ECAD5010		1801978
	Target 1
	Consider different viewpoints in order to enhance your academic writing.

	Target 2
	Develop critically in your writing, rather than being too descriptive.

	Target 3
	To explore arguments on the basis of reason and evidence rather than state opinions.



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

Does feedback influence children’s learning?

Introduction
This study will be based around a research question, which is ‘Does feedback support children’s learning?’. The purpose of this study is to research into a specific area of assessment for learning (AfL), which is feedback, and also to explore different research methods. The aims of this research activity include to research into how teachers and pupils recognise feedback, understand how they perceive AfL, to critically analyse questionnaires, interviews and observations as research tools and finally to deepen personal knowledge and understanding of the use of research tools and AfL to progress my professional practice.

This research question will mainly focus on verbal and written feedback used within the classroom on a daily basis. The key term from my question which is the central focus is ‘feedback’ and this is also the key feature throughout this research activity. The research tools will have the same focus as my question: feedback. To investigate this research question, the following research tools will be used: questionnaires, interviews and observations. The four research dispositions that will be considered throughout this research project are: being a skilled researcher, being sceptical, being ethical, and being part of an inquiring profession. I will be using the Mosaic approach in order to incorporate ‘the voice of a child’ (Clark, 2005).

Currently, I think that feedback is being used in classrooms around Wales, however, it is not always given at the highest standard. I also believe that children do not always get the best support from feedback if not every strand of feedback is being used to its best ability. This research task will develop my understanding of this hypothesis, AfL and research strategies. I believe that verbal feedback is used more than written feedback. Continued research in education is significant in order to improve personal knowledge and understanding in all aspects (British Educational Research Association [BERA], 2018).

Literature Review
AfL can be seen as a crucial part to the new curriculum where assessments are a ‘vital and integral part of learning and teaching’ therefore this is the reason behind needing AfL to be ‘fundamentally linked to the curriculum’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 6). AfL could be defined as an ‘approach to teaching and learning that creates feedback’ which can be used to ‘improve students’ performance’ (Cambridge Assessment International Education, n.d.). Another way to define AfL is to notice when AfL occurs, unlike assessment of learning which takes place at the end of a learning experience to ‘assign grades’ or reports of achievements or failures, AfL ‘occurs at all stages of the learning’ (Bullock, n.d.). AfL has three main principles. Questioning is a principle of AfL where the quality of answers and discussions can be improved over a period of time. It is also where all learners have active involvement. Feedback is another learning principle where targets can be set and there can be an immediacy of feedback. The final AfL principle is peer and self-assessment. This can be on-going summative assessments throughout the lessons (DCELLS, 2010).

Feedback is a strategy of AfL where grades or marks or comments can be given. When research has been conducted previously, it has shown that feedback in the form of grades or marks can have a negative impact on children’s learning and that comments can be more useful. This is only the case, however, if the comments are used to help guide the learner into how they can improve and help ‘close the learning gap’. It can be seen that the quality of the feedback is much more essential than the quantity of the feedback whether that be verbal feedback or written feedback (DCELLS, 2010). Black and William (1998) recommend that feedback should concentrate on the specific qualities of a pupils work which provides advice for improvements. It is stressed that feedback should avert comparisons with other peers. Grigg (2015) states that high-quality feedback is the most influential factor in effective learning. This suggested that only high-quality feedback is useful.

Black and William (1998, p. 6) express that ‘negative impact’ is common when a pupil is concentrated on a mark or grade that may seem disappointing while the appropriate and helpful advice is diminished. Competitiveness should be averted when marks and grades are given as this can cause a negative impact on the child’s health and well-being. It is suggested by Hayes (2004) that alternate to giving marks and grades to pupils, teachers should recognise the attempt and effort the pupils have made and show that as a teacher they support this. This could be essential for lower attaining children.

Verbal feedback can be provided in many forms which can range from ‘brief vocalisations such as laughter or minimal responses’ to lengthy sequences such as sentences which can offer support and guidance (Stubbe, 1997). Verbal feedback can be more suitable as opposed to written feedback to a pupil sometimes as it enables the pupil to ask questions in order to develop sound knowledge. An example could be that verbal feedback would be better suited when there is uncertainty on what the pupil may know and understand (Grigg, 2015).

Written feedback can be received in a variety of forms that include marks and/or grades and comments. A study based in Sheffield Hallam University (compromising of 147 students) primarily suggested that students perceived marks or grades to be the main principle that would measure progress and development. However, it was also suggested that students recognised that written feedback, in the form of comments, was one of the most effective forms of feedback to provide guidance behind the mark or grade they were given and how to progress to the next step (Brown & Glover, 2006). Although this study was conducted in higher education, the foundations of written feedback can still be identical to what is used in a primary school setting. Donaldson (2015, p. 68) also believes in feedback making learning ‘powerful’ when the feedback is helping the pupils to think through issues and provides the students with advice and direction to get to the next step.

‘Most primary school children seem to prefer oral to written feedback’ (Grigg, 2015, p. 405). This is a very bold statement made by Grigg; however, it is then supported by reasons for children preferring oral. This is due to the children get more from a more knowledgeable other (MKO) verbally than written. This is due to much of the written feedback that pupils get consist of marks such as ticks or ‘good work’ comments (Grigg, 2015). Vygotsky believed that when scaffolding was executed by a MKO it was more likely that a child would be successful in achieving higher standards as they receive personal feedback (Pound, 2014). 

Methodology
Within this research task, the chosen methods included observations, interviews and questionnaires. As a result of a discussion with the class teacher who would be in the class I would be working with, it was decided that informal interviews would be conducted with the children as this was thought to be more suitable in comparison to a questionnaire. The reason for this was that many children at this age would not understand or be able to read the questions which would give a false representation in the study. The interviews were conducted with a group of four children. These children were chosen due to a minimum number of children returning consent forms agreeing to take part in the research. It was also chosen to use interviews with the children in order to include the Mosaic approach as there is the emphasis on investigating children’s perceptions of their ‘lives, their interests, priorities and concerns’ (Clark, et al., 2005, p. 12). The questionnaire was undertaken by the class teacher. The observation included two other children who also brought back their consent forms.

The observation took place in a natural setting for the children, the classroom, so that the children would behave as they normally would in a lesson which was familiar to them. There is the belief that it is important to observe children in a natural context to them (Bruce, et al., 2015). There is also an advantage of being able to see for yourself without having to rely on participants to report on themselves and how often they do these things (NSW Government, 2019). This is a valid point when observing children (aged 6-7), as at this age children can exaggerate or be easily influenced to give answers that they think are right. A limitation of observations is that the presence of an observer can be influential which can be called the Hawthorn Affect (Austin, 2016). It could affect the behaviours of the children and how they act when interacting with others. Although checklists can be seen to be of value when observing, it can also have a detrimental effect where the observer has a narrow focus on what they want to observe and not what happens naturally (Bruce, et al., 2015). This could affect the results of the observation and lead to bias which can be unethical for a research project.

A benefit of using interviews with children as a research tool is that it can be informal and a good relationship with the researcher can be built (Austin, 2016). It is important to base a relationship with the children that is based on trust and respect especially if the research is to be conducted ethically (Education Workforce Council [EWC], 2015).To also help make the interview less formal, it was conducted in a familiar and informal setting to the children. However, the setting can be a limitation when conducting interviews. This can be because of interruptions and distractions that might arise (Austin, 2016). Distractions could arise when a child is taken to a different setting outside of their classroom where they spend most of their day in. Additionally, interviews can be more qualitative data than quantitative where the researcher can have an ability to ask ‘why’ and develop an understanding of experiences, the significance of meanings, feelings and how the participants think about topics (Arthur, et al., 2012). The interview for this research was semi-structured due to it being a group interview. A challenge that may arise in a group interview is that individuals in the group may try to out-talk others. Therefore, the group dynamics could influence the results and the effectiveness of the research tool as achieving a good balance in the group could be difficult (Punch, 2014). 

An advantage of using questionnaires as a research tool includes being able to use a range of questions such as open, closed, Likert scale and multiple choice (National Foundation for Educational Research [NFER], 2013). This makes questionnaires both quantitative and qualitative with the range of questions. It also gives the researcher the opportunity to get a range of answers which can be easily analysed once completed. There is the potential for questionnaires to reach a large and wide range of people at a quicker pace through an online platform (Welsh Government, 2015). On the other hand, a poor response rate can have an impact on the amount of data that is received (Cohen, et al., 2007). This can give limited data to analyse which may result in not answering the research question it was meant to answer. Instead, it does not answer any questions as the data is inadequate. Additionally, it can be biased or misleading (Austin, 2016). This could give the data and results a false sense of answers and could affect the overall answer to the research question. This would mean the research would not be able to be replicated to get the same results. Another way that questionnaires can be beneficial to answer a research question is that it can be financially manageable as it can be low cost if completed online (Welsh Government, 2015). This makes it an accessible research tool for most researchers as it is affordable and cost-effective.

When conducting research in primary education, it is important that any decision made is ethically informed. Ethics relates to ‘rules of conduct; typically, to conformity to a code or a set of principles’ (Robson, 2002, p. 65). Trust is one aspect which needs to be considered where any participants are respected, and responsibility is taken by the researcher. When working with children, sensitivity on certain subjects is essential, especially when a child can disclose information that is personal and/or information that needs to be reported to the child protection officer. Another essential consideration when being ethical is making sure truth and validity are executed throughout the whole research project meaning that everything is evidence-based or can be supported by evidence. Linked to truth and validity is fairness where all research that is conducted is as unbiased as possible, however as discussed above, this can be difficult with some research methods. Anonymity is a key component when considering who and when people see the research. As this research will be shared with university lecturers, ethically participants must be protected, therefore wherever possible, data should be anonymised and stored safely and securely with access limited (Austin, 2016). An ethics form has been filled out and approved prior to the research task being undertaken (see appendix A). 

When researching in education, it is important that consent and assent is considered. Voluntary informed consent is crucial for research to go ahead in any case. It is usually obtained at the start of the study, but there is always the possibility that participants may wish to withdraw consent at any given time for any reason (BERA, 2008). Consent will be given by the teachers in this study to take part in a questionnaire and also the observations of their class (see appendix B for school consent form). Consent will also be obtained from parents of the children who will be involved in the study including taking part in an interview and observation (see appendix C for consent form for parents). Assent will be obtained from the children themselves. Assent will be obtained as in Article 12, a child has a right to ‘express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them’ (The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC], 1990, p. 1).

Findings and Discussion
This research study was hindered by numerous aspects. A major issue was the limited number of questionnaires being filled out (see appendix D for blank questionnaire). This has impacted the reliability of the answers received from the one questionnaire that was filled out (see appendix E). It also has made it difficult to produce quantitative results to be able to easily compare. This was stated as a limitation to the use of questionnaires as a research tool in the methodology section. However, a benefit of the questionnaire includes having a variety of types of questions, as discussed above in the methodology, so that the results would be varied depending on the question and would give qualitative and quantitative results. The interview had a minor influence which was also discussed above in the methodology (see appendix F for interview questions and appendix G for interview transcript). It discussed how the children were easily disrupted and distracted by things around them. Additionally, the observation had a concern that affected the results (see appendix H for observation schedule and appendix I for observation form). This was the type of lesson that was observed. With it being a spelling test, there was little to observe in the sense of feedback until the end of the session. There was also no availability to change session that was being observed due to a whole school assembly St David celebration. All of these factors contributed to the results that are about to be discussed. If the research was to be replicated, it is likely that different results would be obtained as the results received from this study were hindered.

As discussed in the literature review, verbal and written feedback are key components of feedback in education. One of the key themes that appeared throughout the research includes a preference to either verbal or written feedback. It is suggested that from a teacher’s point of view through a questionnaire, verbal feedback was preferred (although this is a view of one teacher). However, from the children’s perspective, obtained through a group interview, it implies that written feedback is favoured. When observation was involved, there was a tendency to use verbal feedback which was linked the written feedback that happened immediately after the verbal feedback took place. Therefore, the research recommends that a preference that suits both parties in a school context cannot be recognised. The following pie chart represents the questionnaire data related to this theme in a quantitative form.
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When discussing verbal and written feedback in the interviews with the children, it could be interpreted that the children believed that verbal and written feedback worked in isolated and believed that both strategies are helpful even though they preferred one to the other. However, when consulting the questionnaire results, it is clear that the one teacher who filled it out believed that verbal and written feedback are not useful and helpful when used in isolation. This teacher agreed that both types of feedback should be used alongside each other instead. Furthermore, when acknowledging the observation schedule (see appendix H) it proposed that both types of feedback are used together and linked. This shows that the questionnaire and observation link, however as above with the other theme, the children had a different understanding to the teachers which again make it difficult to provide a recommendation that suited both parties.

An interesting theme that was mentioned in the interviews with the children was the impact of negative feedback. The interview results represented the fact children did not like feedback when it didn’t include positive facial expressions and body language but enjoyed having feedback given to them when it was executed with positive facial expressions and body language. When the children were given DINs (Do It Nows) in written feedback, they had a ‘bad’ feeling and often made them feel stressed and often pressurised. This theme was one that had little representation from other research methods but did have one mention in the questionnaire with the one teacher. The questionnaire showed that the teacher believes children found negative feedback daunting. This theme was more evident in the interviews with the children than the questionnaire. This was an important theme that would have been explored more if there was more time to conduct this research. If more time to explore was given, it could have made a change to the overarching result of the research question. This theme relates to the literature review from above. As discussed, negative feedback can have a negative impact on children’s learning. This theme could be used as evidence of this theory.

One aspect that is evident in all research methods was how often feedback was used in the classroom. In the questionnaire, the results showed that written and verbal feedback was given every lesson. The observation schedule stated that both verbal and written feedback were used within this lesson. In addition, the children in the interview also agreed that both verbal and written feedback is used in every lesson or at least daily. This was the only theme that was found in all three research methods that was consistent and agreed with by all parties. This helps to identify that children’s learning is constantly supported by feedback, no matter the shape or form. In recommendation, feedback is used throughout school learning.

The evidence of the research conducted in order to answer the research question, ‘does feedback influence children’s learning?’, is inconclusive due to several factors. As discussed above, the limitations of use interviews, questionnaires and observation did have an impact on the results received which led to a lack of themes being identified. Another factor that affected the results is that the questions that were used in the interviews and questionnaires did not specifically lead to a definite outcome and answer to the overarching question. If this research study was to be conducted again, a change of questions would be beneficial or alternatively, keep the questions that were used this time around and add other questions that would help gather more qualitative and quantitative data in each research method. To develop this study to be more reliable, additional time could be utilised along with additional research methods such as case studies and action research (Cohen, et al., 2007).



Conclusion
One aim of this study was developing personal knowledge and understanding of researching, which was successful, along with being able to critically analyse the research methods which was also undertaken. The last aim that was conducted included researching AfL, specifically feedback, in order to answer the research questions. My evidence and findings came to the conclusion, that it would be essential to have a longer time period to complete the research in order to gain full and reliable answers. The findings showed that verbal and written feedback are keywords to use when discussing feedback. The evidence and findings also showed that the more participants that are involved in the study, the more substantial and reliable the results for the study would be. Also, it can be suggested that having a variety of people as well as a larger number of people would be beneficial. The common themes that have been discussed above included preferences of verbal or written feedback, the impact of the feedback and how often feedback is used usually.

My professional learning has developed as I am now aware of the key issues that can arise from conducting research. This research task has shown how different aspects can arise and affect the results whether that being in a positive or negative way. I have also gained experience about the processes that need to be considered before starting the research and also gained knowledge about how time can have an immense effect on the whole project. This is all valuable information and experience as it is now essential for teachers to carry out research throughout their careers. Based on the evaluation of this research task, including the findings, processes and literature reviews, I would recommend developing my knowledge of more research methods such as using case studies to help produce a more reliable study. 
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