 7) and confidentiality and anonymity of the participants and school would be 

kept at all times. To ensure anonymity and confidentiality of the school and participants, 

pseudonyms were used throughout the study to hide their identity (Winstanley, 2010). 
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Lesson Study and Analysis  

 

 As seen in the lesson plan (See Appendix A), the researchers decided to plan a lesson 

where the main focus was for the children to be working with their talk partner to complete 

an activity. The objective of the lesson was to work collaboratively in an experiment where 

they had to choose appropriate materials to cover an egg which would stop it from breaking 

when dropped from a specific height. The first lesson would take place in a year 4 class in 

School X where one of the researchers that was familiar to the learners, took on the role of 

the teacher whilst the remaining researcher observed. The research pair would then reflect 

on the lesson and refine the process for the second research lesson. The second research 

lesson would then be conducted in a year 3 class also in School X, where the researchers 

roles were reversed, as the observer from the first lesson now became the teacher and the 

other researcher became the observer, this was to ensure that the pupils remained 

comfortable with the teacher.  

 Research lesson one began with the children sat at their tables next to their talk 

partners, where they had been sat for this particular week. The teacher introduced the 

lesson and discussed the objective of the task, all the children were observed to be well 

engaged and listening well to the teacher. During the introduction the teacher gave 

opportunities for the children to discuss with their talk partners which materials they were 

going to use to cover their egg. As seen in the observation schedule (See Appendix I) the 

children were observed to be on task and engaged with the task, they were very excited 

about the task ahead and good discussion was observed. Interestingly, when observing the 

focus children (See Appendix J) discuss their ideas, it was observed that Child 3, who was a 

higher attainer partnered with Child 2 a lower attainer, took on the role of the leader and 

seemed to be telling Child 2 the items they were going to choose, rather than sharing each 

other’s ideas, this did not seem to bother Child 2 who let Child 3 take control. This is 

reflected in the thoughts of Clarke (2014) who suggests when a higher attainer is paired 

with a lower attainer they often take on the role of the explainer. Interestingly, Child 1, a 

middle attainer and her talk partner who was of similar abilities, were observed to be taking 

it in turns to speak and listened well to each other’s ideas. However, at some points they 

were also observed to be having difficulties agreeing on items they were going to choose 
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and what roles they were going to take on, they were observed doing ‘rock paper scissors’ 

to distinguish who was going to do what. 

 During the main task, the class were again observed being on task and engaged (See 

Appendix I). The observer stated that they were all taking it in turns to speak and listening 

to each other’s ideas and helping each other cover their eggs and enjoying what they were 

doing. As predicted, the focus children were observed being engaged and participating with 

the task in hand, which does support the thoughts of Clarke (2014), who suggests the use of 

talk partners improves pupil participation. When comparing the work of the focus group 

children at the end of the lesson it was evident that all the learners had achieved the lesson 

objective and were all able to work collaboratively on the experiment. Interestingly, when 

completing the worksheet in their pairs and speaking to the rest of the class, the 

researchers found that the higher attaining child of the pair seemed to take on the role of 

scribe and the role of spokesperson.  

After reflecting on the first research lesson it was decided that the lesson could be 

improved by the teacher giving the children more opportunities to discuss with their talk 

partners during the introduction. Opportunities for talk partner discussion were given 

during the first lesson’s introduction, however the researchers reflected that giving more of 

these opportunities during the introduction would enable them to gain more evidence in 

whether talk partners were beneficial for pupil participation. The researchers also decided 

that the lesson could be improved by giving the children less materials for their experiment 

such as cellotape, the researchers thought that this would make the children have to think 

harder and have to collaborate more with their talk partners when deciding on the 

materials they were going to choose. Changes were also made to the timings of the lesson 

and making sure the children knew the time frames they had, as the first research lesson 

ran on longer than planned. It was also decided that in the second lesson the focus group 

children would be sat on tables in a closer proximity to each other in order to make it easier 

for the observer to observe these specific children and collect data more efficiently.  

During the second research lesson, the researchers found it pleasing to observe (See 

Appendix K) that although a year younger, the children still enjoyed the collaborative task 

and were all excited and engaged during the lesson. As decided as an improvement from 

lesson one, more opportunities to discuss with their talk partners were given during the 

introduction, the researcher observed that this did encourage more discussion amongst talk 
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partners which did improve participation as there were lots of hands up willing to answer 

questions. However, the researcher also observed that when they were told to talk to their 

talk partners whilst on the carpet they were not following the correct talk partner rules of 

turning to face each other, which is something that they would need to be reminded on. 

Similarly to lesson one, when observing the focus children (See Appendix L) the observer 

found that Child 2, who was a lower attainer partnered with a higher attainer, let her 

partner take control and do most of the talking and making the decisions.  

During the main task, the observer found (See Appendix K) that the children were 

again very engaged in the lesson and were seen sharing ideas with their talk partners about 

what they were going to do and working well together. However, the children in lesson two 

were observed to be a lot louder and more excitable when completing the task with their 

talk partners compared to the children in the first lesson, this could have been because of 

the age difference of the classes as the second class were a year younger, or perhaps this 

class were less familiar with how to work sensibly with their talk partners. Again, this could 

suggest that this class need reminding on what good talk partner work looks like. Similarly 

to lesson one, when observing the focus children (See Appendix L), the researcher found 

that the higher attaining children took on the role of spokesperson and scribe. She observed 

that Child 3, a middle attainer, and Child 1, a higher attainer, did both the writing and the 

talking for their group whilst Child 2, a lower attainer, let her partner do the writing and the 

talking in front of the class which could suggest that the higher attaining children are just 

doing the work for the lower attaining children rather than helping them and working 

together.  

Interestingly, when comparing the results from the observations to the focus group 

interviews, the opinions the children had about talk partners were very different to what 

the researchers predicted and what was found in the observations. The researchers 

predicted that the children would all enjoy working with their talk partners and think they 

were beneficial, the findings from the observations would suggest that these predictions are 

right as the children were observed working well with their talk partners and engaged in the 

lessons. However, the opinions the children had about talk partners in the focus group 

interviews were varied (See Appendix D). The focus children highlighted the benefits of 

having a talk partner, but they also highlighted that they don’t always enjoy working with a 

talk partner. Some of the negative things they mentioned about talk partners were that they 
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could be ‘annoying’, that sometimes they do not help you and just tell you the answer or 

that they have difficulty agreeing with each other. Interestingly, it was the lower attaining 

children who were more likely to state that they enjoyed having a talk partner as they 

helped them when they get stuck. However, higher attaining children were more likely to 

state that they preferred working alone and not having a talk partner. Some of the 

suggestions the focus group children suggested were that they did not always work with talk 

partners every lesson and that when they are working with talk partners that they should be 

reminded how to work properly with talk partners at the beginning of the lesson.  

When reflecting on the research lessons, the researchers reflected that the lessons 

could have been improved by taking some time at the beginning of the lessons to remind 

the children what good talk partner work looks like. This could have been done by the 

researchers demonstrating to the class how to talk with a talk partner. Mini plenaries could 

have also taken place during the lesson to again remind the children how to work well with 

their talk partners, this is something to think about when using talk partners in future 

teaching.  

 

 

Discussion of Research Findings 

 

 The findings from this lesson study are mostly consistent with the relevant literature 

that was reviewed at the beginning of the assignment. Clarke (2014), Hattie (2012), Corbett 

(2016) and Alexander (2008) all highlight the importance of talk and discussion within the 

classroom, suggesting that it can be extremely beneficial for a child’s learning and 

engagement. This was reflected in the lesson study as talk and discussion with their partners 

was the main focus of the lesson and the children were observed being engaged and on task 

during both lesson studies, suggesting that talk is a beneficial tool in the classroom.  

It was highlighted by Clarke (2014) that one the benefits of using talk partners is that 

they allow children more thinking time and a chance to articulate their answers, which 

makes it more likely for them to answer questions. This was particularly evident in lesson 

two, when the teacher gave the children more opportunities to discuss with their talk 

partners during the introduction, they observed more of the children putting their hands up 
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and being more willing to answer the questions. This suggests that the use of talk partners 

improves pupil participation in KS2 as more children are willing to participate.  

Vygotsky (1978 cited in MacBlain, 2014) also highlighted the important role others 

play on a child’s learning, he stated that children can develop with the help of a more skilful 

peer. This was demonstrated by Clarke (2014) who suggested that from changing the 

children’s talk partners every week the children got to experience a wide range of different 

learning partners that all bring different strengths. Clarke (2014) stated that if a higher 

attainer was partnered with a lower attainer they often became the explainers which 

deepens their own learning and the lower attainer can learn from. This could be seen in 

both lesson studies as higher attaining children were observed to be taking control in 

making the decisions and taking on the role of spokesperson and scribe. However, it could 

be argued that the higher attaining children were not becoming ‘explainers’ as mentioned 

by Clarke (2014), but they were just doing all the work for their partners which was 

observed, which is not helping their partner learn at all. The findings from the focus group 

interview also reflected this, the children stated sometimes their partners just gave them 

the answers rather than help them, which is not beneficial for a child’s learning or 

engagement.  

Alexander (2008) and Jarmy (2013) discussed the negatives of discussion work and 

highlighted that there can be bad discussion that is not beneficial for a child’s learning. Bad 

talk partner work was highlighted in the focus group interview when some of the children 

discussed that they do not always like working with their talk partners. They stated that talk 

partners could be ‘annoying’, that they do not help you and just tell you the answer and that 

they do not always agree. 

It is therefore recommended that the use of talk partners is continued in these two 

classes as part of everyday lessons, as they can be beneficial. However, as suggested by this 

study, it is recommended that if they carry on using talk partners, the classes need to be 

reminded of how to work efficiently with their talk partners. This could be done at the 

beginning of every week or lessons by going through talk partner rules or the teacher 

demonstrating good talk partner work. They could also introduce ‘compliment slips’, which 

are suggested by Clarke (2014: 62), into the classes at the end of every week where the 

children can write comments about their talk partner, this would encourage more beneficial 

talk partner work.  
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Conclusion  

 

This research aimed to use a lesson study design to investigate the use of talk 

partners in a Key Stage 2 classroom and how their use can improve pupil participation. It 

focused on the use of talk partners and how we can refine the use of talk partners to make 

them more beneficial for a child’s learning. The research identified that the use of talk 

partners can be beneficial for a child’s learning as suggested by Clarke (2014) as they 

encourage discussion and give them more time to think about their answers. However, the 

research also found that talk partners can be unbeneficial if not used properly.  

The use of lesson study design as a research method was beneficial for this study as 

it allowed the researchers to gain valuable information about learning in a real-life situation 

as it was conducted in a classroom with real pupils (Dudley, 2014). It also allowed the 

researchers to work collaboratively as a pair and learn from each other’s skills and 

attributes. However, one of the main limitations is the small sample size (Denscombe, 

2014), as the research study was only conducted in one particular school. With the research 

in one school makes it impossible to make assumptions that the findings would be the same 

in other school. Therefore, it is important to note that the findings from the lesson study 

cannot be generalised as they are specific for this school. To make the findings more 

generalizable the study should need to be conducted in a range of different schools and 

year groups (Bell, 2010).  

The use of mixed data collection methods triangulated the approach, which 

Denscombe (2014) suggests is beneficial as it allows the researcher to gain a fuller picture 

and confidence that the findings are more accurate and increases validity and reliability. The 

observation process allowed the researchers to gain valuable information by observing the 

children in real life situations. However, the researchers found that one of the limitations of 

observation process was the use of observational schedule. As the researchers were 

inexperienced in observations, they had some difficulty creating and filling in the 

observation schedule. They found that the Leuven involvement scale (Laevers et al, 2005) 

checklist (See Appendix C) they had created was not really beneficial for gathering data and 

did not make much difference to the findings and if they were to do the study again, they 

would not use this.  
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Using focus group interviews enabled the researchers to gain more evidence on the 

use of talk partners as they were able to gain the learners’ perspectives. This improved the 

data as it enabled the researchers to gain perspectives that they would have not collected if 

just using observation alone (Denscombe, 2014). Like all methods, this method also had its 

limitations, it could be argued that the small sample size of three children from each class 

was too small to generalise as the opinions of the whole class (Bell, 2010).  To gain the 

whole class’ perspective on talk partners the researchers could have used a questionnaire 

gain extra information (Denscombe, 2014). However, although questionnaires would have 

been useful to gain more perspectives, due to time constraints, giving both classes a 

questionnaire was not possible.  

One of the main limitations to this lesson study is that the researchers were 

inexperienced in using the lesson study process (Stepenek et al, 2006). Having never 

participated a lesson study before, the task was daunting to the observers and at times they 

were unsure what to do. It could be argued that, if they had more experience using lesson 

study, the researchers could have collected more reliable and valid data. Nevertheless, 

despite the limitations, it is hoped that the findings from this lesson study help give an 

insight into the use of talk partners in Key Stage 2 and how they can be used to improve 

pupil participation and learning. 
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Recommendations  

 

 As this was a small-scale research study that was conducted in only one school, it 

cannot be generalised to all schools. Therefore, one recommendation is that a larger scale 

study is implemented or that this lesson study is repeated in various other schools and 

classes to gain more valuable and generalizable data and a better insight into the benefits of 

talk partners on pupil participation.  

 The findings from the research study recommend that if planning on using talk 

partners in the future, that the children in the class need to constantly be reminded of good 

talk partner work to ensure that the use of talk partners is beneficial. This could be done by 

demonstrating good talk partner work at the beginning of every week and going through 

the rules or introducing ‘compliment slips’ at the end of the week to encourage good talk 

partner work behaviour (Clarke, 2014). 

 This research has also highlighted the benefits of using lesson study within the 

classroom, it has shown that it is an innovative and enjoyable process that can allow 

teachers to learn about effective practice and develop professionally (Dudley, 2014). 

Therefore, I will consider using a lesson study approach in the future to develop my teaching 

and learning in the classroom.  
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Appendix A – Lesson Plan 

 

 1B 

Session Plan – Key Stage 2 
Name of trainee: Tara Watson & Nia John Session ref: 27/03/2018 28/03/2018 

Personal target(s) in relation to QTS:  

Year group: 4M & 3M No. of learners: 30 ALN: Children to work with their learning partners 

Additional Adults: Mrs Nicholson/ Mrs McGirr 
Learning objective(s): to work collaboratively Success criteria:  

The egg must survive the fall 
The egg & its protection must fit in the bag 
You must not use more than your budget 

Links to previous learning: children have used talk partners previously 

Curriculum coverage (range, skills) 
Range 
A comparison of the features and properties of some natural and 
made materials. The properties of materials relating to their uses. 

Skills 
Make predictions using some previous knowledge and 
understanding. Deciding on the observations or 
measurements that need to be made. Knowing that when 
carrying out a fair test, the key variables that need to be 
controlled and how to change the independent variable whilst 
keeping other variables the same. 

Literacy(LNF) 

• Explain information and ideas using supportive resources 

• Contribute to group discussion and help everyone take part 

• Help a group to reach agreement 

Numeracy (LNF) 

• Identify the appropriate steps and information needed to 
complete the task or reach a solution 

• Manage money, compare costs from different retailers 
and determine what can be bought within a given budget 

DCF 
 

Thinking 
Determine the process/method and strategy 
Generate and develop ideas 
Entrepreneurial thinking 

ESDGC 
Recycling Materials 

YCC 
 

Key vocabulary(English/Welsh): 
Predict, budget, materials, discuss 

Time 
 

Session activities, organisation and management Key questions & 
Assessment for 
Learning 
opportunities   

10 mins 

Introduction 
To to stand with an egg in a sandwich bag and hold it above my head. Ask the children 
what will happen to the egg if I drop it. 
Elicit – it will break 
Drop the egg from above my head. Egg will break. 
Ask the children if they think there is a way to drop an egg again from above your head 
without it breaking.  Talk with Talk Partners here.  
Ask children for their ideas (children to list ways and materials) 
Show them the materials available and ask them if they think they can do it now. 
Tell children they have a budget for this experiment of 40p. Show the price list of the 
materials. Tell children they can’t go over on their budget. 
 
 
 
 

How did you spend 
your budget? 
 
Why did you choose 
these materials? 
 
What do you think 
will happen to your 
egg? 
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40 mins 

Main activities 

Children to go to their tables with their Talk Partners and discuss what material they want 
to buy with their money. They have a worksheet to complete to show what materials they 
used, how much money they have spent out of their budget, what their egg bag will look 
and their predictions.  
Children can draw a face on their eggs and name them. 
Children to buy materials within their budget and fill their bag with their eggs and materials 
and seal them when ready. 
 
Once all children have filled their egg bags, the children will come together on the carpet. 
Each pair are to stand up and to tell the class how they spent their budget, what materials 
they used in their egg bag and explain why they chose those materials. Teacher to stand up 
and drop the bag from the same height, and whole class to see whether their egg survived.  
 
 

5 mins 

Plenary 

Using lollypop sticks, ask children questions regarding the experiment; 
 
Why do you think some materials worked better at protecting the egg than others? 
 
If you did this again, would you use the same materials again? Why? 
 
If you did this again without a budget, do you think you could make your egg survive? 
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Appendix B – Observation Schedule  

 

 

Observation Schedule  
 
Observer: 
Date of observation: 
Lesson/Subject: 
Time: 
 

Introduction: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Main Activity: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Plenary: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other notes: 
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Appendix C – Observation Schedule (Involvement Checklist) 

 

Checklist Observer 
 
Observer:  
Date: 
Time Scale:  
 
Context: How does the use of talk partners improve pupil participation in a lower KS2 
classroom?  
 

 Child 1 Child 2 Child 3 

Level 1 – Low activity  
 

  

Level 2 – A frequently 
interrupted activity 

 
 

  

Level 3 –Mainly 
continuous activity 

 
 

  

Level 4 – Continuous 
activity with intense 
moments 

   

Level 5 – Sustained 
intense activity 

 
 

  

Leuven Scale 

Involvement scale level    

Well-being scale level    

 
 
Notes 
 

Child 1 Child 2  Child 3  
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Appendix D – Focus Group Interview Transcripts  
 

Focus Group 1 
 

Date: 27.03.18 
Year Group: 4 
Interviewer: Tara Watson 
Participants: Child 1 (O), Child 2 (C) Child 3 (I) and Child 4 (G) 

 
 

What are talk partners? 
 
I: Friends, classmates who you sit next to for a week. You talk to them, and if we’re stuck we ask them 
 
What do you think about talk partners? 
 
C: I think they’re really handy because if you get stuck on something you can ask them for help 
I: I think they also can be sometimes bad because sometimes talk partners can just tell you the answer. I don’t 
think that’s good because they’re supposed to help you figure out  the answer and get there and not tell you. 
O:I think talk partners are there to help you when you’re stuck on your work and they’re not to tell you the 
answers, they’re to tell you how to do it. With your writing maybe, they could read through it and say you 
could improve on this, but you’re very good at this. 
G: I think they’re meant to help you with your work, not give you the answers but give you little hints to the 
method, that sort of thing. I think that they can be helpful sometimes, but sometimes not that helpful. 
 
Did you like working with your talk partners? 
 
G: If they’re a good talk partner, yes. 
O: Sometimes, they can nag you to help them or tell you the answer, I’ll tell them how to work it out but 
they’ll just ask for the answer instead. 
I: Not always, sometimes you want to work on your own. Sometimes it’s hard to explain to your talk partner 
what it is, and you just want to get on with your own work sometimes. 
 
Do you think you could have done the task today without a talk partner? 
 
C: I couldn’t have done without my partner as she had really good ideas and without her my egg probably 
would have smashed. 
I: I probably could have done it by myself. 
 
What makes a good talk partner? 
 
G: Helping them, being cooperative, helpful, patient and don’t tell you the answers, friendly and calm. 
I: Working together, collaborating, not telling each other the answers but helping them get there. Maybe 
they’re climbing the mountain, showing them the path to get to the top, but not getting them up there. 
O: Sometimes people are shy, and good talk partners can give them a bit of encouragement, ask them what do 
you think about this? Do you like this? 
 
Do you think having a talk partner helps you understand things? 
 
G: Depends on how good your talk partner is at the different things you’re doing  
 
Do you think having a talk partner helps you complete the learning objective? 
 
I: Not always, sometimes you just want a bit of peace and quiet, you don’t want someone saying ‘I don’t know 
what to do, help me’ 
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Does having a talk partner make you more likely to answer questions on the carpet? 
 
O: Depends on who they are, because if they’re struggling, they might want us to help them and they can’t 
really help us if they don’t know the answer. So it depends if they’re up at the top, or not really.  
 
Do you think you would prefer to change them or have the same one every week? 
 
C: I’d rather have a different one every week because say if you were struggling and your talk partner was 
struggling too, then you probably couldn’t help them hard questions. So if you change, you can have a 
different person each week.  
 
What are the bad things about talk partners? 
 
O: Sometimes if they’re nagging you to tell them the answers all the time it isn’t the best talk partner in the 
world. It’s better to have a good talk partner. 
 
What are the good things about talk partners? 
 
O: They can help you out when you’re struggling.  
 
Lessons on your own or with talk partners? 
 
O: It depends on the talk partner. Sometimes I like a bit of peace and quiet. 
G: Yes and no 
I: Lessons on my own because I like a bit of quiet 
C: Yes 
 
Do you have any suggestions to make talk partner work better? 
 
O: You could have like a table helper, so you’ve not got talk partners, but a table helper, they’ll be there to 
help the ones who aren’t there yet. You could nominate who could be the group helper. So having a group 
rather than partner. Then if you want a bit of peace and quiet you can then, and the other person can still get 
help. 
I: My idea was to still have partners, but for people who sometimes struggle a bit, they could work with people 
who don’t need as much as help. So you wouldn’t have lots of people who could just get on with it and lots of 
people who need a bit of help. I think you should have a mixture of different people so like someone who finds 
it easier and someone who needs more help as partners. You shouldn’t always be sitting by your friends. Also, 
I don’t think its best if you’re all boys and boys or all girls and girls all the time, sometimes it’s nice to be with 
your friends, you should have a mixture. If I’m with my friends, I would probably just talk about stuff instead of 
the work. But I don’t think you should always be with other people too because sometimes when you’re just 
classmates not friends, you might not want to talk to each other as much, so you might not help each other 
much. 
O: Maybe on a Friday you could have a break and sit by your friend, not like your bestest friend because you’ll 
just talk about random stuff. 
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Focus Group 2 

 
Date: 28.03.18 
Year Group: 3 
Interviewer: Nia John 
Participants: Child 1 (A), Child 2 (T) and Child 3 (E) 
 
Did you like working with your talk partners? 
 
E: yes because we both had brilliant ideas for making it 
A: no they were boring, and I didn’t want to do what they did 
T: no because she is annoying.  
 
What are talk partners? 
 
A: people who you work with and if you are stuck they can help you 
T: they can help you if you’re stuck 
E: if you’re doing your work and you get really stuck they will help you and you don’t work with them when 
you’re not stuck you only work with them when you’re stuck 
T: you don’t ask the talk partners for any answers, only for helping you 
 
What do you think about talk partners? 
 
A: not that good because we have to be with a boy, she does it separately boy girl  
E: don’t do it randomly anymore 
E: I think their good because if you didn’t have a talk partner you would be stuck all the time 
T: bad, because she’s annoying (he likes it when he has a different partner) 
 
Do you think you could have done the task today without a talk partner? 
 
All: yes 
 
Why? 
 
T: I always do the hardest work so it’s pretty easy 
 
How do you think talk partners help you? 
 
E: With hard work 
A: when you’re stuck and I’m a bit bossy because IE say can you help me with all the answers. Sometimes they 
just give me all the answers. Sometimes they help you work it out. 
 
What makes a good talk partner? 
 
E: if they don’t always tell you the answers 
T: if they don’t tell you the answers, listen to you and help you when you’re stuck 
A: same as E. They should help you work it out. Be kind. 
 
Do you think having a talk partner helps you understand things? 
 
A: yes, because they help you when you’re not listening and explain things 
E: my talk partner always explains things to me 
 
Does having a talk partner make you more likely to answer questions on the carpet? 
 
E: yes 
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T: not really 
A: yes, I go to them what is the answer.  
E: I ask if they can give me a clue what the answer is 
 
Do you like changing talk partners every week? 
 
A: no 
E: yes, because sometimes I have annoying talk partners that don’t help and then next time I have a talk 
partner that does help 
 
Do you think you would prefer to change them or have the same one every week? 
 
E: change them because it would be boring sitting by the same person every day especially if it’s a boy 
A: if it’s a girl then not change them if it’s a boy change them. I like to sit by my friends 
T: I want to just sit by my best friends forever 
 
What are the bad things about talk partners? 
 
T: when they don’t help you and you really need help, sometimes when I come they don’t explain what to do  
A: when they don’t help you, bossy 
E: when you say one thing and your partner says another thing the annoying thing is when they don’t agree 
 
What are the good things about talk partners? 
 
A: they don’t annoy you, help us 
T: they don’t annoy you, help you, explain things when you need it 
E: help you with getting the answers but don’t give you the answers 
 
Do you prefer lessons on your own or with talk partners? 
 
E: talk partners  
T: on my own  
A: both, it depends what it is, a mixture, if its design ill do it on my own if its maths I like a partner 
E: same as A, because some works hard and some works not hard  
T: I like doing it on my own 
 
 
Do you have any suggestions to make talk partner work better? 
 
T: listening and not annoying  
A having your friends 
E: helping you more 
E: teacher telling rules because people keep forgetting what good talk partner work is 
T: we have a poster on the wall to tell you how to work with your talk partners but not everyone looks at it  
A: to sometimes work with talk partners and sometimes work by your self  
T: I don’t ever want to work with talk partners 
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Appendix E – Ethics Form 
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Appendix F – Consent Letter 
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Appendix G – Explanatory Statement  
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Appendix H – Gaining Assent 
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Appendix I – Observation 1 
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Appendix J – Checklist Observation 1 
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Appendix K – Observation 2 
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Appendix L – Checklist Observation 2 
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