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ECAD6010 Cycle 3: Professional and Pedagogic Studies Learning: Researching the Learning: what, how, and why am I teaching?
An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated further through identified research tools. The assignment concludes with the identification of an intervention which can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experience and evidenced through reflection in the Professional Learning Standards (professional learning standards).


Introduction
The aim of this essay is to explore the findings of a close-to-practice research project that hopes to uncover the effects of scaffolding on pupil confidence when completing independent learning activities. On arrival to my placement class, it was immediately apparent that the pupils were struggling to engage with activities that had been set up within the independent learning area. After some discussions with my class mentors, it was clear that student engagement and confidence with independent learning had been an ongoing issue within the class and was raising concerns for the teachers. In addition to this, Welsh Government (2015) discusses Professor Donaldson’s view that practitioners should be encouraging children to take responsibility for their own learning. Providing pupils with opportunities for foster their own initiative and work independently encourages learners to take responsibility for their learning (Ludlow, 2014). Therefore, to successfully scaffold these independent learning activities, it became a priority of mine to undertake research and find pathways to improve these learners’ experiences. 
My research question is “What is the relationship between scaffolding and student confidence to complete independent learning tasks?”. This research topic links well with the QTS Standard of ‘sustained effort and resilience in learners’. This research aims to develop an understanding of how scaffolding techniques can improve students’ confidence to engage with activities. Therefore, it is a necessity and beneficial to support learners to develop their self-motivation and self-direction skills.
For context purposes, the school in question has around 497 pupils who currently attend the school, these pupils are split across either 2 or 3 classes for each year group (My Local School, 2022). Additionally, 7.4% of these pupils are acknowledged as eligible for free school meals which is significantly lower than the national average of 23% (My Local School, 2022). The class engages in a four-way rotation system which incorporates two adult supported focus groups and two groups who work independently developing skills based on prior learning. These groups are rotated fairly throughout the week so that each child accesses equal opportunities to learn independently and with the support of a teacher or LSA.

Literature Review
Firstly, it feels important to point out the key topics within my research, namely; scaffolding, pupil confidence and independent learning. Scaffolding young children can be described as supporting learners and building steps into their learning to guide their actions. Scaffolding also involves monitoring and minimising barriers which may interfere with a child’s progression (Peralta. et al, 2013). Rodgers. et al. (2016) discusses the view that, for scaffolding to be effective, the teacher must be competent in understanding how to succeed within the task whilst also having a good understanding idea of what the learner is already capable of. This explains that the efficacy of scaffolding could be subject to the confidence of the teacher and familiarity of the learners with the teacher. However, this viewpoint is broad and assumes that all pupils will perform in the same way with effective scaffolding. Another view discusses that contemporary research acknowledges that the context of the learning has an impact on the necessary scaffolding. Oshiro. et al. (2019) accepts that although scaffolding should be catering to the demands of a particular learning situation, there is importance in understanding the key principle of the metaphoric “scaffolding”. The metaphor of scaffolding describes breaking down or changing the division of the learning to support the needs of the learning. From experience, it has become clear that the context of different classroom environments, personalities of learners and the context of the learning activities can impact on the amount of scaffolding that learners require. Furthermore, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the Zone of Proximal Development protrudes the concept of pupil’s learning from a more experienced adult or peer. His theory continues that when children are using exactly the skills and knowledge they have previously developed without assistance, they are not learning much at all (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, for children to be achieving their full learning potential, they should be using these skills with an additional element of challenge. 
Learner’s confidence is another key factor within this research. Robinson (2014) provides the theory that a child’s resilience within an activity is directly linked to their feelings towards it. This suggests that when a pupil is insecure or lacks confidence within a particular area of learning they may show less perseverance towards the activity. Humble and Dixon (2017) discuss within their research findings; that girls tend to be more likely to have self-confidence and a more positive attitude towards learning. This appears to be an interesting comparison and it poses the question of whether gender can have an impact of confidence and the type of scaffolding that may be required. It has also been recognised that an increase in child directed learning equipment can have a positive impact on student confidence and wellbeing (Mcphee. et al, 2012). This could suggest that pupils who struggle to have the confidence in completing activities could require alternative resources to empower these young people to foster self-direction and motivation. Juteau et al. (2019) also offers to importance of considering boredom, fatigue and overload of information in young children which can sometimes be misunderstood as a lack of confidence. In response to this, it seems adequate to suggest that factors such as fatigue, hunger and overstimulation can be a cause of anxiety in young children which could certainly hinder student’s confidence. Therefore, it is important to keep these factors in consideration when making judgements on pupils confidence and engagement levels.
Prior to the introduction of Curriculum for Wales 2022, the Foundation Phase provision relied heavily on the use of continuous and enhanced provision which prompted use skills and knowledge that had previously been used across different areas of the classroom. This provision was mostly child-initiated apart from additional support being provided where necessary. Taylor, Rhys and Waldron (2016) reviewed the implementation of the new curriculum and found that, despite the foundation phase guidance suggesting that continuous provision should be the most prominent provision, practitioners on the whole felt that direct teaching was the most efficient method of developing core skills. This suggests that practitioners lack trust in the efficacy of independent learning and feel that pupils need more didactic methods to support full development of these skills. In support of this, Welsh Government (2017) addressed the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) and how it could be used in conjunction with play-focussed and child-directed provision. Although Welsh Government acknowledges that Numeracy and Literacy skills are still a priority as cross curricular learning themes; they also suggest that children should be given opportunities to make choices as an independent learner. Furthermore, it is also suggested that teachers avoid formal teaching methods and focus on observing pupils to evaluate impact and prepare future provision (Welsh Government, 2017). This provides an interesting argument which encourages this research to investigate the reality of attempting to implement these suggestions.

Explanation of Case Study
This research project compiles a close-to-practice case study based within the context of my placement class for my final year of student teaching practice. A case study has the capacity to review both qualitive and quantitative research methods and tend to focus on a specific subject within a particular environment (Cohen. et al, 2018). It should be acknowledged that this research project is a comparatively small-scale research study based on the impact of scaffolding on pupil confidence to engage independently with activities. In additional, this research cannot account for any comparisons within different education settings as this research is based entirely within one classroom context. Therefore, it is fair to accept that this case study’s validity could be hindered by a lack of external, comparative evidence between multiple educational settings (Cohen. et al, 2018). However, on the other hand, it is important to acknowledge the benefit of a small-scale research study as it can focus more specifically on individual learner’s experience. McAteer (2013) discusses the benefit of case studies being able to explore the opportunities to adapt and improve in real learning environments. This is certainly encouraged within the QTS Standard of “Wider Reading and Research Findings” within the Professional Learning strand (Welsh Government, 2019). This standard sets expectations for all practitioners to make decisions based on educational literature, theories and research. Therefore, completing close to practice research provides educational research for other practitioners and builds on the knowledge and experience of the practitioner who is completing the research. Furthermore, the findings of this case study will support my continued practice within this class and provide specific and focussed results that are needed to find efficient solutions and improvement strategies. Camerino, Castaner & Anguera (2012) offer another positive view that a case study, as a mixed-method research type, can produce a more holistic view of human behaviour. This seems particularly relevant within the context of research with young children as they can be very impulsive and unpredictable particularly when their activity is not monitored by a focus practitioner. Therefore, it is important to attempt to gain a holistic view of the learners and discover their true experiences.
The participants within this research project are 5- and 6-year-old children who are currently working within the boundaries of progression steps 1 and 2. The pupils involved in this study have parental consent forms to ensure their parents were happy for them to participate. Any pupils who did not return the consent form were removed from the random selection of participants, The class context includes several children with additional learning needs, these children will be represented within this research project and will not be specifically highlighted during data analysis. This is because it is important that these pupils are included within the general classroom context and their experiences are considered just as equally as their peers. However, it seems important to acknowledge that some of pupils with additional learning needs can struggle with communication and processing. Therefore, additional resources and reasonable adjustments were made to support their participation within the research. To ensure my research participants were representative of the class, a random selection of pupils was completed. The four research groups for both the interview and the observations remained the same; four children from each of the four mixed-ability learning groups were selected participate. This made organising observations and interviews much simpler as the pupils were already working in the same areas of the classroom. Once the participants were selected at random, it was ensured that there were enough female and male participants and a range of attainment abilities to make appropriate comparisons if necessary, during data analysis. No groups needed amending as the groups allowed for these comparisons to be made.

Research Methods
This research project draws on mixed-methods data derived from the findings of classroom observations, pupil group interviews and a professional teacher questionnaire. The data sourced from these research methods aims to explore the efficacy of adult scaffolding on pupils’ confidence to engage in activities independently. It is widely acknowledged that there seems to be an overreliance on quantitative data in the context of educational research. Attainment grades, attendance data, eligibility for free school meals, percentage of additional learning needs; are just a few of the quantitative data examples that we are encouraged to assess regularly as educational practitioners. However, it is important that we consider the impact that this data is having and whether it supports teachers to fully understand learners’ experiences. Moffatt. et al. (2006) shed light on the debate that is commonly discussed between the benefits and drawbacks of qualitative and quantitative data. They promote the view that despite there being clear differences between the two data types, they should be viewed as complimentary of each other and not consistently seen as opposing. Kalman (2019) explores the experiences of novice researchers undertaking qualitative research. The benefits of a mixed-methods research project are acknowledged, however, the additional, sometimes overwhelming consideration of organisation and preparation for qualitative data is also reviewed (Kalman, 2019). Therefore, it is understandable that despite qualitative data being more time consuming and reliant on preparation, it is still worth combining both qualitative and quantitative research methods to gain the best quality research results.
Throughout the research period, observations were undertaken to allow a full perspective to formed on the current experiences of the learners during independent learning time. The observations undertaken within this project were non-participant, natural observations which meant that the researched did not engage with the learners or guide them to behave in any way. As the pupils are still young, the learners tend to take a keen interest in anything this is out of the ordinary. Therefore, it was not explicitly announced the pupils that an observation was being undertaken to prevent a change in typical behaviour as an attempt to impress or disrupt the observer. It could be acknowledged that taking a more structured approach to observation could have allowed the research to encompass other factors (Palmer. et al., 2021), such as the effect of the subject/ area of learning may have on the pupil’s confidence. However, it was a priority to ensure the pupils were observed in their most natural situations in order to provide the most accurate data. A structured observation schedule was completed for each of the observations. Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015) discuss that teachers can tend to limit pupils by over structuring an observation and this can lead to valuable messages and opportunities being missed. Therefore, it can also be found that the observation schedule includes space to write additional notes regarding each participant (See Appendix 5).  Each observation lasted for 30 minutes in total and involved the researcher giving each participant a score based on their confidence/ engagement with their task at intervals. This score is generated based on a scale outline within the observation schedule; this scale was established with inspiration taking from the Leuven Scale (Laevers, 1994) and adapted to meet the additional expectations of the class teacher. Inspiration was taken from the Leuven Scale due to the opportunities it gives practitioners to gain an understanding of learner’s experiences and empathise with their pupils (MacRae, and Jones, 2020). 
Another research method completed within this research study was pupil group interview. Interviewing children can sometimes be a daunting affair, however, children can provide such rich and interesting information it would be a mistake to lose out on this opportunity. Interviewing children can also provide flexibility that other research methods, such as surveys, cannot. For example, interview questions can be adapted and asked in any order which provides opportunities for children to take the lead and answer questions when they are most confident and comfortable (O′Reilly and Dogra, 2016). Furthermore, Magnusson. et al. (2020) suggests that children’s interesting responses to interview questions may inspire future research ideas or imply that there is a significant gap in research. One potential drawback of interviewing children is that children can become overwhelmed by the formality of an interview and be very hesitant to engage with any questions (O′Reilly and Dogra, 2016). In order to overcome this, the pupils in this study will we completing the interview within a very familiar setting within their classroom environment. In addition, at the point of undertaking the interview I, as the researcher, will be an approachable and familiar face to the pupils as I will have worked in focus groups with them for several weeks. The pupils will be asked a series of questions (See Appendix 6) which will encompass a range of topics surrounding independent learning. The questions are mainly open questions in order to give the pupils opportunities to express their views in the most natural way possible. It was not desirable to guide the pupils to make direct choices by using closed questions as it seemed that the pressure to make this choice would inflict more formality and anxiety on the children.
The final research method used within this study was a questionnaire that was sent to the class teacher to investigate their views surrounding independent learning and ways that they use to support the children to access this learning (See Appendix 8). One of the key benefits to a questionnaire is that they provide a standardised set of questions that prompt participants to respond to which in turns provide multiple different reactions to the same questions (Brace, 2008). However, in this research context there will not be a multitude of participants responding to the questionnaire as it will be given only to the class teachers of which there are two (due to a job share). The teachers are very united in their approach and made the decision to complete one questionnaire collaboratively which will therefore only give one response. Despite this, questionnaires are also beneficial in that they provide researchers with good quality information, they are inexpensive to provide and fairly quick to analyse (Birmingham and Wilkinson, 2003). In a different way, Presser. et al. (2004) discusses the importance of being cautious about using probing and ‘think-aloud’ questions within a survey as they can impact on data accuracy. Within the professional questionnaire, the question types are mostly open ended questions which encourage the teachers to express their views on something. Again, it seemed unhelpful to use closed or ranking question types within this content as the study aimed to achieve mostly qualitative, explorative findings.  

Data Analysis and Presentation Methods
This section of the assignment will outline the processes which have taken place to analyse and present the results of this research study. Hesse-Biber and Johnson (2016) discuss the considerations researchers should apply before attempting to compare and analyse data from mixed-method research. After considering the data and research that has been undertaken, it appears appropriate and necessary to analyse the data and compare the results that have been produced from the three research methods (Observations, pupil interviews and professional questionnaire). Comparing these three research methods also adds credibility and confirmability by including triangulation of data to improve accuracy and reduce investigator bias (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2003). 
The main process which has been undertaken to analyse the data from this research study will be a thematic analysis process which attempts to explore links and common themes within the study research and they interpret these links to understand the implications that they have on finding an answer to the proposed research question. Kiger and Varpio (2020) discuss thematic analysis as a suitable and flexible method for attempting to explore experiences, behaviours and thoughts across multiple collections of data. Therefore, this further confirms thematic analysis as an appropriate choice as the key analysis method. Clarke and Braun (2017) describe the process of thematic analysis in detail and explain that the process does not aim to summarise data but instead show and explore key factors that are guided by the content of the research question. Luckman, S. (2016) discusses the previous work of Clarke and Braun and compliments the intentions of the thematic analysis being driven by positive social change. This certainly encourages the use of thematic analysis as this research holds a strong drive for positive change within the classroom and for the experiences of the learners. One criticism to the work of Clarke and Braun, is that their approach is too simple would not suffice within a large scale study with a greater number of participants (Fugard and Potts, 2016). It is possible to imagine that a more structure analysis method may be better suited to a larger scale research project, however, the simplicity and flexibility of the method seems consistently reasonable and appropriate for this small-scale case study.

Ethical Considerations
Further details of the considerations of ethics within this research can be found within the Ethics Form (See Appendix 1) This research project has been completed in line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines (2018). These guidelines set out expectations that wherever possible researchers should gain voluntary, informed consent from participants before completing any research study. As the pupils within this class were under the accepted age to give consent, the parents of the pupils were asked to give consent on behalf of their children (See Appendix 2/3).  A record was kept by the researcher to keep track of which pupils had provided written proof of consent. Once the consent forms had been returned, the pupils were then selected at random and put into research groups.
Another key consideration of ethics within this project was gaining assent from the pupils as participants. Assent defines the action of respecting children’s autonomy and ensuring protection from harm (Giesbertz, Bredenoord and van Delden, 2014). The BERA guidelines (2018) uphold the principles of the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which set out standards to ensure children who are able to express their views have opportunities to do this freely. Therefore, it was paramount within this research that the pupils were fully informed of their rights to withdraw their participation and to express their views and opinions without fear or judgment. Before beginning the interviews, it was explained to the pupils that they could pause the interview at any time by saying “Stop” or by selecting a sad face to indicate they were unhappy to proceed (See Appendix 4). This provided the children with both a verbal and non-verbal strategy to communicate. The pupils were also told that this research was not a test, and their answers would not have any negative affect on them, instead it was merely a collection of ideas and opinions.
In terms of data storage, to ensure security, the data collected within this research was stored on a password encrypted device. The pupils’ names were not included in full within any of my data collection methods to ensure pupils could not be identified. Furthermore, all data collection was anonymised using codes such as “Child A/ Child B” to ensure anonymity and to prevent any researcher bias when analysing the data. The raw data from this research was destroyed as soon as possible following the analysis and it was not shared with any other person besides myself as the researcher. 

Discussions and Findings
The main results of this research can be found in Table 1 (See Appendix 9) which discusses the observational findings surrounding the pupil’s confidence to engage with the independent activities. The table shows the scores of each child at particular time intervals and also includes a mean average score for each of the pupil’s overall score. Furthermore, a mean score has also been calculated to show the average score at each time interval across the 16 participants. The scale used to determine these confidence scores can be accessed via the observation schedule (See Appendix 5). Graph 1 (See Appendix 10) also displays the score of the confidence scale and shows that the majority of the participants scored between 2 and 3 across the time intervals. This suggests that the pupils can stay in the correct area, however, they can only intermittently engage with the resources correctly engage with the task. This comes across as a concern from the teacher’s questionnaire (See Appendix 8) where they discuss that the pupils lack of focus can hinder their confidence to participate in tasks. Brown (2017) recognises that pupil’s inability to focus can be seen when pupils do not feel a sense of belonging within their learning environment. Perhaps, this suggests that some adaptations should be made to the area to promote pupils’ wellbeing and comfort.
In terms of scaffolding, several techniques were observed within the data collection namely, modelling, WAGOLL examples, breaking down tasks into smaller activities, vocabulary lists, questioning to confirm understanding, visual aids and the activation of prior knowledge (See Appendix 5). Interestingly the pupils were able to recognise multiple different methods that their teachers used to explain tasks to them and identified that visual aids and WAGOLL examples were available to support them if they did not understand a particular task (See Appendix 7). Within the teacher questionnaire, the participant referred to pairing children with more able pupils as a scaffolding technique (See Appendix 8). This was not included within the checklist of scaffolding techniques; however, it was also addressed within the pupil interviews. The pupils, across multiple questions, referred to asking friends for support and some pupils even discussed being confident enough to support others within their group (See Appendix 7). Marryshow. et al. (2005) found that children tend to have a preference for their more able peers which reflects that pupils may find it comforting to seek support from classmates. Additionally, in a practical sense, pupils seeking guidance from fellow students not only encourages independence and self-motivation but also takes some pressure off the educator to support these pupils whilst they are engaging with a focus group. Pupils were occasionally witnessed being able to offer support to peers who were struggling during observations. This seems to be a display of sufficient confidence which could potentially indicate that these pupils are not being challenged enough. It would be interesting to consider the extent to which it would be beneficial for these learners to support others; does this support their own development or are these pupils merely making up for a lack of additional support staff?
There appeared to be a mixture of opinions form the pupils regarding their preferences for working with adults or working independently (See Appendix 7). The pupils had a good understanding of what independent learning means and the expectations of their teachers. One pupil shared a particularly interesting definition of independent learning (See Appendix 7). Some pupils shared that they enjoyed working independently and felt that they learned more in this situation, whereas other pupils discussed that they felt they learn better when working with a teacher or supporting adult. In addition, some pupils explained that they found working by themselves difficult and appeared insecure particularly regarding numeracy and literacy skills (See appendix 7). Greenberg et al. (2017) suggest that children’s confidence to engage with learning activities can be improved through social-emotional learning provisions. This could suggest that the pupils require more social-emotional learning interventions as scaffolding to improve their participation, particularly those who scored poorly on their engagement. The teacher commented that in previous years they have noticed that the pupils’ confidence to work independently tends to improve as the year progresses. It would be interesting to repeat this research towards the end of the academic year to see if the pupils confidence has improved over time. 

Conclusions and Recommendations
In conclusion, this case study has succeeding in exploring the experiences of the pupils whilst engaging in independent learning opportunities. The research methods used within this study were appropriate in being able to discover the pupils’ opinions and feelings towards independent learning and the professional educators’ views on the pupils’ ability to feel confident in participating in such tasks. Considering the context of this research being a small scale study, the observations provided opportunities to see the pupils respond to a given task and engage collaboratively with their peers. These observations being non-participant observations was a considerable advantage as the pupils did not appear to feel pressure to react in a particular way which encouraged the most authentic and realistic results. The interviews with the pupils in general were very effective in collecting and contributing high quality results to this study. However, it should be acknowledge that a sufficient quantity of these pupils responses appear to be very similar which could suggest that less confident pupils were choosing to replicant the answers given by other pupils. Despite this, it does not seem suitable to suggest one on one interviewing with pupils at this young age as it has the potential to cause upset and anxiety which would be unethical. Considering this, perhaps when undertaking research in the future, it would be more appropriate to seek pupils’ views by including more practical resources for the pupils to engage with the express their feelings. Some researchers have been successful in interpreting children’s drawings to gain insight into children’s view (Bland, 2012). This will certainly be a consideration for future research within the earl years of education. 
Undertaking this research has thoroughly influenced my understand of the importance of completing close to practice research particularly when establishing new relationships with pupils. I am confident that completing this study has supported my understanding of the pupils’ needs and becoming familiar with the pupils’ individual personality. This assignment has supported my experience within the QTS standards of ‘Professional Networks and Communities’ and ‘Listening to Learners’ as I have been able to undertake small scale research and collect the views of learners.
Finally, it would seem appropriate to consider the full impact of these research findings and potentially consider any possible interventions which could support these pupils. Considering the pupils ability to recognise key scaffolding techniques despite still struggling to engage full with the activities. Therefore, it seems possible that the pupils are struggling to access these scaffolding opportunities and through my practice I feel that this may be because the pupils struggle to read, remember and interpret instructions. Therefore, my suggestion would be to create audio resources such as buttons that can record sound which the pupils can press to hear their teacher’s instructions as and when needed. I am confident that this will make the tasks more accessible for the learners and be more inclusive for learners who struggle to interpret instructions.
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