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How can we improve pupil engagement through the use of higher-order questioning?

Aim, focus and purpose of the research

During my first teaching placement, and from addressing my university and class mentors’ feedback (see Appendix A&B), I began to explore how the quality of questioning can influence pupil engagement and as a result enhance their learning environment. Both myself, along with my mentors, felt this was an area moving forward that I could continue to develop to help ensure that the questioning style used promoted pupil engagement within the tasks set.

Therefore, this research project aims to investigate the relationship between the use of higher-order questions and pupil engagement levels as a response. I hope that it will help develop my future practice by having a better understanding of how questioning strategies can influence pupil engagement response levels in certain tasks. To achieve this, working in conjunction with a research partner, we will use a variety of higher-order and lower-order questions within a group reading task set in the foundation phase (FP), while observing and analysing the pupils’ engagement levels. We will then explore the pupils’ feelings towards the questioning styles used through a semi-structured interview.
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Research context

The research took place in a FP setting across two schools in South Wales, one of which was my placement school, and the other of my research partner. With safeguarding and confidentiality in mind, and in accordance with BERA’s Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018), the school’s identity, staff and pupils will remain anonymous. 

With this in mind, my placement school will be referred to as ‘School A’. This community primary school located in R.C.T has 424 pupils on roll (My Local School, 2018). Approximately 10% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is noticeably below the national average of 19% (My Local School, 2018). Only 11% of pupils have additional learning needs which again falls significantly below the national average of 21% (My Local School, 2018). Very few pupils speak English as an additional language (My Local School, 2018). The Year 1 class I was placed in consisted of 28 pupils (19 male, 9 female) aged between 5 and 6 years old.

My research partners school will be referred to as ‘School B’ This community primary school located in Bridgend has 282 pupils on roll (My Local School, 2018). Approximately 23% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is slightly above the national average of 19% (My Local School, 2018). 37% of pupils have additional learning needs which is significantly above the national average of 21% (My Local School, 2018). Very few pupils speak English as an additional language (My Local School, 2018). The Reception class my partner was placed in consisted of 33 pupils (20 male, 13 female) aged between 4 and 5 years old. 
     
There is a slight difference in age between the classes but as we are considering the whole of FP in our research question, this will strengthen the generalisability of the results. We aim to try and get the fairest representation of our classes where possible, but ethical considerations will take priority. 
 



Overview of relevant literature

Teacher effectiveness can make a difference in how learners perform and as expected is prominent within educational research. The most successful teachers use a range of strategies and interactive styles that they continually adapt to meet the individualised needs of the learners within the classroom (Doyle, 1985). Further research supports that the ability of the teacher to adapt to the learner by asking higher-order questions, can encourage learners’ own ideas by probing their responses, contributing to quality learning taking place (Darling-Hammond, Wise & Pease, 1983; Good & Brophy, 1986). By being purposeful within their delivery methods and questioning styles, teachers have the ability to: strengthen current abilities; identify any gaps, and; scaffold the development of the learners (Sandhu et al., 2014). 

The questions crafted by the teachers can have different purposes, that can therefore be tailored to elicit a particular response from the learners (Oyler and Romanelli, 2014). The most effective teachers are attentive and deliberate in how these questions are crafted to move the learners in a particular direction (Harvard Business Review, 2009). Traditionally within research to help compare and analyse the questions used by educators, ‘Bloom’s Taxonomy’ (1956) is commonly used to categorise the questions by the level of cognitive demand placed on the learner to engage and respond to the question successfully. 

More recently, a revised version of ‘Bloom’s Taxonomy’ (1956) by Krathwohl (2002) has been more commonly used to categorise these questions due to its accessibility. The 6 levels within this taxonomy from foundation to higher-order questions are: remembering; understanding; applying; analysing; evaluating, and; creating. To summarise, different levels of thinking skills are associated with each level of the taxonomy, therefore for a learner to move from the low demand ‘remembering’ stage to the more demanding ‘evaluating’ or ‘creating’ levels is reflected in the learner’s ability to move from lower-order to higher-order thinking (Magas et al., 2017). In other words, a question at the ‘remembering’ level usually elicits a closed response such as a simple ‘yes or no’ answer where in comparison at the ‘evaluating’ level responses are much more open and thought provoking (Harvard Business Review, 2010; Lillydahl, 2015).   

Despite this, early research into teachers’ use of higher-order questioning generated from three extensive reviews found contradictory results (Foote, 1998). Winnie (1979), found the 17 studies examined lacked internal validity and therefore no robust evidence effectiveness of teachers’ use of higher-order questioning. In response to this, Redfield and Rousseau (1981), reviewed the previous two studies with two additional and found a large positive effect on learners’ comprehension in response to higher-order questioning. However, this was contradicted by Samson et al. (1987), where they only found a small positive effect in comparison, during their quantitative synthesis of teacher questioning studies.  

Regardless of this, teachers are still being encouraged to implement higher-order questioning within their delivery (Biehler & Snowman,1997; Good & Brophy, 1990). Although, less studies have considered the learners actual response to higher-order questions and whether it does in fact elicit higher-level thinking or engagement (Walsh & Kemp, 2013). Despite the research advocating that teachers should ensure higher-order questions are used frequently in the classroom, the evidence actually shows that the majority of teachers rely much more heavily on lower-order questions instead (Hindman, Wasik & Erhart, 2012; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2008; Zucker et al., 2010). 

[bookmark: _Hlk1841029]Considering this, if higher-order questions can be demonstrated to lead to higher-level engagement during group reading then it could be very advantageous to learners if implemented effectively by the teacher. As discussed, these tend to be questions generated from the higher levels of ‘Blooms Revised Taxonomy’ (Krathwohl, 2002) which the research has suggested encourages higher-level thinking and engagement (Anderson et al., 2001). To be most effective these questions should be tailored to the ability of the learners and in-line with Vygotsky’s (1978) beliefs, be used to bridge the gap between what can be achieved independently and with the teachers support. By using higher-order questions to scaffold the learning process learning and engagement has been shown to increase (Gillies, 2013; La Paro, Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004).

More specifically during group reading, if the teacher’s questions are not challenging the learners then they are far more likely to appear disengaged from the discussion (Turner & Paris, 1995). However, the teacher must be careful that the questions are not too challenging, or the learners may become frustrated, also resulting in disengagement (Turner & Paris, 1995). Therefore, this justifies that the questions need to be tailored to meet the learner’s individual needs for optimal learning and engagement to occur through matching the challenge of the question to the ability of the learners. Within the literature surrounding group reading most have focused on lower-attainment learners (Walsh & Hodge, 2016). It has been suggested that the lack of literature surrounding FP pupils’ response to higher-order questions is due to the fact most teachers rely so heavily on lower-order questions (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2008). In a slightly different context, Tompkins et al (2013) found during pretend play in small groups of FP pupils, teacher higher-order interventions led to high levels of cognitive correspondence.   

To address this, the aim and objectives of this research study have been decided upon with the current literature in mind. It is hoped that the following study can help continue investigating the relationship between the use of higher-order questions and pupils’ engagement levels. By targeting group reading and including pupils with mixed attainment levels we hope to discover data that can help cover gaps in the literature and as a result, can be advantageous to all teachers when used effectively within the FP. This could help encourage teachers to include more higher-order questions instead of typically relying on lower-order questions as the literature suggests above.








Methodology

Research Design

For this research, a lesson study approach was chosen as typically findings suggest it blends all the features of professional learning that have been demonstrated to best improve teaching and learning (Cordingley et al., 2004) such as: professional learning takes place over time; it uses real pupils in real classrooms, and; collaborative enquiry takes place between teachers who are looking to improve their teaching which has been termed by Hargreaves (2012) as ‘joint professional development’ (Dudley, 2014a). Following Dudley’s (2014a) ‘Lesson Study Model’, research partners collaboratively plan, deliver, observe (non-participant) and evaluate lessons. 

Therefore, a requirement is that first, myself and my research partner must agree on a topic that we collectively feel strongly about investigating. This will form the basis of the research (Dudley, 2015). Together, we felt investigating the relationship between the use of higher-order questions and its effect on pupils’ engagement levels could help develop our future practice by having a better understanding of how questioning strategies can influence pupil engagement in certain tasks.

In accordance with Dudley’s (2014a) ‘Lesson Study Model’, as discussed myself and my research partner engaged in planning, delivering, observing and evaluating two lessons designed with the focus of how questioning styles can affect the pupils’ engagement. This was in-line with Dudley’s (2014a) recommendation that one researcher delivers the lesson, while the other researcher takes a non-participant observational role, before then swapping roles for the second lesson. As the observer, the role was to focus on three preselected pupils within the focus group of participants. These observations will be recorded using the observation schedule designed by myself and my research partner with the aims of the study and lesson format in mind (see Appendix C). The lessons differ slightly in content owing to the differences in age groups and abilities between the two classes. Despite this, the study was not hindered in any way as the format of the questions and delivery style remained the same. 

At the immediate conclusion of the first lesson the researcher that delivered the lesson conducted a semi-structured interview with the three pre-selected pupils individually with the aim to gather more data. The open-ended questions (see Appendix D) used were designed to explore their thoughts towards the lesson, and the questioning styles used within. The semi-structured style of the interviews have been shown to retain an element of conversation with participants that we felt was important to gathering the richest data (Hara et al., 2003). The open-ended questions were flexible in nature which enabled us to adapt and scaffold the discussion to the needs of the individual, such as re-phrasing them, or directing them in a certain direction which has been suggested to often generate richer data in comparison to a more structured, rigid interview (Hara et al., 2003). Further support for this is that the clarity of the pupils’ thought processes can be explored by being less constrained by the questions asked, providing a better understanding of the observations made (Dudley, 2014b). We decided to use audio recordings of these interviews to assist with the data collection process (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).

[bookmark: _Hlk536023233]Finally, myself and my research partner both collaboratively reflected using an adapted version of ‘Brookfield’s Reflective Model’ (1995) (see Appendix E). This tool of reflection was chosen due to its multifaceted nature which allowed us to asses ourselves, the participants, each other, and the literature. This is a key stage within Dudley’s (2014a) ‘Lesson Study Model’ and allowed us to identify steps to improve the following lesson and semi-structured interview to gather the richest data possible by continually reflecting on both the strengths and weaknesses of the whole process, before making the necessary changes.

For this study we decided upon a qualitative approach to gathering data, as typically researchers adopting a qualitative style aim to understand from the participants experience and how they feel as closely as possible (Ely, 2006) which is important when considering their engagement. A qualitative approach can suggest possible relationships, causes and effects (Burns, 2000) which will be effective when manipulating questioning styles to measure engagement. Further support for taking a qualitative approach, and in-line with the setting of the study, Bhattacharya (2017) found it is often effective in real-life classroom environments when working close to participants which is evident in the group reading task. 

A limitation to a qualitative approach is that it can lack adequate validity or reliability, due to the subjective nature of its data collection and can be difficult to apply reliability or validity that taking a quantitative approach to data collection can help ensure (Burns, 2000). To address this limitation, by using the ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994) which is quantitative by nature, allowed us to measure engagement more effectively by minimising the subjectivity of the data. There is support to be found within the literature for taking this approach to qualitative and quantitative data collection (Creswell et al., 2003), which informed our decision.

Sample

A purposeful sampling method was used to select participants for the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Silverman, 2006). This was also in-line with the UK format of the ‘Lesson Study Model’ developed by Norwich & Jones (2014) and Dudley (2014b) where a key difference is that three pre-selected pupils per lesson are observed which allows the lesson to be adapted to their specific needs and the rest of the pupils within the focus groups are not considered. This allows a more objective perspective that is better focused on the study’s aim (Dudley, 2014b). It is essential that an accurate representation of the class is chosen within the sample to ensure the results can be used as a true reflection of the class, which Dudley (2014a) suggests enriches the data collected. 

With this in mind, a sample of six pupils were selected for the study which consisted of:

· Three Year 1 pupils within ‘School A’ which consisted of 1 male (pupil A) a low to middle-attainer, 1 male (pupil B) a middle-attainer and 1 male (pupil C) a middle to high-attainer. Ideally, a female would have been picked but we had a problem with consent on the day. Despite this it was still a fair representation of the class to allow us to generalise the data across the whole class 

· Three Reception pupils within ‘School B’ which consisted of 1 male (pupil X) a low to middle-attainer, 1 male (pupil Y) a middle-attainer and 1 female (pupil Z) a middle to high-attainer. These were again selected because they were a fair representation of the class to allow us to generalise the data across the whole class. 



























Ethical considerations

It was essential prior to the study commencing, that ethical clearance was granted by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) ethics committee by submitting an ethics form.  In compliance with this document we ensured the purpose of the study contributed to the knowledge of the research area and the methodology was appropriate, considering the risks to all involved.  

To limit the risks associated with this study, confidentiality was addressed by gaining the participating school’s consent through the ethics form where they were given an in-depth description of the research process. A letter was issued to the participants parents or guardians asking for consent to take part and outlining the research that will take place and as a result, the confidentiality of the data that will be gathered. The decision will then dictate whether assent will be asked from their child on the day of the study. The participating pupils will be read a statement of assent (see Appendix F) by the researcher conducting the lesson outlining the aims of the study and their right to withdraw any point. It was at this point that the research could commence with the pupils wishing to take part, but no pupils would be made to feel excluded. The pupils’ body language was monitored closely throughout for continued assent. 

To acknowledge further risks, regular classroom staff remained present throughout the research for all aspects, and both researchers remained in sight throughout. The classrooms used had large windows and the door remained open. All school policies were considered alongside the university’s ‘Code of Practice’ (UWTSD, 2017) and in accordance with ‘BERA’s Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research’ (2018). This ensured that all pupils were treated equally and operating within a professional, safe and distress-free environment. This aimed to ensure there was minimal disruption to the pupils involved and their safety and welfare was paramount. 





Lesson analysis

As previously outlined, this research study was conducted within two foundation phase classes across two schools in South Wales. 

Lesson 1

The first lesson and three semi-structure interviews were delivered by my partner within a reception class in ‘School B’. A focus group of six pupils took part in the shared reading task, 3 of which were the preselected sample for the study. The three were selected to give a fair representation of the class to allow the data to be generalised across the class as accurately as possible. This sample consisted of 1 male (pupil X) a low to middle-attainer, 1 male (pupil Y) a middle-attainer and 1 female (pupil Z) a middle to high-attainer.

As outlined in the aims of this study, we were looking closely at investigating the relationship between the use of higher-order questions and pupils’ engagement levels. Considering the gaps in the literature that have been discussed, we based the lesson on a group reading task using the book ‘The Three Little Pigs and the Big Bad Wolf’ by Jenny Arthur, which was deemed appropriate for the participants. None had previous experience with the book, but it was relatable in most cases to previous literature they had been exposed too. This ensured that it was a new experience for them which would help with measuring engagement with the task and that it was within their capabilities.

Once assent was granted my research partner read the story to the whole group and pausing at set-times, posed questions to the group, focusing on the sample participants first but allowing all to take part as discussed in the ethics section. These questions (see Appendix C) consisted of lower and higher-order questions that were based on the revised version of ‘Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy’ by Krathwohl (2002). I took the role of the observer and using the observation schedule (see Appendix C) began to take observations of the three sample participants. 
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In regard to the data gathered, for the first question, Level 1 using ‘Blooms Revised Taxonomy’ (Krathwohl, 2002) displayed extremely low to moderate engagement for each pupil based on the ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994). This was also the case for the two other low-order questions, with the only exception being Pupil X (low to middle-attainer) who displayed high involvement with question 7 (see Table 1). This could be attributed to what the literature has suggested that questions tailored to the learner’s individualised needs, and matched closely to their ability level, often leads to better learning and engagement (Turner & Paris, 1995). This could suggest why the lower attainer was able to demonstrate better engagement with the low-order questions. Furthermore, Pupil Y and Pupil Z often looked ‘vacant’ or ‘shrugged’ and in particular, needed prompting for question 7 (see Appendix P & R) which has been attributed to learners becoming disengaged from the task (Turner & Paris, 1995).  

To further strengthen this, Pupil Y and Z displayed much higher engagement with the higher-order questions. In response to the 4 higher-order questions, all observations were measured at high to extremely high, except for one case where Pupil Y displayed moderate engagement for question 6 (see Table 1). The detail of responses is typical with what the literature has suggested (Harvard Business Review, 2010; Lillydahl, 2015) where-by higher-order questions tend to lead to higher order thinking and more thoughtful responses than a simple ‘nod’ or ‘yes or no’ response that was more typical with the lower-order questions. Pupil Y, the highest attainer also displayed body language typical of being more engaged and often appeared to be ‘thinking carefully’ in contrast to the disengaged body language evident with the lower-order questions. She also scaffolded the other pupils the most often and clearly stood out by offering the most responses to unguided questions (see Appendix R). Pupil X, the lowest attainer, in contrast displayed extremely low to low in 3 of the 5 questions (see Table 1) which again suggests that the questions not being tailored to the needs of the pupil, limited the opportunity to engage, possibly through it being too difficult to access as the literature has suggested (Turner & Paris, 1995). This was also clear through the body language displayed, such as ‘spinning around’, ‘flicking through the book’ and ‘reading ahead’ (see Appendix N). Interestingly, despite question 8 being a level 6 question, all pupils demonstrated level 5 engagement and were able to enthusiastically design a pig proof house (see Table 1). This could be attributed to the style of the question that allowed the pupils complete flexibility and creativity, promoting the highest-order thinking of the task. 
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Despite Pupil X displaying similar engagement with both questions types which has been discussed already, the other two pupils displayed significantly better engagement with the higher-order questions and on average both displayed high engagement in relation to the ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994) used. This difference became more significant as the pupil’s attainment level increased which is in accordance with the literature discussed above (see Table 2).  

Once the lesson observation concluded my partner interviewed the three pupils separately in a semi-structured format. Limited new data was gathered, and it was clear that only the high attainer (pupil Z) was able to understand what a question is, despite rephrasing it into more child-friendly language. All three pupils showed clear evidence that they enjoyed and found listening to their friends’ answers helpful “yes, because it’s nice to listen to others to understand more” (pupil Z, see Appendix S). This is in accordance with what Vygotsky (1978) described as bridging the gap between what can be achieved independently and with the support of a more knowledgeable other, which in this case were their peer’s interpretation that led to increased engagement. Finally, all three pupils were able to describe the basic plot of the book, despite struggling at first, by being scaffolded by my partner through explorative questions, to scaffold the learning and again increase engagement with the question which is the case for other literature explored (Gillies, 2013; La Paro, Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004).

In terms of observations made and data collected, after collaboratively reflecting (see Appendix T) we felt that to be more effective we should repeat the task three times with only one sample pupil involved in each task. This would allow us to pose the question to the targeted pupil first and allow us to take more detailed observations. It was clear that the pupils struggled with understanding what a question was so ahead of the second lesson we will use more child-friendly language in explaining it before the semi-structured interview. This should lead to more data gathered due to better understanding of the questions. We also found that the book acted as a distraction at times so only the book being read from to the pupils will be used, but we will sit so the pupils can still see the pictures and engage with the book.

Lesson 2

The second lesson followed the same format but was repeated three times, only one of the preselected pupils were present for each focus group. This was decided after reflecting on the previous lesson where we felt that it would allow us to focus more closely on the sample pupil, therefore gathering more detailed data. We kept the focus groups to 6 and the only other change we made was not giving the pupils books to follow along with, after some undesired interaction with them in the previous session. The lessons took place in ‘School A within a Year 1 class, with myself delivering the three shared reading tasks and my partner taking the observational role. After each reading task concluded, the focus pupil took part in a semi-structured interview led by myself. Again, this remained the same but after reflecting on the previous lesson we decided to focus on using more child-friendly language where necessary. The sample consisted of one male (Pupil A) a low to middle-attainer, another male (Pupil B) a middle-attainer and a third male (Pupil C) a middle to high-attainer.
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For the three focus groups the questions remained the same and the observations again used ‘Leuven’s Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994) to measure engagement to remain in-line with the first lesson. Looking at the average for the low-order questions (see Table 2&4) the data for the second lesson, 2.79, is very similar to the first, 2.56, both demonstrating low engagement levels. This again was the case for the high-order questions where the second lessons average was 3.87, compared to 3.73 for the first lesson. These figures demonstrate for both lessons over a level difference using ‘Leuven’s Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994), showing improvement in engagement for the high-order questions. This strengthens the study’s findings in accordance with the literature discussed. 
Unlike the first lesson, the low to middle-attainer (Pupil A) in the second lesson displayed much higher engagement with the higher-order questions (see Table 3) than when compared to Pupil X from the first lesson (see Table 1). This difference of 4.2 to 2.60 could be associated with the fact that the questions were the same, but Pupil X is a year younger so this could have had an impact. Pupil A actually scored the same as Pupil C (middle to high-attainer) in both the low and higher-order questions. This again could be attributed to the fact both pupils were developed enough to interpret the higher-order questions easier as they were not adapted to the fact that they were a year older. This might not have been the case if the questions were pitched to scale to the difference in age between the pupils. They both still showed high engagement levels for the higher-order questions compared to moderate engagement with the lower-order questions. It must be noted however that Pupil A typically likes to voice his opinion despite questions not being directed at him which is evident in the fact he either scaffolded other pupils’ answers or offered an answer to a non-directed question in 5 out of the 8 questions (see Appendix G). This shows that despite there being a clear difference by the intensity of the engagement between the low and higher-order questions he will engage at most opportunities regardless of whether his answers are appropriate. This is evident with pupil C too, but to a lesser extent (see Appendix C).   
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Interestingly, Pupil B (middle-attainer) displayed engagement differences (see Table 3) much more typical to the data from the first lesson (see Table 1). He displayed a significant difference in engagement between the lower and high-order questions that was measured at extremely low to moderate on the ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994). Generally, he showed the lowest engagement to both forms of questions when compared to Pupil A and C but despite him showing a lack of engagement through his body language throughout the session his answers were probably of the highest quality (see Appendix I). This could be linked to the fact that the challenge of the questions were not sufficient, therefore suggesting why he reacted with more engagement to the higher-order questions but still showed an overall lack of engagement. This can be linked back to what occurred in the first lesson and has been attributed to learners becoming disengaged from the task when the questions are not pitched at the right level of challenge to meet the needs of the learner (Turner & Paris, 1995). To support this, the two questions he did engage with at high to extremely high levels were in fact generated from the highest 2 levels of ‘Blooms Revised Taxonomy’ (Krathwohl, 2002). Although question 8 was the highest on the taxonomy, the pupils similarly to lesson 1, engaged with this question the highest (see Table 3). This could again be due to the flexibility and creativity this question offers, promoting the highest-order thinking but also due to the attainment levels being higher for this sample of pupils, demonstrating a more suitable level of challenge. It must be noted, as a whole the pupils were more settled and were generally a lot more on-task, this could be due to the removal of distractions, difference in age or the teacher’s delivery style.                   

At the conclusion of the reading tasks I conducted the semi-structured interviews. In terms of data gathered it was interesting that the lower-attainer, similarly to the first lesson, were the only two pupils out of the sample to say they preferred to read the book without stopping for questions and discussion (see Appendix H & O). Only Pupil A, was able to not recall a question asked unlike the first lesson where only the highest attainer was able to do so. They were all able to recognise what a question was, and they enjoyed listening to their peers’ answers, but they did still struggle to think of their own questions. Surprisingly, Pupil A had the best attempt at this “Why did the pig blow it up?”, so despite him preferring to not stop for questions he had a grasp of what they can be used for and when asked why we stop for questions he said “Because, so we remember”, therefore clearly seeing the value.


    



Literature findings

The analysis of the lesson study, which set out to investigate the relationship between the use of higher-order questions and pupil engagement levels with the task as a response suggests some promising findings. Generally, it was clear in the observations that the pupils displayed higher engagement with the higher-order questions in comparison to the lower-order questions (see Table 2&4). Typically, these differences were greater as the attainment of the learner increased. This is reflected in the literature whereby it suggests that questions tailored to the learners individualised needs, and matched closely to their ability level, will often lead to better learning and engagement (Turner & Paris, 1995). 

This indicates that there should be a clear distinction with how questions are crafted and individualised to ensure that each learner is getting the right level of challenge which will ensure they are more likely to engage with the task. Turner & Paris (1995) suggested dismissing this is the main cause for learners becoming bored and disengaging from the task. There was evidence of this with the lower-attainer (pupil X) disengaging when questions were deemed difficult or the higher-attainers showing body language that suggested they were lacking stimulation from the lower-order questions. The low-order questions do not lose all value however, and when used well within certain scenarios will be better suited. Lower attainers demonstrated moderate engagement with the lower-order questions, but despite this they still showed moderate to high engagement using the ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994) for the higher-order questions despite not always being pitched at their level. To summarise, for the teacher to be most effective, they should be using a mix of low and high-order questions while being mindful that the questions are differentiated and challenging to obtain the best outcome from each learner.    

Throughout the task, the higher-order questions facilitated, considerably more detailed responses, which is in accordance with the literature (Harvard Business Review, 2010; Lillydahl, 2015). These higher-order questions tend to lead to higher order thinking and more thoughtful responses than a simple response that some of the lower-order questions required, which is evident within the observations made. Despite differences in pupil attainment within the sample, the highest-order question used, demonstrated the best average engagement. The flexibility and creativity this question offered, promoted the highest-order thinking due to it still being designed to be accessible to all learners. If the teacher can push the learners while still ensuring its accessible to all they will see the best results, and higher-order questions should not be avoided due to certain pupil’s attainment levels being low.
  
All pupils stated that they enjoyed and benefited from listening to their peers answer questions within the semi-structured interviews. This is in accordance with what Vygotsky (1978) described as bridging the gap between what can be achieved independently versus with the support of a more knowledgeable other, which in this case were their peer’s interpretation that led to increased engagement. The literature suggests that scaffolding the learning through this process can increase engagement and learning (Gillies, 2013; La Paro, Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004) which was the case for this study through their feedback given, interaction with each other and engagement levels measured. 



















Conclusion

It is clear that from the literature explored and discussed, and the finding from this lesson study, that learners can benefit from both low and higher-order questions. These questions need to be tailored to the individuals needs to be most effective and to better engage the learners in the task. The findings were in accordance with the literature explored that questions, that were most suited to the learners individualised needs, and matched to their ability level, most often lead to better learning and engagement. Teachers, to be most effective need to therefore use a mix of low and high-order questions while being mindful that the questions are differentiated and challenging to obtain the best out of the learners.      

Despite there being a purpose for both question types, the literature discussed and supported by the findings of this study demonstrates that the higher-order questions facilitated better engagement and higher-order thinking regardless of the attainment levels of the pupil. The higher-attainers interacted more effectively than the lower-attainers with the more challenging questions, but all learners benefited and engaged better as a result. The higher-order thinking required, lead to more thoughtful and detailed interactions and responses. If the teacher can push the learners while still ensuring the accessibility of the task, all learners should benefit. This can be supported through scaffolding for example, which has been discussed already, and the findings within this study found that pupils naturally scaffolded each other and found listening and interacting with each other’s responses beneficial to their own engagement and learning.    

The design of the study, which followed a ‘Lesson Study Model’ by Dudley (2014a) allowed me and my partner to collaboratively plan, deliver, observe (non-participant) and evaluate lessons. This allowed joint professional development where ideas could be shared and discussed which was effective in tailoring the methods used. By reflecting on the first lesson using an adapted version of ‘Brookfield’s Reflective Model’ (1995) which is multifaceted, allowed us to reflect in a range of perspectives which encouraged us to make changes that led to richer data generated for the second lesson.

By taking a qualitative approach to gathering data, which has been proven to be effective when working closely with participants, encouraging you to understand their experiences (Ely, 2006) which was key when focusing on their engagement, led to positive data collection. This was further supported by the semi-structured interview which allowed us to enrich the data by being flexible in nature which enabled us to adapt and scaffold the discussion to the needs of the individual where we often needed to re-phrase or restructure the questions which enabled us to generate richer data in comparison to taking the approach of a more structured, rigid interview which could have led to more misconceptions (Hara et al., 2003).

By strengthening this data using a quantitative scale to measure engagement through the ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (Laevers, 1994) it addressed a limitation to taking a total qualitative approach that can lack adequate validity or reliability due to the subjective nature of its data collection (Burns, 2000). This led to us being able to compare the data much more effectively, but a limitation was that we could have used a scale that was designed purely for measuring engagement but in the case of this study it still proved effective in measuring engagement through involvement. In addition, having two different observers due to the nature of a ‘Lesson Study’ led to differences in observation styles which is something to consider but while reflecting we made it a priority that we were observing as uniformly as possible to minimise this factor.

A purposeful sample was used that allowed us to generalise findings across the class as accurately as possible. We did have a problem whereby we had to use a different pupil, but this did not affect the data in any way but in future I will aim to get ethics clearance earlier to avoid such changes. 

To conclude, by addressing the aims and objectives of this study and following a ‘Lesson Study’ approach across two schools in South Wales, it is hoped that by considering the literature and the gaps within it, the findings of this study can be used to help continue investigating the relationship between the use of higher-order questions and pupils’ engagement levels. By targeting group reading and including pupils with mixed attainment levels we tried to address these gaps and hope the findings can be advantageous to encouraging teachers to include more higher-order questions instead of typically relying on lower-order questions as the literature suggests most teachers focus on. In light of my own development, as a result of taking part in this study I hope that it will help develop my future practice by having a better understanding of how questioning strategies can influence pupil engagement in certain tasks and encourage me to be flexible in my teacher to adapt to the needs of the learners, providing a better learning environment. 
 





























Recommendations

This lesson study research has provided findings within the educational field of teaching which can be used to strengthen the current literature while adding new data to be considered. This can be applied to current practice and to my own development as a future primary school teacher. I am hopeful that these findings can be used to encourage further investigations with a bigger sample size, greater range of ages, variety of settings and a greater range questions observed.  
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Table 3_Data summarised from observation schedules based on lesson 2 (See

Appendix G. | & K]
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Table 4 Averages of data taken from observation schedules based on lesson 2 (See

Appendix G. | & K]
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Total average =
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Table 2. Averages of data taken from observation schedules based on lesson 1 (See

Appendix N, P, R;
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