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Assignment Title - Design and conduct a small-scale research study, and critically evaluate the impact of chosen research tools and data/findings on the learner and on your professional practice.


Introduction

This study places a focus on the perceptions surrounding Assessment for Learning (AFL) from staff and year ¾ students within a primary school, whilst placing an emphasis on the aspect of questioning within AFL. There is firm evidence suggesting that formative assessment is essential for a successful classroom, and that its development can raise academic attainment (Black & Wiliam, 1998). As for questioning, it is a key formative assessment strategy to promote learning, effective questioning can evoke student understanding, allow teachers to interpret the information gathered and act on student responses (Jiang, 2014). Furthermore, it is believed that good teaching and learning means employing assessment for learning principles as well as allowing children and young people to take responsibility for their own learning (Donaldson, 2015), Donaldson’s views have had a strong influence on the development of Curriculum for Wales 2022. 

The rationale behind this study was to improve the writer’s professional practice and own pedagogy. By conducting the study, it enabled opportunities to meet the QTS standard of, continued professional learning, as well as gaining an understanding into the opinions of students and which questioning strategies work best for them. This can then be linked to Article 12 of the UNCRC, which states that every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them (UNICEF, n.d.), by conducting this research it should enable students to be questioned in ways that they find effective, enjoyable and comfortable, which ultimately will have a positive effect on their school experience.

The question we aim to answer during this research is “What are staff and year ¾ students’ perceptions towards questioning in the classroom”. Before the study it was hypothesised that students were mostly offered opportunities to answer questions through summative methods, which could possibly prevent students from progressing as far as they could if formative methods such as AFL were utilised. The Mosaic approach was implemented as the research method to prove or disprove our hypothesis, this allowed the researcher to collect data through a wide range of methods, whilst also taking a child-centred approach, since traditional data collection methods may not be suitable for children (Clark & Moss, 2011). 

Literature Review

As mentioned previously this study looks to investigate perceptions of AFL, and its effect on those who interact with it most, teachers and students. The five key characteristics of AFL are questioning, which we will placing an emphasis on, feedback, sharing success criteria with learners, peer, and self-assessment.  The importance of AFL cannot be understated. One study highlighted that 78% of schools stated that AFL had a successful impact on primary school students’ attainment, and two of the 35 schools attributed improved summative test results to AFL techniques (Florez & Sammons, 2013). Furthermore, it is stated that formative assessment can nurture students and developing their ability to learn as well as increasing their commitment to valued learning experiences (Baleni, 2015).

The key topic under investigation is the aspect of questioning in AFL. The importance of teacher’s questioning cannot must be recognised, after all teachers have been described as ‘professional question makers’ (Aschner, 1961), questioning has been and will forever be an integral part of teaching, since that it was estimated that four-fifths of school-time was occupied by question-and-answer interactions, and that a sample of teachers asked a mean of 395 questions per day in 1912 (Stevens, 1912). Although these figures may not be accurate to today’s pedagogy, they still highlight the role that questioning plays in today’s classroom. Effective questioning in the classroom can illicit conversations, inspire deeper intellectual thought, and promote interaction with peers (Collier, 2018). The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) released standards in 1989 which looked to create students who took responsibility for their thinking and believed the best way to do this was through encouraging open conversations between students and teachers, with the utilisation of effective questioning (Sullivan & Clarke, 1991).

As mentioned, effective questioning needs to encourage the development of cognitive skills and abstract thinking. Questions that promote this are referred to as higher-order questions. This method of questioning requires answers that go beyond simple information, and so, when they are asked, the language behind them is more complex, and they are deemed to improve pupil progress since they promote the use of analysing, synthesising and evaluation skills, rather than simply recalling facts (Bogdanovich, 2014) . Data investigating the frequency of productive (higher-order) and reproductive (lower-order) questions found that only 24% of questions were productive in nature, these findings therefore suggest that teachers do not fully utilise the potential of higher-order questioning (Tienken, et al., 2009). Given the importance of questioning, teachers should use every method available to them to implement effective questioning in their classroom. One such method is the utilisation of Bloom’s taxonomy, as seen below. 
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(Armstrong, 2010)

The taxonomy is a method of classifying human cognition, these categories are.
· Remembering
· Understanding
· Application
· Analysing 
· Evaluation
· Creating

Teachers can use the taxonomy as a guide to understand the objectives of the classroom. It can assist in advancing the complexity of questions and help students to progress to the next levels of hierarchy (Ahmed, 2021), as well as ensuring each lesson and question is tailored to every child’s needs. Another method of classifying questions could be by segregating them to convergent and divergent questions. Convergent questions place an emphasis on finding the single solution to a problem. Whereas divergent questions are open-ended, they place an emphasis on creativity and aim to reach answers that they may not have anticipated (Prodigy, 2020). Utilising these effective questioning methods can be a great tool to teachers since they can stimulate recall, promote comprehension, and build critical-thinking skills. Furthermore, it can generate discussion and peer-to-peer interaction (Tofade, et al., 2013).  

A key aspect to consider within questioning is the concept of “wait time” also referred to as think time. This is the time given to students following a question, allowing them to develop a response. The beliefs are that more students will be willing to answer questions and that responses will be more thoughtful. Research conducted on over 300 recordings found that teachers on average waited for just 0.9 seconds following a student’s answer before speaking again, this quick reaction by teachers prevented student elaboration and may prevent students from using the full extent of their cognitive abilities (Rowe, 1986). Strategies such as think, pair, share encourage teachers to incorporate wait time into their lessons as well as presenting the benefits that pair work can conjure. Pair work can allow students to share experiences, allowing them to learn about each other, fostering cooperation instead of competition, encouraging the development of general skills such as teamwork, listening and the ability to express their own idea (RMIT University, n.d.). Another method that offers the development of teamwork skills is group work. Group work can also break complex task into simple parts, refine understanding through discussion and explanation and develop stronger communication skills (Carnegie Mellon University, n.d.).

To ensure the success and the validity of this study I will make sure to interact and follow the four research dispositions set out by the university and developed based on work by Orchard and Winch. (2015). These dispositions include being sceptical, understanding empirical evidence and being aware of political, economic, and social drivers behind evidence. Being ethical, knowing and using ethical principals of research. Being a skilled researcher and understanding qualitative and quantitative methods and being able to construct an argument based on evidence. Finally, being part of an inquiry profession, proactively contributing to a range of audiences and engaging with the enquiry and findings of others. 

Methodology

During the next section of the document, the methodology behind the study will be discussed and evaluated. To encourage the success of the research it was decided that a mixed method, mosaic approach would be most effective. The mosaic approach views children as “experts in their own lives”, and, through the use of interviews, observations, and questionnaires a framework can be made for listening to young children’s perspectives. The approach ensures that children’s views and experiences are the focus for reviewing quality in early childhood provision (Clark & Moss, 2011). This approach can build children’s skills and confidence and provide insights into children’s incentives. As a result of the mixture of methods used, a challenge of the approach could be difficulties that may arise when interpreting and representing the varied data gathered. Given the fact that the research was carried out on a singular day, there were difficulties with collecting the data, since such a range of methods were used in such a short space of time.

The methods that the researcher utilised were questionnaires and interviews. Studies suggest that using these methods in tandem can provide extremely strong reliability and they can provide great support for one another. Consensus of scores is deemed to be present if agreement between methods is 70% or better, and it was found that interviews which utilised prompts which were similar to questionnaire items would achieve extremely consistent results (Harris & Brown, 2010). 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted, these are conversations where the researcher will ask questions and the participant will provide answers, the semi-structured aspect allows opportunities for the researcher to further prompt or question the responses from the participant. Interviews typically provide qualitative data, which is descriptive and often requires interpretation. Interviews allow for questions to be adapted when necessary and can be extremely informative since they allow opportunities for participants to expand on their answers. During in-person interviews body language and non-verbal cues can be analysed, allowing researchers to gain further insight that may otherwise be missed. Interviews provide a variety of responses, giving a wide range of data and opinions. Contrarily, the wide variety of responses may be seen as a weakness of interviews since it makes it more difficult to analyse the findings. As a researcher it can also be difficult to not include leading questions, given the personal part that the researcher plays in interviews. Furthermore, the fact that it would be year ¾ students taking part in the interviews the responses that we receive may be limited or unclear, and this could hinder the data received. 

The second method we will utilise are questionnaires, the purpose of questionnaires is to gather data from a target audience through the use of a set of questions, using a combination of open or closed questions and typically will provide quantitative data, which is data that is numerical in nature. Since the questionnaires were carried out anonymously this could lead to increased honesty and could prevent bias, ultimately improving the date we receive. Given the quantitative nature of questionnaires, it should allow for straightforward analysis of data, as well as being extremely economical, since the cost for carrying out this method of research are extremely low. However, it can be difficult to get participants to engage with the research, so the number of responses may be limited. Secondly, questionnaires don’t allow opportunities for the researchers to probe or gain further insight into the views of participants. As well as this, misconceptions may arise if participants do not understand the questions given to them, which could skew results. 

In order to improve the validity of our research we would look to achieve test-retest reliability, this means that if the research was carried out again, we would look to undertake the study whilst measuring the same variables under the same conditions (He, et al., 2018).  The conditions were as follows. Our sample size consisted of 15 participants. We interviewed 11, year ¾ students whilst receiving 4 completed questionnaires from teachers. The interviews will be carried out between 10 and 12 A.M and students will be removed from their lessons individually and one-to-one interviews will be carried out which should typically last 5-10 minutes depend on the depth of participant answers. The data will be analysed by converting quantitative data into graphs and tables, and we will attempt to generate links and trends between our qualitative answers and the quantitative ones. 

Furthermore, the limitations to the study must also be considered. Given the researcher’s relationship with the participants, having previously taught the students, social desirability bias may have an effect. This is the belief that participants may change their answers to make themselves seem more socially desirable i.e., the students may give answers that they believe the researcher wants to hear. To combat this the researcher will explain to participants that there are no correct or incorrect answers. We also will have to consider the fact that we are going into a busy school so must be flexible in our timing and location as to not disturb the running of the school. 

In an effort to improve the accuracy of our study, and if it were carried out again, consideration should also be given to the possibility of conducting longitudinal studies, as well as carrying out observations alongside questionnaires and interviews, to gain a more holistic and reliable view of our findings.

Since we are conducting research on vulnerable individuals there are also ethical considerations to put forward. Firstly, we must adhere to the BERA guidelines for educational research. These ensure that researchers understand that they are in a position of power and the implications that are raised following this, making sure that we do not make the students feel uncomfortable when conducting our work, whilst also making sure we gain assent and continued consent, the researcher will obtain this by explaining to the participants that they have the right to withdraw at any point, asking throughout that they are comfortable and making sure to read body language and prompts. Furthermore, anonymity and confidentiality will be guaranteed by removing the names of participants and the school, whilst also continuing to remain non-intrusive, and ensuring that the participants are provided with honesty and respect throughout.

Findings and Discussions 

When reviewing the findings of the study, key findings became apparent. It was discovered that teachers had a positive view of AFL and saw it as beneficial, which supports the work of William and Black, and the beliefs of the Welsh Government when developing the curriculum. The school under study evidently supported the use of AFL in their teaching and learning having developed an AFL portfolio unique to their school, to help teachers to implement effective AFL throughout their pedagogy. 

Secondly, the study found that teachers believed that it was important to develop a thinking classroom. One teacher stated that teachers should “train pupils in all effective methods of questioning”, a second said that “effective questioning needs to be taught to the children”. These statements indicate that students are a vital part of effective questioning, and teachers have an obligation to develop students’ problem solving and question answering skills. A thinking classroom is a way of teaching that gets students engaged and involved in their learning, allowing students to collaborate and think through challenging problems (Liljedahl, 2023). The thinking classroom encourages applied thinking as well as decision making whilst also placing a large responsibility upon teachers to create conditions for thinking, questioning and inquiry. 

After considering the information discovered from the literature review, interviews, and questionnaire, the third key finding is the importance of think time. As stated in literature think time allows students think more broadly, deeply, and accurately about questions that practitioners propose, as well as allowing them to time to rehearse appropriate responses (Weakland, 2019). This allowance of ‘mental rehearsal’ may be an under considered benefit of think time. One teacher in the research stated that questioning should be non-threatening and even challenged student teachers to think back to times where questioning made them feel uncomfortable and use that experience to improve their practice. Creating a non-threatening environment for students can foster positive relationships with students, increase student success and develop more positive responses to emotional triggers (Hill, 2020). Students had a largely beneficial outlook on think time. Student responses indicated that it was “much easier” to answer when they’ve been given time to think. A second student also stated that they found it frustrating when they were thinking of an answer, however run out of time or someone answers before they are gifted the opportunity to do so. 

When analysing the results of our questionnaire interesting results came to the fore. Rather unsurprisingly these were the results when teachers were asked:

How important is effective questioning to pupil progress - 1. Being not very important 5. Being extremely important 
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As indicated by the graph above, 100% of responses stated that effective questioning was extremely important to pupil progress, and literature agrees, as it’s stated that effective questioning can allow teachers to gage pupil understanding, deepen the discussion topic and model thinking, speaking, and listening skills (Richardson, n.d.). These findings are encouraging since it highlights the importance that teachers place on questioning and could show that they understand the need to correctly select the questioning methods that they use.

When teachers were asked which questioning methods, they decided to implement in their pedagogy 100% of teachers in our focus group said they used Think, Pair, Share, 75% implemented lollipop sticks, and interestingly, 2 teachers placed such an emphasis of think time that they implemented ‘individual think time’ as a questioning strategy. An example of other questioning methods used included cold calling, talk buddies and no hands up. 

Think, pair, share (TPS) is a method that encourages collaboration, it requires a student to think individually first before discussing with a partner, then finally, sharing their ideas with the class. This method can boost social, listening and speaking skills and once again, increases a student’s comfortability in the class, which in itself has benefits that have been previously mentioned. Alternatively, lollipop sticks are a technique used to randomly select students to answer, it allows students time to think and devise ideas before questions answers are given in class, and increases student engagement, since anybody can be asked to answer a question. 

When asked “In your experience, which is most effective, Group or Individual questioning?” all participants believed that group questioning was more effective than individual question, when accounting for certain variables. Variables included the topic under discussion, the task pupils need to complete and if the engagement of all pupils within the group can be guaranteed. 

Contrarily, and rather surprisingly no children agreed with the views of teachers that group work was most effective. Instead, the conduction of interviews with students in year ¾ found that students preferred pair and individual work. Findings suggest that 45.5% of students preferred pair work and 54.5% preferred working individually with no students preferring to work as a group. Reasons put forward by students explaining why this may be, included, difficulties that arise from differing ideas and answers. Students also found it difficult to get their points across and say what they wanted to say. Working individually also helped some students get things done in a more time effective manner. There were also factors 	that were surprising, one student suggested that the layout of the classroom made it uncomfortable for them to work as a group or pairs, since they sat at the top of the table, and that’s why they preferred to work individually.

The interviews conducted also raised further interesting points, it was found that 100% of students questioned were offered opportunities to answer questions in the classroom. It was then discovered that 82% of students felt comfortable to raise their hand and answer questions put to them by the teacher. However, of the 18% that didn’t feel comfortable, one student said they stated that they would not volunteer however were happy to be asked. Contrarily, a second student felt that they would be comfortable to answer questions if they were confident of the answers. 

The interviews carried out also brought to light numerous other findings. Multiple students reported that they enjoyed being asked questions since this allowed opportunities for students to help other students which was hugely rewarding. Alternatively, one student was even open to answering questions incorrectly since this improved their confidence when they were made aware of the correct answer. 

Although this study produced valuable information there were limitations that arose. For example, given the small size of the focus group it was possible that findings may not be accurate. A second effect of the small sample size is the low possibility for findings to be generalised. Generalisations allow researchers to make inferences for a large group of people by only studying a part of it. However, this study makes it difficult to generalise the findings to all students and teachers, since it only focuses on 15 individuals. A more in-depth study would expose further and more accurate findings. A few ways we could achieve this would be by conducting a longitudinal study, conducting follow up interviews and by increasing the range of our demographic to expose differences between ages, schools, and pedagogical styles. 

Conclusion

This study set out to discover the perceptions surrounding questioning in the classroom. A secondary aim was to improve the researcher’s own pedagogy by gaining an understanding into what works for students and what may not. These findings will now be used to inform the researcher’s lesson planning, in order to create a successful environment for students. Upon reflection of the literature review and data recovered from the study there are 3 key points to conclude. These are: 

· The power of effective questioning 
· Effective questioning can boost pupil progress, give an idea of pupil understanding and create a comfortable environment for students.
· The impact of think time
· Think time can allow students to expand their thinking, creating deeper, broader, and more accurate responses.
· How beneficial educational research can be 
· Educational research can allow teachers to further their own pedagogy, improve their understanding of their students, and create a classroom that is tailored to the needs of the student.

Based on a critical evaluation of the research findings and process the writer has been able to develop a deeper and greater understanding of the importance of AFL in the classroom, how beneficial it can be and why it needs to be incorporated into every classroom. The researcher will use the findings of the study to improve their pedagogy by continuously looking to incorporate AFL in their lessons. They will alter their pedagogy to incorporate AFL portfolios, such as those utilised in the studied school whilst also continuing to research in order to understand the methods that work best for their students, and themselves.
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