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	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Aim to follow the reference conventions closely.

	Targed/Target 2
	Explore ideas thoroughly.

	Targed/Target 3
	Make purposeful links to literature.

	Targed/Target 4
	Use more tentative language in writing.  



What are the pupils and staff perceptions of Assessment for Learning?

How does specific feedback support children’s learning?

Introduction 
The process of Assessment for Learning (AfL) is occasionally seen as a vital feature in the progression of learning for pupils. Black and William (1998, p. 2) are two who strongly support this stating that ‘the heart of effective teaching’ is formative assessment. This assignment is based around AfL and the attitudes that both staff and pupils have towards AfL. When conducting research, the focus will be on the AfL strategy feedback and how it could affect the progression of pupils’ learning. The purpose of this research project is to develop and evaluate different research tools to obtain a variety of quantitative and qualitative data that will later be analysed. When going into the school it is important that the researcher is ethical and respects the rights of all participants in line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines (2018). 

Researching AfL strategies is an effective way of finding out what strategies are working in the classroom both for pupils and staff. Teachers could be carrying out different strategies such as feedback only, no hands up, hot seating, etc. that are working for them, but it is important to see if the pupils are finding it beneficial for their learning. As the focus of this study is feedback, the researcher came up with the hypothesis that feedback is only useful towards the progression of learning when it is given in a meaningful and structural way. Through conducting the research, it should give a clearer understanding of whether the hypothesis is correct. The research tools that will be used to explore the topic will be questionnaires given to a handful of children (Appendix A) and one to the teacher (Appendix B), there will be a semi-structured interview between the researcher and a group of pupils (Appendix C) and a separate one with the teacher (Appendix D). Finally, the researcher will carry out three observations of the class including the class teacher (Appendix E and F). 

Literature Review 
AfL is an informal approach that is used within most areas of teaching and learning and adapted by teachers to suit the individual needs within their class (Black et al, 2003). It helps teachers to see where their pupils need to progress in their learning and how they are going to get there. This is supported by Cambridge Assessment International Education (no date) who states that AfL helps the children to ‘close the gap’ in their learning allowing them to reach their targets. On the other hand, Didau (2015) disagrees with this statement suggesting that there is no actual way of assessing what the children have learned in the lesson, it is their performance that you are seeing. Teachers need to know where their pupils are in their learning but also for them to share with the pupils themselves the stage they are at. AfL allows you to do this by giving meaningful feedback and providing the pathway to achievement, without causing the stress and anxiety they could get if sitting a test. Similarly, Donaldson (2015) talks about the importance of the children getting meaningful feedback from different AfL strategies and the impact that it can have on the children. He says how powerful feedback can be on the progression of learning and getting children to close the gaps in their knowledge and understanding.

Feedback is seen as a key process of AfL and Poulos & Mahony (2008) talks about how pupils’ understanding and use of feedback is significant to the success of formative assessment (Jaio, 2015). Children must be continuously engaging with feedback and acting on it in their learning for it to be effective (Docs.hss.ed.ac.uk, 2017). It is very much like a continuous spiral of pupils completing a piece of work, the teacher giving them feedback, the pupils acting on it and then the progression of learning moving forward. This is similar to Bruner’s (1960) cognitive theory of The Spiral Curriculum, where he suggests that going through the different stages and the use of repetition will help children’s intellectual ability to develop (Clark, 2010). However, in Didau’s (2017) article, despite him addressing the need for feedback in a classroom, he talks about feedback being ineffective if perceived in the wrong context. He explains that students could unintentionally act on their feedback in the wrong way. The 2017 article is based around Luger and DeNisi’s (1996) meta-analysis of feedback, who came to the agreement after carrying out different research, that feedback only improved the performance of two-thirds of their sample having an overall effect size of 0.41 (Didau, 2017). The Education Endowment Foundation [EEF] (2018) argues against, this putting feedback at the top of the list for having the highest impact on the progression of learning and stating that there is a possibility of it adding an average of eight months’ worth of progress every year. Although, the EEF (2018) also states that for feedback to be effective it must be clear, specific and accurate, but furthermore, it must have a purpose for students to value it, such as: reaching a long-term target or goal. 

Whilst feedback is primarily seen as being useful towards pupils’ learning; there is a discussion on what form of feedback is most effective. A study was done to see if replacing written feedback with verbal had much of an impact on pupil progress. Southwark Teaching School (2018) carried the study out for a term and had two groups, group one switching written feedback for verbal and group two not making any changes to the method of feedback given (Department for Education, 2018). After the study was complete, there was no evidence to suggest that verbal feedback had a positive nor negative effect on pupils’ progress. However, Grigg (2015) suggests that pupils prefer verbal to written feedback. As much as children want appraisal comments and stickers in their books, they understand that it will not help them to develop and ‘bridge the gap’ in their learning (Briggs et al., 2008. p. 83). Furthermore, Grigg (2015) talks about the need for teachers to understand when the right time and place is to give feedback, but also to know how and what they are going to say. He goes on to suggest that feedback should be given in a ‘sandwich’ whereby theoretically the bread is a positive comment and the filling is the area for development; this way the pupils are understanding where they need to improve but are having the reinforcement of positive feedback (Grigg, 2015. p. 405).

Methodology 
It is suggested that ‘…the biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching.’ (Hattie, 2009, p. 22). This shows some importance of research within the classroom for teachers to see what learning tools and strategies affect their pupils learning. The research tools that have been used within this study are questionnaires, interviews and observations. The research activity has been conducted on a small sample from a church school in a rural part of Wales; the participants involved were approximately twenty-nine pupils age eight to ten and one class teacher. I chose this sample so that I could have a wide range of views from different abilities and both the pupils and the staff’s perspective. Through previously being on placement in the research school, the activity was closed practice action research. This could affect the data collected as the pupils might have given answers they thought the researcher wanted to try and please them (Austin, 2016). Furthermore, the Mosaic approach has been adhered, to listen to the children’s outlooks, concerns and expressions towards feedback (Clark, 2005). 

Essentially, the researcher should consider the quantity of data they need to collect and how they are going to critically analyse the data before carrying out the research. When too much data is collected, it does not get examined in as much depth and ‘ends up being described rather than analysed’ (Austin, 2016, p. 75). The researcher used a semi-structured interview with a group of four pupils and separately with the teacher; the structure of the interview allows the participants to discuss their views freely whilst allowing the interviewer to ask specific questions. Some researchers could see this as a strength to their research method as the participants could come up with rich data and talk in-depth about the current topic (Punch, 2014). However, Tuckman (1972) disagrees and suggests this is because allowing the participants to talk freely with not much structure will give you a large mass of data to analyse. Cohen and Manion (2013. p. 419) support this by saying ‘Data yielded in the unstructured response are more difficult to code and quantify than data in the structured response’. One strength of group interviews is that it allows the participants to feel less intimidated and could encourage them to share their opinions and add to the complexity of responses (Austin, 2016). Additionally, the children could open up a good discussion that could prompt the interviewer to adjust the questions to the path of the debate and follow up any ambiguous answers (National Foundation for Educational Research, 2013). On the other hand, they could go off-topic and the interviewer may have to guide the participants back on track; this must be done in a polite manner and with minimal bias (Cohen and Manion, 2013). The group interview was carried out in a spare classroom and was audio-recorded and transcribed; whilst the interview with the teacher was more structured on a one-to-one basis with the interviewer taking notes throughout. 

Another research tool used in the study was observations. The observer carried out three, thirty-minute observations at different intervals during the lessons. Observation schedules were used to record the number of times feedback was giving and the different contexts. This evidence was then collected and will be analysed to see how much meaningful feedback is given and in what form. A Leuven scale (Appendix G) was completed by the researcher during the observation, however, it is not fully reliable because different things could have affected the child’s wellbeing that day. Observations are very open and allow the researcher to see what is happening within the classroom, including behaviour, emotions, facial expressions and gestures. Simpson and Tuson (2003) agree that it is a very flexible way to collect data and they believe that it allows you to see interaction in a social context. Before the observation began, the observer explained to all participants about the observation that was taking place and gave the option for anyone to withdraw at any point. This could have had a negative impact on the observational data as the Hawthorne effect could have occurred but, there are limited ways of telling whether a child’s behaviour has changed (Spencer and Mahtani, 2017). Before the research day, the investigator ensured that they had carried out research on feedback so that they understood what they were looking for and could understand what is going on. Dewey (1938, p. 68) supports this, stating that 

‘Observation alone is not enough. We have to understand the significance of what we see, hear, and touch. This significance consists of the consequences that will result when what is seen is acted upon’. 

However, Bruner (1990) believes that through observation, we understand better the world we live in and observing allows us to gain our own beliefs (NQSPLP). Although, again Dewey (1991) argues against Bruner (1990), stating that observation is ‘stereotypical thinking’ and that we should get to know and understand the situation or scenario before judging it and making assumptions (NQSPLP). 

When Questionnaires are used, it is important that they are kept simple and just include the information that is relevant to the research (Denscombe, 2010). They should be kept specific, have precise wording and be suitable for the target audience; you should take into consideration: the way you pose a question, as it could get taken out of context, use suitable vocabulary and check that the font and size is appropriate for all participants (Austin, 2016). The wording and type of questions used in a questionnaire are quite important in order to gain the responses that you require (Austin, 2016). Therefore, the researcher had to ensure that their questions were not too complicated or wordy. Furthermore, the researcher tried to include a variety of question types and did not include too many open-ended questions as they can sometimes be too demanding and could cause them to skip the question or stop participating (Cohen and Manion, 2013). Additionally, they talk about it being a limitation for the researcher because it would be time consuming to analyse all of the different responses that they could get back. However, by using a range of question types, the researcher could have a substantial amount of quantitative and qualitative data to analyse (Arthur, 2012). This again is where the complexity of the question comes in because despite it being good to have different question types, it is important to make sure that the participants understand the questions; for example, the Likert scale or the ranking question could pose difficulties for the respondents to use. The questionnaires also could give a lot of statistical data that can be compared and analysed critically whereas the other research tools would not produce as much quantitative data (National Foundation for Educational Research, 2013). 

An ethical researcher was important for this study, as the rights of all participants needed to be taken into consideration throughout the whole process. Before any research took place an ethics form (Appendix H) was filled out and all parts of the research was completed in line with the BERA (2018) guidelines and all partakers will be able to express their views freely, will not be forced to participate in anything and can withdraw themselves and their input from the study at any point throughout (The United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child, 1989). It was essential at the beginning of the study for the researcher to gain consent from all participants. As the pupils were under the age of eighteen, they were only able to give assent, therefore, the purpose of the research and where the data would be shared to was explained to the pupils and they had the option to withdraw; the researcher then had to get a consent form (Appendix I) signed by the headteacher to allow the research to commence (Blackburn, 2018). Throughout the entire study, the investigator had to remain moral and ethical therefore during the interviews the interviewees had withdrawal cards that they could display if they wanted to leave.

Findings and Discussion 
Through conducting the research, it was suggested that specific feedback can support children’s learning if it is given in a meaningful and contextual way. The research findings support the hypothesis as teacher X strongly agrees in the questionnaire (Appendix J) that the feedback given must be meaningful. Furthermore, the children stated in the interview (Appendix K) that if the feedback given to them is not meaningful, then they are not going to be able to progress in their learning. A range of responses were received from pupils, some that challenged the teacher’s beliefs and some that supported the teacher. It should be recognised that both the teacher and pupils could have different outlooks on feedback as they look at it from two different perspectives. One example of this is that some children said in their questionnaires (Appendix L) that they prefer to act on written feedback because it is there for them to see and they can refer back to it, whereas teacher X states in her interview (Appendix M) that most children act on verbal feedback better because they receive it during the lesson and must complete the changes or act on the advice given immediately.  Despite this, the teacher suggests (Appendix N) that she has no particular preference over which form of feedback is most useful and that it depends on the lesson as to what is more suitable. 

In terms of pushing the children’s learning forward, teacher X talked about verbal feedback being the most effective way because it can have an immediate impact if the children respond to it. As mentioned previously in the literature review, there is not a lot of research that proves verbal feedback to be the most useful, but it could be the teacher’s preference and what works best for their class (Department for Education, 2018). It was also mentioned in the literature review that Grigg (2015) states that the majority of children prefer verbal feedback. However, in this case, a lot of the children disagree with Grigg (2015) as 62% of children who completed the questionnaire (Appendix O) chose written feedback as the most useful form. Within the interview (Appendix P), pupil D further expanded on why they prefer written feedback, stating that they find it useful when they are doing a new piece of work because they can flick back to see comments on how they’ve got to improve.

When taking observations at three different stages throughout lessons, it was clear to see when the most feedback is given out whether that be verbal or written. It has been taken into consideration that this was small scale research therefore there is only a small sample of research to analyse. From comparing the three observation schedules (Appendix Q, R and S), there is some evidence to show that the most meaningful feedback is given in the middle of the lesson; this is also when the most verbal feedback is given which could suggest that verbal is the most meaningful form of feedback. Similarly, to Bruner’s (1960) theory the Spiral Curriculum, as mentioned previously, if the children are getting active feedback whilst completing their work, it is allowing room for the knowledge to expand and the learning to go further. Furthermore, the second observation (Appendix T) is when the most written feedback was given as well but this tended to be long term targets that the children are continuously working on. Unfortunately, the observer was unable to see much written feedback as teacher X was keen to give verbal feedback and mark the books at the end of the day. However, this backs up their statement (Appendix M) on the pupils responding to verbal feedback immediately as the observer could see the children making adjustments and improvements to their work. Whilst observing, the researcher completed a Leuven scale on two randomly selected pupils (Appendix T and U). The Leuven scale identifies how engaged the pupils are with the task and assesses their wellbeing. Pupil X showed limited engagement at level three and seemed to be doing bare minimal work, whilst pupil Y was engaging thoroughly with the activity showing extremely high well-being. As noted in the observer’s observation form (Appendix V), there was very little support given to pupil X who was a lower ability pupil; perhaps if there was more verbal feedback and communication with the teacher, it might encourage them to engage more in the activity. These results are not fully reliable as it was only taken over one lesson and for the researcher to see if feedback has an impact on children’s well-being, there would need to be a larger sample done over a longer period of time. 

The research needed to be kept reliable and valid throughout; measures were put in place to ensure this. Firstly, questionnaires were all done under the same conditions, they were given a short briefing of the context but there was no leading of answers and there were no leading questions. In the interviews, the children were asked the questions and then allowed to have a discussion about them amongst each other, so it was informal, and in a relaxed environment. The transcriptions of the interviews were exact however, repetitiveness and pauses were taken out. The observations were done within the lessons and the children knew they were happening. Some limitations that could have affected the reliability could be that the children knew the researcher and could have adapted their answers to please the interviewer, the observer might have been fixed on what they wanted to see and may have missed other factors and if the children didn’t know the answer to the questionnaires they might have ticked any boxes. These limitations could affect the research findings, and they could make parts of the study unreliable because the researcher could be seen as influencing the results. In the future, these limitations could be avoided by using a sample of children that you have had no previous contact with, make the questions more suitable to the target audience and try to observe with an open mind and not have a hypothesis before you go in. The data gathered is suitable and answers the research question therefore, this suggests that the relevant questions asked, and the observations made were valid. Through the researcher using more than one method to collect data on the same topic, it allowed the results to be more valid by using a triangulation of data.

Conclusion 
To conclude, the aims of this study were to find out what staff and pupils’ views were towards AFL but more specifically, how meaningful feedback can support pupils’ progression in learning. The research was also done to see if there are any links between previous studies, literature and what pupils and teachers told the researcher in school. From looking at both the research and the findings, it can be suggested that when feedback is given in a way that is specific and meaningful, it can support pupil’s progression in their learning (EEF, 2018). As Donaldson (2015) suggests, it enables the children to close the gap between their existing knowledge and where they need to go next. There is no concrete evidence to support the claim that verbal feedback has a higher impact on learning than written feedback, however, in this case study, there is evidence (Appendix V) to show that the class are continuously acting on verbal feedback without them noticing. Through carrying out the study, the investigator has developed and evaluated their three chosen research methods looking at the advantages and limitations of them as well as further developing their knowledge on AfL, specifically giving meaningful feedback. Furthermore, the research dispositions were developed because the researcher needed to remain ethical throughout the entire process and they needed to be sceptical about what was said by following out the role of a skilled researcher. As the investigator in an evolving and inquiring profession as a teacher, it has been a valuable experience looking into different research tools and developing those skills that will be useful later on in their career. This is supported by Hattie (2009) as mentioned previously, who believes that teachers must become their own teachers as well as teachers of the pupils for student’s success. If the study was to be done again, the researcher would widen the scale of research and get more participants involved to increase the amount of data and evidence received, therefore, making their results more reliable. 
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