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Curriculum Development and Enhancement: Reflections on Teaching and Learning

Introduction 
The sharing and development of teaching strategies, to improve literacy throughout the curriculum, has been a principal objective for the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) following the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) in 2012. The importance of effective pedagogical strategies in the classroom was reaffirmed by the WAG in their most recent 2016 action plan. In this action plan, the WAG outlines the introduction of an Outstanding Teachers of Literacy and Numeracy programme, which aims to support the sharing of strategies and best practice amongst local schools (WAG, 2016: 13). 
The development effective teaching strategies across the local consortia is something which was greatly advocated by my current placement school, a HUB School for teaching and learning in the Central South Consortium. This school will be henceforth referred to as School X following the recommendations of British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2001). School X is a 11-18, inner-city community school with approximately 1733 pupils on roll, based in a catchment where many pupils face “high levels of social and economic disadvantage” (Estyn, 2017: 1). Despite these disadvantages, the school was awarded double excellent in their most recent Estyn inspection and is a Green 1A school, as categorised by the Welsh Government, requiring the least amount of governmental assistance. The school also faces additional challenges to provision as a result of a high percentage of Free School Meal (FSM) and English as an Additional Language (EAL) pupils, which far exceed the national average. The school prides itself on a ‘robust system’ for ensuring best practice and the development of consistently high-quality teaching across the school. This is echoed by Estyn who applaud the school on their “particularly effective strategies to support those pupils with weaker literacy skills” (2017: 6). 
Clearly, the school has exceeded Estyn’s expectations with their approach to improving literacy skills across the school through a variety of well executed teaching strategies. Despite this, however, the most recent Estyn inspection does make mention of a decrease in achievement of the core subject indicator for proportion of KS3 students (2017: 4). This comment suggests there is more room for the potential development of additional strategies to further ensure consistently high achievement in literacy for all KS3 pupils. As a response to this, this project focuses on the implementation of reading strategies to improve reading comprehension amongst KS3 students. Estyn’s 2017 report suggests, pupils within School X possess the ability to employ a range of effective strategies when approaching texts and “extract relevant information from a variety of texts with confidence” (5). My experience with my own KS3 classes, however, did not completely support Estyn’s statement. While my high attaining year 8 class were adept at using various strategies to approach unknown vocabulary, my middle set year 7 class often struggled to independently tackle unfamiliar vocabulary without my guidance. This project, therefore, intends to research and evaluate the impact of Reciprocal Reading (RR) as an intervention strategy to improve the reading comprehension of KS3 pupils. This intervention was designed so that pupils would work in groups of four with each pupil taking the role of ‘expert’ for one of the four RR strategies (predictor, summariser, clarifier and questioner). The pupils would each read the same text and then work in groups to develop a comprehensive understanding of the text by offering their understanding of their ‘expert’ area.  
Literature Review 
Reciprocal Reading, an instructional reading strategy designed by Palinscar and Brown (1984), aims to improve students’ comprehension of texts through group-based tasks. While many cognitive and metacognitive strategies have been developed to improve student’s reading comprehension, in addition to their approach to comprehending texts (Armbruster et al 1987; Rosenshine et al 1996), Palinscar and Brown’s work is relatively unique in that they seek to combine a variety of strategies into one ‘strategy package’ (Sporer et al, 2009: 273).  The RR approach involves pupils working within small peer-assisted groups and draws upon four cognitive processes: (a) using questioning to aid understanding, (b) clarifying unfamiliar vocabulary, (c) summarising elements of a text and (d) making evidence-based predictions of the rest of the text. The purpose of strategies such as RR is to aid pupils in their cognitive development, which refers to “the process by which children learn to reason” (Mercer & Wegerif, 1997: 53). It has been suggested that, by working within small groups with their peers, children are able to further improve their own cognitive development by both supporting less able students and being supported by their more knowledgeable peers (Sporer et al, 2009: 273). This notion that a pupil’s knowledge of a particular concept can be consolidated by developing their peers’ understanding can be referred to as ‘elaborative interrogation’ (Dunlosky et al., 2013). This recall strategy suggests that students who are able to explain their learning process to others are more likely to become secure in their own understanding. This concept is further supported by Mercer & Wegerif who argue that through cooperative learning it is vital for students to “share the perspectives of others in order to understand them” (1997:59). It can then be proposed that, by working in peer assisted groups, students not only have the opportunity to develop an understanding of a text but have the additional opportunity to fortify their metacognitive skills. These metacognitive skills refer to a pupil’s specific ability to consciously employ a learning strategy to further their comprehension of a topic, as opposed to wider concept of cognitive thinking. 
Furthermore, research conducted by Hattie suggests that participating in cooperative activity has a more beneficial impact on student achievement than individual learning (2012:78). Equally, Wilson (2006) argues that cooperative interaction with peers is a vital aspect to pupil development. Wilson proposes that by putting their “knowledge to the public test” (2006: 4) a pupil is offered the opportunity to have that knowledge shaped, modified and developed by their peers. This suggests, therefore, that only by publicly sharing their ideas can pupils have their knowledge either validated or amended by their peers. It must be stated, however, that when allowing students to work cooperatively to mould each other’s understanding there must first be some level of, what Biesta (2013) refers to as, ‘expert’ instruction. This can take place either prior to the task, or through post-task feedback to ensure that students are not misinformed by more dominant members of their peer group. 
Indeed, it must be stated that for cooperative learning to be effective it must be carefully structured and facilitated to ensure each participant is able to benefit from the group dialogue. Slavin (1990) states that the two key elements of a successful cooperative task are “positive interdependence and individual accountability” (52). To ensure effective group work is taking place, teachers can take steps to design activities where the act of participation and discussion is both purposeful and meaningful to the intended learning objective. Slavin’s statement seems to suggest, however, that when implementing group activities in the classroom, the facilitator must also ensure the pupils are keenly aware of their expectations and role within the group. By design, RR is a cooperative activity wherein each pupil is equally accountable for the progression of the task by assigning each pupil with a specific role. In a RR task each student is, therefore, responsible for the implementation and evaluation of a different strategy within the ‘strategy package’. In doing this, students have the opportunity to develop their individual evaluative and reflection skills, in addition to skills required to effectively contribute to cooperative learning. Similarly, Wilson (2006) argues that in RR activities “authentic participation” (11) from students is critical to succeeding in delivering purposeful and meaningful results. Therefore, for participation to be deemed ‘authentic’ it should be apparent that students are equal contributors to the task and all pupils are seen to be actively engaged.  
When participating in a peer-led activity such as RR, it is important that students are able to self-monitor and reflect on the effectiveness of the strategy which they are implementing when approaching a text. This model for self-reflection in learning (Zimmerman, 2013) has been suggested by Sporer et al to be an integral component to the RR strategy (2009: 273). Pupils who are participating in RR are required to alternate between individually applying their assigned strategy, in addition to monitoring and reflecting on the effectiveness of the strategy as a group.  By working with a group of their peers to approach an unfamiliar text, students must create a dialogue to consolidate and reflect on their learning. In using dialogue as a platform for self-reflection, amongst peers who are collectively seeking solutions to a shared problem, Johnstone suggests that pupils progress from thinking to ‘thinking well’ (1984: 14). Johnstone’s suggestion implies that the key to purposeful and effective thinking comes of peer led discussion within the classroom. As previously discussed, the act of peer discussion can benefit pupils by providing a platform for which students can express their ideas publicly and have those ideas validated or corrected. This act of peer problem solving through collaboration in a group discussion is referred to by Barnes & Todd as “exploratory talk” (1977:3). Mercer & Wegerif (1997) further define exploratory talk as a group discussion wherein pupils engage “critically but constructively with each other's ideas” (54). Through exploratory talk, students are encouraged to challenge each other and are therefore required to engage with their ideas on a deeper level in order to successfully justify their comments. When implementing any cooperative activity which requires group discussion in the classroom it would be my suggestion, based on the above evidence, that exploratory talk would be the ideal discussion style to promote amongst students. 
This suggestion that talk is essential to a child’s cognitive development is a familiar concept amongst educational theorists, following Vygotsky’s initial 1934 investigation into linguistic socialisation. Vygotsky’s hypothesis suggests that social interaction through the act of cooperative activity can assist in the development of high cognitive processes (Light, 1991: 43). By applying Vygotsky’s theory to teaching and learning strategies, it could then be suggested that using group-based activities, such as RR, is the most effective way to improve students’ cognitive skills. The importance of ‘talk’ in the classroom is something which is also supported by many contemporary educational theorists, particularly the benefits of peer-based dialogue. Alexander (2012) theorised that talk is “essential to children’s thinking and learning” (2) and further suggests that pupil talk is key to a student’s productivity and positive engagement within the classroom. 
This notion that dialogue should be viewed as a vital tool for learning in the classroom is further emphasised by Hattie, who states that pupil involvement in discussion should take place “during and not ‘at the end’ of an exchange” (Hattie, 2012: 74). This could suggest that for students to fully engage in the teaching and learning within the classroom, ‘pupil talk’ should not be limited to initial APK discussions or as a part of plenary based feedback. Instead, Hattie seems to suggest that pupil dialogue should present throughout the lesson. In using peer-based strategy such as RR, which promotes student-student dialogue, the teacher eliminates almost all teacher led discussion and gives autonomy to the pupils to lead and monitor their own discussions. Possible benefits to this approach include providing students with the opportunity to develop themselves as independent learners and provides the teacher with the opportunity to assess the effectiveness of the activity. Possible disadvantages, however, can be found in the work of Biesta who suggests that the most effective teachers are those who remain in control of the learning in their classroom (2013: 35). It can be suggested by giving the autonomy of learning to the pupils, that teachers are at risk of becoming facilitators in their classrooms. In this scenario, students use their teachers only as a resource to ‘learn from’ as opposed to being ‘taught by’ (Biesta, 2013: 42). Therefore, when implementing a pupil led strategy such as RR, the teacher must be cautious to remain a figure of authority in the classroom as, what Vygotsky refers to as, “the more capable other” (1978:86). Indeed, it could be said that one of the integral elements to the RR strategy, in addition to cooperative student learning, is the presence of a subject ‘expert’ to guide novice learners (Snow and Sweet, 2003:103).
Before students are able to benefit from such metacognitive strategies, they must first be equipped to fully engage in the task, by having a sound understanding how the strategy can be implemented. Students can gain this understanding through explicit instruction and ongoing scaffolding delivered by the ‘expert’. Similarly, Hattie states that before students can hope to successfully participate in a peer discussion they must first learn the necessary surface knowledge related to the subject (2012:78). In the instance of RR, the surface knowledge which the students must first obtain refers to explicit instruction regarding the implementation of the various approaches involved in the ‘strategy package’. Once pupils have been provided with adequate guidance on the structure and expectations of a strategy they can work as a group to self-monitor the effectiveness of the particular strategy.  Indeed, the goal of creating independent and resourceful learners is something which has been at the forefront of the WAG’s 2013 improvement plan Qualified for Life inspired by Donaldson’s Successful Futures. Donaldson (2015) suggests that pupils should leave school equipped with the skills to become confident and creative lifelong learners. Alongside Donaldson’s recommendations, the WAG introduced a key objective for students to have the “independent ability to apply knowledge and skills” (2014:16). Aspects of developing this vision of capable, lifelong learners include equipping children with the skills to communicate effectively with their peers and to apply a variety of cognitive strategies to approach problems. Furthermore, Donaldson goes on to state that good teaching is that which encourages pupils to take responsibility for their own learning (2015:69). When considering Donaldson’s recommendations, it is apparent how teaching and learning strategies which focus on the development of students’ cognitive and metacognitive skills have become vital to WAG’s approach to successful pedagogical approaches. 
In addition to expressing the importance of developing creative and confident learners, both Donaldson and WAG highlight the benefits of providing children with skills and strategies which can be applied to their learning across all subject areas. To promote cross curricular learning, Donaldson recommends the introduction of “areas of learning” (2015:15) which link subjects together based on shared themes or skillsets. Donaldson suggests that this change in the curriculum comes as a response to a contemporary demand for people with a wider skill set including critical thinking and problem solving, in addition to literacy and numeracy skills (2015: 7). Consequently, it could be suggested that by employing strategies such as RR within the English classroom, students will benefit on a cross curricular scale. By receiving explicit instruction on how to employ a variety of strategies to unfamiliar texts and applying these to a range of English based texts, students can develop as confident learners. By developing confidence in using strategies in problem solving activities, students will be able to extend the application of these processes to subjects across the curriculum and in the future. This notion is supported by Sporer et al who, in their investigation of the effects of RR as a teaching strategy, discovered that pupils who participated not only improved their reading skills but their writing and mathematics skills also (2009: 284). The concept that application of effective metacognitive strategies is essential to cross curricular learning is echoed in the WAG’s 2016 Literacy and Numeracy Programme. Here, the WAG suggests that the development of ‘wider skills’ within Donaldson’s areas of learning is a key aspect of cross curricular learning (2016:5). Therefore, by introducing RR and other cognitive strategies into classrooms on a school wide scale, schools are demonstrating that they support the WAG’s vision for cross curricular strategies. 
School Policy and Practice
As a part of a strategic planning process, wherein the school evaluates their most current performance levels to inform their future targets, the English department within School X have developed a School Improvement Plan (SIP) (Appendix 1). This plan outlines the department’s strategies to contribute to overall school improvement from 2017-2018. To develop the SIP, School X employed a ‘review-led’ approach (Logan & Sachs,2005 :41) to evaluate their existing strengths and weaknesses. The department devised a self-evaluation form to be filled in by members of the department; the results of these evaluations were then used as a tool to inform and identify areas for future improvement. 
One area of improvement, identified by the English department, is to increase ‘pupil led learning and pupil skills’ (Appendix 1). To achieve this target, the department have developed a range of peer led activities to be embedded within KS3 SOWs. These activities focus primarily on including group discussion or delivering individual speeches, as part of the three assessments each KS3 undertakes each term.  School X suggests in the SIP that providing pupils with the opportunity to work with their fellow peers enables them to ‘develop their social and communication skills’ (Appendix 1). This emphasis on the importance of developing pupils’ social and communication skills echoes Donaldson’s recommendation to introduce ‘Languages, literacy and communication’ as a key area of learning. Donaldson suggests that communicating effectively is vital for a child’s cognitive development (2015:48). Equally, the departmental SIP highlights the importance of using literacy-based strategies, such debating and verbal reasoning, across the curriculum (Appendix 1). This seems to suggest that School X supports Donaldson’s notion that developing effective communication skills, to work successfully with their peers across the curriculum, is key to their pupils’ ongoing development. 
Donaldson theorises that this particular area of learning can not only assist students in developing their verbal communication skills, but also provides them with the opportunity to develop a “love of reading” (2015:48). By being exposed to unfamiliar texts in an environment where they are encouraged to discuss their ideas with their peers, students are given the opportunity to question, reason and deepen their comprehension. The SIP suggests, however, that this area of improvement will be implemented to assist students to prepare for the speaking and listening element of their GCSE. While School X has here demonstrated their intent to provide provision to ensure their pupils are best equipped for their future examinations, it could be suggested that more could be done to prepare their pupils. Strategies have been implemented to support students in their speaking and listening assessment, which accounts for 20% of their overall English Language GCSE. The SIP, however, makes no mention of additional provisions to assist students in preparing for the reading aspect of their GCSE, which accounts for 40% of their total grade. At both KS3 and KS4 the English department has focused on using peer led discussion activities to improve students’ verbal communication skills for speaking and listening assessments. It is my suggestion, however, that these strategies might be similarly applied to reading and writing based tasks and not limited to preparation for oracy assessments. 
Methodology & Ethics
Cohen et al (2007) states that there is no “blueprint” (78) for planning an educational research project and that the methods of research are specific to the explicit purpose of the project. Consequently, prior to selecting the most appropriate method for this research, I had to first identify what specific questions the research was endeavouring to answer. I was drawn to the notion of investigating the effects of reading strategies on the overall reading comprehension of KS3 pupils. This was as a result of witnessing how pupils responded to dedicated library lessons across both of my placements. I found that those pupils who had stated that they enjoyed reading at home and who appeared to have a wide range of vocabulary, approached library lessons with enthusiasm. Pupils who had not expressed an interested in reading, however, I found were very disengaged during their library sessions. I hypothesised that, by having a clear purpose and task focus during their time in the library, disengaged pupils may have been more inclined to participate in the required reading. Furthermore, Bloom (1981) suggests that it is impossible for a pupil to acquire new knowledge without an awareness of the related concepts surrounding that knowledge (447). It could, therefore, be suggested that for pupils to fully engage in the act of reading they must first have an awareness of different approaches to reading. Equally, Pring (1971) suggests that when introducing pupils to new concepts they must be provided with the opportunity to explore various conceptual frameworks and approaches to fully comprehend the concept (90). In light of this, I felt that having a secure comprehension of various aspects of reading could provide pupils with a “basis for a substantial amount of learning in secondary school” (Sporer, et al. 272). Consequently, I approached this research project with the aim of addressing the following questions: 
1. Is Reciprocal Reading an effective strategy to improve pupils’ reading comprehension?
2. Does Reciprocal Reading help develop pupils’ ability to apply cognitive and metacognitive strategies?
Cohen et al (2007) state that the most effective type of experiment is a ‘true’ experiment, wherein the experiment can be controlled and all potential variables can be isolated. In an educational setting, however, it is challenging to create a successful ‘true’ experiment. It is often not possible to set up the necessary control groups and examine all possible variables due to time constraints and other factors outside of the researcher’s control such as behaviour or attendance. Although this study was able to produce quick and relevant results to assess the pupils’ reading comprehension skills, as it does not possess the qualities of a ‘true experiment’ it could be better defined as ‘action research’. Acting as a bridge between educational research and classroom practice, action research is a process wherein teachers are able to combine intervention and reflection with the ultimate goal of improving their teaching practice (Ebbutt, 1985: 156).  Equally, Cohen et al (2007) suggests a quasi-experimental design, which resembles a true-experiment but where reliable conclusions are not so easily made, is the most suitable method when undertaking classroom-based research. Subsequently, due to an absence of control groups or isolated variables, it could be suggested that this intervention followed a quasi-experimental design. Additionally, as this intervention was trialled on one particular class within my placement school it has the advantages of a being non-parametric test. In contrast to parametric tests which have been validated and standardised to represent a larger sample, non-parametric tests concern more individual conditions (Cohen et al, 2007: 503). One of the benefits of conducting a non-parametric and quasi-experiment for teachers is that it offers the teacher quick results which are relevant to their specific cohort. In addition to providing individual results, it also acts as a valuable assessment for learning (AFL) tool, providing the teacher with focused feedback to assess their pupils’ performance.  
When embarking on an educational research project it is essential to have an awareness of the ‘cost/benefit ratio’, as discussed by Cohen et al (2013). This concept involves considering the potential personal costs to the individuals involved in the study, in addition to the potential benefits. Cohen et al suggest that potential costs to individuals can include lowered self-esteem and embarrassment (2013: 113). In addition to the personal costs to the participants when conducting this educational investigation, I had to also be aware of the potential academic costs to the pupils. This investigation involved students potentially participating in tasks that were not necessarily part of their current SOW and not included in the departmental strategy. This study, therefore, had to be carefully designed, in order to not conflict with the department’s curriculum outline for KS3. I felt the most appropriate approach to this investigation would be to introduce the Reciprocal Reading strategy to pupils during their dedicated library lessons. These library sessions occur on all School X’s KS3 student’s timetable once every two weeks. Traditionally, during this period students are given autonomy to choose their own texts and are only tasked with completing a brief form summarising their reading at the end of the lesson. I felt that this time would be most appropriate to conduct my intervention, as these lessons are not included within the department’s curriculum. Therefore, these particular pupils would not be at a disadvantage during any future assessments as a result of their participation. 
Evaluation
In order to avoid any potential ambiguities in the set up and delivery, I chose to conduct a pilot study prior to implementing my intervention (Cohen et al, 2007; Johnson and Christensen, 2008). I chose to trial my intervention with my middle ability Year 7 class, whom I had been teaching for approximately two months. As a result, the class were familiar with me and so were comfortable providing feedback to me in order to assess the validity of the intervention. Additionally, both the pilot study and final intervention lesson were observed by my placement mentor who was able to observe the lesson and provide both written and verbal feedback. As this intervention was a non-parametric test, designed to be performed in singlicate, implementing a pilot study provided valuable feedback which became essential to the successful application of the final study. For my final intervention study, I chose to use a year 8 high achieving class who, in previous lessons, had demonstrated a positive attitude when approaching new challenges. To establish a baseline from which I could evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention through comparison (Johnson and Christensen, 2008: 306), I first needed to collect pre-test data on the pupils’ current reading abilities. To ensure their department has the most relevant data on their pupils’ attainment, pupils within School X complete writing, reading and oracy assessments each term. As a result, the pupils in my intervention class had recently undergone a summative assessment, the results of which could be used as a baseline of the pupils’ current literacy attainment. The overall attainment levels of my intervention class ranged between a middle level 5 to middle level 7 (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 – Pre-test attainment levels of intervention class. 
 In the case of the pilot study, it appeared that the pupils were given too much autonomy to ask their own questions and structure their own discussions, which resulted in confusion amongst the groups and an overall lack of engagement from many students. As the pupils’ ability levels ranged from middle to high, I don’t believe this confusion came from a lack of understanding, but rather a lack of direction. As stated by Johnstone (1984), pupils require more of a stimulus to direct them to what they should be thinking about in order to allow them to fully access the task (19). To overcome this challenge, I modified the RR role cards to include suggested questions which acted as a form of scaffolding to help focus the groups’ discussion. Students then had the option to ask and respond to the questions given to them on the cards, while the MAT students in the class could use this scaffolding to develop their own questions and discussions. Indeed, while the overarching goal of the investigation was to improve students’ reading comprehension, I felt that it would be beneficial to the students to promote a “community of inquiry” (Johnstone, 1984, 19) within the class. By encouraging the class to question each other in group discussions the students were not only improving their understanding of the text, but also fostering a relationship for “good thinking” (Johnstone, 1984, 19). 
The structure of the questions and ‘roles’ of the reciprocal approach very much echo the questioning structure designed by Bloom (1956). Bloom’s taxonomy framework centres around asking specific questions to students depending on the teacher’s desired learning objectives. In this case, however, as the class and individual groups all contained students of similar ability levels, it was not necessary to differentiate the task by asking certain questions which corresponded to a desired learning outcome. Alternatively, it could be suggested that by using broad terms such as ‘summariser’ and ‘questioner’ the pupils were provided with the opportunity to structure their own questions to each other. These questions could range from Level I basic knowledge-based questions (who, what, when) to Level V synthesis style questions (how would you…? what would happen if…?) (Bloom, 1956) depending on the pupil’s own ability. Indeed, in her observations, my mentor commented that this particular task activity was a “really good task to stretch more able classes” (Allen, pers.comm, 2018). Whereas Bloom’s taxonomy is traditionally employed by the teacher as a form of AFL, the suggested questions however were designed to generate group discussion amongst the groups as opposed to a method of AFL. 
Additionally, by including a wide range of suggestion questions which acted as a form of differentiation for both MAT and low attainment pupils, the suggested questions also alleviated the need to assign pupils to specific groups. When designing my pilot study, I used the class’ current attainment levels for reading and writing to ensure the pupils were working with peers of a similar attainment level and with an even mixture of boys and girls. However, during their regular library lessons, pupils were permitted to sit outside of a seating plan. As a result, the abrupt introduction of a structured seating plan caused some confusion and disruption when implementing the RR strategy. This is reflected in my mentor’s comments, who suggested that the class was ‘quite fussy’ as a result of being faced with ‘something new’ (Allen, pers.comm, 2018). Thus, by using questioning as a form of differentiation within each group there was less need to structure the groups by attainment level and the students had more freedom over who they worked with. Using this questioning strategy to overcome the seating plan challenge, highlighted by the pilot study, ensured that there was less disruption at the beginning of the intervention and that pupils settled quickly to focus on the task at hand. 
In their study into the effects of RR, Sporer et al (2009) suggest that a vital aspect to successfully implementing RR strategies is providing the pupils explicit strategy instructions prior to beginning the RR activity (285). Indeed, this would support the earlier notion that students must possess a more comprehensive understanding of the of the concepts they are expected to explore besides simply a working knowledge of the process (Pring, 1971: 90). Due to the singular nature of this intervention and my intention to cause minimal disruption to the class’ regular curriculum, I had limited time to provide the pupils with explicit strategy instruction. To overcome these time limitations and still equip pupils with the necessary instruction to participate in the intervention, I used a combination of modelling, written guidance and general classroom management. By giving pupils autonomy over their seating plan, the class settled quickly and provided me with more time to explain the process of the task. The aforementioned ‘suggested question’ cards also provided students with a “here’s one I made earlier” style model (Allison & Tharby, 2015: 98). This provided them with a working example of how their role differed from the others in their groups, in addition to some guidance on what style of questions they should be using. During the introduction of the activity I provided the students with an overview of the expectations of each role within the group alongside a brief live model on how each role can support other members of the group. By using a live modelling technique, I was able to provide students with the vital strategy instruction required, in addition to a demonstration of how metacognitive strategies could be employed to navigate the task. 
Throughout the intervention lesson, the pupils responded well to the introduction of the strategy and participated readily in the task. Following my instruction and outline of the overall objectives of the activity, the pupils seemed engaged and eager. When explaining the process of the task to the class, I not only gave the students control over their grouping but, once I had explained the expectations of each of the four elements of the RR strategy, I allowed the students to select their own role within the group. My mentor suggested that the pupils appeared enthusiastic and “responded well to the task” (Allen, pers.comm, 2018). This comment echoes that of Estyn, who observed that many pupils within School X had “well-developed problem-solving skills. A few pupils are highly effective in guiding and supporting the learning of their peers” (2017:5). The pupils’ eagerness to take control of the structure of the activity, I believe, reflected both their maturity and their position as a top set class. This reflection comes as a response to the pilot study, which was conducted on a middle set, year 7 class, who seemed to struggle with the practicalities of group work and self-regulation. 
[image: ]Following the intervention lessons the pupils underwent their regular, termly summative assessments for writing, oracy and reading. The subsequent results provided a post-test score for the pupils’ literacy attainment (Figure 2). 
  





Figure 2 - Pre-test and post-test average literacy scores of participants 
The analysis of the average pre-test and post-test attainment scores across the pupils showed a small trend towards increase in literacy attainment post intervention (Figure 3).  Whilst there was a trend towards increase in literacy attainment, this increase was not statistically significant. This is likely due to the small sample size of the pupils within intervention and the time constraints of the study. Without the presence of a control group, however, it would be difficult to say for certain whether this increase was solely a result of the intervention.
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Figure 3 – Pre-test and post-test average scores of participants 
Line indicates median value, box represents upper and lower quartiles and ‘whiskers’ show minimum and maximum values.

Whilst the results of the post-test did not show a statistically significant increase, which could be solely attributed to the RR strategy, pupils’ reading comprehension skills have appeared to improve following the intervention. However, to confidently answer my first research question: ‘Is Reciprocal Reading an effective strategy to improve pupils’ reading comprehension?’ I believe that further time is required to continue to implement the intervention and examine future results. When one turns to my second research question: ‘Does Reciprocal Reading help develop pupils’ ability to apply cognitive and metacognitive strategies?’ I believe it could be argued that, participants did indeed confidently work in groups to employ the instructed strategies to complete their task. As stated by Estyn (2017), many pupils within School X “demonstrate strong higher-order reading skills and are able to synthesise and summarise information effectively” (5). It was evident, from my own observations of the class, that the pupils were eager to participate in the RR activity and approached the prospect of a new challenge with zeal. This was supported my mentor, who in her observations, stated the class were “really happy take on the responsibility of assigning roles” (Allen, pers.comm, 2018). Additionally, in the lessons following the intervention session, many pupils enquired about the possibility of repeating the task or participating in similar activities within their library sessions. The pupils’ enthusiastic response to a new challenge, I believe, suggests that the RR strategy has effectively enabled students to develop their problem-solving skills and practice the application of cognitive strategies. 
Conclusions 
This study sought to investigate the effectiveness of Reciprocal Reading, as a strategy to improve KS3 pupils’ reading comprehension skills. In addition, it aimed to investigate whether this strategy would have a positive impact on pupils’ ability to apply cognitive strategies to overcome obstacles to their reading strategies. While the literacy attainment levels of every pupil did not increase following the intervention, the overall pupil attainment level exhibited a trend for increased literacy performance. While the post-test results demonstrated a small improvement in literacy levels, which could reflect the short-term nature of the study, the outcome of the investigation reflected the results of Sporer, et al’s similar investigation (2009). In their study, researchers found that students who participated in RR strategy instruction “surpassed their pre-test scores at the follow-up test” (Sporer, et al, 2009: 282). Moreover, Sporer, et al discovered that all pupils who participated in their RR intervention outperformed the pupils within the corresponding control groups (2009:282). While my study lacked the vital control group required to confirm the validity of my results, the positive outcome of Sporer, et al’s 2009 study seems to support the notion that the Reciprocal Reading does improve pupils’ reading comprehension. 
The seemingly positive results from this investigation, paired with the successful findings of similar studies, which confirmed the success of “explicit reading instruction as a feasible tool to enhance students' reading comprehension” (Sporer, et al. 284), suggest that RR could potentially be used to improve reading comprehension for KS3 pupils.  School X has been previously commended, by Estyn, as a school which has been highly successful in using “effective strategies to support pupils with weaker literacy skills” (2017: 6). This would suggest that the English department would be receptive to trialling strategies which may assist pupils develop and consolidate their literacy skills.  As supported by my mentor’s observations, this strategy shows potential not only to support weaker pupils, but also to stretch higher attainment pupils. One could therefore argue that this strategy has potential to meet Donaldson and the Welsh Government’s aims to develop students into ambitious learners who “set themselves high standards and seek and enjoy challenge” (Donaldson, 2015: 29). Furthermore, not only does the implementation of RR present an opportunity to meet Donaldson’s first curriculum purpose, the strategy provides pupils with the ability to engage qualities present across all four purposes. Vital skills such as clarifying and explaining, critical thinking and questioning, as well as inference and prediction appear across the four purposes and reflect the skills required to participate effectively in RR activities. Therefore, it could be proposed that by receiving explicit instruction in strategies such as RR, as part of their school curriculum, students are provided with the necessary cognitive strategies to become “flexible, lifelong learners” (Donaldson, 2015: 23).
Pressley (2000) suggest that, to develop skilled readers, teachers should encourage students to frequently question texts to gain a deeper understanding of their readings. By implementing strategies such as RR, which promote pupils questioning of texts and each other, it could be suggested that School X are assisting students in, not only understanding texts, but understanding how to understand texts. In addition to equipping pupils with the ability to apply various cognitive strategies to a range of problems and challenges, RR also assists students with their development as independent learners. Donaldson’s recommendations call for a curriculum which promotes designing an environment in which pupils are encouraged to learn independently and apply various cognitive strategies to a range of tasks. By design, RR reflects a ‘self-directed’ learning approach, wherein pupils learn through exploration of learning experiences as supported by Piaget (Bergin and Bergin, 2018: 132). By giving pupils autonomy, not only over their roles within activities, but also the direction of their learning within the task, the RR strategy seems to align itself with Donaldson’s recommended teaching approach. 
When implementing similar strategies in my own future practice, however, I believe that more time is required to provide pupils with explicit instruction on the various strategies and intended outcomes of such activities. I believe that, for pupils to succeed in becoming confident, independent learners, students require high quality instruction from an expert to create a learning environment which promotes excellent learning. Limiting ‘teacher-talk’ within the classroom may be seen to be the key to ensuring pupils “construct meaning independently” (Allison and Tharby, 2015: 52). Following my own experiences throughout this intervention, however, I have found that quality teacher-talk can be invaluable to ensure meaning and purpose of tasks are clear to pupils. Without clear instruction and scaffolding, pupils risk not only misunderstanding the purpose and expectations of the task, but also communicating those misunderstandings to their peers in group work. The potential of group work as a tool to stretch high attaining and support lower attaining pupils through sharing of ideas and questioning processes cannot be ignored (Sporer, et al, 2009: 284). I believe, however, that for students to able to fully profit from the benefits of group work it is important to provide students first with the advantage of expert instruction. By continuing to explore the impact and effectiveness of various teaching and learning strategies in my future practice, I believe I can provide students with relevant challenges and promote independent learning within my classroom. Not only will this help me develop as a practitioner but will also ensure I am meeting the requirements of teaching standard 3.3.3, which highlights the importance of encouraging learners to think independently and work collaboratively. 
Limitations and future development
When evaluating the potential impact of this study, it is important to consider the possible limitations to this investigation. With regards to the research methods selected for this investigation, it must be acknowledged that this intervention was developed as an action research study designed to inform my own practice. Therefore, the results of which were specific to the individual participants within the class and would not be suitable as a representative of the school cohort or wider public. Additionally, as this intervention was set up to reflect a quasi-experimental design, there was control group for which to compare results to determine the validity of the study. Furthermore, without the presence of a control group, for which to compare dependent variables, it would be difficult to argue the pupils’ progress was solely a result of the RR intervention. Due to the lack of a control group, the intervention is exposed to threats to its internal validation. For educational based research projects, such as this, maturation of the participants is a threat which must be considered. Including a control group for this study would provide a vital comparison tool to reveal whether the participants made added progress, in addition to the expected progress made throughout their development. Therefore, if I chose to undertake this intervention as part of my future practice, I believe using a control group to isolate the dependent variables would be vital to determine the effectiveness of the study. 
When designing and evaluating this intervention I chose to use a purely quantitative approach to collecting and examining data. I believe, however, that to fully evaluate the effectiveness of this strategy it is important to consider the contextual factors which may have influenced the results of the study. Pupil background, fondness for reading, attitude towards text selection and behaviour, for example, are all possible factors which may have had a possible impact on the outcome of this study. Using qualitative research approaches, such as interviews and questionnaires, would provide the opportunity to examine multiple interpretations and to develop a greater depth of understanding of the participants (Clarke, et al ,2004:306). Furthermore, a qualitative research approach would have been particularly effective in evaluating the results of my second research question: ‘Does Reciprocal Reading help develop pupils’ ability to apply cognitive and metacognitive strategies?’ Without the use of questionnaires or interviews, evaluating the confidence of pupils through quantitative data is difficult to measure.  
In the case of this particular class, my contact time with the pupils was limited and as a result this affected how the intervention was structured and delivered. Snow and Sweet (2003) suggest that RT is underpinned by notion of an expert-led social interaction (104). As my contact time with this class was limited to one lesson a fortnight, this meant that certain modifications had to be made to the study to allow for the time constrictions. By including role descriptions and suggested questions on the pupils’ role cards, I was able to overcome some of the challenges to providing the pupils with explicit strategy instruction.  If I were to implement this strategy in my future practice, I feel the pupils would benefit from receiving extended strategy instruction on each of the four elements of RR prior to the intervention. I feel this would, not only ensure the pupils were confident with the expectations of their role within the various groups, but that the students would also be more inclined to use these strategies in the future, as they possessed a deeper understanding of its purpose and application. Had there been more time available to coordinate and conduct this intervention, I believe the pupils would have benefitted in following Sporer, et al’s experimental design (2009). In their study, the intervention, which was delivered across 14 lessons, provided students with opportunities to discuss and practise the strategy and included dedicated training sessions to instruct pupils on each of the four elements of RR individually (Sporer, et al, 2009: 276). Indeed, it is suggested that providing comprehensive instruction and explicit scaffolding is essential to RR teaching (Hacker and Tenent, 2002: 669). 
Finally, by developing this intervention into a longitudinal study, not only would the pupils benefit from deepening their understanding of the strategy, but the results would have more validity as pupils would be less likely to make errors based on misunderstanding (Cohen, et al, 2009: 161). One possible challenge to implementing this strategy over an extended period, however, is the possible disruption to the department’s programme of study. Attempting to implement this method on a more regular basis or over a longer period, in an “already crowded school curriculum” (Johnson, 1984: 33), may present a challenge. As previously discussed, the dedicated library lessons in which this strategy was implemented occur on a fortnightly basis. Therefore, introducing additional reading sessions would first require an evaluation of the potential impact upon the pupils’ other areas of study. Ultimately, I feel that this investigation has been successful in demonstrating that pupils’ reading comprehension can benefit from explicit instruction of various cognitive strategies to interpret and understand unfamiliar texts. 
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