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This research study examines whether questioning as a specific AfL strategy supports children’s learning from the perspectives of staff and pupils in year four. The term "AfL" is no longer used in the Welsh curriculum, despite this the idea is incorporated into the curriculum because children's learning advancement along a continuum is a crucial element. This includes awareness that every individual develops and learns at a different pace. According to the Welsh Government (2013) AfL, also referred to as formative assessment is the effective use of what has been learned and assessed which influences instruction and future learning. Similarly, the Assessment Reform Group (2002) describes AfL as a process that promotes pupil progression by finding and analysing data to make informed decisions about where children are in their understanding, where they need to progress to and the best way to accomplish this.
The rationale of this study is to advance my professional practice in accordance with Donaldson’s (2015) suggestion that we should be research driven practitioners. Additionally, during my recent placement I recognised that my class mentor used good quality questioning. Therefore, I felt it would be beneficial for me to gain an in-depth understanding of the use of questioning and identify how children perceive questions. Before this study, it was hypothesised that good quality questioning was used frequently by staff to support children’s learning and that it was an effective form of promoting pupil progression. The purpose of this study investigates whether my hypothesis was correct and to gain a wider perspective of staff and learners’ attitudes towards questioning. 
I adopted the Mosaic approach for my research design, by conducting questionnaires, interviews and further independent research. I will critically evaluate the impact of these research tools, the data and findings on the learners and my professional practice. The questionnaire consisted of a sample of two teachers who teach year four children and both designated teaching assistants in the year group. The purpose of the questionnaire was to discover teacher’s attitudes towards questioning. The interviews were individually focussed and consisted of a small sample of ten children in year four, selected at random. The purpose of the interview was to discover how the children feel about being asked questions.
AfL is a form of formative assessment., according to Cambridge Assessment International Education (2011) AfL is a teaching and learning method that generates feedback that is then applied to enhance student performance. Black and William (1998) advocate the use of formative assessment for learning strategies and convey that AfL consists of four elements: questioning, feedback, sharing success criteria, and self and peer evaluation.
The Curriculum for Wales (2020) places a strong emphasis on assessment, which is essential towards the learning process. Assessment is implied wherever the terms curriculum, learning, teaching, or preparation for learning are used in the curriculum guidance (Welsh Government, 2022). Additionally, Donaldson’s (2015) seventh pedagogical principle states that AfL concepts are vital for effective teaching and learning. 
There are two forms of assessment, summative assessment and formative assessment (NFER, n.d). Summative assessment evaluates pupils learning at the conclusion of a unit of study by comparing it against a set of criteria, for example exams (Eberly Center, 2019). Whereas formative assessment monitors their ongoing progress to provide continuous feedback that can be used to influence educators teaching and improve pupils’ quality of learning, an example of this is AfL.
According to the Welsh Assembly Government (2010) questioning is key to promoting thinking and the use of AfL in the classroom because high-quality questions promote high-quality talk. Furthermore, they note that wherever feasible, questions should be open-ended and encourage discussion, regardless of the teacher or student posing the question. However, numerous studies have demonstrated that teacher’s questioning maintains a specific role in the classroom, serving to establish their authority of the environment, rather than serving an educational purpose (Gipps, 1994).
Levin and Long (1981) suggest that teachers spend approximately fifty percent of teaching time on questioning and ask between three hundred and four hundred questions daily. However, Graesser and Person (1994) cited by Albergaria-Almeida (2010) notes that on average, each child asks one question a week.
Effective questioning identifies the present level of understanding, allows you to extend the understanding and helps you plan for future learning (Spendlove, 2015). Hattie (2009) highlights that teacher’s questions to pupils can provide feedback, despite it being frequently assumed that teachers already know the answers to most of the questions they pose which helps present their level of understanding. Some of the most common effective questioning strategies include Pose pause pounce bounce, cold call, wait time, fermi questions, socratic questions, tantalising questions, question pyramids, multiple choice questions, no opt-out and funnel questions according to the TeacherToolkit (2022). However, the most used questioning techniques, according to Hattie (2012), are ineffective at stimulating high quality class discussion. Additionally, Petty (2009) notes that most commonly used methods are the least successful for generating high quality class discussion because individuals frequently mistake them for best practice. Instead, she believes that assertive questioning techniques result in engaging class discussions.
Spendlove (2009) notes that Socratic questioning is a method of evaluating a learner’s accuracy and depth of thought by using a series of questions that probe different aspects of their thinking and understanding. This method is based on thoughtful, disciplined dialogue. However, it is important to be aware that the quantity of questions asked is not a reliable indicator of student achievement (Wragg and Brown, 2001).
Black and William (1998) note that a common issue with questioning is that teachers do not wait long enough for children to have thinking time, when an adequate wait time is used children’s levels of participation increase. Similarly, the Schools, Students and Teachers network (SSAT) (2013) state that an effective wait time can help children reflect better on their understanding. Despite this, William (2018) believes that if the wait time provided was prolonged, it may make the environment uncomfortable for children. In this case, he thinks that utilizing the think, pair, share strategy is superior in comparison to providing the answer.
Hattie (2012) believes that class discussion is one of the most powerful teaching methods. Similarly, Sachsenmeier (1979) discusses a study conducted by Barnes and Todd (1977) who discovered that teachers are astonished by the level of contribution children make in small groups when a task is given. Frequently, it is claimed that this results in a higher level of their contributions in class and demonstrates unexploited skills and competences.
Bruner’s model of a child as an active learner implies that children learn by building on prior knowledge because a child always asks questions about the people, events, activities, objects and experiences that they encounter (Smidt, 2011). Similarly, Piaget’s cognitive development theory was established on the idea that assimilation and accommodation processes interact to produce a notion of cognitive equilibrium, which balances prior information and knowledge with fresh input (O’donovan, 2021).  However, Vygotsky (1978) argues that children learn continuously and independently at specific stages.
Moreover, according to Bloom’s Taxonomy learning happens in a hierarchical manner, commencing with the most basic thought process and moving in a step-by-step manner through achieving success which is a more complicated process (Hamblen, 1984). The three key academic learning domains outlined in Bloom’s Taxonomy are cognitive, psychomotor and affective (Chandio et al, 2016). However, there has since been a revised version of Bloom’s taxonomy by Anderson and Krawthwohl (2001) cited by Forehand (2005) with minor, yet significant adaptions including terminology, structural and emphasis changes. The Revised framework of Bloom's Taxonomy offers a concise, visual representation of the alignment between standards and educational goals, objectives, products, and activities (Krathwohl, 2002). Therefore, it is a potent tool for meeting the needs of modern teachers.
The research methodology I chose was a pragmatic approach, the Mosaic approach. This involved gathering data through interviews and questionnaires. I chose this because it is a child-centred strategy that exhibits a holistic view of the combination of multiple elements and perspectives to produce an image of children’s worlds, both individual and collective (Clark and Moss, 2011). Furthermore, the combination of qualitative and quantitative methods can balance out the limitations of each method alone (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020).
Cohen et al (2018) claim that in comparison to single technique approaches, mixed method research offers a deep and comprehensive explanation of phenomena and more practical answers to difficult research problems. However, Halcomb and Andrew (2009) discuss the importance of outweighing the advantages and drawbacks of mixed methods because of the increased difficulty, resources and the time constraints and requirements that need to be met when conducting research. Additionally, it is critical that mixed method research is carefully carried out and critically assessed through standard quantitative and qualitative investigations (Halcomb, 2018).
According to Faux et al (1988) and Kortesluoma et al (2003) adjusting interviewing techniques and questions in accordance with the cognitive and linguistic stage in the development of each individual child is crucial. Conforming with this, Kumar (2015) believes that the terminology you utilize to construct an open-ended or closed question in an interview schedule or questionnaire is crucial because it impacts the nature and quality of information you will acquire from your interviewees. Therefore, I considered the language and questioning techniques that I implemented.
Moreover, I chose to create a semi-structured interview (see Appendix G) using a pre-determined set of questions that prompt discussion, with the opportunity for myself to explore some answers further to retrieve qualitative data. For a qualitative interview, good questions should be open-ended, unbiased, sensitive, and accessible according to Gill et al (2008). Therefore, when planning my interview questions, I included follow up questions that required more depth than the previous question.
Crobin and Strauss (2008) state that in-depth interviews that are semi-structured are frequently used while interviewing individuals which supported my choice for using this type of interview. Additionally, Danby et al (2011) notes that interviews are an effective and practical research tool which allows researchers to access issues that, while potentially important to children, may not always come up naturally in conversations. Despite this, George (2022) notes that the flexibility of semi-structured interviews can be a drawback because it can be challenging to compare different participants responses, dependant on how far the researcher departed from the pre-determined questions and they can tempt the researcher to ask leading questions.
I designed the asynchronous questionnaire online via Microsoft Forms (see Appendix d), therefore making it easier and quicker to distribute and retrieve feedback. This allowed me to gather quantitative data in a standardized way, making the data internally coherent to analyse (Roopa and Rani, 2012). Online questionnaires save time for researchers because they allow them to reach their participants without the necessity of being face-to-face, therefore saving time (Wright, 2017). Additionally, Microsoft Teams created pie charts and a graph of some of the data collected which also saved time. Moreover, the use of a questionnaire was economical (Bork and Francis (1985).
This study was completed by staff and children in year four from a school situated in the Swansea area with approximately four hundred pupils (Swansea Government, 2022). For ethical purposes, the school will be referred to as “School A” to ensure anonymity and confidentiality.
During this study, ethical considerations were held paramount, therefore I complied with the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) (2018) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research and the Educational Workforce Council’s (2022) Revised Code of Professional Conduct and Practice. Initially, an Ethical Considerations form (see Appendix A), a consent form (see appendix B) and a letter to inform them of the purpose for the research (see appendix C) were completed and provided for the relevant staff to read and sign, in order to gain their voluntary informed consent for their involvement in the research due to it being a legal requirement (BERA, 2018). This research did not require parental consent, to gain assent to participate due to the data not being shared. However, if this research required the data to be shared then I would have distributed consent forms to be signed by parents/guardians, for them to give assent due to the children being under the age of eighteen. The participants right to withdraw at any time was also communicated in accordance with BERA (2018). Furthermore, conforming with the Data Protection Act (2018) all participants were informed that the research collected would remain anonymous and confidential.
Prior to the research day, I distributed the online questionnaire (see Appendix D) to two year four teachers and the two designated teaching assistants via an online collaborative link. Before conducting the interviews and questionnaires, I researched AfL as a whole and then chose my focus which was questioning. Quantitative data was transcribed (see Appendix E) and put into graphs (see Appendix F) from the questionnaires.
To adhere with the Mosaic Approach, I used a random name generator to choose a sample of ten children to interview for them to voice their opinions on questioning because pupil voice shapes the Welsh Curriculum (Estyn, 2018).  This also complies with The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), which promotes that professionals should provide children with the opportunity to be respectfully listened to and guarantee that their perspectives are heard. In agreement, the Welsh Government (2020) state that schools should have the intention to establish a curriculum that incorporates pupil voice and responds to their needs, experiences and input. Similarly, Crane (2001) notes that schools cannot improve their educational environments without consulting their pupils. Moreover, children themselves believe that consultation should be impartial, inclusive, representative and that the research should consider their entire views and not solely those that fit their ideas because children have their own priorities (Stafford et al, 2003).  However, Skerritt (2022) argues that certain teachers may be stigmatised if they are not deemed as supporting pupil voice, especially in schools where pupil voice is particularly active.
A limitation that I identified during this study is that I only conducted research at one school and focused on a specific year group, therefore my research can be seen as biased and unreliable. In the future, to prevent this I would consider a larger sample of participants, from numerous schools and possibly different year groups. According to Lofland and Lofland (1984) the credibility of research reports and the extent to which they will be valued rely essentially on the researcher's ability to demonstrate self-critical rigorous data collection, interpretation and analysis. However, a researcher's skills are developed and cannot be presumed (Holloway, 2023). 
Moreover, I discovered that trying to note down responses while interviewing was particularly difficult and made some participants uncomfortable. According to Van Teijlingen and Hundley (2002), pilot studies are an essential component of effective study designs and enhance the chances of success because they carry out several vital tasks and can offer insightful data to other researchers. Therefore, in the future I will take this into consideration when planning a research study to mitigate any possible challenges. Furthermore, I would consider recording the interviews. Jamshed (2014) states that this is considered an appropriate choice to capture data more effectively, but also mentions that it can cause controversy between the researcher and interviewee. Additionally, Nordstrom (2015) discovered that the recording of interviews can make the participants uncomfortable. On completion of the interviews and questionnaires the data was transcribed (see Appendix E and H) to analyse the data collected and identify any similarities and differences.
The questionnaire responses indicated that every member of staff identified quality of questioning/talk as a very effective AfL strategy and used it daily (see Appendix E). Despite this, question two (see Appendix E) of the questionnaire demonstrated that fifty percent of the staff believed that quality of questioning/talk is the most effective AfL strategy. The other fifty percent of staff believed that use and quality of feedback is the most effective AfL strategy (see Appendix F). Hattie (2009) highlights that teacher’s questions to pupils can provide feedback, despite it being frequently assumed that teachers already know the answers to most of the questions they pose. The fifty percent of staff who believed that quality of feedback was most effective, reinforced the idea that giving students feedback is a key element of formative assessment that allows teachers to measure students’ progress while also determining the next steps in their acquisition of knowledge Black et al (2003). However, according to Hattie and Timperley (2007) feedback must be concise, meaningful, relevant and compatible with children’s prior knowledge, and provide logical links to be effective.
Levin and Long (1981) suggest that teachers spend approximately fifty percent of their teaching time on questioning and ask between three hundred and four hundred questions daily. Similarly, question four (see Appendix E) of the questionnaire indicated that all the staff ask questions daily. Question three of the interview (see Appendix H) identified that the children questioned the frequency and occasions that they were asked questions, four children said that they are not asked often enough, two said they were only asked sometimes and the rest said they were asked several times. Some of the children said that reason for the variation in who was chosen was because of the use of the lolly pop stick method, which is a form of random selection. Therefore, maybe to resolve this a different questioning technique could be used.
The connection between standards and educational goals, objectives, products, and activities are clearly illustrated in the revised Bloom's Taxonomy framework (Krathwohl, 2002). Question five of the questionnaire (see Appendix E) exhibited that half of the participants agree with this because they believed that Blooms Taxonomy was the most effective questioning strategy that they use in their classroom (see Appendix E).  On the other hand, another staff member noted that they think the basketball strategy is the most effective questioning strategy (see Appendix E), this is when a question is posed and then children are cold called to answer at random. Moreover, participant A noted that they like beginning with open-ended questions to challenge children’s thinking and then have the children build on that answer using their own questions (see Appendix E). Participant A believes that this helps the children further understand and demonstrates to them which specific area they need extra help with or highlight an area they are interested in (see Appendix E). This technique is called funnel questioning which is one of the most effective questioning techniques according to the TeacherToolkit (2022).
The responses to question six of the questionnaire (see Appendix E) indicated different forms of assessing the impact of questioning on pupil progress. For instance, participant A assesses the impact by the children’s understanding which also assesses the children’s oracy skills for the teacher. Whereas, participant C assesses the impact by seeing if the learning has moved forward. This reinforces the Welsh Government’s (2013) description of formative assessment being the effective use of what has been learned and assessed which then assists and influences instruction and future learning. Moreover, participant B stated that verbal interactions, reflective conversations, changes in quality of work and confidence to complete work are indicators that effective questioning has made a positive impact (see Appendix E). This supports the Welsh Government’s (2020) statement that schools should have the intention to establish a curriculum that incorporates pupil voice and responds to their needs, experiences and input because the verbal interactions and conversations are an indicator of effective questioning according to participant B.
Question seven of the questionnaire identified that members of staff had varied experiences with the use of questioning because numerous challenges were identified (see Appendix E). Two participants mentioned the importance of differentiation and ensuring the understanding of questions for all pupils to access. This reinforces what Faux et al (1998) and Kortesluoma et al (2003) state about the importance of adjusting interviewing techniques and questions in accordance with the linguistic and cognitive stage in development of each individual child. Moreover, participant B (see Appendix E) identified enabling enough time for the appropriate questions to be asked and for pupils to think and formulate answers as a challenge. This strengthens the idea that children should be provided with an adequate wait time that will increase levels of participation and allow children to reflect on their understanding (Black and William, 1998; SSAT, 2013). Despite this identification, most children during the interviews indicated that they are given enough thinking time to answer questions (see Appendix H, Question six). However, two participants disagreed with their peers and believed that the teacher moves on when they are thinking. This relates to what Black and William (1998) noted about teachers not waiting long enough for children to have thinking time.
The transcription of the interviews (see Appendix H, Question one) identified that children feel varied emotions when they are asked questions by a teacher. However, most of the emotions were negative. For instance, participant C, E and I described themselves as feeling nervous and others said confused, scared, on the spot and shocked. When asking a follow up question to understand why they feel this way (see Appendix H, Question two), most of them implied that it is because they do not always know the answer and feel like all the attention is on them. Despite this, some participants demonstrated positive emotions including happy and excited.
This study’s aim was to examine whether questioning as a specific AfL strategy supports children’s learning from the perspectives of staff and pupils in year four in school A. I discovered that all staff in year four believed that questioning supports children’s learning (see Appendix E and F) and most of the children agreed (see Appendix H). 
In conclusion, from conducting the literature review, observing questioning in the classroom setting and analysing the interviews and questionnaires, the hypothesis of this research was correct because good quality questioning has been identified as being frequently used by staff to support children’s learning and it was an effective form of promoting progression by both staff and children in year four. This agrees with the Welsh Assembly Government (2010) who state that questioning is key to promoting thinking and the use of AfL in the classroom because high-quality questions encourage high-quality talk.
This study was reliable because I adopted a pragmatic approach and gained qualitative and quantitative data which balanced out the limitations of each method alone (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). However, I could not generalize the data that I retrieved because every school is different and we are all unique individuals. Therefore, staff and children in other schools may have different experiences of the use of questioning in comparison to the data I collected.
Throughout this assignment, my professional learning has developed and I have gained an understanding of the paramount importance of Donaldson’s (2015) seventh pedagogical principle which states that using AfL concepts is vital for effective teaching and learning. In my future practice, I will ensure that I implement effective questioning within my next teaching placement and my career which will include making sure children feel they are respectfully listened to in accordance with the (UNCRC, 1989), alongside the other elements of AfL.
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