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What are the pupils and staff perceptions of Assessment for Learning?
Written vs verbal feedback- which method do children feel gives them the most support?
The purpose of this research study is to gain an insight into the different perceptions on both written and verbal feedback within the classroom. Feedback, which is my chosen assessment for learning (AfL) principal, can be defined as information that ‘closes the gap’ from where a pupil is and where the pupil needs to be. (Sadler, 1989). The Athrofa has adapted Orchard and Winch (2015) theory into four research dispositions. These dispositions will be closely linked with my study and will have a profound impact on the way I conduct my research. The rationale behind this study is to critically evaluate the two different types of feedback by exploring the benefits and limitations through literature but by analysing the findings effectively too. The aims of the study are to critically evaluate the chosen research tools alongside analysing the findings in order to develop my own professional practice. This relates to the QTS standard ‘The teacher makes reasoned decisions in terms of their pedagogy based upon relevant reading and research findings’. (WG, 2017). 
The three different research tools that will be used to support this study are observations, questionnaire’s and interviews in order to collect data and to gain a strong understanding. Synthesising the data gathered may give a different perspective on the chosen research tools, if done effectively. The researcher’s hypothesis foresees the importance of both methods of feedback, and therefore has no initial answer to the research question, but this could be a benefit as it may widen the scope of the study. Lingard and Renshaw (2010.p.27) argue for a ‘researcherly disposition’ for all teachers. If teachers are creators, users and objects of research, their understanding will be a lot greater. Hattie states that ‘the biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching.’ (Hattie, 2009, p.22) This definition may highlight the significance of additional research in order to develop our professional practice. 

With AfL being the fundamental topic of the study, Wiliam (in Donaldson, 2015.p.68) suggests that AfL may ‘double the rate of learning’; supposing that it is implemented effectively within the classroom. This can be supported by Black and William’s (1998) viewpoint which suggested that children are able to learn conclusively if they are provided with quality feedback and support. Donaldson (2015) features AFL as one of the twelve pedagogical principles and therefore this may highlight the significance it has on ‘accelerating’ a child’s learning and the way a teacher should lead a task. The principle suggests that you should effectively use AFL to accelerate progress.
Stiggins (2002) defines AFL as the involvement of teachers and pupils collaboratively creating learning targets. They should then be actively using assessments of various forms to work towards the target created. These forms of assessment could include sharing criteria with learners, quality of questions/quality of talk, use and quality of feedback and finally peer and self-assessment. Wiliam (2011) defines these different assessments as the four essential principles. These principles help to support effective assessment and student progression. 
Although, Didau’s (2015) interpretation differs from this and he believes that how can you tell where a child needs to improve from one individual lesson alone? His viewpoint is that assessment for learning only focuses on what children haven’t learnt, rather than highlighting what they have learnt. He does believe it is useful to check out misconceptions but using AFL as a justification of where a child needs to move forward can’t ensure whether or not pupils are actually making significant progress. (Didau, 2015) 
The concentration within the study is on the principle of ‘feedback’ which can be seen in some cases to have a profound effect on the way a child can better their performance in order to aid their learning. Loughborough (1998) can support this by expressing their definition of feedback and state that the fundamental purpose behind this type of AfL is to enhance the students educational experience. Hattie and Clarke (2019.p.2) believe that ‘the most valuable feedback focuses on helping the student improve’. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) identify feedback as a key strategy for schools that can help the closure of the achievement gap between more and less advantaged pupils. If teachers effectively close this gap, it can give the children up to an additional eight months’ worth of progress for that academic year. They state that feedback tends to have very high effects on a child’s learning. They can support this data with a meta-analysis study that was recently carried out on formative assessment in schools. Although, they did state that some areas of the curriculum would benefit more than others. (EEF, 2018)
When conducting the research, the concentration was on both written and verbal feedback, with the expectation to find out which type can provide children with the most support. Hattie and Clarke suggest that instant feedback is more beneficial to a child rather than receiving it later on. ‘Anything that happens after the lesson has questionable value compared to what happens in the moment’. (Hattie and Clarke, 2019.p.123). Although, Kohn (1994) might question this statement as he believes that you are unable to assess children whilst they are still learning. Here, Kohn’s view may state that you should wait until the child has finished learning to provide them with summative feedback. Perhaps, the argument around timing is unnecessary providing feedback occurs. Building on this, Hattie and Clarke believe that children should have improvements and only improvements, that are implemented and enhanced in the original piece of work. (Hattie and Clarke, 2019). In contrast, Didau (2015) expresses his views that teacher have the ability to tell the children what their future goal or target is; but never normally state the steps in which to reach the goal. 
The three chosen research tools helped assist with being part of an inquiring profession. The interviews, questionnaires and observations were used in order to gather data and results which could help with the discovery of perceptions from both teachers and children. Six children were chosen to be the focus within all three research tools. The decided approach was two children from each academic ability, with the names being chosen at random from a name generator. This made sure that it would be a fair sample, with different perspectives from the different attaining children. Some aspects of the mosaic approach were also integrated into the study. This approach focuses on the ‘voice of the child’ and centres their viewpoint around the learning. (Clark, 2005). Although, Clarke and Moss (2017) note it would be more appropriate to call it a ‘democratic approach’ due to both stakeholders, the parents and children, having a key involvement.  In the study, the children were able to confidently voice their opinion during each research method. They had their academic books which helped them to also have visual support. The decision was made to collect both Qualitative and Quantitative data in order to gather mixed methodology. Bruner (1986) may support the use of mixed methodology as he believes that you then have two ways of knowing. You are able to incorporate both the scientific and the narrative. 
Tuckman (1972) describes undertaking an interview as providing access into a ‘person’s head’; you can see what a person knows, their likes and dislikes along with a person’s thoughts. This might be beneficial as you may see the person’s true identity, rather than in other research tools, it might be harder to see this. A semi-structured interview was the approach used, with a pre conducted set of questions. (See appendix 1) The answers from these questions would allow different ideas to arise, which would then conduct further questions based on the given information. Morrison (1993) highlights that prompts and probes can be useful with this type of interview at is enables you to use prompts to clarify questions or topics along with probes that might get the respondent to extend or elaborate further on their answer.  Although, Thomas (2013) states that a semi structured interview can be a ‘rigid tool’ to use as you could end up with purposeless data that doesn’t benefit the study. The way you formulate and word a question is very important as it may influence the nature and quality of information you receive from the respondent. (Kumar, 2014). Licoln and Guba (1985) highlight the importance of careful consideration into aspects like background preparation, pace and timing and opening and closing the interview in order to make it successful.
When carrying out the observation, the schedule created was constructed and designed to suit the topic of the research and the class environment. (See appendix 2) According to Cohen and Manion (2017) an observation allows a collection of ‘live’ data from a naturally occurring situation. In this situation, you can focus exactly on what is taking place rather than relying on second-hand sources. They also state that ‘what counts as evidence becomes cloudy immediately during an observation.’(Cohen and Manion, 2017.p.396). Perhaps, this could be due to the nature of school life and the unpredictability of how the planned session is going to go. Robson (2002) also states that people may differ from what they say and actually do and therefore observation may provide them with a reality check. Dewey (1938) on the other hand, believes that observation alone is not sufficient. We should have a good understanding of what we see, hear, and touch. This consists of the consequences that will result when what is seen is acted upon. Observation can also be time consuming; if what you are observing isn’t arising within the timed schedule, you might be unable to catch the required behaviour or phenomenon. (Cohen and Manion, 2017). As previously discussed, the observation was carried out with a focus on 6 specific children. Some limitations of the observation included that it was carried out in the outdoors and therefore at times, it was harder to focus on the feedback being given. 
Two different questionnaires were conducted that focused on asking both the teachers and children their honest opinion on the chosen types of feedback. (see appendix 3 and 4) The child questionnaire was carried out anonymously using a digital device, completed by the same six children. (See appendix 5) Austin (2016) states that you need to ensure the children have a positive experience whilst completing the questionnaire. They should be designed to be child specific, with relevant vocabulary being a key essential. Bell (2007) also recognises the well-being of children and believes that children may be affected by different aspects of the questionnaire. This may include the content or physical setting. One of Thomas (2013) basic considerations to constructing a questionnaire is to be aware of ‘prestige bias’. Children might want to appear clever or to answer to suit the teacher, rather than being honest. This can be prevented by ensuring that the questions are posed correctly, and the responses are interpreted effectively. The questionnaire was structured so that it didn’t scare the pupils. It started off with closed questions, gradually then asking open ended questions. (Thomas, 2013). When carrying out a questionnaire in a primary school, the researcher should not be of the assumption that every child can read and write. (Mills, 2011). The questionnaire was carried out electronically; this allowed the use of immersive reader to provide support if needed. 
Throughout the study, the concentration on being an ethical practitioner was essential. An ethics form was completed prior to the study and was needed to be approved in order to start conducting research. (See appendix 6) Article twelve, found in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that children should be allowed to voice their opinion in any matter that affect them. (UNCNC, 2016) The British educational research association (BERA) outline the ethical guidelines for educational research. These have been adhered to throughout the study to make sure that everything done is ethically correct. ‘The confidentiality and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduction of research.’ (BERA, 2018, p.21). Children have the right to privacy and therefore throughout the study, the chosen participants were referred to as ‘Child one’ etc. 
Gaining assent off a child is very important and BERA (2018) state that the researcher should ensure that the children participating have a full understanding of their role within the study and why their input is necessary. The researcher should gain assent to start the study and it should be made clear to the children that they have the right to withdraw at any time. In the study, this was supported with the use of ‘emoji cards.’ (See appendix 7) By gaining children’s assent, they can then express their feelings by showing the cards before and during the research study. If they then decide that they don’t want to participate, they could hold up the card according to their emotion and leave the room without having to give a reason why. (EWC ref) Data protection is also a big factor of being ethical and BERA (2018) state that ‘researchers need to comply with the legal requirements in relation to storage as stipulated by the Data Protection Act (1996)’. All data that was carried out in the study has been kept in a password protected file to ensure confidentiality at all times. Both a consent form (see appendix 8) and letter (see appendix 9) was created to inform the school of the study and to gain permission off the head teacher. 
The research study took place in a mixed ability, year three and four class, within a city in South Wales. The school has an average of around 300 pupils. (Estyn, 2016).  After analysing the data, it was interesting to see that my findings showed that the preferred method of feedback from the child is dependent on their literacy ability. Children that are more able would rather support from a written comment whereas children who are less able would rather a verbal comment due to their lack of ability to read. After analysing and reflecting on my findings, I noticed reoccurring themes that were shared in a variety of the research methods used. These themes can also be known according to Rossman and Rallis (2012) as coding. This involves organising data into categories, to then label them categories into terms. 
Being sceptical transpired during my reflection as it occurred that not all research methods were as reliable as each other. The observation helped gather some qualitative data, but wasn’t as valuable as first initiated, due to the class setting that day. Also, as a non-participant observer, it may be difficult to see things from the different perspectives throughout the classroom, as agreed by Welsh Gov (2015).  The children’s questionnaires were successful and quantitative data was collected. But conversely, only one response was collected from the teacher’s questionnaire which was quite unfortunate. If the study was going to be carried out in the future, it would be important to ensure that the teacher’s questionnaires should be completed in a formal setting to ensure that they were then accomplished within that time frame. The interviews provided me with the most beneficial data, especially because it was semi-structured. This allowed the children to give more information, with the questions based around their viewpoints. 
Inability to read 
When observing the class responding to their written feedback, with the focus being on the six children, it was intriguing to see from the questionnaire results that one third of the children chosen would rather a verbal comment to a written comment as they were unable to read the comment and therefore it was pointless and unbeneficial to the individual. (See appendix 10) It was then further discussed in the interview, where the two lower ability children expanded on their viewpoints and stated that their preferred method was verbal feedback. Child five stated that ‘I would rather have a conversation as otherwise I won’t know how to improve.’ (see appendix 11) Hattie and Clarke (2019.p.96) state that ‘feedback is the ability to react to the learning, during the learning so it can be enhanced before it is too late’. This may suggest that they believe verbal feedback provides more support to children as it is told in the moment, rather than when the child has finished the work. The following statement can support the findings and states ‘Most primary school children seem to prefer oral to written feedback.’(Grigg, 2015.p.405) Although, Grigg has failed to state where this data has come from so we are unable to recognise the validity. During the observation, Child 1 stated that it was difficult to understand the comment, purely because it was written in welsh. Here, Child 1 states that it was ‘pointless’ as the language used was not understandable, and therefore they couldn’t respond to it. (See appendix 12). 
Criticism of comment 
The children agreed in their interview that there were some issues with the presentation of the written comment and the language used was too complexed for the majority of the individuals. Child 6 stated how they would rather be told in person due to the teacher using ‘hard words’ and the writing is ‘too small and curly.’ Three other children then joined in and agreed with this statement with child 3 stating that ‘sometimes the writing is hard to read’. (See appendix 13). Here, my qualitative data was very beneficial as it allowed the children to expand on their answers in order for the interviewer to have a clear understanding. When asking the children if they enjoyed having a comment in their books, the focus was around EBI’s and whether they had received one or not. Child 6 stated that ‘‘I am proud of this because I don’t have an EBI’. If I have an EBI, it means I need to improve on something.’ (See appendix) However, child 2 then challenged this comment and stated that ‘the teacher might be trying to challenge us. (see appendix 14) Hattie (2007) states that by challenging a child, it can encourage pupils to increase their efforts. 
Lack of response to EBI’s 
A central theme shown in the chosen research methods was that not all children respond to their EBI’s as the teacher doesn’t allow time for the child to act upon them. In the questionnaire, only one in six children stated that they always understand the teachers comment. (See appendix 15) This may highlight that the written feedback children are receiving isn’t being understood and utilized. As previously mentioned in the literature above, if children aren’t manipulating their feedback, they may not be closing this gap and therefore making changes to their learning in order to succeed. Child 5 stated that they don’t respond to their EBI’s as they ‘don’t get given time’. The researcher then responded using an open question stating, ‘So do you get any time to read them at all?’ with two responses saying ‘no, none ’. (see appendix 16) Grigg (2015) believes that effective teachers follow up on their written feedback and create opportunities for the pupils to respond. 
A similar case study was found that looked at ways to replace written feedback with verbal feedback but with the focus being on to reduce staff workload. In order to do this, they changed their approach with a focus on planning rather than assessment. Instead of being marked, the books would be placed into three piles. These piles would consist of re-teach, consolidate and extend. The outcomes showed that the teachers had a significant change to their marking workloads and was shown to be reduced by an average of nearly four hours.(Gov, 2018) Perhaps, these hours could have then been spent planning intervention for the individuals who needs extra support in order to get from where they are, to where they need to go. 
The aim of the study was to see which method of feedback provides the most support to the child. A key finding from this study seems to be that it is not necessarily the form of feedback, but the accessibility of it to the learner that is important.  For example, higher attaining children would rather a written comment whereas some lower attaining children need verbal feedback in order to make progress. But, it needs to be taken into consideration that this is only a small-research study so the data may not be entirely reliable. To make feedback worthwhile, the comment needs to be personalised and suited to each child, otherwise there could be no progress being made. Hattie (2007) identifies that simply providing feedback alone is not the answer; it is necessary to consider the timing, nature of the feedback and how the student receives and actively seeks this feedback. As mentioned, my results seem to concur with this statement and show that the children’s perceptions are that their feedback needs to be tailored to them. 
The research study has employed research tools related to action research in order to seek and understand different aspects in the classroom in order to improve them. Stenhouse (1975) believes that it is us as teachers who will eventually change the world of school by having a clear understanding of it. The study has had a paramount effect on my professional practice and has allowed me to explore the four research dispositions in great detail. I have developed a significant sense of being both sceptical and ethical. But most importantly, this study has allowed me to become a skilled researcher and to realise that when undertaking research, the children are at the heart of the study.  Although, on reflection, if carrying out a similar study again, I would ensure that my research methods would have been more thoroughly planned out, and I had back up plans in place. This would have then not allowed the environment or setting around me to impact on the study.
To conclude, it is valuable to consider that when feedback is given, it should be meaningful to each individual in order to personalise their learning. Both methods of feedback should provide children with the knowledge of where they can go next in order to reach their full potential. If the child is centred around the feedback, the method should just be suited to the individual in order to tell them where to go next. This way, the child will act upon the feedback immediately, and should know exactly how to improve. Hattie and Clarke agree with this viewpoint and state that ‘that students are taught to receive, interpret and use the feedback provided is probably much more important than focusing on how much feedback is provided by the teacher, as feedback given but not heard is of little use’. (Hattie and Clarke, 2019.p.5). As a trainee teacher, my critical reflection has showed me just how paramount feedback within the classroom is. Providing feedback needs to be meaningful and personalised to each child, in order for it to be a success. This information gathered will be greatly enacted in my next professional teaching experiences and through the rest of my career. 
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