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Does the use of a ‘no hands up’ policy increase levels of student engagement and participation?


The issue of interest was to discover whether the use of a ‘no hands up’ policy will increase levels of student engagement and participation within the classroom. I was eager to find out whether preventing children from putting their hands up to answer a question and using methods such as lollipop sticks and whiteboards would mean that pupils were more engaged and played a more active role during the lesson. This was of interest because the school favours a hands-up approach and in my class I observed this being system being used regularly. I observed the same children putting their hands up and being chosen to answer repeatedly. The research was carried out in year 3 and 4 class with a group of mixed abilities. The research question had been discussed and agreed on with my research partner. Our research question is ‘does the use of a ‘no hands up’ policy increase levels of student engagement and participation?’. For both classes the students were allowed to answer questions using hands-up during the first half of the lesson changing to a different approach in the latter half. This meant that I could assess how levels of engagement and participation had changed over time using different approaches. 
The first lesson, was split in to two sections. During the introduction children were able to answer questions using the method of voluntary participation i.e. putting their hands up. During the plenary, I introduced the method of random selection using lollipop sticks to select children to answer questions. The second lesson began with children putting their hands up again to answer questions. My research partner and I had planned to use lollipop sticks during the second half again, however after reflection, we decided to change the approach and get children to answer the questions using mini whiteboards so that all children had to provide an answer and were actively engaged in the lesson.
Putting the research into a wider context can help support or contradict research findings (Kumar, 2011). I will look in depth at the literature surrounding classroom participation and engagement. Self-esteem and self-motivation play a significant role in encouraging learners to participate in the lesson, particularly putting their hand up to answer a question. (Patrick and Turner, 2004). 
Motivation, in the academic sense, can be defined as 
“a student’s willingness, need, desire and compulsion to participate in, and be successful in the learning process” (Bomia et al, 1997, 1).
Motivation is a useful quality to possess. It can influence how we learn. Students who lack this quality may appear to be inattentive or distracted during the lesson. Being motivated and participating in classroom activities allows for meaningful learning to take place (Pintrich and Schunk, 1996). Being reluctant to participate can often be due to anxiety and a lack of confidence in their own abilities (Harrison and Howard, 2009). 
Wellbeing is another area that needs to be considered when assessing levels of engagement and participation. Feeling involved and part of something can increase self-esteem. Wellbeing is described as raising feelings of confidence and being happy and safe in your environment (Laevers and Declercq, 2018). Maslow believed that lower tier needs should be met initially before moving up the hierarchy. The environment must allow the base needs to be satisfied otherwise 
“higher levels such as esteem and self-actualisation needs cannot satisfied” 
(Pintrich and Schunk, 1996, 206). Teachers have a responsibility to make the environment acceptable in order to encourage children’s motivation and self-esteem allowing them to participate and answer questions (Mashford et al, 2012).
Engagement is another area that needs to be looked at in this section when referring to the wider context surrounding the research question. The existing literature shows that the term student engagement refers to how involved or captivated students seem to be in the learning process (Axelson and Flick, 2011). Axelson and Flick (2011) agree with Fredericks et al (2004) that there are three different types of student engagement: behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement.  Engagement should be studied at more than one level. Behavioural engagement refers to the way learners participate and follow rules, emotional engagement describes feelings and reactions to learning, be that of boredom, happiness or sadness. Cognitive engagement is the motivation to learn and gain new skills. Similarly, Rangvid (2018) matches the tone of the existing literature, defining the concept of engagement as being “multidimensional” referring to engagement as how involved and motivated children are to learn and participate. 
Questioning is the area of pedagogy under consideration in this Lesson Study, especially the type of questioning that promotes children putting their hand up to answer. Questions are used by teachers as a tool to assess where the learners are on their learning journey and inform future planning (Black et al, 2003). Questions are often seen as a way of keeping students active in the lesson. Opportunities to answer can be given in various ways. Often it is students with certain “characteristics”, those who can think on their feet, who have more chance to give an answer (Dillon, 1988, 68).
However, as well as presenting enough opportunities for children to answer questions, consideration needs to be given to how long they are given to think of an answer and respond. This concept of ‘wait time” was introduced by Mary Budd Rowe, she believed teachers were not giving children long enough to think and respond to questions. This should be at least 3 seconds to have a positive effect (Rowe, 1986). Black et al (2003, 35) support Rowe’s concept (1986) stating that by increasing the wait time more students can be involved in “question-and-answer” discussions.
Research from online articles show that a no hands up policy has attracted much interest in the media over the last several years. With reports from the BBC (2010) stating that a hands-up approach is ‘damaging’ for children. Research shows that using a no hands up approach to discussion and questioning as well as an extended wait time is beneficial for students. To actively engage all pupils, not just those who monopolise classroom conversation, removing the hands up approach could alleviate pressure and encourage more pupils to be engaged (Harrison and Howard, 2009).
A no hands-up approach will mean that students can be chosen at any time. It is argued that this might increase feelings of anxiety for some pupils (Patrick and Turner, 2004). In order to alleviate concerns, different questioning strategies should also be considered (Harrison and Howard, 2009). William (2014, 16) states that
“the fundamental flaw in the traditional questioning model is that it makes participation voluntary.”
Using a no hands-up approach and making the selection process random should mean that children are more likely to be involved and show higher levels of participation and engagement in a lesson. Assessing these claims is the main aim of this Lesson Study. 

The methodology used for this action research is Lesson Study research. Lesson Study (LS) research methodology originated in Japan and is defined by Dudley (2014, 1) as 
“a highly- specified form of classroom action research”.
It focuses on teachers developing their practice from a new-found knowledge of a particular subject. The process involves a number of procedures. Firstly, teachers plan a research lesson together, then deliver the lesson whilst observing and analysing learning that is taking place and lastly get feedback from the students involved. A certain area of pedagogy is concentrated on. During this Lesson Study, student engagement and participation levels were focused on and how they changed depending on the approach used to answer questions (Dudley, 2014). The results and data collected help to reform and develop teaching techniques and improve learners’ progress (Olson, 2005).
In order to collect rich data on engagement, participation and pupils’ own perspectives it was necessary for this research to have both qualitative and quantitative components. Observation is one method of data collection in a Lesson Study. Observers pay attention to how students respond to different situations (Cerbin and Kopp, 2006). During this study, it was decided to pay attention to a certain group of children who were decided on prior to the lesson. This was our focus group. A sample of three children was chosen, one child from higher, middle and lower ability groups in both classes. Observations on the focus group were made using a non-participant model. Here the observer is not directly involved but records what happens (Palaiologou, 2008). To collect quantitative data the observations were structured. The observation schedules (see appendices 3 and 4) included a recorded tally on a seating plan indicating how many times children put their hand up to answer a question and a score on the Leuvan scale of involvement (SCILT, 2019) to assess levels of engagement (see appendices 5 and 6). Children were observed at regular intervals throughout the lesson, noting how many times they responded to a question and their corresponding levels of engagement. Observation was used as it is a flexible method of data collection, allowing authentic data to be collected regarding everyday behaviours that may usually be overlooked (Cohen et al, 2011). 
The qualitative data was gathered by interview at the next possible opportunity after the lesson, for data to remain as reliable as possible (Cohen et al, 2011). Interviews were structured with pre-prepared questions in a familiar setting so that children felt safe and responded well to questioning (Bell, 2010). Interviews provide researchers with in depth knowledge and were necessary to gain understanding of the focus groups’ feelings about the approaches used and what could be done differently (Dudley, 2014). These methods of data collection were chosen as they best suited the research project. However, as always there are strengths and weaknesses to each of the methods used. Lesson studies enable teachers to assess pupil learning and identify individual needs in more detail than when they would teach the class themselves. It is useful for both students and qualified teachers as we get to see learning from another’s perspective, forcing us to pay attention to aspects that may not usually be noticed (Dudley, 2014). 
However, observation methods and interviews are subject to a degree of bias as they are based on interpretation and may be skewed by preconceived ideas (Cohen et al, 2011). The strengths and weaknesses of the methods used will be further assessed later when discussing the research findings. Following the process, a discussion of our findings was conducted. Reflecting on observations allows teachers to use information and be critical to improve future practice (Palaiologou, 2008). To give structure to our reflection we used Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988).  In Gibbs' model the first three sections are concerned with what happened. The remaining three sections analyse and make sense of the experience, offering recommendations on what things can be done to improve (Gibbs, 1988). Using Gibb’s model as well as Brookfield’s model (1998), the four lenses of reflection, helped with the analysis of what happened and guided a detailed reflection of the Lesson Study. 
When carrying out any research ethical considerations that need to be taken in to account. In order to be able to carry out this research an ethics form had to be completed outlining the nature of this action research and the intended purposes. We ensured that data protection policies were adhered to and the research was approved by the university ethics committee prior to starting our research. We also gave out consent letters to the parents of the children who we chose to be involved in our research lesson prior to the lesson, ensuring they were aware that consent could be withdrawn at any time (see appendix 2).  Participants were reassured that anonymity would be maintained and any data collected would be destroyed on completion of the research (BERA, 2018).

Lesson Study research “scaffolds reflective practice” as observing and analysing how students learn influences professional practice (Cerbin and Kopp, 2006, 253).
As Bell, (2010, 209) notes results collected are
“of little meaning until they are analysed and evaluated”.
Results need to be analysed and interpreted so that questions can be answered. In this section results will be discussed and reflected on with consideration given to what could be done differently next time and improvements to be made going forward.
Action research allows us to think critically and test out different approaches to develop effective pedagogy. From reflecting on the experience and analysing relevant literature we can promote best practice (Gray and Macblain, 2012). Brookfield’s (1998) model, the four lenses of reflection, offers a useful tool to see data from alternative perspectives. The lense, ‘observing through the eyes of our learners’ was used during this research as learners were first observed and then interviewed. This allowed the experience to be viewed through their perspective. Another lense that was used to aid reflection was ‘through the eyes of colleagues’. A key feature of this research was working with a research partner and “participating in critical conversation” (Brookfield, 1998, 200). Discussing each partner’s views on what was observed and how things could be done to improve. A second pair of eyes to gather information that might have been missed was invaluable. Putting research into a wider theoretical framework, the final lense of Brookfield’s model helps to understand the reasoning behind certain experiences and offers, “multiple perspectives on familiar situations” (Brookefield,1998, 200). 
Being critical in the analysis will ultimately lead to “some fundamental change in perspective” (Cranton, 1996). The main reflection model used was Gibbs’ reflective cycle (1988). Gibbs’ cycle is a six-stage model that provides a structure to learning from experiences. This tool allowed researchers to reflect back on the experience in greater detail through different stages (see appendices 9 and 10). The cycle offers a suggested structure to examine an experience, and is particularly useful for repeated experiences. From reflecting on the first lesson, changes could be made if things did not go to plan. In Gibbs' model the first three sections explain what happened. The next three sections make sense of the experience and highlight ways to improve. The topic taught during both lessons was history, with the focus being on the Space Race (see appendix 1).
For the first research lesson, there were 27 children in a year 3 and 4 class of mixed abilities (see appendix 9). Children were told they could raise their hands to answer questions during the start of the lesson. My research partner observed how children reacted to this approach and assessed the levels of participation and engagement of the chosen focus group when using a hands-up approach compared to using the no hands up approach. To measure participation, a tally was recorded on the seating plan measuring how many times each child in the focus group put their hand up to offer an answer. When using the hands up approach, the results showed that child A (lower ability) only responded once, child B (middle ability) 3 times and child C (higher ability) put their hand up to give an answer six times (see appendix 3).
For the second half of the lesson, the questioning strategy changed and children were selected using lollipop sticks. This approach made it difficult to gather data on just the focus group as selection was now random. The overall results did not show an increase in the number of times the focus group were chosen to answer a question (see graph appendix 3). However, it was observed that child A was selected once, child B twice and child C was not selected when using the lollipop sticks. This meant that although, during the first half of the lesson child C had responded by putting their hand up most frequently, they did not have the opportunity to answer at all when using a random selection process. 
The results observed were further supported when interviewing each member of the focus group after the lesson (see appendix 7). Child C displayed a preference for a hands-up approach, as they were confident and liked to be able to share their knowledge with the class and have an opportunity to answer. However, unlike child A and child B, child C did not describe feeling anxious when using the lollipop stick approach. As expected, interviews highlighted that child A and child B both favoured a hands-up approach as they felt nervous in case their name was selected and they did not know the answer, fearing what their peers might think. 
Despite these feelings and a preference for a hands-up approach, all children said they listened more intently during the second half of the lesson when there was a chance of being selected to answer. This is evident based on the scoring on the Leuvan scale (see appendix 5) that shows child A and B, despite both describing feeling anxious, moved up the involvement scale when a no hands-up policy was implemented. In contrast, this different approach decreased the levels of engagement for child C as they became agitated that they could not convey their knowledge.
From reflection on the first lesson, we agreed that some areas needed to be altered as there was lack of results gained from the focus group when using the lollipop sticks approach. We had planned to follow the same format of using hands up at the beginning and introducing a no hands up policy and using lollipop sticks during the second half of the lesson. However, we decided to change the approach during the second half of the lesson to see if there was a further increase in participation for all members of the focus group whilst maintaining their wellbeing. Mini whiteboards were introduced so that everyone would have to provide an answer and not rely on being randomly chosen (see appendix 9).
The second lesson was again taught to a different mixed ability class of 28 year 3/4 students (see appendix 10). The focus of the lesson remained the same to ensure a fair test, the focus group however altered but the sample of one higher, middle and lower ability remained. The structure of the first half of the lesson was the same, with children able to put their hands up to answer a question. Analysis of the results showed when using the hands up approach Child X (lower ability) did not put their hand up at all to answer, Child Y (middle ability) put their hand up twice and Child Z (higher ability) offered an answer four times (see appendix 4). 
From reflecting, adjustments were made prior to the second lesson. This is an example of (Schon, 1983) reflection-on-action which allowed for a more complete set of results to be gathered. For the second half of the lesson mini whiteboards were used to answer questions and a wait time of three seconds introduced so that the whole class had an opportunity to provide an answer. During this stage, the seating chart shows all children were on task and attempted to answer all questions when using the mini whiteboards. Using a wait time of three seconds (as suggested by Rowe, 1986) encouraged higher levels of participation and each child moved up at least a stage on the Leuvan scale showing that engagement levels had increased (see appendix 6).
The most notable difference, as shown in the graph (see appendix 4) was the participation of child X, who scored lowest on the involvement scale and did not respond when using a hands-up approach, but participated by giving an answer on the whiteboard for each question, despite being sure that the answer was correct. Interview data showed that levels of anxiety were reduced by this new approach compared to the feelings experienced by child A when using the lollipop sticks during the first lesson. This illustrates that using different approaches can reduce concerns. Interview data also revealed that child Z like child C felt confident when putting their hands up for a question and enjoyed this approach. In contrast to this, when interviewed, child X and Y felt they had less chance to answer a question as they were putting their hand up less often due to their lack of self-esteem. Child X and Y preferred using the mini whiteboards as it gave them more chance to answer questions and did not single them out (see appendix 8).
From this experience, evidence was uncovered that supported the claims made in the research question. The overall trends highlight that levels of participation and engagement increased when a no hands-up policy was enforced. This research has been valuable and coupled with the literature will help inform my practice going forward to the next professional teaching experience and in the future. 
Hattie (2009, 22) states 
· “the biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching.” 
Practitioners must reflect to be able to develop their pedagogical approaches to best meet the needs of the learners. From carrying out this action research I have discovered that the evidence supports the claim that there is a transformation in engagement levels and motivation to participate when using a hands-up versus no hand-up approach. For the focus group, children from different levels of ability were intentionally chosen so that we could assess claims. 
Research shows that using a-hands up approach targets the more confident students (William, 2014). This was evident during both lessons when a hands-up approach was used. 
The analysis of the data collected showed that children putting their hands up often were more engaged and showed higher levels of participation in the lesson. Children not putting their hands up became more easily distracted during the first half of the lesson when a hands-up approach was being used as the likelihood of being chosen was smaller. Students who are used to falling in to the background now have to be more alert (William, 2014). The results indicate that children are more engaged when using an alternative strategy to hands-up when answering questions e.g. using lollipop sticks and mini whiteboards. 
William (2014, 17) believes that changing to a no-hands up policy is a small change that could have a significant impact in increasing participation and promoting engagement. From observing how the levels of participation and engagement changed when using a different approach this emerged to be true in practice. 
The research findings as well as the literature, showed that using a random selection approach can have negative effects on children’s wellbeing. Children often feel cautious and nervous about putting their hands up in case they exposed a lack of understanding to their peers (Elliot et al, 2005).
On reflection, the Leuvan scale was a useful tool to measure levels of engagement ranging from high to low (Lewis, 2012). The Leuvan scale showed that children who were observed to not be participating showed signs of distraction and disinterest in the lesson whereas children responding by putting a hand up scored higher up the scale. These levels of engagement changed when different questioning strategies were used. However, it could be argued that the Leuvan scale does not take into consideration external factors that may have contributed to the learner’s involvement score thus providing an incomplete picture. 
One drawback of the methods was the seating plan tally. It was challenging to record data for the focus group when using the lollipop stick method as the selection process was random and could not be controlled. This posed difficulties and did not provide a comprehensive enough picture of overall involvement. Consideration will be made to add alternative methods of data collection to provide a wider range of results next time, as well as considering other members of the class not just a small focus group. 
Questioning contributes to an achievement gap as it often favours more confident students as stated by Dillon (1988) in the literature review. This is a limitation of the hands-up approach as it was difficult to assess progress of all students when only some were offering answers to show their knowledge (William, 2014). Introducing a wait time, as outlined in the literature, gave children a chance to think of an answer and respond (Rowe, 1986). William (2014) advises that an array of other methods needs to be implemented in the classroom to promote student engagement across a range of capabilities. Using a variety of strategies, as mentioned in the literature review will reduce any concerns children may have. As discussed, when using a hands-up approach, some children felt they rarely got a chance to answer, with their more confident peers overshadowing them. 
Going forward, in order to provide more opportunities for a greater number of children to answer a question, I intend to employ a variety of methods within my practice that will promote inclusivity and offer a chance for all children to provide an answer. This greater participation and engagement was observed when children were given the mini whiteboards and longer to think of an answer when asked to answer questions during a class discussion. This evidence was supported during the interview process, where child A and child X felt more confident when everyone had to respond to a question and not just singled out. The most significant drawback to this research was the time constraints placed upon it, meaning that only limited data could be gathered.  
The findings can be generalised and assumptions made that the questioning strategy used will depend on how many children participate in answering during the lesson. The research shows that a no hands-up policy favours the majority. Particular methods such as whole class techniques to answer questions e.g. mini whiteboards, can be employed to encourage higher levels of engagement. By responding to a question learners’ levels of engagement are increased (Hattie, 2012). The study demonstrated how children of different tier abilities and levels of self-esteem react differently to different methods of questioning. This indicates a need for a mixture of different questioning strategies to be employed during every lesson, to successfully encourage participation and engagement of the highest number of pupils. 
Lesson studies are useful as they focus solely on student learning which allows teachers to refine and develop their practice to promote effective learning (Groningen & Bennet, 2012).
The observation worked successfully as the research partner uncovered issues that would not naturally be observed when teaching (Cohen et al, 2011). However, it could be argued that there are limitations to observation such as the ‘Hawthorne effect’ that suggests people behave differently when being observed, reducing the reliability of data obtained (Encyclopedia, 2020).
Although the Lesson Study design worked effectively and provided data to draw some suitable conclusions for the research, as discussed previously, methods used did not work as effectively as had been hoped when collecting data on all questioning strategies. The most significant limitation of this study was the scale. There were only two research lessons and in hindsight more data was needed to draw firm conclusions about which questioning approach is more beneficial for all learners. Dudley (2014) suggests using more than two lessons during Lesson Study research. If further lessons were planned for it would have allowed a more detailed range information to be gathered and changes to be assessed over a longer period of time. If more time was given, there could have been a greater variety of data collected, such as using a range of different no hands-up methods and assessing the strengths and weaknesses of each one with regards to levels of participation and engagement. However, as time was limited only two other methods e.g. lollipop sticks and whiteboards were used. This meant that it was not possible assess how using other methods like such as online games like ‘Kahoot’ would encourage participation and engagement. This will be something to consider to further extend the research. 
I will use the information gathered during this action research to form the basis of my lesson planning going forward. Researching different methods will allow for careful planning of lessons that encompass a variety of different questioning strategies and techniques in the hope that this will suit the needs of the majority of learners within the class. Throughout my lessons, I will use questioning strategies that encourage maximum participation of learners, thus increasing overall engagement. 
In light of this research study, I would recommend that teachers provide a range of different questioning strategies in the classroom so that learners of all abilities feel confident to be involved. All learners need to feel confident and have equal opportunities to be able to contribute to the lesson (Dillon, 1988). Employing a range of question and answer strategies will increase levels of engagement and participation for all learners. 
This study supports the assertions by Donaldson (2015, 71), that effective pedagogy comes from teachers with a clear understanding of “why” and “how” as well as the “what” they are teaching. Teachers must be involved in professional research to benefit themselves and their learners. Research is a significant part of the teaching profession; therefore, it is important that teachers stay up to date with developments in education and refine best practice to promote effective learning (Pritchard, 2014). If future studies were to be carried out, there would be a wider range of methods used to offer alternative perspectives on the same phenomenon. 
This experience will help with my continuing professional development. I will take this new knowledge into my next professional teaching placement and future practice. Estyn (2018) believe that teachers of all levels of experience need to have opportunities to observe and test out different techniques to develop effective pedagogy. Professional learning is one of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership. A teacher must commit to a process of continually expanding their own knowledge by reflecting on their own practice (Welsh Government, 2018).  By collaborating with others, effective pedagogy can be shared and developed. This action research has made me consider the importance of the use of different approaches in the classroom. It has allowed me to create specific knowledge and improved my professional learning. Sharing good practice will allow others to see the value of this research and understand how this new knowledge can be incorporated into their own teaching (McNiff and Whitehead, 2005).
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