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What are Pupils and Staff Perceptions of  Assessment for learning?

Do Pit Stops Help in Progressing Children’s Learning?


The overarching aim of this study is to get a better understanding of pupil and staff perceptions of ‘Pit stops’ and how they can effect learning within a classroom environment. Black and Wiliam (2005) explains that summative assessment is missing something, national curriculum, GCSE results, league tables of school performance and tests are just a means to an end. They continue by stating that it is the activities in the classroom with the teachers and learners that helps to progress the learning. Direct help now helps to ensure continued learner progression for the future. If there is any hope of raising standards, teachers need to be attentive to the learning process in the classroom as it happens. This would suggest that assessment for learning (AFL) strategies or formative assessment, are more effective in developing learner attainment in education. The study on pit stops will help to develop an understanding on whether this particular AFL strategy helps learners develop in the classroom, as well as give insight into how pupils and teachers feel about this particular strategy being used. In the field of education, it is important to undertake research projects as it helps practitioners gain insight into what strategies are most effective to use with their pupils. Squire (2007) explains that understanding and developing skills in the research process enables you to become a more effective practitioner. This is echoed by Naughton, Rolfe and Siraj-Blatchford (2010a, p. 3) as they state that through research, practitioners can build ‘experience, knowledge and confidence.’ From this it can be perceived that conducting research, whatever the outcome, is beneficial in helping the practitioner develop their skills and knowledge in the area of educational pedagogy. To undertake this research project and with the limited time available, a simplistic version of the ‘mosaic approach’ was used. According to Clark and Moss (2011), this is an integrated approach that combines the listening with the visual and acknowledges that adults and children are co-constructors of meaning. This can imply that the approach allows the researcher to use different types of research methods to construct an overview of the study. The research tools used to this approach were interviews, observations, questionnaires and book looks. 

Assessment for learning is now considered by many as a great strategy for learner attainment. Wiliam (2009) explains that assessment for learning has the potential to generate 8 extra months of learning per year for children. Popham (2011, cited in Earl, 2013a, p. 3) would agree, they state that in more than 4000 investigations into assessment for learning, the rate of learning is almost doubled when the strategies are implemented correctly. James and Pedder (2006; Popham, 2011, cited in Earl, 2013b, p.3) argues, that research shows that AFL is not being used effectively in most classrooms and when it is being used it is only superficial. This would imply that AFL strategies are not being implemented effectively in the classroom. Teachers need to be educated on the importance of AFL strategies on learner attainment and how best to implement these strategies in the classroom. The Welsh Government (2020) explain that assessment should be based on Practitioner and learner working together to develop an understanding of where the learner is and how to move them forward in their learning. This again highlights the importance of Teacher knowledge of assessment for learning, how best to implement the strategies associated with AFL and how they will work best for the learner.

The strategy that the research concentrated on was ‘Pit stops.’ A pit stop is where the teacher will stop the learning during a lesson and give the children a task to do which will enrich their outcome, for example, children could be asked to mark each other’s work, read over their own work, read out part of their work or even something as simple as look at punctuation. Holt and Tarrant (2016, p. 49) explain that a pit stop is used as an opportunity to pause the work and make explicit to children on how they are learning. They state that it is the development of ‘sharing, experimenting and finding what works best for you’ that is an important skill that children develop during pit stops. This idea of using pit stops at important times in the lesson is to help decrease possible misconceptions children may have in the work or help them to adapt and improve on their learning in the lesson as it happens. One of the focus points of a pit stop is to allow children the opportunity to peer assess or share ideas with each other. Hattie (2012, p. 87) suggests that peers can assist in the learning process by, ‘helping, tutoring, providing friendship, giving feedback and making class and school a place in which students want to come each day.’ Furthermore, he states that this can all lead to enhanced academic achievement and more learning opportunities. This links closely to the social learning theory; this theory explains how children learn in social situations through observing and imitating others. Doherty and Hughes (2009a, p.38) explain Bandura’s (1977) concept of ‘observational learning’ he proposed that it is through observing others act as models where significant learning can take place. Similarly, the work of Vygotsky (1978) on the ‘zone of proximal development (ZPD)’ and Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) introduction of scaffolding theory explains how children can be taken through the ZPD with scaffolding from a more knowledgeable other (MKO). In relation to pit stops, children act as each other’s MKO’s and are able to scaffold their peers through the ZPD by working in collaboration during pit stops. Using these theory’s, we can see the potential benefits of pit stops to aid in enhancing and enriching learning. Peers who model work, discuss work and work together generally during these pit stops have a good opportunity to learn through the social learning theory. 

Pit stops can also beneficial in helping children to understand what is expected of them throughout the lesson. Clarke (2014a, p. 79) makes the point that it is simply not enough for the teacher to have a clear understanding of the ‘learning objective’ for the lesson, it is essential that the pupils are aware of the learning objective and what is expected of them to achieve the objective. This is to aid the pupil in monitoring his or her progression as the lesson develops. A pit stop early in the lesson will help in giving the teacher a good idea of those children who are aware of what is expected of them and those that need extra assistance in understanding. Furthermore, Griffiths and Burns (2012a, p. 17) state that students can’t be expected to get into a ‘flow’ in lessons unless they are aware of what they are working towards. They say that it is ‘crucial’ for learners to understand what is to be achieved in the lesson. In the Interview with the class teacher (appendix 1), this is also their belief, the teacher states that an early pit stop is a great way of finding out the children’s understanding of the learning objective and making sure they are on track, and to avoid getting to the end of the lesson, realising that the pupil wasn’t sure what was expected of them. This shows how beneficial a pit stop can be when used correctly, it can highlight any misconceptions and help the teacher assess those children that are on or off track with their understanding of the learning.

When conducting any research, especially research that involve children, there are many ethical issues that must be taken into consideration. Ethics are central in any research project. Aubrey et al. (2000) defines ethics as ‘The moral philosophy or set of moral principles underpinning a project.’ All ethical codes and practices at present are based upon the Nuremberg Code (1949, cited in Annas and Grodin, 1992, p. 2) (appendix 2). The code was introduced after the horrific experimentations on people in the concentration camps came to light. 
One of the main points of the code is that any research should be beneficial to that of participant and society. Mukherji and Albon (2010b, p. 50) state, when researching with young children it must be considered whether there is benefit to the participants. They believe that when you directly involve children and listen to their perspectives you are gaining valuable insight of those who matter most which is the children. However, even after the Nuremberg code, there was still research conducted that divided opinion. Coady (2001, cited in Mukherji and Albon, 2010, p. 36) explain the case study involving ‘Genie.’ In the 1970’s a 13-year-old girl from LA was found to have been deprived of any human contact for most of her life. This left her with a severe lack of language skills, which meant she was an ideal subject for whether there is a sensitive period for language acquisition. When the grant money ran out and the researchers had all the information needed, they returned genie to poor care arrangements having furthered their own careers in the process. Consequently, the benefit to the research participant was overtaken by the research itself. This highlights the importance of researchers abiding by the Nuremberg Codes (1949), while this research project potentially started out with the child’s best interested in mind, in the end the researchers had placed priority over the research than that of the child. The child participant of any research should always take precedence over the research itself. Squire (2007) emphasises that the result of any research with children should ensure that they have the most effective education, care and support available. Roberts-Holmes (2011a, p. 43) echoes this by stating it is essential that the researcher reflects throughout the study and ensures the impact on the child is beneficial and does not cause the child undue stress or anxiety. The British Educational research association (BERA) (2018) believes that any person involved in the research should be treated fairly with dignity and respect. When conducting research, if you uphold these values then the participants involved should always have priority over the research itself. At any time should that not be the case then the researcher should identify this and take reasonable steps to resolve the issue. 

Prior to the research commencing, it is essential that the participants are made fully aware of the research parameters, how the information gained will be used, their right to anonymity and confidentiality. They should be notified that during the research study they have a right to withdraw themselves at any time. This is to ensure that the participants can give ‘informed consent’ prior to the research. Squire (2007) mirror this by stating that All participants should be made fully aware of the nature and purpose of the research and how and where the information will be used. Participants must also be made aware of their right to refuse or withdraw at any time. The Nuremberg Code, (1949, cited in Annas and Grodin, 1992, p. 2) (appendix 2) State that ‘The voluntary consent of the human subject is absolutely essential.’ Roberts-Holmes (2011b, p. 48) simplifies this by saying that as a researcher you simply need to ask yourself, have the children been given all the information needed to decide if they would like to participate or not. However, Naughton, Rolfe and Siraj-Blatchford (2010b, p. 75) argue that ‘according to legal definitions of informed consent, children cannot give consent.’ They state that it is the legal guardian that can give consent on behalf of the child. However, in these circumstances you should be asking the child for their consent or ‘assent’ as it is known in this situation. Prior to the commencement of the study, the researcher acquired consent on behalf of the children from the school head-teacher (appendix 3) as well as the ‘assent’ of children after reading them the passage (appendix 4). It is essential to get both consent and assent. Robson (1993) postulates that when working with children it might be difficult for them to fully comprehend the research. While you should always seek a child’s assent, consent from a legal guardian is crucial to make the decision that is in the child’s best interest. 

The research Was conducted with a Year six, Key Stage two class in Wales. The class has 32 children with 31 attendees on the day. Participants were selected for interview based on the researcher’s prior knowledge of working within the class. A child was chosen from each ability group that the researcher believed would give an honest reflection. Methods that were used to collect data were Observation, Questionnaires and interviews. The researcher also looked through children’s books to gain a better understanding of how pit stops have been used over that few months. The questionnaires and observation took place within the classroom. The interviews took place in an adjoining classroom that was a little quieter.

When interviewing children, ethical considerations need to be taken into account. The researcher needs to protect and safeguard the child from any undue stress or anxiety while maintaining their own safety in the process. As shown (appendix 5), the risks to children and researcher were considered prior to the start of the research on the ethics form. When interviewing children, it is important to make them feel as comfortable as possible. Naughton, Rolfe and Siraj-Blatchford (2010c, p. 229) state that, to ensure those being interviewed feel comfortable, it must be emphasised that the information provided will be strictly confidential and will not be linked to them or anyone else. However, Oakley (1981, cited in Mukherji and Albon, 2010, p. 42) criticises interview strategies by explaining that these strategies designed to make the participant feel at ease are in fact tactics that are there to manipulate them. By extension, Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 710) state that ethically speaking an interviewer should act friendly, courteous and pleasant. However, they say that this is merely a ruse, used to gain trust which creates a one-way ‘pseudo-conversation’ which raises its own ethical dilemmas. This shows that while there is an ethical morality to ensure that the participant feels comfortable during interviews, the researcher needs to take care that this is done in a natural way as to not inadvertently put the participant in an unnatural situation. We can see in the interview transcripts (Appendix 6,7 and 8) that at the start the researcher attempted to put the participant at ease. Using a recording device is a great way to help the researcher concentrate on the interview, however, there are limitations to it’s uses. Mukherji and Albon (2010) state that there could potentially be difficulty hearing, this was the case in this instance as the researcher found it difficult to transcribe in parts. Also, participants in the research may behave differently during an interview when they are aware that they are being recorded. They state that some researchers attempt to prevent this by introducing the devices earlier on to give participants time to get used to them, which would then encourage the participants behaviour to return to ‘normal’. It was found that the conversation during the interviews didn’t flow as well as expected with this reason being a possible cause. As a recommendation for future interviews using a recording device, the researcher would introduce them earlier to help the participant feel more at ease. 

Questionnaires were used and were found to be an effective strategy of receiving responses in a short amount of time. Walliman (2001) reiterates this point by stating that questionnaires are used because they are cost effective and versatile. Prior to conducting the research, the questionnaires were piloted to a small select group of acquaintances. This was so that the researcher could get feedback on any issues with the questionnaire that needed amending. Mukherji and Albon (2010d, p. 65) explain that it is unwise to use a questionnaire without firstly testing it on a few people. Feedback from the pilot group help to identify problems with the questionnaire as well as seeing the responses can give a good idea of the expected information which Mukherji and Albon suggests is a key factor in the validity of the questionnaire. Yet there are drawbacks to using questionnaires. Roberts-Holmes (2011c, p. 165) highlights that when using questionnaires because of their anonymity respondents could be quite frank in their responses but at the same time the rich detail in response gained in interviews is likely to be left out of responses in questionnaires. While questionnaires are an efficient method in gaining data, researchers need to be aware that not all the data collected will be beneficial to the study. 

The education sector and pedagogy might look quite different today if not for the use of observations. Fawcett (2011) emphasises that psychologists and researchers such as Freud, Piaget and Isaacs all developed their knowledge through use of observations. Mukherji and Albon (2010e, p. 104) expand this point by stating that, without ‘systematic child observations’ Piaget and Bruner would not have advanced their cognitive development theories. Bowlby and Ainsworth would have not been able to understand the importance of human attachment and Athey would not have been able to formulate her ideas about child schemas. Given this we can assume the importance of observations when conducting educational research. The observation method used was an ‘event sample method’ this was chosen because it is a good way to target a specific behaviour or part of the day that you wish to observe. In this instance the target was pit stops. Nicolson and Shipstead (2002) state that event sampling helps the observer collect data in an efficient manner of the targeted behaviour. However as is observed in the observation table (appendix 9), because of the limited time available the researcher was only able to observe one use of pit stops throughout the study. As a recommendation for the validity of the study, it would be suggested that in the future observations on pit stops would be conducted in a variety of lessons over several weeks.  

The interviews gave valuable insight into the perceptions of pit stops from both pupils and the class teacher. As we can see from the short snippet of the interviews (appendix 7 & 1) with child B and the class teacher. They both liked the way children can share ideas through the use of pit stops. 



Appendix 7                                                                                            Appendix 1
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We can see that both student and Teacher see benefit of children swapping books during pit stops and getting ideas for their own work. It is giving children the opportunity for instant feedback in the lesson in a simple manner. This is one of the main aims of AFL. Clarke (2014b, p. 120) state that AFL helps learners become independent in confidently assessing their own work as well as that of their peers and from this make ongoing improvements to their own work. This shows the potential benefit of using pit stops in this manner, the children in this research liked the idea of swapping books which would persuade them to engage more with the pit stop task. Griffiths and Burns (2012b, p.19) explain the importance of ensuring classroom tasks are engaging, this enables children to complete work because they want to, not because they feel they have to.

As previously mentioned, the researcher was only able to observe one short pit stop on the day of the study (appendix 9). This was a clear drawback and the results of such a small sample should be interpreted carefully. During the observation the majority of the children were engaged throughout the task, this would lead us to believe that children enjoy pit stops and always engage well with them. However, Doherty and Hughes (2009b, p. 76) highlights a potential difficulty in observing children, when the children are aware of the observer’s presence, this could potentially affect their behaviour during the lesson. One of the questions in the Questionnaire (appendix 10) was linked to this. 
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As we can see, while the observation highlighted that children potentially enjoyed and engaged well with pit stops, the data from the questionnaire somewhat contradicts this. While only eight out of twenty-seven respondents stated that they liked using pit stops in lessons, as we can see from the picture below, 73.1% of respondents felt that pit stops are helpful.
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This data would suggest that there doesn’t necessarily need to be a link between enjoyment levels of a task and whether that task is seen as helpful or not. However, Naughton, Rolfe and Siraj-Blatchford (2010d, p.230) argue that when conducting questionnaires, it is worth noting that any ‘sophisticated form of statistical analysis’ there should be at least 30 respondents. As there were only 27 respondents on the day of the research, they would suggest that the data collected is controversial. 

Due to the lack of data from observations and the number of respondents of the questionnaire, the study would have to be deemed inconclusive. However, there is a strong case to be made that pit stops are beneficial when used correctly in the classroom environment. Previously discussed is the idea that pit stops can be used to clear up misconceptions early in the lesson. This was a positive feature that the class teacher pointed out (Appendix 1). While the data from the study is inconclusive, there are benefits to the participants and the researcher for undertaking the study. Clark, Kjorholt and Moss (2005) suggests that by working with children for research, quality of education is developed. They recognise that children’s perspectives vary to those of adults and professionals. Driskell (2017) follows on from this stating that it’s not just the research that can benefit, the children will benefit from being involved themselves, being involved in the research helps to develop skills such as listening and speaking. Similarly, there are benefits for the researcher. Burnaford, Fischer and Hobson (2009) notes that a teacher who researches and reflects is teacher that is more effective. Consequently, we can see the benefits of researching in education, not just for the potential results that the study might yield but for the direct benefits to participants and researchers alike. 
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. Do you like using pit stops in the lesson?
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. What do you do during 'Pit stops' in lessons?

More Detal

Latest Responses
r it stops we swap book's and we double tick their work *
wap books

“explan more”
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Responses

4. How helpful are pit stops in helping you learn?





