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Curriculum Development and Enhancement (ECSP7002) 

 
The Impact of Think-Pair-Share on Participants’ Historical 

Source Work Quality.   
Introduction  

‘So, Miss, why does it matter if it was written for a newspaper or not?’ (A year 9 pupil in School X).  

     

Reminiscing back to my experience as a history pupil in secondary school, my recollections are 

merged into memories of note taking, independent learning and perpetual textbook questions asking what 

a source could tell me about a historical issue. Shamefully, the genuine worth (and pure excitement) of 

using sources to build our understanding of the past did not become overly apparent to me until 

embarking upon my History degree; here, we were given lengthy seminars to discuss the various evidence 

and interpretations of the past whilst hearing differing standpoints about them from our peers. For me, 

this is what brought history ‘back to life’.  

  The chosen research area also developed after teaching a lesson to a year 9 class. Upon asking the 

pupils to consider the reliability of a source, I was confronted with blank faces and a plethora of ‘what is 

reliability?’  and ‘why does it matter?’ type questions. As the lesson progressed, I soon noticed that, with 

no support, the quality and extent of their answers were limited to superficial claims about the source type 

or date.  I was shocked. The week before, following appropriate guidance and modelling, my year 8 classes 

had offered much more sophisticated responses – had I been setting my expectations too high? Thus, I 

chose to research into a much-praised classroom strategy, Think-Pair-Share, and investigate its impact on 

the quality (and enthusiasm) of using sources in history lessons.  

School X is a bilingual secondary school in South Wales with around 1200 pupils. For this research, I 

decided to use an English-medium class to ensure that language difficulties would not affect results as 

around 70% of pupils come from non-Welsh speaking homes. Class X is a Year 8 mixed ability class with a 

range of abilities, behaviours and learning needs. Furthermore, the class consisted of two pupils with 

Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and their results have added great value to this research.  

 

Literature Review  

Cooperative learning 

The importance of establishing effective group work was placed as a leading area for development 

in the Welsh Government’s review of Assessment for Learning (AfL) in the classroom (WAG, 2010).  

Johnson and Johnson (1989) claimed that one of the major strategies responsible for the shift of pupils’ 

role from passive to active learners is that of Cooperative Learning (CL). A host of studies in the 1970s 

demonstrated that using CL helped children thrive as they facilitated in each other’s learning, developed 



communication skills, helped motivate underachieving pupils and improved interpersonal attitudes (Brown 

et al, 1971; Allen, 1976). The evidenced success of CL has since led to it being commended as one of the 

greatest educational innovations of recent times (Slavin, 1996).  Researchers into the field identify its 

crucial aspects as: positive interdependence – the mentality that success is only achieved with the success 

of each group member – and individual accountability – where each member must be accountable for their 

own share of the work (Kagan, 2001). It is apparent that Both aspects are balanced with two of Wiliam’s 

key focuses of AFL: that pupils are instructional learners for each other and are activated as owners of their 

own learning (Wiliam, 2017).  

 Many researchers have chosen to focus on the deeper knowledge acquired using CL, evidencing 

that it helps to develop pupils’ high-level reasoning and criticality as well as adopting the ability to consider 

differing perspectives (McKeachie and Svinicki, 2010). However, others have placed a greater focus and 

significance on the promotive interaction developed using CL. Pupils assist, motivate and challenge each 

other as they all strive in achieving mutual goals; they learn to listen to one another and provide 

constructive feedback to improve performance whilst developing a genuine willingness to help. As pupils 

interact more, they get to know each other better and develop a basis for committed and caring 

relationships (Johnson and Johnson, 1990).  

The resistance to cooperative learning largely revolves around the authority of the classroom; 

several academics specify that by allowing pupils to ‘talk to each other’ allows an area of ‘potential pupil 

power’ to be exposed (Dunn, Rudduck, and Cowie, 1989: 186). Although such criticism may correspond to 

the ‘old school’ traditional approach of the past, scholars continue to find fault in the practicalities of CL, 

with many arguing that it is used as nothing more than a way to keep pupils busy, tick the boxes of 

inspections and to keep superiors happy (Kaminski, 2017). Nonetheless, as reading further into Kaminski’s 

academic blog it becomes clear that his disregard for CL stems for his own personal dislike of the approach 

during his school years; we use such statements with care and consider how individual differences are 

carefully taken into account in today’s implementation of CL (Stenlund, Jönsson and Jonsson, 2017).  

Further resistance towards CL also comes from inside the classroom; pupils may dispute that others in 

their group are holding them back or lower ability pupils often feel as if they are being ignored or mocked 

by the more assertive pupils (Shimazoe and Aldrich, 2010).  Furthermore, although the model holds 

extensive evidence regarding its impact on pupil learning and on teachers’ willingness to utilise it, there 

remain to be many challenges in sustaining and adapting cooperative learning (Goodyear, 2017).  Jolliffe 

(2015) highlighted that the implementation of CL has been limited in the United Kingdom and promotes a 

staged and collective approach for its effective implementation. She argued that the lack of a collaborative 

culture between teachers is the most significant barrier in ‘bridging the gap between the potential and the 

reality of cooperative learning’ in pupils (Jolliffe, 2015: 79). Her five-year study placed a firm focus on the 

benefits of teachers working together to support professional development; it demonstrated that the 



support and coaching by in-house experts were crucial to the increase in teacher confidence and 

competence in using CL.   

Donaldson’s (2015) Successful Futures appears promising in its objective of a more cooperative 

learning environment across the curriculum of our schools. He places emphasis on the ability to work 

effectively in a team as a key skill cited by employers and boasts a range of evidence demonstrating the 

positive effects of peer learning on achievement. The report proposes that better teacher planning and 

collaboration would allow for a more structured context for CL to occur constructively - complementing 

the recommendations proposed by Jolliffe (2015). This cross-curricular purpose proves a move away from 

the dominant focus of independent learning which appears apparent in the 2008 curriculum for history 

(WAG, 2008a).  

 

Think-Pair-Share 

Lyman (1981) first proposed Think-Pair-Share (TPS) in 1981 as a cooperative learning technique and 

an advantageous pedagogical practice. Since then, it has been adopted by many writers in the field of CL. 

The technique firstly involves presenting a task or question to the pupils and allowing them time to think 

individually (Lyman, 1981). Next, they work in pairs to discuss their own thoughts and refine their 

individual work (if appropriate) to identify a consensus or any obvious differences (Sampsel, 2013). The 

third step invites pupils to share their responses with the whole class, allowing the class teacher to 

contribute and organise a wider discussion (Millis, 2012). At this stage, pupils are provided with feedback 

which will move them forward in their learning, integral to AFL (Wiliam, 2017). From the outset, we notice 

how TPS is underpinned by the key principles of CL and, with this, attempts to eliminate many of its main 

weaknesses and criticisms. By allowing pupils to think individually first, the feeling of individual 

accountability and personal responsibility for their own learning is increased further (Reinhart, 2000). 

Then, having had the opportunity to practice voicing their views with a partner, pupils become more 

confident and willing to share with the class – as well as the responsibility, and its pressures, being shared 

with their partner (Sampsel, 2013). Due to this staged process of involvement, the strategy is often 

identified as the most effective and low-risk cooperative learning strategy in its ability to actively involve 

most (if not all) pupils in discussions in a class of any size (Ledlow, 2001). This tackles one of the main 

criticisms of CL – the quieter pupils can discuss the topic without feeling like they’re standing out in front of 

the class (Marzano and Pickering, 2005).  

Amongst its research, a constant advantage of TPS is its inherent ability to increase the waiting time 

after a question or task has been posed to pupils (Tighe and Lyman, 1988). Rowe (1986) suggests that this 

makes more pupils likely to participate, therefore leading to a better discussion and increasing pupils’ 

sense of involvement.  Lyman (1981) himself focused on the benefits of this ‘wait time’ on the quality of 

responses; he asserts that teachers can concentrate on asking higher-order questions and observing the 



reactions of other pupils. This wait time eliminates the pressured urgency of traditional questioning, 

enhancing pupils’ learning experience and allowing the process to become more enjoyable for all 

(Woloshyn et al, 1992). This supports the findings of Sampsel’s (2013) study which concluded that TPS 

increased his mathematic pupils’ participation levels, extended their answers given and increased their 

comfort when sharing their thoughts. Despite being conducted on mathematics pupils – a subject starkly 

different to history – it’s processes of exploration can be compared; similar to the formulations of 

mathematics, historical knowledge also emerges from a process of inquiry and therefore Sampsel’s 

recommendations are applicable across the curriculum. Similarly, Kaddoura’s (2013) study on nurses’ 

critical thinking suggested that the strategy significantly correlated with behaviours such as analytical 

tendencies, inquisitiveness, truth-seeking, and cognitive maturity. Such skills are integral to historical 

source inquiry and therefore, as Kaddoura himself maintains, his findings have important implications for 

education in all contexts.  

 

 Cooperative Learning and Autism  

Lindsay et al (2013) note that educators have described a significant increase in pupils with autism 

over recent years; with this, more pupils with ASD are entering mainstream classes and educators are 

expected to uphold an inclusive classroom environment but are provided with insufficient guidance 

(Horrocks, White and Roberts, 2008).  Two of the main characteristics of ASD are problems in 

communication and social development, and thus, group work or discussion can be a difficult and daunting 

task (American Psychiatric Association, 2012).Unfortunately, this had led to reduced expectations for 

pupils with ASD in group learning (Wing and Gould, 1979). Rose and Howley (2003) researched into 

structured approaches, including ‘jigsawing’, and found that pupils with ASD participated and performed 

better in groupwork when they had a clear role to play within the group and had limited interaction with a 

peer. Moreno and O’Neal (1996) also encouraged this structured teaching, explaining how teachers should 

use arbitrary means of pairing in the mainstream classroom as it is often the pupils with ASD that are left 

on their own yet it is them who most benefit from working with a pair. Both these studies, along with 

Lindsay et al (2013), concluded that training, resources and research need to show an extended focus on 

how to successfully involve pupils with ASD into groupwork in a mainstream classroom rather than 

exclusively in schools specialising in such learning needs. 

 

Source Analysis  

The development of the Schools Council History Project’s ‘new history’ during the 1970s saw 

significant changes occur in the common practices of the subject (SCHP, 1976). There was a shift away 

from a lengthy chronological syllabus and incessant notetaking to more of a focus on thematic learning and 

encouraging skills to think like a historian. The project also sought to ensure that pupils were ‘actively’ 



learning by taking part in fair and structured discussions – linking both of our areas of interest (SCHP, 

1976). Further, the introduction of the new GCSE in 1985 saw a significant increase in the use of sources 

within examination papers (Department of Education and Science, 1985).  

Since, source-based questions have become central to the GCSE, AS and A2 WJEC examination 

papers, with many questions relying on the analysis and evaluation of both primary and/or contemporary 

sources within their historical context (WJEC, 2017). Although not explicitly mentioned in Donaldson’s 

(2015) review of the curriculum, the Humanities Area of Learning Experience states that pupils ought to be 

able to ‘recognise and apply appropriate tests of the validity and reliability of evidence used to support 

arguments’ (p. 47). This suggests that the objective laid out by the SCHP in the 1970s remains a priority and 

continues to encourage higher order thinking skills in history teaching. Throughout this progression, the 

incorporation of source-work has been met with several barriers, with Smith (2001) claiming that it is too 

often included as an afterthought and Le Cocq (2000) arguing that teachers are often prone to covering 

evidential work much too quickly for pupils to develop skills meaningfully.      

     In response to my initial concerns regarding my Year 9’s seemingly systematic and insincere 

responses, I decided to focus on action researchers who placed pupils’ genuine methods of enquiry and 

interpretation at their centre.  Le Cocq (2000) is a history teacher who has focused on the lack of 

meaningfulness in source tasks – resulting in formulaic and unmotivated responses from pupils. Smith 

(2001) offers a similar encouragement by prescribing a shift away from the textbook style source tasks due 

to a lack of relevance and engagement shown by pupils, describing them as ‘just some unfathomable 

parlour game with funny rules’ (p.12). Le Cocq (2000) suggests a strategy of Comprehension-Analysis-

Evaluation to ensure that pupils don’t do sources a disservice by merely branding them bias and 

subsequently unworthy of use, I will refer to this structure during my questioning in the intervention 

phase.  This key issue of  ‘historical defeatism’ is also exemplified by Lee and Shemilt (2003), who claim 

that the biggest barrier in achieving successful source-work is ensuring pupils understand that historical 

accounts do not have a one-to-one relationship with the past but this does not automatically render them 

problematic.  Byrom (1998: 32) raised similar concerns, voicing that pupils’ ‘healthy skepticism’ about 

historical accounts too often leads to a ‘lazy cynicism’; his structured strategy, which focused on lower 

attainers, sought to lead his pupils away from a limited concentration on unexplained unreliability and a 

realisation there are no monopolies of the truth. Firstly, he claimed that it is effective when sources follow 

a broadly similar pattern and are centred on the same, or a similar topic. With this, the pupils being to ‘feel 

at home’ with the task, becoming more likely to recognise the contradictions and similarities between 

them. Next, a strategy must be used to build momentum and absorb pupils into the tasks by building their 

determination to work the ‘puzzle’ out (Byrom, 1998). It could be suggested that a cooperative learning 

task could build this determination by boosting the individual and group accountability as proposed by 

Kagan (2000) and Reinhart (2000). Thirdly, the analysis process becomes transparent for pupils – they are 



actively aware of the transformation of the data, constructing their own accounts which they believe are 

fair and legitimate because they have been part of the process (Byrom, 1998). Indeed, it’s clear that the 

key purposes of TPS and its three stages easily complement Byrom’s proposed objectives. 

Although both are effective in establishing an informed structure of enquiry, Byrom (1998) and 

LeCocq (2000) overlook an aspect which Lee and Shemilt (2003) claim is integral to mapping successful 

evidential progression – to gain a thorough grasp of pupils’ prior conceptions of historical accounts.  They 

argue that by attending to the preconceptions that pupils bring to the classroom, teachers can refer to 

these in their planning to support their pupils assimilate deeper and more imaginative ideas of their own 

(Lee and Shemilt, 2003). This will inform the consideration of this research’s pre-test and how the potential 

conceptions can be discussed during the intervention stage to promote progression in the post-test.  

    Counsell (2000, p.62) reminds teachers to strongly consider the stark difference in results of 

evidential work from ‘sloppy, vague discussion’ and a ‘thorough, contextualised, searching discussion’ – 

reaffirming the importance of structure in evidential activities, as expressed by Le Cocq (2000). Her 

recommendations focus on the progression in evidential work from Year 7 to Year 9 – a phase integral to 

this research. She argues that the sole importance of the process should not be placed on the practical 

activities alone but also on accessing prior learning; advocating a ‘backwards planning’, she believes that 

placing an activity in its knowledge context after the task can help pupils to question sources further 

(Counsell, 2000).  Her viewpoint advocates that teachers should not be afraid of repeating the same 

source-based activities about the same topics throughout KS3, suggesting that this helps build a more 

thorough knowledge whilst fostering pupils’ critical thinking skills further. Since 2000, Counsell has become 

a member of Ofsted’s Curriculum Advisory Panel as well the Director of Education at a Multi-Academy 

Trust and continues to advocate a knowledge-rich curriculum which embraces the notion of skills and 

dismisses the knowledge-skills dichotomy (Murray, 2017). Affiliated with both the standards of Ofsted and 

the independence of English Academies, she has varied observations and experience of what works 

effectively in history teaching and therefore her standpoint is valuable to curriculum development. Her 

preference for a knowledge-led curriculum somewhat reflects Wales’ move away from the focused 

emphasis on skills demonstrated in the 2008 ‘Skills Framework’, with Donaldson’s (2015) new curriculum 

re-emphasising the importance of providing pupils with the knowledge necessary to develop as skilled 

individuals (WAG, 2008b).  

Williams and Davies (1998) recognised the major pedagogical issue in source analysis as the lack of 

consistency shown between departments; they argue that there is little guidance given to teachers on 

what exactly to emphasise and encourage discussion on a systematic and explicit basis. Despite writing 

over two decades ago, such concerns have been echoed by Harris (2018) whose research implied that 

history teachers’ willingness to share ideas helped with pupils’ development of higher order thinking in the 

history classroom. 



Pickles (2010) argues that an empathetic understanding is integral to effective source analysis. This 

resonates back with the specific focus on the ASD pupils of the class; Wellman et al (2002) noted that due 

to their delayed cognitive abilities and social impairments many children with ASD do not develop a Theory 

of Mind (ToM). This is the way in which young children develop a theory about their own and others’ 

mental state, including the consideration of how they may be feeling or what they might be thinking based 

on their behaviour (Baron-Cohen, 1995). Thus, those without a functional ToM will have difficulty 

understanding the concept of a false belief – the understanding that another’s belief may contrast with 

their own (Mitchell and Lewis, 1994). A key element of successful evidential work is putting one’s self in 

the mind of the authors and therefore, according to this theory, this would be a difficult task for those with 

ASD. Nonetheless, Begeer et al. (2011) conducted a study which implied that using various tasks, including 

second-order belief reasoning, children with ASD could show improvement in their conceptual ToM skills.  

 

School Policy and Practice  

 

    School X is in its early stages of introducing the new curriculum; this year (2018/2019) the 

Humanities department have trialled their first Humanities unit with Year 8 pupils and, following a positive 

response from pupils, staff show great enthusiasm in continuing its implementation. The unit applied 

higher-order thinking skills to a variety of topics, including the current immigration crisis. During a 

discussion with a pupil, it was expressed how she felt it easier to evaluate a situation when it felt relevant 

rather than an event hundreds of years ago – supporting Donaldson’s objectives to raise standards and 

engagement with a more ‘sound and relevant education’ (Donaldson, 2015: p.5).  

    Regarding CL at School X, practice is very dependent on the individual teachers’ preferences; 

following observations in the history department, it was noticeable that two of the teachers preferred to 

set a more cooperative environment in their classrooms – using unstructured group work and discussions 

consistently. However, one teacher maintained a very traditional approach across the year groups – his 

lessons were dominated by teacher exposition and pupil notetaking. Discussion with the Head of 

Department revealed that all in the department are encouraged to incorporate CL strategies as much as 

possible – showing a particular interest towards its benefits for critical thinking and widening perspectives 

– agreeing with the work of Kaddoura (2013). However, he expressed that as it is no longer necessary to 

give pupils an oracy level within the subject, there has been a significant decrease in structured and 

assessed group work. Within the Department’s Improvement Plan, it is evident that oral work has become 

overshadowed by the heavy focus on the literacy and numeracy framework (Welsh Government, 2014). 

    The use of sources is introduced to pupils in School X from the first unit in Year 7, titled ‘Historical 

Skills’; this unit introduces useful terms for evidential work and discusses how a historian may use 

‘evidence’ to build up their own case of the past. The school continued to use one of the SCHP’s first 



source work tasks from the 1970s – the Tollund Man ‘detective work’. This task seeks to bring excitement 

to source investigation by creating a ‘crime scene’ and allowing the historical sources to become ‘police 

evidence’. Although this task could be considered ‘ancient’ for more reasons than one, it may have 

overcome the test of time due to its ability to capture pupils – indeed, the excitement of the task lends 

itself to Byrom’s (1998) second recommendation which argues that source tasks need to build a 

momentum to succeed with pupils.  As a trainee teacher at the school, I was encouraged to develop my 

own tasks for all Key Stage 3 classes and attempted to bring sources into most lessons – varying from 

simple inference tasks to a detailed evaluation of more complex sources. Nonetheless, on review of the 

department’s schemes of work for both Year 7 and 8, it became apparent that most lessons are very 

content heavy and very little opportunity is given to the development of source skills. One of the 

department’s main assessments for Year 8 is an extended writing task which asks pupils to use sources to 

answer whether they believe Richard III was guilty of the murder of the Princes in the Tower; upon 

observation, the sources used were appropriate and accessible for the age group and descriptions were 

given to prompt thorough evaluation of their authorship. The success criteria centred on gathering 

information to create a two-sided argument, however, on discussion with the class teachers it was 

mentioned that the highest marks could only be awarded to those who had provided a critique of the 

sources’ authorship. It is arguable that most of the lessons’ focus was given to the inferable content 

material of the sources and little guidance was given on how to evaluate the usefulness or reliability of the 

source. It could be suggested that this task was, therefore, a missed opportunity for fostering valuable 

source skills and that higher ability pupils did not benefit fully by undertaking this task – confirming Smith 

(2001) and Le Cocq’s (2000) fears that evidential work is not used to its best advantage in many history 

classrooms. This also explains the lack of understanding demonstrated by my Year 9 class and exemplifies 

that School X do not follow recommendations by the likes of Counsell (2000) who recognise the 

progression between Year 7 and 9 as the most vital in fostering critical thinking skills.  

 

Methodology and Ethics  

 

The underpinning principle of any teacher’s professional development is the positive impact it has 

on their classroom teaching and subsequent pupil learning (Mertler, 2013). Traditional Professional 

Development takes the form of an ‘outside-in process’, within which the information needed for 

improvement is received from external authorities (Helm, 2007).   However, McNiff (2002) advocates a 

turn away from this training pathway, and instead advocates a learning approach where the educator 

reflects on how their own practice could be improved using action research. This approach is praised 

because it allows the teachers themselves to set the research questions and assess and trial the most 

effective solutions for their own teaching practice and pupils (Oliver, 1980). The main advantage of action 



research is that it examines ‘real classroom and real schools’ and therefore produces more genuine, 

applicable and meaningful results and recommendations (Manfra, 2009: p.2). It shares the monopoly of 

educational research between the academics and the everyday teacher, re-recognising their expertise on 

practices of the everyday classroom (Merter, 2006). Further, by utilising their own knowledge, educators 

can help also help improve educational practices overall (Craig, 2009). Evidently, a major barrier in action 

research is time; as both full-time teachers and researchers, there are very often delays in the completion 

of the research, taking much longer than expected (Mills, 2011). Due to a restricted time at the school, this 

was not a problem for this research.  As a trainee teacher, this action research will be integral in informing 

my future practice in the history classroom and in using CL to develop pupils’ higher order thinking across 

the curriculum.  

As part of this action research, a quasi-experimental design was used to collect and analyse 

qualitative and quantitative data. Many suggest this is the most appropriate design when researching the 

impact of educational interventions (Veenman et al, 1996). An imperative element to this design is pre and 

post-testing and this method is often praised as a valuable diagnostic tool for effective teaching; within the 

classroom, the pre-test can identify the weakest and strongest pupils and show what pupils know and do 

not know (Kuehn, 2019). However, Kelly (2019) exhibits caution towards poorly written pre-tests and their 

impact on gathering the information necessary for the targeted instruction. To avoid this, Wiggins and 

McTighe’s (1990) process of backwards design was followed, keeping the final objective in mind 

throughout to make the expectations of both tests clear to pupils. The pre and post-tests were devised 

simultaneously to ensure that the questions and sources used in the post-test were not influenced by the 

responses and results of the pre-test. Further, as comparative tools, both tests used the same formatting 

and the same procedures were used when delivering the post-test as were used in the pre-test – as 

recommended by Kelly (2019). Nonetheless, Cook and Campbell (1979) note how a quasi-experimental 

design is not true experimental research as, although the independent variable is manipulated, it is 

essential to consider that participants are not randomly assigned to conditions and therefore the problem 

of confounding variables is not eliminated. We must consider that the pre and post-test had to take place 

in separate lessons, with a gap of eight days in between; Cambell and Stanley (1963) argued nearly 60 

years ago that this method was a very poor choice to test the effect of an independent variable – 

identifying history (the time between tests) as the biggest threat to its validity.  We must think carefully 

what may have changed between the two tests and the confounding variables which may have also 

impacted the participants’ quality of work, work ethic and behaviour by the post-test. Muijis (2010) 

emphasises the major advantage of this design however, explaining how they take place in natural 

educational settings and are therefore a valuable method for evaluating new initiatives in education.  

Further, Harris (2001) claims that taking account of the specific context of the school and the specific class 

of pupils is highly beneficial for the effectiveness of the intervention being implemented.  I had completed 



the ‘Princes in the Tower’ source-based task (mentioned above) with this class before setting this research 

objective, thus, I was already aware of their source evaluation quality, reoccurring critiques and common 

misconceptions. Furthermore, I was mindful of the way they worked together in pairs and in groups, this 

was the class that had previously been taught by the more traditional teacher mentioned earlier. This was 

all considered when setting tasks, writing resources and during the practice of the research. 

The Ethical Guidelines devised by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) have 

been adhered to throughout this action research – an imperative constant in educational research of all 

levels (Mauthner et al, 2012).  Nonetheless, when using human participants (especially children), 

researchers often find the ethics procedure time consuming, complicated and limiting to results (Bell and 

Nutt, 2012).  For this research, all ethical guidelines and decisions can be found in the accompanying 

Ethical Approval Application. As the research was carried out as everyday teaching practice, the central 

principles were protecting privacy and respecting autonomy – after thorough explanation and 

opportunities to withdraw, informed consent was received from all participants present at the pre-test 

lesson (BERA, 2018).  

Gaining informed consent from children and young people with disabilities or learning difficulties 

has been a significant concern between educational researchers (Brooks, Riele and Maguire, 2014). 

Cuskelly (2005) explains the difficulties in ensuring the level of understanding and subsequent capacity to 

consent when working with those with learning difficulties, a concern which often leads to their exclusion 

in educational research. Intent on including both pupils of the class with ASD within my overall research, 

Cuskelly’s (2005) recommendations were adhered to in ensuring their informed consent was received 

before both assessments. She suggests that some young people with learning difficulties may be more 

likely to acquiesce when asked if they are willing to consent, thus, it would be integral to carefully consider 

the phrasing of questions and to not hastily accept their initial agreement as an indication of 

understanding (Cuskelly, 2005).  With this, I discreetly spoke to both pupils one-to-one before collecting 

the pre-tests to allow them to gain a greater understanding but most importantly to give them the 

opportunity to withdraw (if they wanted to) without feeling any unnecessary attention. Other than this 

single procedure to gain consent, all participants in the research were treated equally, ensuring no one was 

‘unjustly favoured or discriminated against’ (Hammersley and Traianou, 2012: 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Evaluation  

 

    In line with Counsell’s (2000) focus on the progression of source skills and critical thinking during 

KS3, it was decided that a test for Year 8 pupils would be the most appropriate for gaining an insight into 

the development of these skills. The pupils had been learning about Henry VIII, his wives and the 

dissolution of the monasteries and, in an effort to create a task which naturally fitted into their scheme of 

work, all sources were based on the topic; accessing prior learning would help with confidence and further 

their understanding of a rather complex topic. Eight sources were chosen, varying from primary reports 

and letters, portraits and secondary historian accounts. Both tests consisted of such variety, allowing pupils 

to experience the extent of differing viewpoints and accounts and easily recognise the ‘different worlds’ of 

the respective authors (Pickles, 2010). For example, test A included a portrait of a young Henry painted by 

an unknown Anglo-Netherlandish painter who was not the king’s official painter whilst test B included Han 

Holbein’s iconic portrait depicting a powerful Henry VIII. Due to this similar pattern, it could be argued that 

the pupils would evidently be better versed in analysing the portrait by the second test due this 

opportunity to ‘practice’; however, as Byrom (1998) stated, such practices are significant to the 

development of source skills by allowing pupils to recognise and appreciate the similarities and differences 

between two seemingly similar sources. Further, a source was included in both tests which used old 

English; Musbach (2001) argued that it is the unfamiliar and often obscure language that can take the joy 

out using primary sources for younger pupils, stating that such sources should be rephrased to become 

more accessible for specific age groups. However, Smith (2001) argues that getting pupils to interpret 

sources in their original form is crucial to engagement and in allowing them to construct their own 

understandings of their contents. It would also be of interest to see the impact of group discussion on 

pupils’ comprehension of such texts. All sources were provided with detailed descriptions, stating their 

authorship and prompting an analysis without guidance, for example, ‘The French ambassador to England 

writing to the King of France in 1540. The King of France was a rival of Henry VIII’. Such explicit prompts 

were deemed appropriate for the ability of the class, as discussed with the class teacher.   

    The same two questions were given for each source throughout both tests. Firstly, the test simply 

asked, ‘Using your own words, what do you learn from this source?’ (Q1). By allowing the pupils to firstly 

infer and summarise the content, this allows for greater comprehension in order to progress to an analysis 

– a step considered integral to Counsell (2000). Further, many questions of the GCSE papers continue to 

ask for content inference when asking for the usefulness of sources (WJEC, 2017). This is often deemed too 

simple a task/skill and its development is given little time in lessons, leading to many pupils merely copying 

out sentences from the text itself; the quality of summarising information can vary greatly and is an area 

which needs more of a focus in KS3 learning. The second question for each source asked: ‘Looking at both 

the content and its authorship, what are the strengths and weaknesses of this source? ‘(Q2). The intention 



was that this would avoid the ‘historical defeatism’ discussed by Lee and Shemilt (2003), encouraging them 

to appreciate the usefulness of a source and avoiding the cynicism of quickly rendering them bias (Le Cocq, 

2000). Further, by asking for a weakness, this would initiate a higher-order consideration of the complex 

processes of sources and encourage a critique (Lee and Shemilt, 2003).  

    At the same time, a mark scheme was created to use for both tests – a requirement outlined by 

Ofqual et al (2011). As both questions were very open and arguably subjective, this was imperative to 

results and providing consistency and reliability within the data. A review of standardisation methods 

stated that, in the fear of having to make difficult decisions whilst marking, the temptation to devise highly 

detailed mark schemes should be resisted’ (AlphaPlus, 2014: p.2).  With this, it was decided that each 

question would be marked out of four and a criterion was set for each mark. An overall grade would 

correspond to a level; however, this will not be discussed in the context of this research.  

 

 

Further to this, attending to recommendations by Child, Munro and Benton (2015) on marking 

reliability, a set of key/expected phrases, words and critiques were listed for each source. Suto and Nadas 

(2008) claimed that answers which require examiners to scrutinise unexpected responses, such as question 

2, are more likely to result in lower reliability; it is suggested that markers have a tendency to compare the 

answers to their own personal representation of an ideal response (Crisp, 2010). This is highly relevant 

when marking source evaluation responses as correct answers could vary greatly but a marker could show 

a preference for what they deem to be the most significant and impactful. Indeed, despite following a strict 

mark scheme, only having a single marker will have been a threat to the validity of results. Multiple 

markers following the same standardised mark scheme would have provided inter-rater reliability, 



examining the consensus and decreasing the risks of this subjective marking (Wolfe, Matthews and Vickers, 

2010).  

 

Pre-test (Test A) 

Pupils were informed that the task would take place ‘exam conditions’ and that the teacher could 

not give any guidance during the task. With confirmation that each pupil understood what was necessary, 

a timer of twenty minutes was set. As the sources and questions had been placed in context with the 

current scheme of work (recent source-based task and several lessons on Henry VIII), pupils did not query 

its purpose at all. Further, in brief discussion following the pre-test, the pupils expressed that they felt a 

familiarity with the sources from the outset which helped motivate them to extend their answers; this is 

consistent with Byrom’s (1998) recommendations that pupils’ engagement in source-work will improve if 

they sense a pre-awareness with the content.  An agreement was made between teacher and pupils that 

an additional ten minutes were needed to complete all questions for all sources – this was noted to ensure 

consistency in the post-test. 

 

Results of pre-test  

Of the 24 participants who successfully completed both tests, the mean average score in the first 

test was 17.5 out of a total of 32. Marks for Question 1 were surprisingly high, with 65% of answers gaining 

a 3 or above. It could be suggested that this is due to the pupils’ pre-awareness of the subject; they were 

able to pick out key points and summarise the information well as they had developed a greater 

understanding of the context in previous lessons. However, responses to Q2 were much lower, with 72% of 

questions receiving a 2 or below. It was quickly observed that many pupils had only inferred the positives 

and negatives of the content, for example: 

‘Strengths are that Henry and Catherine were a loving couple, married for nearly 20 years. 

Weaknesses are that Henry went on to get multiple wives afterwards.’  

    Indeed, with such a high number of responses demonstrating this approach, this could instead 

suggest a flaw in the question itself.  With hindsight, the rephrasing of ‘What are the strengths and 

weaknesses of using this source?’ would have been a better choice in encouraging pupils to consider its 

usefulness and reliability to a historian.  

    Nonetheless, those that offered an analysis either repeated the prompts provided in the 

description and extended no explanation of its significance or exemplified Byrom’s (1998) lazy cynicism of, 

for example, rejecting the usefulness of a primary source because it was ‘written a long time ago’ or 

classifying the work of a historian as unreliable because ‘they weren’t there at the time’ (Pupils in Class X).  

    Despite gaining higher marks for Q1, both ASD pupils received 1 or 0 marks for Q2 and gained 

overall marks of 14 and 12 – below the class average. Both proved susceptible to merely repeating the 



prompts without explaining why the authors may have such predispositions and the impact of this on the 

content – supporting Baron-Cohen’s (1995) Theory of Mind for ASD children. Both pupils’ interim levels for 

history had positioned them amongst the higher abilities of the class, however, their marks for these 

specific source analysis questions had placed them in the lowest quarter of the group. 

 

Post-test (Test B)  

    Eight days later (the next timetabled lesson), test B was introduced to the class with the addition 

of a Think-Pair-Share activity. Five minutes was given for the ‘Think’ phase and ten minutes given to discuss 

their views with a partner. Pupils were kept in the seating plan which had been constructed specifically for 

them; staying with their fixed learning partners of the past few months would assess Johnson and 

Johnson’s (1990) claims that a greater sense of a relationship would increase confidence in sharing ideas 

and improve learning. A continuous (and relevant) discussion was maintained throughout the allocated 

time, suggestive of this sense of familiarity and subsequent ease in communication. Both ASD pupils had 

been placed with partners deemed appropriate by the previous class teacher; on observation, the 

discussion between both pairs was of a significantly slower pace with little contribution from both pupils. 

Next, ten minutes was allocated to have a group discussion as a whole class. Firstly, pupils appeared 

uneasy, unclear of their role and reliant on the teacher to hold, or even present, the whole discussion; it 

was firmly stated that they were to direct the discussion and that I would establish the role of moderator - 

avoiding the criticism of unruly ‘pupil power’ laid out by Dunn, Rudduck and Cowie (1989).  Contributions 

became increasingly eager and examples of analytical thinking were demonstrated as pupils began 

extending and challenging each other’s ideas. Turning to Wooley’s (2013) advice on evaluative questioning, 

instead of providing analysis points to the pupils, I used Lyman’s (1981) ‘wait time’ effectively and 

intervened with questions such as ‘Do historians need to be careful when using this source?’ to prompt 

more evaluative responses. Nevertheless, with such a question, a few pupils began to express an obvious 

defeatism towards the sources; techniques were used to steer the class away from Le Cocq’s (2000) fears 

surrounding ‘bias’ as I encouraged the pupils to think of questions to ask each other about the sources’ 

author, purpose and implications on the content but also their continuing usefulness to a historian of the 

period. Soon, much deeper evaluative questions arose which accessed their prior knowledge of the topic, 

i.e. ‘But, why do you think Henry would want to be portrayed as an overly powerful individual during this 

time?’. By listening to their preconceptions firstly, I was able to shape my questioning accordingly to build 

momentum during the task – successfully supporting and combining Lee and Shemilt’s (2003) 

recommendations for evidential progression and Byrom’s (1998) study on successful cooperative learning.  

This questioning was targeted at specific pupils throughout, ensuring that all pairs had an opportunity to 

share, boasting Ledlow’s (2001) praise for TPS as a highly inclusive strategy. Pupils then undertook Test B 

within the same conditions as Test A. 



    In brief discussion after the test, pupils appeared significantly more confident and positive; they 

expressed that they had never been encouraged to question a source in such detail before but had enjoyed 

being part of the transformation of the evidence into a set of new questions. One of the ASD pupils 

expressed how the task had introduced him to unfamiliar viewpoints but also encouraged him to think 

critically about his peers’ inputs. When asked how the ASD pupils found the group activity, they both 

agreed that the structured approach helped significantly, they had a clear understanding of their role (Rose 

and Howley, 2003) which ultimately helped them feel more inclined to contribute as the pressure was 

shared with a partner -  supporting Kagan’s (2001) claims of a collective accountability.  

 

Post-test results  

    The mean average score in Test B was 24 out of 32, an increase of 8 marks from Test A with all 

but one of the pupils showing an improvement. More notably, the mode average raised from 17 to 30 

proving a higher occurrence of a significantly higher mark; lower ability pupils showed an increase of 

approximately 4 to 6 marks whilst improvements in higher ability pupils proved equally significant. The 

three More Able and Talented (MAT) pupils in the class showed percentage increases of 25%, 12% and 

11%; in response to fears that higher ability pupils were not given the opportunity to extend their thinking 

in everyday classroom tasks, these improvements suggest that it is possible to construct tasks which 

benefit all abilities simultaneously.  Responses for Q2 improved to 67% gaining a 3 or above, with all these 

responses providing a relevant justification for each claim. Furthermore, the ‘threat of bias’ had decreased 

significantly from Test A, with many pupils contextualising their claims; for example, many used their prior 

knowledge of the dissolution of the monasteries. Answers proved a heightened maturity and criticality, 

suggesting that the opportunity to share and hear differing perspectives had encouraged increased 

inquisitiveness – (supporting Kaddoura: 2013, McKeachie and Svinicki, 2010). 

    Notably, the overall results for the ASD pupils raised by 25% and 32%, with the latter being the 

greatest increase of all pupils in the research. These increases mainly occurred in their Q2 responses, with 

both pupils achieving 3 marks or above in each. Their responses showed a much greater awareness for the 

varying mindsets and intentions of the authors, with both providing a detailed critique of how Anne 

Boleyn’s letter would be highly influenced by her extreme desperation to cease her scheduled execution.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion  

 

As Pickles (2010) stated, ‘the effective use of sources as evidence requires recognition that they 

were produced in a different world of ideas from our own’ (p.46). Such contention outlines that source 

work is underlined by the ability to appreciate and evaluate varying perspectives and objectives; thus, it 

seems imperative that such skill should inherently be accompanied by tasks which foster this ability in an 

everyday form.  This research has implied that without exposure to the opinions and criticalities of their 

peers, pupils of all levels tend to consider sources on a more superficial level. With such an obvious 

increase demonstrated in the higher-ability pupils also, it suggests that the opportunity to voice and 

explain their opinions to their peers helped to extend their own analytical tendencies and improve their 

cognitive maturity (Kaddoura, 2013). Undoubtedly, TPS is an intervention which is highly beneficial for 

pupils, but equally for teachers as an effective and inclusive AfL strategy (Shimazoe and Aldrich, 2010). 

The results have suggested that imperative to effective source work is a meaningful structure (Le 

Cocq, 2000). Providing the pupils with sufficient time and constructive foundations, they intuitively became 

more cautious of critiquing a source’s reliability without hastily disregarding their usefulness. The 

constructive momentum built up using the strategy’s different stages lends itself perfectly to Byrom’s 

(1998) recommendations of allowing source work to feel like a puzzle. By actively and explicitly bringing 

pupils into the process of their own learning they gained a heightened sense of clarity towards the use and 

relevance of TPS, and with this, they became more eager to contribute and ultimately prouder of their own 

individual outcome.  As Rose and Howley (2003) suggested, this structural strategy was also of benefit to 

our ASD pupils who conveyed a more positive response to TPS than usual group work and whose results 

clearly evidenced a more open-minded approach. In line with Begeer et al (2011), these results 

demonstrate that such targeted strategies in mainstream lessons can allow for better and more 

comfortable learning for all pupils – evidenced in both their results and follow-up discussions.  

An imperative observation of this research is that this age group, Year 8, had been overlooked as an 

important opportunity to develop skills of criticality. Between the tasks of Year 7’s Tollund Man and the 

higher expectations of Year 9, only one task had focused on source work skills. However, this task had been 

a ‘missed opportunity’ where genuine evaluative thinking had been overshadowed by the objective to 

show a two-sided argument. After the research, the class teacher asked for the resources to be able to 

complete the tasks with his other Year 8 classes; he expressed that he had been surprised by the ability of 

many pupils to independently offer mature criticalities of the sources – an expectation he had not set for 

this class. The tasks have since been placed in the department's scheme of work for Year 8, bolstering the 

advantages of structured evaluative tasks alongside structured cooperative tasks such as TPS.  

The main recommendation to School X and other history departments is to include the effective 

use of cooperative learning and evidential work into their Departmental Improvement Plans. With this will 



come greater consistency between teachers, allowing pupils to clearly recognise their role and understand 

the expectations of the task from the outset; this collaborative approach which encourages uniformity was 

deemed integral by Jolliffe (2015). Likewise, the school's DIP did not mention the development of source 

skills throughout KS3; once more, placing this as an objective across the department could provide more 

systematic learning, as encouraged by Williams and Davies (1998) and Harris (2018).  Providing accessible 

sources accompanied by appropriate prompts is crucial to engaging pupils, whilst evaluative questioning is 

imperative to the development of such a vital historical skill. Inconsistencies within a department could 

deprive many pupils of the skills and motivation to improve.  

Indeed, historical source work is a journey of inquisitiveness and therefore allowing pupils to lead 

such a journey alone is fundamentally unfair. It Is our responsibility as teachers to ensure that young 

people are exposed to a vast range of standpoints, backgrounds and histories in order to develop as 

evaluative, broadminded and inquisitive thinkers and individuals.  

 

Limitations and future development  

 

Due to the constraints of a PGCE course, little time was given for the consideration of a research 

question; with this, as a researcher, it was difficult to avoid Cordingley’s (2000) major criticism of action 

research which states that teachers are too often attracted to the most relevant practical problems; 

instead, more consideration should be given to structural problems – topics often considered too 

uncomfortable to investigate as staff members of the school. With more time, greater preliminary research 

could have allowed for a greater inquisitiveness into the structural obstacles of AfL. Further, the 

opportunity to research further into ASD pupils in mainstream classrooms could have helped to shape 

tasks and questioning more effectively to their needs.  

A major limitation of the study and its findings is its apparent lack of applicability in its current 

form. It was only possible to dedicate a few lessons to the experiment due to the school’s schemes of work 

and our limited time at the placement. Thus, although the intervention proved an improvement between 

both tests, the impact is arguably short term. There would have to be a series of similar tests over a much 

longer time scale in order to observe a long term impact of the intervention on their source work; with 

this, the teacher's role would become less active to assess each individual’s development due to 

cooperative learning. Further, this research was administered on a very small convenience group 

comprised of a rather homogenous group of pupils at a rural and high achieving secondary school in South 

Wales.   Therefore, the findings should be used with caution when generalizing on a larger population, 

different age group, abilities and backgrounds. It should only be used as a case study to examine the 

effectiveness of incorporating cooperative learning to improve evidential work. Despite being a major 

positive of educational action research, the realities of everyday school and classroom settings can 



produce limitations to findings. Firstly, despite being a class of 32, only 24 pupils of the class successfully 

completed both tests; practices for the school Eisteddfod were ongoing during the time of the research 

and therefore, along with other absences, many pupils were not present at either one or both of the 

lessons – removing them from the final sample. Two additional MAT pupils were absent from the second 

lesson, pupils who may have added great value to the group discussion and subsequent results. Further, as 

mentioned, there are a host of confounding variables which could have affected the pupils’ engagement 

and performance in both tests. Due to timetabling, Test A was taken in Lesson 6 whereas Test B was taken 

in Lesson 2; any teacher would agree that the last lesson of the day can be a considerable challenge, with 

heightened behaviour problems and difficulties in meaningfully engaging pupils (Aslin, 2019). As Test A was 

taken in the last lesson, pupils may have been generally less inclined to engage with the task – possibly 

lowering results in the pre-test and instrumental to the significant increase in post-test results.  For higher 

validity, future research should complete both tests at the same time in the school day; nevertheless, this 

would not eliminate all confounding variables of working with young people in an everyday school setting. 

As both teacher and researcher, it proved difficult to ‘observe’ the reality of the ‘experiment’ whilst also 

being a part of the everyday lesson – questioning and supporting pupils whilst attempting to formally take 

note of their responses;  Brown and Jones (2001) recognise this as a continually unacknowledged 

implication of action research. 

A combination design would have provided more thorough and comparable findings. This is when 

one treatment group is given a pre-test then receive an intervention followed by a post-test whilst, 

concurrently, another control group is given a pre-test, do not receive the intervention and are then given 

a post-test (Knight, 2010).  With this, our findings would not have relied solely on whether the intervention 

helped participants improve between both tests, but whether they improved more than the participants 

who did not undergo the intervention. Nonetheless, although the research cannot qualify as an 

experimental study, its findings suggest a positive correlation between Think-Pair-Share and academic 

performance in historical source work and therefore validates extended consideration and application on a 

larger scale. Within my future development and practice as a history teacher, I will continue to trial 

cooperative interventions which are most appropriate for a range of learning styles and needs and assess 

their impact on pupils’ critical thinking and evaluation skills. 
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Appendix. 1 (Test A completed by pupil X – score received = 22/32) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix. 2 (Test B completed by pupil X – score received = 30/32)



 
 


