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ECAD-7004 Researching the Learning: what, how and why am I teaching 7004: What is the effect of varying AfL (Assessment for Learning) techniques on learners’ classroom engagement?


Gallwch ychwanegu’ch targedau o’ch aseiniad diwethaf gan ddefnyddio’r tabl isod. /
Please add your targets from the previous assignment using the table below.

	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Ensure that you. Proofread your assignments to avoid unnecessary SPAG errors.
	Used Grammarly to correct spelling errors.

	Targed/Target 2
	Consider developing counter arguments when critically evaluating the impact of your own practice.
	Made sure to find arguments that disagree with the literaure that I have found.

	Targed/Target 3
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Our aim for our lesson study was to evaluate the effect of different Assessment for Learning (AfL) techniques and how they affect the engagement of pupils during a lesson. We chose three different techniques for our lessons; traffic light cards, mini-whiteboard, and lollipop sticks in order to gauge understanding of topics and themes, and these were used in three different lessons in Physics, History, and German. As well as this we aimed to use the information gained from the research project to improve our own practice and help understanding better how to assess pupils in the future. Education research in itself is vital as it allows teachers and education professionals to improve their own teaching, and in turn, improve the learning of the pupil; if teachers are able to implement AfL correctly, they will be able to see who needs help and provide better support for pupils who are struggling.
Our research was undertaken in an English medium community comprehensive school in South Wales, which according to BERA (2018) guidelines will be referred to as School X. School X’s catchment area spans across three counties, and as such there is a wide-ranging cohort of pupils from various different backgrounds and levels of attainment. The current number of students at School X is 1233 as of 2019, and 16.1% of these pupils are on Free School meals (My Local School, 2019). As of 2019, 24.9% of pupils at School X are on School Action with regards to ALN, with 12.7% being on School Action Plus and another 3.7% being statemented (My Local School, 2019). The class that we chose for our lesson study was a low attainment Year 8 class.

In order to fully understand the topic of Assessment for Learning, one must look at the literature surrounding it. Paul Black and Dilan William’s review of assessment in the education sector (1998) showed that the use of formative assessment techniques increased performance and standards in schools where it was trialled (Black et al., 1998). They state that ‘For research purposes, learning gains of this type are measured by comparing the average improvements in the test scores of pupils involved in an innovation with the range of scores that are found for typical groups of pupils on these same tests.’ (Black and William, 1998, p.3). They go on to state that, ‘The ratio of the former divided by the latter is known as the effect size. Typical effect sizes of the formative assessment experiments were between 0.4 and 0.7. (Black and William, 1998, p.3), making this one of ‘the largest effect sizes ever reported for sustained educational interventions’  Formative assessment in itself is designed in order to provide feedback during the teaching and delivery of lessons, as opposed to summative assessment that only provides feedback of understanding at the end of a teaching block. However, Black and William do not shy away from the drawbacks, as they explain ‘All such work involves new ways to enhance feedback between those taught and the teacher, ways that will require significant changes in classroom practice.’ (Black and William, 1998, p.3). However, there is a lot of discussion with regards to criticisms of Black and William’s 1998 study, as many researchers believe that there is no conclusive evidence to support the use of Assessment for Learning in the classroom (DeLuca et al., 2018; Bennett, 2011).
Bet McCallum’s review of formative assessment (2011) takes six research studies and evaluates them on the basis of their take on formative assessment, and she states that ‘Assessment is formative only when comparison of actual and reference levels yields information which is then used to alter the gap.’ (McCallum, 2011, p.1). McCallum also highlights the fact that it is the teacher's responsibility to decide what information is required to ‘close the gap’, however, it is the pupil’s responsibility to close that gap using that information (McCallum, 2011, p.1).
As well as this, there is a great deal of debate regarding what formative assessment is; Harlen and Janes (1996) consider formative assessment as using information about students that have been gathered during the course of teaching, as well as recognising the ‘point reached in development and the necessary next steps to take’ (Torrance and Pryor, 1998, p.12; Harlen and James, 1996, p.4). However, Torrance and Pryor (1998) portray an alternative view to that of Harlen and James (1996) and believe that the role of the child in formative assessment is just as important as the teacher. They state that ‘It is as if the pupil has no role at all, and indeed as if assessment can be carried out without having an impact on the pupil - the assessment procedure produces results (information) but has no impact on the learning process in and of itself.’ (Torrance and Pryor, 1998, p.12).
Margaret Heritage follows the same line as Torrance and Pryor; that students take n agentive role in their own Assessment for Learning, and using their current understanding of a topic, and comparing it to the end goal set by the teacher, and teachers must guide their pupils to this goal by developing their skills (Heritage, 2018). She determines that there are two concepts within Assessment for Learning: self-regulation and co-regulation. The former relies on the pupil ‘orienting their own behaviours’ and ‘adapting learning approaches to move closer to desired goals; (Heritage, 2018, p.53), whereas the latter involves learners in receiving support for outside influences, and this moves towards self-regulation after a period of time. (Heritage, 2018. p.53)
Scaffolding is another concept relating to Assessment for Learning; teacher-led support for learners who need help with a particular topic or theme, which allows the learner to self-regulate when they feel that they are ready. Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (1978) provides a basis for this concept, however, it was the work of Bruner that further developed Vygotsky’s research into what we know today as scaffolding (Olsen, 2014). Olsen (2014) goes on to suggest that the scaffold could be taken away when a learner is deemed ready enough to understand the theme alone, which ties into Heritage’s belief that co-regulation can change to self-regulation (Heritage, 2018, p.53).
Despite the obvious upsides to Assessment for Learning techniques, there has been discussion about how effective it truly is; Ninomiya (2018) suggests that despite there being feedback given, there is no mechanism for this information to actually improve learning. It is also suggested that the three-step concept of ‘where is the learner, where are they going, and how do they need to get there’ only helps the learner attain their target, and according to Ninomiya, ‘the process of formative assessment becomes increasingly mechanistic.’ (Ninomiya, 2018, p.85). DeLuca states that ‘Despite its potential benefits to teaching effectiveness and student learning, researchers have identified several challenges to effective AfL implementation and have encouraged in-service professional learning opportunities that move teachers from implementing the letter to the spirit of AfL in classrooms.’ (DeLuca et al., 2018, p.5)




Lesson study, as defined by Peter Dudley (2013) is the research undertaken by groups of teachers that intend to use the information gained to improve their teaching, and take practice from elsewhere to improve teaching and learning. This information will be shared with colleagues and peers in order to share their findings and suggest improvements in school planning. (Dudley, 2013, p.108) One can divide the lesson study into three sections; the observation itself, the focus group session and the critical reflection performed by the teachers. Being able to collaborate with peers in professional learning communities (PLCs) and use the information found in lesson studies allows teachers to plan lessons based on informed research (Chassels and Melville, 2009)
Observation
The lesson observations were conducted by each member of the research team, and during each observation, a form (see Appendix 1) was filled out in order to gauge reactions from pupils and the efficacy of the Assessment for Learning techniques that were being used. Soner Mehmet Ozdemir states that ‘One of the data collection tools in the study is the observation form. It was aimed to observe the teaching process: students' reactions, learning situations and participation in the course, etc. and help the teachers to plan a new course according to the problems and shortcomings emerged and also to teach the new course accordingly.’ (Ozdemir, 2019, p.42). We also decided to use the Leuven Scale of Active Engagement in order to assess how engaged each focus pupil was, as it was the most effective way for us to collate this data (SCILT, 2019). Pupils were observed for the main body of the lesson; however, the Assessment for Learning techniques was used for the whole lesson, including the starter and the plenary; the rationale behind this was to avoid evaluating the most challenging parts of the lesson where pupils struggle to maintain focus.
The observations themselves were non-participatory in nature, as none of the observers became involved with the flow of the lesson at any point, as McNeil and Chapman describe as a ‘detached onlooker’ (McNeil and Chapman, 2005, p.92) This allows the researcher to directly observe certain types of behaviour and focus on researching their hypothesis. However, naturally, there will be issues with having a non-participatory observer in the classroom; the chances of the Hawthorne effect affecting pupils and distracting from the learning are increased if there is a figure at the back of the room just watching. Cohen, Manion and Morrison explain that ‘the researcher will have to judge the place and significance of test data, not forgetting the problem of the Hawthorne effect operating negatively or positively of students who have to undertake the tests.’ (Cohen et al., 2013, p.210).

Focus Group
We chose 3 pupils from our class to be part of the focus group; one high attainment pupil, one middle attainment pupil, and one low attainment pupil, in order for us to gain a wide spectrum of information of how Assessment for Learning techniques affected pupil’s engagement, particularly depending on the ability of the learner. We attempted to conduct our interviews with the focus group as soon as we could after the lesson studies had finished, however with the complicated nature of timetabling in comprehensive schools, these were a few days apart. We constructed a questionnaire (see Appendix 2) that we would use to evaluate the pupil’s feelings towards our chosen Assessment for Learning techniques, and this was done in a semi-structured focus group, in order to collate all of our data at the same time. Focus groups are an ideal way to record pupils' experiences without causing fear or panic in the pupils. As Ivey (2011) suggests, there is no attempt to force consensus on the pupils, and they are allowed to freely speak about their experiences with the researcher. It also allows the research team to examine information that may not have been previously hypothesised (Ivey, 2011).

Reflection
Reflection during a research project is vital to being able to implement the required changes. We designed our reflection proforma using an adapted version of Gibbs’ Learning Cycle (1988) (see Appendix 3). Gibbs himself adapted Kolb’s Reflective Cycle (1975, 1984) by adding two extra steps to the existing four steps that Kolb created. It offers a framework for examining experiences, and given its cyclic nature lends itself particularly well to repeated experiences, allowing you to learn and plan from things that either went well or didn’t go well. It covers 6 stages:
· Description of the experience
· Feelings and thoughts about the experience
· Evaluation of the experience, both good and bad
· Analysis to make sense of the situation
· Conclusion about what you learned and what you could have done differently
· Action plan for how you would deal with similar situations in the future, or general changes you might find appropriate. (University of Edinburgh, 2019)

All researchers used the same reflective model to ensure fairness in our reflections, and so that there was no bias in our answers. Having the ability to reflect as a teacher is vital; being able to reflect will support Continuing Professional Development (CPD) and allows teachers to maintain and extend their professional expertise (Pollard, 2008). Pollard goes on to state that, ‘The process of reflection thus feeds a career-long spiral of professional development and capability.’ (Pollard, 2008, p.68). Furthermore, as student-teachers, we must continually reflect on our own practice and the practice that we observe daily in order to improve our own good practice and to use these techniques to further develop our own skills.

Ethical Considerations

Naturally, for a research project such as this, there are ethical considerations to be had with regards to safeguarding and child protection. As mentioned in our Ethics Form, the process of conducting our research project was explained to the pupils in School X, and consent forms were distributed to parents to make sure that it was okay their children to be observed and have their information used in our research. As well as this, all pupils involved with the research were made aware that their involvement was completely voluntary and that they could rescind their consent at any time if they no longer wanted to be involved. Furthermore, any information that was given during the focus group interview has been made confidential and the participants were aware of this fact.



Lesson Study 1
The first of our three lessons for our research project was a Physics lesson on the topic of Series and Parallel Circuits.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The pupils were able to meet the aims of the lesson as they used the tools given to them by the teacher in order to respond to the Assessment for Learning techniques that we had chosen. As well as this, the pupils were engaged by these methods and were able to show their understanding of using the traffic lights. During some small discussion, some pupils admitted that they liked this particular method due to the fact that they were able to receive assistance when required, as opposed to having to ask. However, the pupils did seem indifferent to the lollipop sticks,  and perhaps in future lessons, it would have been better to use this technique less as the pupils’ interest seemed to drop off after using it on multiple occasions. Furthermore, the class was extremely responsive to the use of the mini-whiteboards and were enthusiastic when they were required to answer.
The observation notes suggest that much like our other lesson study observations, the most popular technique was the mini whiteboards, and this could be due to the number of times that mini-whiteboards are used during lessons, therefore the pupils are more comfortable and able to engage better with the lesson; his is the opposite for both the traffic lights and lollipop sticks which suggests that more practice would be required with these strategies and more explanation would be needed prior to undertaking another lesson study.
In order to learn from this experience, it would be better if we used some of the techniques less, as pupils seemed to be less enthusiastic the more certain techniques were used. In order to combat this during our practice, the use of various techniques would work better rather than using the same three techniques on multiple occasions.
Lesson Study 2
The second lesson of our research project was a History lesson on the topic of Christopher Columbus. This was their lesson on the topic of Columbus, however, they were studying the topic of Elizabeth I at the time of the lesson study. The pupils were visibly excited by the prospect of using the lollipop sticks, however, this caused a lot of low-level chatter and disruption, as well as the more enthusiastic pupils still trying to put their hands up and answer questions. Some pupils were picked several times, and others were not picked at all; if this lesson was repeated then it would have been better to remove the pupils’ names who had already been picked from the pile. Furthermore, some pupils were visibly embarrassed by being picked to answer; if this was repeated in a future lesson, it would have been better to explain that there would be no judgement if they incorrectly answered a question.
The pupils seemed to know what to do with the traffic light cards but were hesitant to use them. Oftentimes they were playing with the cards and were unsure if they should be using them or not. It is clear that there needed to be more explanation with regards to the traffic light cards and when to use them, so this would have been something to improve upon if this lesson was done again in the future. The troubling part of this is that the pupils did not want to use the red traffic light card under any circumstance; it was almost as if they were embarrassed to show weakness or misunderstanding.
There was good engagement with the mini whiteboards, however, they were handed out rather early, so the pupils were playing with the whiteboards and pens, as opposed to listening to the explanation of the task. Nevertheless, the pupils engaged well with the task and they were able to discuss the task well and answer the question with detail, and this made the task easier to assess. After having reviewed this lesson, the pupils struggled to meet the aims of the lesson study, as they struggled to use the strategies put in place, in order for the teacher to gauge their understanding.
In order to improve this lesson, one ought to explain what is required from the pupils better, how they should use these techniques, and when they should use them. Regular signposting of these techniques would ensure that all pupils are fully are of what they need to do and that there is no shame in asking for help. Furthermore, having a slower start at the beginning of a topic such as Christopher Columbus, which can be a difficult topic to introduce, would make it easier for the pupils to understand, particularly with a low attainment class such as the one we chose to observe.
Lesson Study 3
The final lesson of our research project was a German lesson on likes and dislikes in relation to the topic of Hobbies which Year 8 was studying at the time. This was the 4th lesson that this class had had on the topic of Hobbies and they were relatively comfortable with the vocabulary that they were required to use. 
Unfortunately, by the time that this lesson had come around, the pupils had lost enthusiasm for the Assessment for Learning techniques that we had chosen, and there were audible groans when they were presented with the lollipop sticks that were to be used to check their understanding and question them. The pupils also seemed to shy away from answering and did not want to answer when they were chosen and pupils who were keen to answer continued to whisper the correct answer to help out their peers. The traffic lights produced a good amount of engagement and the class used them to show their understanding, with the majority of the class showing green and amber traffic lights; however there were a few pupils who showed red traffic light cards, and unfortunately, these were missed by the teacher so these pupils did not receive the help that they required.
During the next activity when the traffic lights were used, two pupils showed red traffic light cards, and three pupils showed amber traffic light cards. This time, the class teacher was able to stop the class and re-explain the activity before letting the class start, in order to ensure that the whole class understood. The use of mini-whiteboards was successful as the pupils were able to fully engage with the task and showed enthusiasm for the task. The teacher used WAGOLL (‘what a good one looks like’) in order to model a correct answer and explain to pupils how to correctly form a sentence about what they do and do not like, and the pupils were then able to peer assess their work, which helped them to understand how to correctly form a sentence using opinions. The teacher used this task in order to see where they needed to pick the next lesson up at, and to what level they needed to pitch it.
To improve upon this lesson, it would be good practice to avoid repeatedly asking the same pupils questions; it would be better if the teacher were to take out each lollipop stick after they asked the pupil a question, in order to avoid that pupil being asked again, and giving other pupils, some of whom may not outwardly answer questions, a chance to be involved in the lesson. Furthermore, it is vital that each pupil is supported when using the traffic light system, as not all pupils will understand the task and if they are missed, then they will not receive the correct amount of help that they require.


Research Findings

After having analysed our feedback from our focus group interviews, as well as the observation forms we created to measure the level of engagement of the pupils in the class and our own observations, we noticed one thing in particular after our lesson studies: the level of engagement and enthusiasm with and for the Assessment for Learning techniques that we were using dropped dramatically by the time we had reached the last observed lesson, with there being audibly sighs and displeasure when they were reintroduced. This suggests that the impact of Assessment for Learning techniques is vastly reduced if used too much over a short period of time; if one overuses a teaching strategy, the desired effect is lost from a learning standpoint.  From this, we surmised that if these lessons were to be done again, we would need to use a broader range of techniques to gauge understanding from our pupils, and use them at signposted points during the lesson, instead of after every activity.
Drawing from our focus group interview, the pupils enjoyed using the mini-whiteboards, as it allowed them to work with a partner and write their answers down rather than saying them in front of the class. However, they were not as enthusiastic as they were about the whiteboards when asked about the lollipop sticks and the traffic lights. With the traffic lights, they were unsure when to use them and did not really know how to use them, and with regards to the lollipop sticks, some of the focus group were frustrated due to knowing the answer and not getting picked, or not knowing the answer and getting picked on multiple occasions (see Appendix 2). This suggests that there needs to be more of a focus on the explanation of these strategies, and if we were to do these lessons again, it is vital that the teacher is aware how to explain what they require from the class and that the pupils are able to use these techniques correctly to show their understanding.
This has a major impact on how we are to move forward as teachers; in order to successfully implement Assessment for Learning as a useful tool to see where our pupils are in relation to understanding a topic, then we must start using a multitude of techniques over a longer period of time, rather than using the same techniques over and over again (Stremba, 2009). Furthermore, to improve one's good practice in the future, then we as teachers must endeavour to use signposted points in each lesson to use Assessment for Learning rather than using it at every possible opportunity, as it takes away from the actual purpose of the strategies.

Conclusion

In this investigation, the aim was to assess how effective various Assessment for Learning techniques in regards to effecting classroom engagement. Having used mini-whiteboards, lollipop sticks and traffic lights to assess how engaged our class was, we surmised that mini-whiteboards were by far the most effective manner of engaging pupils and getting them to participate in classroom tasks and discussions. This was not the case with the traffic lights and lollipop sticks, which caused confusion and embarrassment within the classroom. The majority of the methods we used to assess pupils' understanding had not been trialled prior to our lesson study, so this meant that neither pupils nor the researchers had been exposed to it prior to the study; only the use of mini-whiteboards had been a staple of lessons undertaken prior to the research. This meant that there was a great deal of confusion and misunderstanding at the beginning of the study,  which had a negative impact on our results. If we were to do this research project again, it would be more effective to trial the techniques prior to the lesson, in order for the teacher and pupil to be comfortable with what will be expected from both parties. However, if all parties become comfortable with the techniques, then the point of the study is negated as the pupils are prepared for each strategy and one cannot see the actual impact of the introduction of a new Assessment for Learning technique.
With regards to our methods of data collection, the use of a focus group instead of one-on-one interviews meant that we were able to understand the pupils' feelings towards the lesson, without pressuring them into giving us answers that we wanted to hear. However, one of the limitations that arise from using focus groups is the concept of 'false' consensus (Litosseliti, 2003, Haslam in Langford, 2002), where certain individuals dominate proceedings while others do not speak, and therefore the answers of the dominant parties are used rather than a broad spectrum of answers from everyone. As well as this, it is difficult to make generalisations solely from information provided by the focus group, as they are not truly representative of the whole class, and therefore it is difficult to provide a system to benefit the whole class (Litosseliti, 2003; Stewart et al., 2007; Haslam in Langford, 2002). If this research study was undertaken again, then it would be advisable that a questionnaire was used in order to receive anonymous information, as well as avoiding creating a false consensus and imparting bias on the subjects of the research study. The questionnaire would work in the same manner as the one we created for our focus group, however, the focus group takes away from the anonymity of the study, and makes it so that pupils may give the researcher the answers they want to hear, as opposed to their actual opinion.

I intend to use Assessment for Learning techniques in my next placement, therefore it is vital that I make sure that I do not overuse techniques over a short period of time, as it will lead to pupils reacting negatively to these techniques and reduce their engagement in the lesson. To counteract this, I should be using a variety of techniques to gauge pupil understanding across the whole lesson, and during a block of lessons, I must be planning the different techniques I will be using. As well as this, it is important that I practice using Assessment for Learning techniques that I may not be familiar with before planning them into a lesson; this would help me avoid making errors when using them, for example putting lollipops with pupils' names on back into the pile, meaning that they are chosen more than once, not allowing other pupils the opportunity to answer questions.



Recommendations

In light of our research, we recommend that teachers use Assessment for Learning regularly to gauge the understanding of their pupils, however, there should be a fine balance between using it to see where progress needs to be made and using it for the sake of using it; it is vital that teachers use it only when it is necessary, for example during a lesson where a new topic has been introduced and understanding has to be checked before moving on. Furthermore, it is vital that teachers use a wide range of techniques to avoid resentment towards formative assessment; using the same techniques repeatedly has shown in our study to lead to discontent and a reduction in enthusiasm from pupils, particularly those who struggle with concentration and tend to switch off. If I did this lesson study research again, I would make sure that the lessons were done on separate days throughout the week, rather than having them so close together, as this meant that pupils were already used to using the Assessment for Learning techniques and it leads pupils not engaging properly with the lesson. Moreover, I would suggest using different techniques in every lesson, instead of choosing just three techniques for every lesson in the study, as I believe that this lead for pupils being too comfortable with the strategies used, and meant that the researchers did not get a broad perspective of how Assessment for Learning affects pupils' engagement. 
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