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[bookmark: _GoBack]For this essay the researcher will conduct a small scale research study looking at how questioning is used to establish pupil understanding and pupil progression in learning. The researcher has decided to focus on this as questioning is embedded throughout teaching and learning, therefore wants to develop their knowledge on good questioning. The researcher is intrigued into finding out whether or not questioning is an effective assessment for learning (AfL) strategy. Donaldson (2015, p.71) states that “sound pedagogy requires teachers to have sound understanding on the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of teaching as well as the ‘what’”. AfL is one of the most vital purposes of assessment (Assessment Reform Group, 2002).  This study will allow the researcher to gain knowledge on different aspects of research that are fundamental to an inquiring profession. 


Throughout this study the researcher will critically evaluate the impact of the chosen research tools. The first research tool that will be used is a questionnaire, which will be given to two teachers in Foundation Phase. The second research tool that will be used will be semi-structured interviews, these will be conducted with six pupils in Reception. The final research tool that will be used is observation. The researcher will be observing and focusing on the teachers questioning and the pupils’ responses. They will also look at how pupils are questioned. Those who are being observed will be aware of the study, therefore this will be an overt observation. This will avoid any problematic ethical issues such as the lack of informed consent. 


In Successful Futures, Donaldson (2015) states that a pupils’ learning experience is vitally affected by how teachers assess a pupils’ progress and how results of assessments are used. Donaldson (2015) explicitly portrays that one of his twelve pedagogical principles is assessment for learning, this shows the importance of using assessment in order to accelerate pupils’ progress. Donaldson (2015) also mentions that assessment for learning can help nurture ambition, by providing the pupils with guidance on how to improve.  Gardner (2011, p.11) also agrees emphasising that “assessment in education must, first and foremost, serve the purpose of supporting the learner”. To ensure that learners progress in their learning, AfL must be implemented effectively. Dylan Wiliam (cited in Successful Futures 2015, p.68) has suggested that effective assessment can double the rate of learning and if the assessment for learning is “implemented appropriately it could result in learners making what had previously been one year’s progress within six months”. Although teachers need to understand their pupils difficulties in their learning, these needs will vary from pupils to pupil. Therefore assessment for learning should be embedded consistently into classroom practise to achieve the best outcomes. Black and William (1988, p.1) believe that “formative assessment is an essential component to help raise standards of achievement”. Assessment for learning can help raise standards of achievement, as the pupils can use their mistakes as new learning opportunities. Harlen (in Hodgson, 2010, p.6) also agrees that assessment for learning is an integral part of teaching. 


Questioning is a vital pedagogical skill that teachers require and should be an integral part of teaching. This AfL strategy can help give the teacher information on the pupils’ knowledge which they can then act upon to help pupils improve pupils’ learning and progress. Brualdi (1998) recorded that teachers ask around 300-400 questions per school day. This process of interaction allows to teacher to constantly review and assess the pupils’ learning. Questioning can be especially beneficial to pupils and teachers when the pupils’ thinking time is increased, which will help pupils think and develop a more in-depth answer. William, et al (2004) states that when teachers give pupils more thinking time, the teacher will gather more information on the pupils knowledge and prior knowledge. The teacher can then use this information to help each pupil progress in their learning. In the report, William (2004) also mentions that increasing the waiting time can help more pupils become involved in classroom talk which will increase the length of their answers. He suggests that once teachers start to give pupils more thinking time, the overall outcome will be that teachers will learn more about the pupils’ knowledge and any gaps that need to be addressed. This can then hugely benefit the teacher’s next steps for improvement to address the pupils’ real needs. The teacher must ask effective questions in order to help engage the pupils in the lesson. Teachers will need the skill to think of additional questions in order to extend the pupils’ thinking and understanding. When being questioned all pupils should be expected to answer, whether they are right or wrong, as these answers  can be used to avoid any misconceptions and can be used to help develop the pupils’ understanding.  The learners answers are interpreted, and “judgements are made about how learning can be improved” (Assessment Reform Group, 2002, p.1).


When planning and using AfL strategies in the classroom, teachers can come across many challenges. They will need to ensure that all pupils are progressing and are pushed to reach their full potential, this can be difficult in a class where each pupil has different needs and are on different levels. Didau (2014) believes that it is impossible to evaluate and assess each pupils’ knowledge within a lesson. However the researcher could argue against Didau, saying that many teachers are aware that pupils will forget things and if AfL strategies are used effectively then teachers can use this approach to progress pupils’ in their learning, ensuring that all needs are met and all pupils are pushed. Metacognition supports the idea of assessment for learning. It suggests that all pupils must be able to reflect on their own learning through using AfL, to understand how they learn and how to improve their own learning (Malamed, 2019).


Raiker’s research has shown that the majority of questions teachers ask are closed questions, which only require a simple answer (Cited in Hymer, 2018). Closed questioning can be a useful way of checking a pupils’ memory or recall of what they have learned. However it could be argued that convergent questions require low intellectual and cognitive contribution which therefore result in restricted answers. Although closed questioning is used frequently, teachers also use divergent questions which help advance deeper thinking, which will require pupils to evaluate and think about their answers (Tofade et al, 2013).  According to Woolfolk (2008) lower attaining pupils benefit more from closed questioning as it helps them give a more accurate response as there is usually only one correct answer. This will then motivate the pupils through the praise of the correct answer. He also states that higher attaining pupils benefit more from more challenging open questions as it pushes the pupils to give a better detailed response. Didau (2019) states that if certain pupils are getting questions right all of the time, then the questions are too easy for the pupils. He believes that teachers need to increase the complexity of what the pupils are learning.  Didau (2014) also argues that even if pupils are getting questions right, that just because they know the answer, it doesn’t mean they’ll know it in the next lesson. If teachers are only giving closed questions to lower attaining pupils, then they will not progress in their learning, these pupils should be given an equal chance to succeed in school. 


The researcher will conduct their study in their previous placement school. This study will be in a small village primary school in South Wales, which has approximately 120 pupils. To collect and gather findings for the study, the researcher will be in a Reception class. The researcher will focus on a small group of six mixed attainment pupils to gather information on whether questioning is a useful AfL strategy and whether it’s used to establish pupils’ understanding. A range of pupils from different attainment groups and genders will be used in order to see if the feedback varies from each group of pupils and to get more accurate results. The researcher has only chosen to focus on a small group, as it will be difficult to observe and analyse data from a large number of pupils in a short amount of time. Although the study is small, the researcher believes they will gather enough information and data that can be analysed to see whether questioning is use to establish pupils understanding in order to help them progress in school. The researcher is aware that some pupils may not be asked questions throughout a lesson, therefore the research group may be adapted during the study day.


To examine whether questioning is used effectively to establish pupil understanding and progression in their learning, the researcher will use three research tools. The researcher will use a wide range or research tools in order to help undertake their study. Denzin (cited in Cohen et al, 2011) suggests triangulation of methods when doing research, which the researcher will do in order to gather viewpoints from both teachers and pupils on questioning. 


The first research tool that will be used is questionnaires. The researcher will create a questionnaire for the two Foundation Phase teachers in school. The respondents will be sent an online link to complete the questionnaire, which saves time and money (see appendix 1a & 1b).  Denscombe (2010) identified that one limitation of questionnaires is the cost. However, the researcher will distribute their questionnaire online to avoid costs. Denscombe (2010) believes that online questionnaires are virtually free and easy to create. Another reason that the researcher is using an online tool, is because the internet is part of day to day life for most people in society, therefore may lead to a higher response rate.  The researcher found that the response rate could be boosted when the respondents are contacted in advance, the teachers were asked personally to fill in the questionnaire, and Denscombe (2010) found that the response rate especially increase when the contact involves a personalised form of message. The respondents will be told that the questionnaires are anonymous, this concealment will help put the respondents at ease, encouraging them to answer truthfully. Denscombe (2014) states that one disadvantage of questionnaires, is that they offer little opportunity to check the truthfulness of the respondents’ answers. Because they are not face-to face-the researcher won’t be able to rely on expressions about whether the answers might be true or inaccurate.


The researcher used a range of open and closed questions in the questionnaire in order to gather more in-depth responses on the teachers viewpoints. In order to ensure that the study is ethical, the researcher will provide the teachers with background information on the study and will ensure that they understand that all questions are voluntary (BERA, 2018).


The choice was made by the researcher to carry out an observation, focusing on both pupils and the teacher. Denscombe (2010) states that observation offers the researcher a distinct way of accumulating data and draws on direct evidence that is witnessed first-hand, rather than relying on second hand accounts. This research tool will help the researcher gather information that might be missed or information that the participants may not want to speak about in the interviews or questionnaires. The observation will take place in a natural setting, looking at questioning on a daily basis in school. The researcher will be a non-participant in the observation, and this will be an overt research where both learners and the teacher will know why they are there. This will avoid any ethical issues of deception and obtaining consent and assent will be resolved. One limitation of using observation as a research tool is that the Hawthrone Effect is more likely to occur when the pupils being observed are aware of the researchers presence. The researcher is aware that this could possibly distort the research findings (Payne and Payne, 2004).


In order to see how questioning is used to establish pupil understanding and pupil progression in learning, the researcher will create an observation schedule (see appendix 2a & 2b). This will help provide guidance on what needs to be observed throughout the research day. The observation schedule will include information on how many times the pupil is questioned, how they are questioned and whether they volunteered. I will also look at the pupils’ emotional wellbeing and involvement when being questioned, scoring the pupils from one to five using the Leuven scale. High levels of wellbeing and engagement lead to deep levels of learning and high levels of child development (Arnerich, 2018).


The researcher will use semi-structured interviews as one of their research tools (see appendix 3a & 3b). The interview will be carried out in a quiet room in the school, without any distractions. The researcher will carry out their interview with six pupils from different attainment groups in Reception, they will choose three boys and three girls. Semi-structured interviews consist of open and closed questions, this type of interview will gather qualitative data. 


Semi-structured interviews were used to ensure consistency by asking all the pupils similar questions. One reason the researcher decided to use semi-structured interviews is because they offer “greater flexibility than structured interviews, as the order of questions can be moved to best fit the conversation. It also offers the opportunities to ask follow-up questions” (NFER, 2013, p.3). When asking follow-up questions the researcher will also be able to gather and assess data by looking at and using the respondents’ voice, language and facial expressions. Fitz and Halpin (cited in Cohen, 2007) agree with this, stating that one advantage of semi-structured interviews is that they “value both structure and flexibility”. This method will allow the researcher to collect data which explores the participants’ thoughts and feelings.


The researcher will ensure that they gain permission to take any notes for later transcription to use for the study. Although semi-structured interviews provide a rich account on the respondents’ views, the researcher will be aware that due to the respondents’ age, honesty and accuracy can’t be guaranteed. In order to gain honest responses, the researcher will build upon the rapport with the pupils by asking questions such as “what’s your favourite thing to do in school” this will help make the pupils feel more comfortable. Another limitation, is that the interviews take time, therefore this is why the researcher will be interviewing only six representative pupils. The researcher only has a short period of time to complete their research day, so they will use a triangulation of methods to achieve the best results. 

The British Educational Research Association (BERA) believe that educational researchers should abide by the BERA code of conduct guide, and operate within an ethic of respect for any persons. BERA (2018) recommends that researchers should follow these guidelines when relevant. Ethics refers to the rules of conduct, to conform to a set of principles (Robson, 2002). Before conducting the research, the researcher will gain permission to conduct the study by getting a consent form signed (see appendix 4).


The researcher will follow and refer to the correct rules and guidelines of BERA when conducting their research (BERA, 2018). Before the research day the researcher will complete an ethics form (see appendix 5). McLeod (2015) states that when carrying out research we have a moral duty to ensure all participants are protected from any harm. The researcher will ensure that they obtain consent from the teachers. As the pupils are too young, they will not be able to provide consent, therefore the researcher will get the pupils’ assent to participate in their study. They will do this by giving the pupils thumbs up and thumbs down cards to show whether they want to be part of the study or not. The participants will be given information on the purpose of the research and will be told they have the right to confidentiality, where all data will be kept anonymous and the right to withdraw from the study at any point. The researcher will avoid any deception by providing full information about the study and by asking suitable questions for the participant. The researcher will ensure that any data collected will be destroyed after analysing is complete. 


After analysing the data from the research day, one common theme that came from the questionnaire data, was that the teachers believe that questioning is a beneficial AfL strategy to use to establish the pupils’ understanding on the topic or subject. Teacher A mentioned that they use questioning to “gather information on the pupils’ understanding” which they then use and act upon immediately. They use questioning to ensure all pupils understand, and so that they can help any pupils with any misconceptions or those who do not understand. Teacher A and teacher B both state that the verbal feedback gathered from pupils, is used to plan future lessons and differentiate work accordingly. Although the teachers believe that questioning is one of the most beneficial AfL strategies to use in Foundation Phase, the researcher wanted to find out whether it’s beneficial for all pupils or just some. The researcher found that Teacher A ensured that all pupils had an equal chance of being questioned by using a random name generator, whilst Teacher B stated that they prefer to use the lollipop stick strategy. It is crucial that pupils get an equal chance of showing their understanding by answering questions, in order to help progress each pupils in their learning. Orlich (2012, p.236) states that if teachers wish to encourage all students to be winners, then they must “accord everyone an equal opportunity to respond”.


Another theme that came from analysing the findings from the observation was that pupils were only asked closed questions. Although questioning is seen as a good AfL strategy to encourage progress and development in learning, if pupils are only given opportunities to answer closed questions, this will not be very beneficial to deepen the pupils’ understanding and enable pupil progress. Orlich (2012) agrees with this by saying that if a teacher asks low level questions, then teachers can only expect a low level response. Furthermore, Orlich (2012) believes that when a teacher raises their level of questioning, the pupils will raise their levels of responses correspondingly which will then encourage a higher levels of critical thinking, to further progress the pupils’ knowledge on the topic. Pupils need to be asked a variety of questions to diagnose the pupils’ progression in their learning. In order to ensure that the pupils are asked effective questions to encourage progression in their learning, teachers could use Blooms Taxonomy as a guide. Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) was created in order to help promote higher forms of thinking by building and working on each pupils lower-level cognitive skills first. Bloom’s (1956) believes that teachers should use this approach to help plan more challenging lessons and tasks for the pupils, to ensure that their achievement and progress is maximised.


Alongside pupils only being asked closed questions during the observation, the researcher also found that the pupils were only given a short amount of thinking time, before expecting an answer. This correlates with what Rowe (cited in Kelly, 2018)  found, she mentioned that teachers on average only wait for 1.5 seconds before a response. Rowe (cited in Orlich, 2012) also states that many teachers are impatient with the pupils when asking questions. When pupils’ waiting time is increased the pupils can use this time to think and develop their own answers individually to share with the rest of the class. Waiting time can also help improve the pupils’ behaviours and attitudes towards learning (Kelly, 2018). William, at al (2004) agrees that pupils’ thinking time should be increased, and believes if teachers do so then the length of their answers will increase, allowing the teacher to gather more information on the pupils understanding.


During the observation the researcher found that when pupils were getting the answer wrong, the teacher moved onto the next pupils without explaining to the pupil why their answer was incorrect. To develop the pupils’ understanding the teacher should have gone over any misconceptions as well as using positive reinforcement even when answering incorrectly. Orlich (2012) suggests that teachers should provide positive reinforcement to encourage the pupils to revise an incorrect answer or complete an incomplete response. Although pupils may be afraid of getting the wrong answer, the researcher found that five out of six pupils enjoyed answering questions. However pupil A from the middle attainment group said that they only like answering questions sometimes. The researcher then prompted pupil A and asked “why do you only like answering sometimes?” in which pupil A replied “sometimes I don’t know and I get shy”. This may be due to lack of confidence and positive reinforcement off the teacher. 


The purpose of this study was to develop the researchers understanding on different perspectives and approaches to questioning as an AfL strategy. The researcher has developed a critical stance in relation to the different perspectives and theories relating to AfL. Throughout this study the researcher ensured that they met all four research dispositions (Orcrard and Winch, 2015). The researcher ensured that they were sceptical by considering any implications that may have occurred throughout their study, and addressing these implications by minimising any complications. The researcher remained ethical throughout their study by following the BERA guidelines and ensured that an ethics form was complete prior to their research day . The researcher will use their findings to help enrich their own skills and knowledge needed for teaching, as teaching is part of an inquiring profession. As a teacher, the researcher will use these skills in order to develop new knowledge on how to improve their own educational practice, becoming a more reflective practitioner. Research plays an important role in the teaching profession and Hattie (2009, p.22) states that “the biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching”. The disposition of becoming a skilled researcher was also met when collecting data and analysing the findings. The researcher met the four purposes of the curriculum to ensure progression and development.


The researcher has reflected upon their findings and outcomes during the study and found that questioning can be an effective strategy to use in order to establish pupils’ understanding and progress them in their learning. This was emphasised after conducting the questionnaire, where both teachers agreed that questioning is an effective AfL strategy to use. As stated in the literature review, William (cited in Donaldson, 2015, p.68) highlights that when AfL is used effectively it can double the rate of the pupils’ learning.


However after conducting research during the study day, the researcher found that questioning is only beneficial when used effectively and appropriately. This would ensure that pupils understand their work, which will then help progress them in their learning. One main theme that was found during the research day was that all pupils were only asked closed questions. The researcher understands that this may not be a true reflection on how questioning is used in the classroom, as this study was only carried over one day, using a small scale study. If this research was carried out over a longer period of time and using a larger scale, the results of this study may have been more significant, providing greater reliability. To ensure that questioning is used effectively throughout the researchers practise, they will use a range of questions to promote different types of thinking. The researcher will use Blooms Taxonomy as a guide to ensure that they develop a better understanding of the pupils’ knowledge and to ensure that the pupils achievement and progress is maximised. The researcher has developed the capacity and confidence to undertake classroom based research. The researcher will also use these new skills and continue to develop their professional development by: “planning for assessment; observing learning; analysing and interpreting evidence of learning; providing feedback to learners and to support these pupils in their self-assessment” (Assessment Reform Group, 2002, p.1).
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