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	[bookmark: cysill]Target 1
	I will examine assessment for learning ideas in more depth and make stronger links between texts in my literature review by looking at a wider range of texts and those that more specifically with conflicting viewpoints. 

	Target 2
	I will discuss and explore ideas further and be aware of not accepting ideas a little too readily by thinking about how ideas would be applied in the classroom context and carefully analysing the pros and cons of ideas. 

	Target 3
	I will keep an eye on the style of my writing making sure it fits within the context of the assignment while keeping an eye on my punctuation by looking at other academic texts and checking my assignment repeatedly. 



What are the pupils and staff perceptions of Assessment for Learning?

[bookmark: _Hlk35865936]Research Question: What are children’s/teachers’ perceptions and preferences between verbal and visual ‘Assessment for Learning’ strategies when communicating learning?

When teachers conduct more-formal investigations, they continue to focus on the real, individual concerns and needs of staff and students as well as their diverse views, ambitions and values (Austin, 2016, p. 14).  Assessment for Learning (AFL) is one of the many factors that influence a learning setting by allowing participants to analyse and communicate learning. This includes presenting a new topic, activating prior knowledge, and students expressing confusion. Interestingly, there seems to be an unconscious temptation within the classroom to concentrate on AFL strategies that revolve around verbal communication i.e. ‘Think-Pair-Share’. More visual examples such as ‘Priority Pyramid’; are often reserved for more specific themes, lessons or settings. The question is, is this just a natural outcome of AFL strategies being chosen and adapted to the needs of students? Or, is this phenomenon due to a lack of interest or familiarity with visual AFL strategies? 

Communication is a crucial part of the classroom so discovering the preferences between visual and verbal and the reasoning behind them is crucial. Especially if it uncovers issues such as dyslexia or a lack of confidence and understanding within a topic. What this study aimed to discover was the familiarity and opinions students had relating to different AFL strategies; and what teachers concentrate on and adapt when approaching AFL strategies and why. To gain this information three research techniques were used: Observation, Interviews and Questionnaires. The themes that arose from the data were used to formulate ways to improve and adapt teaching practice.  

The purpose of this section is to examine research and pedagogies outlined within the teaching community and analyse how they might impact or relate to the preferences and opinions expressed by staff and students later in the document. 

Assessment for learning (AFL) is a natural part of day-to-day classroom practice. Pupils work with the teacher to determine what has been learnt, what is being learnt and to identify what the next steps should be through effective communication and feedback (Northern Ireland Curriculum, 2007, p. 2). No matter which AFL strategy teachers use to communicate learning, it must blend into the overall flow of the lesson while also generating information about students to aid flexibility and adjustment to teaching and learning. Just as a teacher would design a normal lesson to engage and promote learning so too must the appropriate AFL strategy be addressed. Both must demonstrate ‘Visible teaching and learning’, where deliberate practice aimed at attaining mastery of a goal allows for given and sought feedback while participants are fully engaged in the act of learning (Hattie, 2012, p. 14). However, the unique needs and interests of each classroom can make choosing appropriate AFL strategies difficult. For example, one of the many decisions a teacher could make is choosing between verbal and visual AFL strategies. 

Verbal AFL strategies and verbal dialogue, in general, seems highly valued among educational professionals. Firstly, it’s a quick and efficient way to convey knowledge and information. A teacher can quickly adapt it to whichever situation arises within the classroom. Learners naturally receive oral feedback every time they are in contact with their teacher, consciously or subconsciously (Dr Jones, 2005, p. 17). If one student needs encouragement or if the class as a whole needs feedback on a task the teacher can convey the necessary information, using the appropriate vocabulary and language, while also having the freedom to provide information instantly or within a very short period of time of an activity taking place or a piece of work being generated (Dr Jones, 2005, p. 17). Additionally, the actual process of having verbal dialogue with a class teacher or other member of teaching staff is a process of learning and reflection. Dialogues with teachers, and with each other, enable students to consolidate and develop their understanding over time so that they can build new understanding upon the foundations of experience (Littleton & Mercer, 2007, p. 124).

All these pointers emphasise the idea that the role of the teacher is to promote dialogue within the classroom to build cognitive understanding. Teacher talk especially, rather than simply transmitting learning to children, should be designed to provide cognitive assistance and challenge at an appropriate level for children to progress (Myhill, Jones & Hopper, 2005, p. 9). Unfortunately, although highly praised, not all students can engage in effective verbal communication. Students at a young age may not be able to communicate their thoughts and feelings through dialogue but might demonstrate their thoughts through body language and drawings. For those with special educational needs, instead of verbal dialogue methods, communication might need to include body language, facial expression, eye-pointing, objects, communication aids, photographs, pictures and symbols, signing, and much more (PNS, 2005, p. 3).

Visual AFL strategies and communicating with the aid of visuals is not as discussed within the educational community. This is not to say that it isn’t valued but it seems to be a type of AFL strategy that is reserved more for specific circumstances. As mentioned by Littleton and Mercer: 

“Though we recognise the importance in the educational activity of reading and writing, the use of gesture, diagrams and other non-verbal ways of interacting, our view is that the distinctive role of spoken language in learning and development justifies it being given attention in its own right” (Littleton & Mercer, 2007, p. 1). 

However, it can be argued that this dismissiveness to this type of communication is preventing teachers from exploring when, where and how we use our AFL strategies in more creative and innovative ways. Most importantly each classroom will not necessarily have a class full of students who can rely on the efficiency of verbal communication. For these students, a more individualised approach with a variety of assessment tools and means for teacher/student interaction needs to be explored and implemented (EASNIE, 2020, p. 6). Piaget, for example, firmly believed in the idea that a child’s learning involves a process of discovery through interacting with the world around them. “The role of language in Piaget’s thinking was secondary to action: thought derived from action, and language was simply the medium of expression of that understanding” (Myhill, Jones & Hopper, 2005, p. 8).

The following section outlines the methods and decisions made to effectively and ethically collect information relating to the main research question. Before performing any research techniques, especially when you are collecting a large amount of qualitative data, ethics (Appendix 1) must be considered to protect both the students, the staff, and the researcher themselves. 

For this research project, potential student participants were given a simple consent form (Appendix 2) and several information sheets (Appendix 3 & 4) as further details for the research day were organised. Using the information sheets to inform and update participants and their guardians played an essential part in gaining and maintaining the consent and trust of participants. However, obtaining ‘informed consent’ at the start of the research project should not mean that it should not get addressed again as the feelings and terms of participation can change (Mauthner, 2002, p. 65).

Additionally,  students were given traffic light smiley faces (Appendix 5). This was to enable students to express their assent if they were unable to convey it verbally. It allowed participants to be much more comfortable knowing that they can opt-out of any activities or conversations they find uncomfortable. They could also demonstrate or express their views by moving away from the researcher; refuse to answer questions; or change the topic of conversation (BERA, 2018, p. 46).

The study included 10 participants including 6 students, one teaching assistant (TA) and three class teachers who currently worked in KS2. The TA was a very familiar member of the classroom and had previously demonstrated the ability to react to students needs and responses. The students who participated were of varying abilities and a mix of boys and girls. The class teacher provided a group which they thought would reflect the overall class interests and feelings accurately. 

The first research technique used in the study was a semi-structured observation. Semi-structured within the context of this research project meant that a basic plan was laid out for the observation but was adapted on the spot depending on real-time events. The students were tasked with ranking different newspaper features in terms of importance and placing them into a ranking diamond (Appendix 6 & 7). 

To make the observation semi-structured was to allow flexibility for changes or adaptations depending on the variables that might impact the observation. Structured observations can often prove incapable of coping with the dynamics and complexities of everyday situations (Sharp, 2009, p. 84). This is important especially when an observation is dependent on the school timetable which, depending on the time of year, can be incoherent. Unstructured observations on the other hand often prove to be too loose and unfocused to capture the importance of certain situations as they arise and happen all around you (Sharp, 2009, p. 84). 

Since the researcher was working with a short observation with a small number of participants the researcher could monitor each of the student’s and teacher’s easily so video recording wasn’t a necessity. Instead, the researcher recorded what they observed through notations and descriptions (Appendix 8 & 9). Although relying on notations makes it easier to adapt to unforeseen interruptions and happenings, trying to note anything valuable quickly and accurately while observing is no easy task (Sharp, 2009, p. 85). This along with observers interpreting what is going on in front of them can lead to unintended misconceptions and bias. In an ideal situation, a recording would be available to look back on and reaffirm or adjust interpretations. 

Within this research study, both students and teachers had their group interviews (Appendix 10 & 11). These interviews are unique in the type of atmosphere that is created and the type of information that can be collected. This is because, in a group interview, “…the researcher will be facilitating, moderating and recording group interaction. The group interaction will be directed by questions and topics supplied by the researcher” (Punch, 2005, p. 171).

Because the role of the researcher is extended, group interviews can seem much more daunting as you are essentially multitasking within a limited window of time. In an ideal situation, the researcher would have the ability to video/audio record the interviews and use the recording to revisit the interview to check if anything had been missed or misinterpreted. However, with this research project, school policy prevented this being an option, so the researcher could only take notes (Appendix 12 & 13). 

Despite being a very simple concept, “They are inexpensive, data-rich, flexible, stimulating, recall-aiding, cumulative and elaborate” (Punch, 2005, p. 171). One of the great benefits of a group interview is that interviewees are much more comfortable as they do not feel pressured to answer questions or give certain answers. They can discuss and answer with the aid of the other interviewees around them who they likely know or at least have things in common with. Answering questions as a group can prompt participants to be much more honest with their views, perceptions, motives and reasons (Punch, 2005, p. 171). 

Unfortunately, especially when working with children, it is tempting a researcher to assume a teaching role and attempt to aid students in answering. In the case of the student interview, the teaching assistant who was present to observe well-being during the research repeatedly attempted to give their answers and opinions. Although this wasn’t necessarily wrong, It did mean the researcher had to keep in mind the possibility that student’s answers didn’t truly reflect their thoughts and feelings. 

Questionnaires play a valuable part in reaching a wider audience and collecting more detailed answers from participants. “Questionnaires provide the opportunity to collect straightforward information in a fairly standardised way with relatively little effort and with few adverse effects involving you as the researcher” (Sharp, 2009, p. 71). Two questionnaires were made available online to students and staff around the school (Appendix 14 & 15). Unfortunately, it is notoriously difficult to get a large number of people to complete questionnaires, especially in an educational setting. Firstly, you obviously cannot force people to participate in your research as that would be unethical. On the other hand, it is difficult to persuade people to complete questionnaires in the first place. They take time to complete and can often feel very limited in the way they can express opinions. Both the students and staff questionnaire sent out in this study gave opportunities to write opinions and values relating to the research question. However, there is considerable scope for alternative interpretations of wordings which makes keeping statements and questions concise and direct all the more important (Aurthur, Coe, Hedges, Waring, 2012, p. 234).

Unfortunately for this research study, despite these precautions, there was still a low turnout for both the student and staff questionnaire (Appendix 16 & 17). “Researchers need meaningful data and low response rates threaten the validity of the information which they collect” (Aurthur, Coe, Hedges, Waring, 2012, p. 236). Thankfully, the questionnaires were designed to include a mix of open and closed questions. These open questions allowed participants to give more detailed answers to their perceptions and preferences. The quantitative data that the researcher hoped to collect didn’t turn out anything substantial so the conclusions made within this study will mainly focus mainly on the qualitative data collected from all three research methods. 

Thanks to these research techniques two key themes emerged. However, it is important to note that due to working with a small number of participants, this study cannot give a true reflection of the overall practices and preferences within the primary education sector. Additionally, the data is already different from the social reality it is taken from as it is influenced by the values and unique perspective of the researcher (Holliday, 2007, p. 92). This doesn’t mean the research should or could not be replicated or used to influence practice, but it should not be taken at face value. 

One theme that emerged from the research was that verbal AFL strategies were highly valued and that visual strategies were used mainly as a channel for discussions, not as a tool on their own. 

This was evident by the way that the teaching assistant (TA) repeatedly engaged constructive conversation during the observation activity (Appendix 9) firstly by reading out each of the key features one-by-one allowing students to give their definitions and encourage them to activate their prior knowledge. The TA constantly prompted students through questioning and encouraged conversations about their personal experiences of reading newspapers. Frequent constructive conversations like is important for students to practice as it helps turn inner thoughts into substance and shaping ideas into existence (Myhill, Jones & Hopper, 2005, p. 8). The diagram (Appendix 7) was used as a representation or evidence of discussions rather than used constructively in any way. However, at one point students were given the choice to draw newspaper features (Appendix 7) if they couldn’t remember their names. As outlined by staff (Appendix 17F) visual approaches may not contribute to an accurate assessment of a pupil’s understanding.

The staff made it evident that differentiated questioning techniques were the most favourable AFL strategy within the focus school as it is easy to implement and adapt within any class context (Appendix 12). Encouraging classroom dialogue was a tool used during lesson introductions to activate prior knowledge (APK), apply topics to a personal context and make sure that they are interested and understood the aims of the lesson. This makes sense as it would allow both students and teachers to reformulate ideas so that their thinking and understanding is clarified, focused or modified (Myhill, Jones & Hopper, 2005, p. 8). If students could outline any misconceptions or ideas as early as possible adjustments could be easily made (Appendix 17C).

During their lessons, teachers found that “walking around the classroom allows for easy verbal dialogue and it is often better to give verbal explanations rather than just give students examples of work” (Appendix 12). They saw it was a confidence booster and a way to gain a deeper understanding. In the end, the ability and freedom to communicate is fundamental to learning, participation, social development and achievement in all curriculum areas (PNS, 2005, p. 3). 

However, staff were aware of the limitations that came with verbal AFL strategies. When discussing the strategy ‘phone a friend’ (Appendix 17I); although it provided an opportunity for the correct answer to be given by another pupil, it “might not impact the learning of the child using the strategy” (Appendix 17I).  In some situations, although staff trusted students to give consistent quality feedback, they acknowledged that students might feel pressured to give the right or best answer. Staff found that older children especially could and would “refrain from responding to AFL strategy honestly due to their peers being around” (Appendix 17D). 

This relates to the second theme that came out of this research: Student confidence and willingness to participate greatly influenced the choice and usage of AFL strategies. 

This was partially made evident by the responses from the student questionnaire (Appendix 16). Unfortunately, there was no variety to student’s answers, and they were quite generic and simple. For example, Appendix 16D shows students almost giving the exact same answer. This could reflect a lack of investment in the questionnaire. However, it could be argued that they lack the varied experiences with different AFL strategies. This may have prevented them from exploring their preferences further and the reasoning behind them. 

However, students clearly expressed their interest and familiarity with strategy 1 during the student interview (Appendix 13). They immediately started coming up with different questions and research ideas relating to the topic of space i.e. “Can you stand on the rings?” (Appendix 13). They noted the fact that strategy 1 was an ideal resource for keeping track of work completed within a topic i.e. the success criteria, the layout or work and the option to add to it as you moved along the topic. They had used a similar strategy previously called the KWL grid. Their familiarity with this type of visual strategy allowed them to express their ideas and opinions more confidently. 

According to staff, visual strategies like ‘Diamond Ranking’ and ‘question walls/trees’ allow students to think about their responses and reinforce prior and current learning (Appendix 17E, 17K). Mindmapping, which was highly rated by staff (Appendix 17J), “allows children to access prior knowledge, show their understanding and ideas as well as link together aspects of the topic” (Appendix 17K). These strategies were popular and frequently used within the school. 

Interestingly, within their interview (Appendix 12) staff expressed their frustration with some Visual AFL strategies as students often had to be constantly reminded of how and when to use them, especially with younger year groups. Even if they understood, staff seemed to be very aware of the risk of unwillingness that might arise within the classroom. For example: As mentioned in appendix 17F “Children might feel overwhelmed when shown a WAGOLL and feel they can’t produce standard of work”. Students however specifically expressed their enjoyment for showing off visual evidence of their work to the class at the end of the lesson although it depended on the individual’s confidence (Appendix 13). 

One reason why the focus school didn’t implement the ‘smiley faces’ strategy is the issue with student’s thoughts and feelings conflicting with their honesty (Appendix 12). This is the same with peer/self-marking, although it is very beneficial if it succeeds “students can get upset because they don’t want to be wrong” (Appendix 12). Thumbs up, thumbs down had a mixed rating from staff (Appendix 17J) as although it is easy to understand and implement, children could be dishonest because they either don’t want to have the information explained to them again or they feel embarrassed that they do not understand. (Appendix 17K). 

This all seems to point to the idea that although all AFL strategies can be used and appreciated in their way, for especially older, more socially aware students, self-esteem can have a significant impact on how strategies are chosen and performed. This relates to Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Needs’, more specifically the need to ‘esteem’. This deficiency need arises due to deprivation and is said to motivate people when it’s unmet (McLeod, 2020). In the context of choosing AFL strategies, teachers need to make sure that they are giving students a feeling of accomplishment, educationally and socially. This could mean choosing strategies that place student confidence first or persuading students to participate in strategies by adapting or making sure that instructions and information are laid out. “When a deficit need has been ‘more or less’ satisfied it will go away, and our activities become habitually directed towards meeting the next set of needs that we have yet to satisfy” (McLeod, 2020). This type of thought process can greatly affect the value of feedback i.e. the quality of the feedback and how learners receive and ultimately use it (Dr Jones, 2005, p. 1). 

Overall, within this research project, I aimed to find children’s/teachers’ perceptions and preferences between verbal and visual ‘Assessment for Learning’ strategies when communicating learning. Through my research, what surfaced was a deep appreciation for verbal AFL strategies and classroom dialogue in general. What is probably the most impactful however was the realization of the impact of self-esteem and student’s willingness to participate in verbal and especially visual AFL strategies affected the choosing of AFL strategies. As a result of this study, teachers should be encouraged to, similarly to this study, talk to staff and students about their preferences and perceptions of different AFL strategies. In the case of this study, the focus school should have the ability to address the confidence of pupils and their ability to adapt reflection and communication skills to different strategies. Although this investigation and these conclusions mainly focus on KS2, foundation phase staff should be encouraged to conduct a similar study. It may reveal some key information such as a lack of confidence in social conversation or even a difficulty to understand certain pictures or written word. 

This research project was a great way for the researcher to experience directly the benefits and limitations of various research techniques and has given inspiration for future investigations. If larger investigations were to take place, not necessarily under this research question, more preparation and communication would need to take place between the focus school(s) to allow opportunities to make recordings, speak to more staff and students, and possibly observe a ‘normal’ lesson within the school. Interestingly, although it was disappointing to have a lack of quantitative data to work with, the qualitative data collected was thought-provoking and was a lot more influential than previously anticipated. 
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Appendices:
1. Ethics form
2. Blank Consent form
3. Information sheet 1
4. Information sheet 2
5. Traffic light smiley faces
6. Blank observation activity
7. Completed observation activity
8. Blank observation sheet
9. Completed Observation sheet
10. Teacher Blank interview sheet
11. Student blank interview sheet
12. Completed staff interview sheet
13. Completed student interview sheet
14. Blank student questionnaire
15. Blank staff questionnaire
16. Student questionnaire results· 16F 
· 16G 
· 16H  
· 16I   
· 16J 


· 16A  
· 16B 
· 16C  
· 16D  
· 16E  
17. Staff questionnaire results· 17G  
· 17H  
· 17I  
· 17J  
· 17K


· 17A  
· 17B  
· 17C  
· 17D  
· 17E  
· 17F  
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