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

	This essay discusses a research study that was conducted at school x, a mainstream primary school located within a rural village in South Wales, comprising of approximately 190 pupils at the time of research. The research focused primarily on a year four classroom, consisting of pupils aged eight and nine years old, as well as several teachers within the school whose profession varied from Foundation Phase to Key Stage 2. During the research, a pragmatic approach was used through interviewing two separate focus groups of four pupils, and sending a questionnaire to approximately eight of the teaching staff within school x. The aim of the research was to provide a clearer understanding of staff and pupils’ perception on the use of Assessment for Learning (AFL) in schools, specifically the element of self-assessment. Additionally, to actively engage and collaborate with practitioners, to inquire further and extend knowledge and understanding to improve professional practice in the future.
 The importance of AFL is demonstrated within the Welsh Curriculum as it is underpinned within one of the twelve pedagogical principles (Welsh Government, 2023). Furthermore, it is also stated that effective, learner-centered pedagogy should be a teacher’s main priority to progress their learners further, which corresponds with the important aspects of AFL. AFL allows teachers the opportunity to reflect on practice, although research also plays a large responsibility when reflecting. In the same way, the main desired outcome for educational research is to allow practitioners to reflect, identify problems and develop a plan for a more positive outcome (Forster and Eperjesi, 2021). This study investigated further into different school-based opinions, interpreting learners voice and feedback. It is essential to listen to pupil-voice when conducting research on teaching and learning practices as pupils are the central focus and benefiters of education. Through involving pupils in educational studies, further perspectives, information, and insights that some practitioners may not have anticipated, can be considered within the topic (Austin, 2016). 
	There are two commonly used forms of assessment in education, these being formative and summative assessment (Dixson and Worrell, 2016). Both formative and summative assessment have been suggested to combine effectively in assessing learners and plan for their next steps in enabling progression. It is suggested that the main aim of summative assessment is to identify and measure where pupils are and the knowledge they have obtained during learning, whereas the aim of formative assessment is to gauge pupils’ current knowledge and identify the appropriate adjustments needed within teaching and learning to enable their progression (Fasih, Ali and Rashid, 2019). Therefore, suggesting that the use of effective formative assessment can improve the outcome of summative assessment.
It is explained by Wiliam (2011), that AFL can be used to assess learners’ progression and provide feedback to teachers to support their decisions when adapting necessary teaching methods to progress learners’ further. There are known to be four or five main elements of AFL; The quantity of the elements varies throughout different sources. These elements comprise of classroom discussion, feedback, self-assessment, peer-assessment and sharing success criteria (Welsh Government, 2013). Each of these elements are recommended to be facilitated within classrooms frequently, supposedly allowing both learners and teachers to assess where the learners stand in their current progress, where they need to progress to and how is best to facilitate them. Seemingly, AFL is thought to close the gap within pupil attainment, allowing teachers to support pupils best through increasing their confidence and motivating them to take more responsibility for their progression (Cambridge International Education, N.d). Although AFL strongly supports a teacher’s judgement when adopting teaching methods, there is also a large emphasis on the role learners play within their progression. It is stated by Sadler (1989, quoted in Panadero, Jonsson and Botella, 2017, p. 76), that it is down to learners to close the attainment gap between their current standard and their desired goal. This conveys that learners should hold the most responsibility over their learning and must use their own understanding and will to progress further, rather than relying solely on their teacher’s assistance.
	As previously stated, the research study focused on staff and pupils’ perspective on the use of self-assessment in classrooms. Self-assessment supposedly offers learners an opportunity to become independent and have some-what control and greater responsibility over their learning. It often consists of learners monitoring their own work against a success criteria, examining their final result and setting their own goals to progress towards (Bell and Harris, 1986). Similarly, Black et al. (2003) convey that if pupils can successfully acknowledge the aims of their work and how to effectively assess their own work, they will progress through guiding their own work successfully and become independent learners. Likewise, Donaldson (2015) explains that pupil progression will only enhance if they are able to reflect and become aware of their individual learning needs. However, pupils cannot gain efficient skills to assess their work accurately without support from their teachers, therefore, the process of welcoming self-assessment strategies into the classroom may result in a long-term process, especially when considering the lower achievers, who may need more one on one support than others (Black et al., 2004). Supposedly, according to Blatchford (1997), inaccuracy can be expected within self-assessment outcomes, especially when pupils are the ones determining their own result. Pupils who are usually higher achievers may feel disappointed if they feel their work is not up to standard and overrate their work. The same could be said for lower achievers, suggesting if they have a low-self-esteem, they may either inaccurately mark their work due to assuming they’ve performed poorly or simulate a higher mark therefore not accurately assessing how to improve. Nevertheless, Wiliam and Black (1998) convey that those who have developed self-assessment strategies have not encountered any issues with reliability, however, they believe that pupils assess their work harshly and are overly critical on themselves which can lead to a lack of self-esteem due to the fear of failure. Conversely, a study by Estyn (2018) contradicts this statement as it is proposed that having pupils self-assess their work has increased their self-esteem and sense of accomplishment over time. Based on prior research conducted by numerous sources, it seems that self-assessment is conveyed in a positive light, allowing pupils to become independent learners, gain more of an understanding of their progress and aims, and suggestively increases their confidence towards their education. However, there are also limitations to consider, such as the long process of introducing the element into the classroom if pupils are not already familiar, and the accuracy of the assessment and feedback that pupils are acting upon. With all things considered, the hypothesis of this research was that although pupils may appreciate and enjoy having the opportunity to assess their own work, some may find it difficult to understand the concept of self-assessment, therefore not perform accurately nor effectively.
	When planning and conducting research it is important to consider the ethical values and the issues that may arise. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines were followed and adhered to prior, during and following the research day (BERA, 2018). Prior to planning, an ethics form (see appendix A) was completed to ensure that all ethical guidelines were adhered to correctly. Additionally, an informed consent letter (See appendix B) and consent form (See appendix C) was sent to school x to gain efficient blanket consent from the headteacher on behalf of all participants, also, the informative consent letter was distributed to staff within school x to ensure that “all potential participants understand… what is involved in a study” (BERA, 2018, P.9). Although consent was gathered for the pupils, it was still important to consider the pupils right to give assent, therefore pupils were actively engaged in the consent process and were made aware of their rights throughout and knew how to express their feelings and thoughts throughout. An “opt-in consent” procedure was demonstrated with both staff and pupils to avoid any pressure to participate. Rather than assuming their willingness to participate, both staff and pupils were given the decision to “opt-in” before any sample was chosen (Thomas, 2023, P.51). To avoid potential harm or risk to any participants, the names and any identifying information of school x and individual participants were kept anonymous throughout, code names were given to replace and deduct these factors to “accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity” (BERA, 2018).  Moreover, the importance of considering confidentiality was a great responsibility as the pupils were under 18 years old, therefore are covered under the national rights of a child; Article 16, stating that “no child should be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with his or her privacy” (UNICEF, 1990, P.6).
	The desired research design and methodology for this research study was inspired by the Mosaic approach, a flexible multi-method process that combines a range of different research techniques, as well as enabling contribution and input from pupils both verbally and non-verbally (Rouvali and Riga, 2019).  When determining which research tools to use, it was important to consider what data would be the most useful to best answer the research question. For the most part, qualitative data was used to evaluate a consensus to the research question, although the use of both qualitative and quantitative data proved to be beneficial. Qualitative data allowed the opportunity to generalize a verbal analysis by categorizing, contrasting, and comparing data, whereas the use of quantitative data allowed a collection of numerical data to find patterns and better analyze and predict the consensus (Punch and Oancea, 2014). As previously mentioned, the research tools chosen to support the research study were questionnaires and interviews with focus groups, using these tools allowed clear and guided structural methodology to best answer the research question.
 Evidently, interviews allow open and detailed discussion regarding the interviewee’s opinions, beliefs and feeling towards the relevant topic (Wilson, 2009), therefore allowing the possibility to dig deeper on answers to expand and enhance the conversation. According to Coe et al (2021), participants may feel empowered within a group dynamic and enjoy discussing topics that are relevant to them and their peers, however this comes with the potential problem of managing difficult group interactions where pupils interrupt others and fail to show each other respect. To minimize this risk, the desired sample of eight pupils were split into two focus groups, limited to four pupils in each group.
Prior to the research day, interview questions (See appendix D) were formulated, following a semi-structured interview approach to collect wider and more insightful data that would be meaningful to the research question (Denscombe, 2021). With consideration of ethical guidelines, as the interviews took place during the school day and interfered with the pupils’ education, the aim was to keep the interviews approximately ten to fifteen minutes long, with the plan of asking four main questions to allow time for flexibility in questioning and discussion. The pupils were clearly explained their right to participate and to withdraw at any time and were aware of how to obtain their assent throughout. The pupils were given ‘happy and sad’ face place cards (See appendix E) that they were able to flip to a dedicated side to inform me of their desired participation. Although these allowed the freedom of sharing their feelings towards participation, they were a slight distraction throughout due to the pupils playing and fidgeting with them constantly. Therefore, when conducting research with children suggestively, a thumbs up thumbs down approach may be more suitable.
	To ensure there were no missing details when analyzing data, an audio recording of the interview was collected from each focus group, as well as written notes. This ensured that the role of a skilled researcher was adapted so that the pupils felt listened to and respected as the attention was primarily on them. All pupils were aware that the interviews were being audio recorded prior to the interview conducting, and to provide efficient ethical practice, the audio was kept on a password locked device and deleted after being transcribed (See Appendix F+G). Furthermore, in accordance with the ethical guidelines previously mentioned, to ensure constant anonymity, all names were replaced with numbers, and any identifying factors were deducted from the transcript. Whilst audio recordings provide a skilled researching method while conducting interviews, non-verbal social cues are not picked up, therefore some answers may be misinterpreted or misjudged within the transcribing process, to further improve, a video interview may be a beneficial improvement in the future.
	The second research tool used during the study was a questionnaire that was sent primarily to the teaching staff within the school. The questionnaire consisted of standardized, pre-written questions and was created using ‘Microsoft forms’, this software allows a range of multiple question techniques, as well as the option to keep responses anonymous, therefore abiding closely with the ethical guidelines of BERA. The questionnaire began with a brief introduction (See appendix H), informing staff of the questionnaire’s contents and how their data will be analyzed and used if they give their voluntary informed consent (BERA, 2018). It is suggested that making questionnaires anonymous gives participants more reassurance and comfort in answering openly, honestly, and more accurately, as they feel less inhibited and worried about how their response may be perceived (Taylor, 2019). According to Denscombe (2021), it is important to consider the anticipated response rate when deciding how many participants to include in the sample, as it is probable that not all participants will respond, therefore suggesting that a larger sample size should be considered to ensure a wider range of responses. Unfortunately, as the research study took place solely at school x, the sample size of teachers throughout the school was already limited to eight participants, therefore the diverse sample and range of answers were limited and may be biased to the school values. Luckily, the response rate consisted of six participants meaning it was still possible to form an overall efficient consensus of teachers’ perspectives at school x. 
Denscombe (2021), also portrays the importance of minimizing the ‘burden’ of questions to avoid overwhelming participants or causing too much confusion or the response rate would most likely plummet. Consequently, the questionnaire remained simple to answer and only included the absolute essential questions that were needed for the study. Additionally, it was principal to consider ‘the impact of the research on the lives and workloads of participants’ (BERA, 2018), so the anticipated time to respond to the questionnaire was approximately five to ten minutes, and thence not seizing too much of their time. There were a range of multiple choice and open-ended questions within the questionnaire (See appendix I), thus being an effective method to receive both qualitative and quantitative data as anticipated. Using this approach welcomed more in-depth data because there were opportunities for participants to expand and justify their answers. 
As seen highlighted yellow (Appendix F), the pupils seemed to rely heavily on their teacher’s involvement when self-assessing their work, insinuating that they don’t understand how to assess their own work and provide themselves with effective, progressive feedback independently. Similarly, there was also a reoccurring theme in the staff questionnaire responses when asked about the limitations of self-assessment (See Appendix J), all responses roughly aligned with the aspect of pupils incorrectly assessing or not understanding the meaning or purpose of effective self-assessment. These responses correspond with Blatchford (1997), suggesting that many inaccuracies can occur when giving pupils the freedom in assessing their own work, which are inevitable if pupils do not yet acquire the skills to self-assess appropriately. Moreover, when staff were asked to expand on their experience of using self-assessment strategies (See appendix K), 50% of staff conveyed that they believe it can be used effectively if it is taught and modelled correctly to the pupils. This is evident when Black at al. (2004) explains the long process of introducing self-assessment strategies as it is suggestively not a simple process so pupils must be given practice, time, and support to develop these skills. However, the other 50% of staff explained that they have had some difficulty welcoming this strategy into their classroom with limitations such as lack of understanding which again conveys with both Blatchford (1997) and Black et al. (2004), possibly suggesting that many pupils assess inaccurately and may need more support to effectively progress as a result. Nevertheless, it is important to consider that when asked how often they used self-assessment strategies (See appendix L), the same participants who portrayed a negative experience of using self-assessment in their classroom shared that they only use these strategies termly or weekly. This poses a question of whether prior to these judgements, the pupils of their class were given ample time and regular practice to effectively equip the skills needed to self-assess. Likewise, despite all pupils within the focus groups being in the same class, when they were asked how often they self-assess their own work (See highlighted green in appendix F+G) their answers varied between daily, every other day, weekly, once a year and not at all. Clearly, pupils contradicted each other’s answers as well as the replies given by staff, although, this could suggest that some pupils may not be aware of the various self-assessment strategies used in their classroom therefore do not recall using them. Despite that, when pupils were asked to look through their workbooks and show where they have portrayed self-assessment strategies, all pupils could give an example of self-assessment within their own books. This potentially conveys that pupils can recognize the use of self-assessment however cannot comprehend why, or recall any strategies to use from memory, emphasizing on the essential support needed from teachers.
According to Black (1998), most pupils do not view AFL feedback as indicators of their learning so do not value it as substantial feedback to progress their learning, suggesting that majority of the feedback they would receive would not be registered or taken aboard and acted upon by, ‘said pupils’. This suggestion was obviously evident within the pupils replies, as only one pupil out of the eight participating gave a categorical definition when asked why they believe they are asked to self-assess (See highlighted blue in appendix G). Their answer was “we look at what we have done good or bad and we can see what we understand and don’t” thus coinciding with the definition given by Cambridge International Education (N.d), where AFL is used to support pupils’ and the teacher’s knowledge of where pupils are, where they need to be and how is best to get there. The other reasonings given by pupils was that the teacher simply did not want to mark their work, demonstrating again, that most of the pupils do not understand the reasoning for self-assessment. Additionally, when staff were asked to what extent they agree that self-assessment plays a positive role in pupil progression (See Appendix M), 5 out of 6 teachers agreed and one strongly agreed, contradicting the interview replies, conveying that majority of pupils at school x do not understand the reasoning behind it although teachers believe they use it effectively to aid progression.
Although there was an adequate amount of evidence collected within the study, the sample group was limited due to the population of school x, so it would be useful to expand the research study further than one school to gauge a wider perspective through including numerous opinions from different environments, therefore completing a more genuine conclusion. When comparing both teachers and pupils’ perspectives on self-assessment, there seems to be a differentiated opinion on the interpretation. It has been highlighted that it is important to regularly support pupils when attempting these strategies to aid in building their knowledge and skills when assessing, ensuring they fully understand the context, concept, and desired outcome. Due to the replies collected from both teachers and pupils, it is evident that school x commonly uses self-assessment strategies, nevertheless, the study has suggested that most pupils are not aware of the importance of self-assessment and view the strategies as another aspect of their lessons, rather than a progressive opportunity.  As a result, it would be useful for schools to ensure that all pupils are aware of why and what they are assessing, pupils may benefit more if the idea of progression is displayed and emphasized whenever self-assessment strategies are employed. Overall, it seems the difference in teacher and pupils’ perspectives approximates to pupils’ understanding of self-assessment. There should be a significant amount of time given to pupils to adapt and familiarize themselves with the desired outcomes of the strategies, ensuring that both pupils and teachers have the same understanding to adapt effectively to the principles of progression expected. To expand, as pupils are the main benefiters of AFL strategies, regular checking of pupils’ understanding should be evident when welcoming and carrying out self-assessment strategies to ensure both pupils and teachers have the same understanding of what is considered effective, therefore regularly listening to pupil voice and feedback rather than assuming they understand and are correctly using the strategies to aid towards their own progression.
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