While completing my Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) I decided that the area that interested me was communication in the classroom. I wanted to research into how teachers could encourage effective communication within the classroom environment. This was because I felt like communication plays a vital role in human life. My PTE school has a very high number of children with English as an Additional Language (EAL). Crosse (2007) believes that EAL students have a habit of sitting back and listening during lessons, which means that their level of learning can be low. This interested me, as I wanted to research into different ways to engage EAL children and encourage them to improve their communication skills. My PTE class had a high number of EAL children so this was a barrier to learning that I had tackle immediately. My research partner also had a high percentage of EAL children in her class. I discussed this barrier with my partner and we decided our research question would be “Does using think pair share during a lesson have an impact on pupil engagement and communication?” 
I researched further into this by reading books, journals and online materials. This showed me that even though EAL children are taught within the mainstream curriculum, their needs are distinct. This is because they are trying to learn through a different language. According to Drummond (2014) teachers must involve EAL learners in lessons where the language is challenging but appropriate to their ability. Due to the fact EAL learners in classrooms might have various levels of English and little or no experience of schooling, this can often be difficult to achieve (Drummond, 2014). 
Our next step was to look into the theories surrounding how EAL children acquire language through communication. Lucas (2011) believes that for humans, language, thinking and learning go hand in hand. Without language then, our ability to think, learn and communicate effectively is restricted. Vygotsky (1978) believed that in terms of children’s development, social interaction is crucial. He argued “language progresses because children need to communicate with people in their environment and it only later becomes internal speech which organises thought” (Vygotsky, 1978. P65). When children are surrounded by conversation they will acquire the language that is being used around them, as communication is the key for any child to acquire language skills (Guasti, 2017).

Communication is defined as “the process of passing information and understanding from one person to another” (Crosse, 2007. P14). Effective communication in the classroom is essential to learning, as it allows children to share their knowledge with others (Neill, 2017). There is a significant correlation between communication in the classroom and the academic performance of students (Crosse, 2007). According to Neill (2017) the ability to communicate successfully is possibly the most important of all life skills and is fundamental to a child’s development. Children need to have the ability to understand and be understood. As children develop, it is important as educators that we nurture their communication skills so that they are capable of expressing themselves. Our ability to communicate effectively is a key life skill, and the better we are at it, the better our quality of life we will have (Crosse, 2007). 

In education, communication is seen paramount however it is something that does not always happen effectively. Sometimes this could be because of a lack of time, resources, or a language barrier (Neill, 2017). As my placement school have such a huge focus on communication in the classroom, my partner and I decided to focus on researching how we could increase communication and discussion in our own lessons. According to Sampsel (2013) the best way to build oral communication in the classroom is to provide children the opportunity to share their ideas with a classmate. A strategy that my placement school use frequently to facilitate the sharing of ideas is Think Pair Share (TPS). My research partner and I decided to focus our research around this strategy.
In order to conduct our research, my partner and I decided to conduct a Lesson Study. This is a form of classroom action research focusing on the development of teacher practice knowledge (Dudley, 2011). Lesson study involves a group of teachers collaboratively planning, teaching and observing lessons that may innovate or refine a pedagogical approach (Dudley, 2011). This approach to research has been used to improve teaching techniques and pupil progress. Practitioners such as Fuji (2019) view lesson study positively, as they believe it offers important time for reflection to allow their teacher professionalism to grow. When conducted effectively, “lesson study can play an integral part in school-based professional development programs, and there is over a century of institutional and cultural structures that have evolved to support it” (Takahashi and McDougal, 2016. P11).
Dr Gary Jones suggests that although lesson Studies share many of the key features of effective professional development, there are significant issues around the quality of lesson study taking place (Jones, 2016). To overcome this, when undertaking a lesson study, practitioners must ensure they have a clear research purpose and careful study of academic literature surrounding the area of interest. By identifying research beforehand, researchers are then able to clearly articulate the authentic principles of a lesson study (Fuji, 2019). Before conducting our lesson studies my partner and I conducted in depth research on the literature surrounding TPS and Assessment For Learning (AFL). This ensured that there was a clear research purpose to the Lesson Study. TPS is a widely used AFL strategy, which is why we decided to conduct research into both.
My partner and I chose to use non-participant observation as a research method. This was chosen because according to Cohen et al (2013), observation is the most common and simplest method of data collection. Observation provides the researcher the opportunity to gather data from naturally occurring social situations. This allows the researcher to look directly at what is taking place in a classroom, rather than relying on second-hand accounts (Spradley, 2016). Observation also allows the researcher to look afresh at everyday behaviour that may go unnoticed (Cooper and Schindler 2001). Observational data is extremely useful for recording non-verbal behaviours, behaviour in natural settings, and longitudinal analysis (Bailey, 1994). By deciding to use this method, the researcher was able to observe non-verbal behaviours such as engagement during the lesson. 

There can often be an issue with the reliability of observations, as they are usually conducted on a micro scale and therefore lack the ability to be generalised to the wider society (Spradley, 2016). However, Cohen (2013) argues that reliability as a consistency in observations is not always essential, as we cannot just rule out a behaviour as it has only occurred once. The Hawthorne effect may also be an important factor affecting the generalisability of research. The Hawthorne effect is “a type of reactivity in which individuals modify an aspect of their behaviour in response to their awareness of being observed” (Sedgwick and Greenwood, 2015. P3). This could mean that if children are aware of being observed, they may change their behaviour during a lesson. The Hawthorne effect has been widely discussed in research. Some of the most recent findings suggest that many of the original claims made about the Hawthorne effect may be overstated (Gans, 2018). Researchers from the university of Chicago found that the Hawthorne effect is weak at best (Segwick and Greenwoood, 2015). In order to overcome the Hawthorne effect, my partner and I tried to ensure our lessons were as natural as possible, so the children didn’t feel like they needed to change their behaviour.

Cherry (2018) suggests demand characteristics might also affect the outcome of research. “In a psychological experiment, a demand characteristic is a subtle cue that makes participants aware of what the experimenter expects to find or how participants are expected to behave” (Blokdyk, 2018. P21). Demand characteristics can therefore alter the result of research, as it is possible that the participants may attempt to please the researcher by doing what they have guessed is expected of them (Arthur, 2012). It is important to note that participants may not always be correct in what they think the researcher is expecting from the study. Even if they are wrong it can still have an influence on how the participant behaves during the study (Cherry, 2018). While it is always possible that participants may guess what the study is about, Cherry (2018) suggests that taking a few precautions can minimise the impact that demand characteristics might have on the research results. While conducting our lesson study my partner and I were aware of this and tried to make the lessons as natural as possible. By making the children feel at ease we hoped it would allow them to feel more confident in expressing their own personal views and opinions, rather than what they thought we would want to hear. 
My research partner and I decided to conduct a focus group in order to gather the pupil’s opinions on TPS. A focus group is “a gathering of deliberately selected people who participate in a facilitated discussion intended to elicit perceptions about a particular topic or area of interest” (McNiff, 2013. P36). Philosopher John Dewey was a firm believer in groups of people coming together to problem-solve in a peaceful way, through a process of discussion, debate, and decision-making (Dewey, 1916). The focus groups that my partner and I conducted took place in the children’s classroom. This was because we felt the children would feel more relaxed to answer questions in a familiar environment. Unlike interviews, a focus group allows participants to interact which each other during the discussion and consideration of ideas (Gutek, 2014). By using a focus group, it provides an alternative way of obtaining information from participants without using a survey. Focus groups utilize qualitative data collection methods. As in the dynamics of real life, participants in a focus group are able to interact, influence, and be influenced (McNiff, 2013). 
A particular disadvantage to focus groups is that there is the possibility that participants may not express their honest opinions about the subject being discussed (Punch, 2014). This could lead them to become cautious to express their thoughts, especially if their views contradict those of another participant. Before the focus groups, my partner and I were mindful of this and tried to ensure the discussion was as relaxed and open as possible. The quality of a focus groups outcome depends on the discussion (McNiff, 2013). There can also be disagreements in focus groups that distract from the main focus and make them hard to control (Punch, 2014). When undertaking the focus groups, my partner and I ensured the discussion was kept on track. Anytime the discussion started to go off track the researcher was able to successfully bring the discussion back on track with another question. 

My partner and I decided to only have three children in each focus group. This decision was based upon Dewey (1916) who believed that a small group serves as an ideal context within which individuals can focus their attention and can become actively engaged in the educative process. This is also supported by Punch (2014) who states that researchers are now using much smaller focus groups to conduct research than they have in the past, and with good results. By only having three children in each focus group it was easier to engage the children in the discussion and gain higher quality responses. In focus groups the line of questioning is predetermined and follows a logical sequence in order to imitate a natural exchange (Punch, 2014). Before the focus group my partner and I decided on the line of questioning that was going to be used. The researcher prepared thirteen questions for the participants to answer focusing on their opinions of TPS. Only the children who had consent forms were chosen to participate. Two focus groups were conducted, one after each lesson. The findings from the focus groups are in appendix one.

Before we could conduct our lesson studies my partner and I were required to complete an ethics form. This was because our research required the necessary ethical approval from the University. Ethics refer to the correct rules of conduct necessary when carrying out research (Resnik, 2011). As researchers we have a moral responsibility to protect participants from any harm. The research for this assignment was undertaken in accordance with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines for anonymity. BERA’s ethical guidelines are designed to support educational researchers in conducting research to the highest ethical standards (BERA, 2018). In the BERA guidelines under section thirty-one it states, “researchers should recognise the right of all participants to withdraw from the research for any or no reason, and at any time, and participants should be informed of this right” (BERA, 2018. P18). My partner and I followed this ethical guideline by making it clear to the participants in the study that they had the right to withdraw at any time during the lesson study.

Under section forty of the BERA guidelines it is outlined that “Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity.” (BERA, 2018. P21). When conducting our research, the children were aware of their right to confidentiality and anonymity before the lesson studies were completed. For the purpose of this assignment my placement school will be referred to as School A. The children involved in the research will be referred to as child A B C D E and F in accordance with the BERA (2018) guidelines for anonymity. My partner and I also informed both the children and the parents that the data gathered would be completely anonymous and confidential. The parents then signed consent forms on behalf of the children. Only the children with signed consent forms were used in the study. The lesson study was completed in school A over two lessons. School A is a large primary school located in South Wales. Estyn (2016) conducted a review of school A in 2016. They rated school A ‘good’ for their current performance and ‘excellent’ for their prospects of improvement. School A has 92% of children who are EAL (English as an additional language). 25% of the children are eligible for free school meals in school A. 

Before my lesson study, I conducted research into Assessment For Learning (AFL). This is “the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there” (Wright, 2010. P 34). Assessment for Learning is also known as formative assessment. The term formative assessment has been built on the pioneering work of Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam. Black and Wiliam (1998) discovered “using effective formative assessment could increase achievement by between 0.4 and 0.7 deviations which is equivalent to a 50-70 percent increase in the rate of student learning” (Black and Wiliam, 1998. P6). There is more than forty years of research evidence to advocate that enhancing formative assessment within the classroom can have a significant impact on student learning (Savage, 2008). 

Think pair share (TPS) is a widely used AFL strategy. The TPS strategy is a “cooperative learning technique in which students think through questions using three distinct steps, encouraging individual participation” (Smith, 2007. P1). This method is an effective tool for teachers to promote critical thinking and articulate communication in the classroom. The strategy was designed to “differentiate instruction by providing students time and structure for thinking on a given topic, enabling them to formulate individual ideas and share these ideas with a peer” (Kaddoura, 2013. P12). Researchers have found that children’s learning is improved when they have many opportunities to elaborate on ideas through talk (Pressley, 1992). This is because learners need to be given plenty of opportunities to have discussions in a linguistically rich environment.

TPS can take as little as three minutes or can be longer depending on the question or the class size. It is important when using TPS to have small groups of three maximum to give each student the chance to contribute to the discussion (Kaddoura, 2013). One of the biggest challenges of the TPS strategy is that it is difficult to ascertain whether all students are truly engaged (Siburian, 2013). It is important that teachers select questions that capture the student’s attention to increase the likelihood of student participation (Kaddoura, 2013). Another way to facilitate engagement is to increase student awareness of the likelihood that their group could be called upon to share their discussion with the rest of the class. When using TPS in a lesson it is possible that someone may try and take over the group and dictate what everyone else does (Siburian, 2013). This means that not all students are given equal voice in a group. This can cause some children to feel overlooked or unappreciated.

Due to the language barrier, EAL children can show negative behaviours in the classroom such as refusal to answer questions when called upon by a teacher (Siburian, 2013). EAL children can also often sit back and listen while others engage in class discussion. According to Siburian (2013) one simple method to combat this is to use TPS in the classroom as often as possible. This is because EAL children are only talking with one peer. If their answers to the questions are not quite right, this allows their partners to help clarify any misunderstandings. This then means they have already had an opportunity to practice their answer with their friend and thus can answer with greater confidence. This strategy also gives EAL children more time to process their thoughts, which can take longer (Wright, 2010).  

According to Kaddoura (2013), creating an interactive classroom environment is very important to the success of EAL students. These students need more opportunities to practice language skills in an academic environment in order to become more successful (Kaddoura, 2013). TPS can aid students in expanding their vocabulary as they can learn new words from their peers, which builds on their prior knowledge (Wright, 2010). Child C was one of the EAL children that we observed. When asked what they thought about TPS, they stated “talking with my friend first helps me because they know more words than me, so they teach me which helps me answer the questions”. This supports Wright’s theory that TPS has the ability to expand children’s vocabulary. By giving children the ability to communicate in the classroom, we can aid children in becoming lifelong ambitious and capable learners (Donaldson, 2015).

According to Kaddoura (2013) some students feel safer and more relaxed when talking in small groups, rather than having to speak in front of the entire class. One of the questions from the focus group was whether the children felt talking with their partner increased their confidence or not. Child E stated “I prefer it when I can talk to my partner first because talking to the whole class makes me feel scared”. However, child B responded “I love giving my answers to the class because when I get them right my teacher praises me”. This shows that while some children are confident to give answers to the class, others might find it a daunting experience. By giving the children the chance to share with their partners first, it can increase the confidence of some children who would not normally respond. The lesson study also found that the number of long explanations given by the children increased when they were given the chance to talk to a partner first. Kaddoura (2013) argues this could be because TPS gives children the chance to respond with higher quality answers, as they have more time to prepare their answers.

One of the biggest challenges of TPS according to Raba (2017) is to get all students to truly be engaged. In order to truly engaged children, teachers must choose questions that are interesting and open-ended to capture the students attention (Raba, 2017). This was something my partner and I wanted to investigate. Whether students are actually engaged or whether they are off task. Before our lessons my partner and I decided on open-ended questions that we believed would best engage the children. In order to observe the levels of engagement in the classroom, my partner and I decide to use the Leuven scales of well-being and involvement. The scale was first founded by Ferre Laevers and his team in Belgium at the Leuven University. Using the Leuven Scale can help you to understand how engaged and comfortable children are in your classroom (Arnerich, 2018). According to Laevers (1994) high levels of well-being, engagement and involvement allow children to experience deeper learning. On the Leuven scale engagement and well-being are scored from one to five, with five being the highest level and one being the lowest. During our lesson studies, my partner and I were observing three EAL children, and three mixed ability children. We recorded their level of engagement at three different points. The first was at the start of the lesson, the second was during TPS, and the third was when they were on task. We then ranked them on the scale for their engagement in the lesson overall.

At the beginning of my partners’ lesson, two of the focus children were not engaged. They were fussing with equipment and off task, however as soon as the TPS question was asked they dropped what they were doing and began discussing with their partner. Kaddoura (2013) believes that TPS has the ability to improve student engagement during lessons. This was shown in both of our lessons as when my partner and I used TPS questions the children’s engagement went instantly from low to high level. The findings from the Leuven scale can be found in the appendix.

When using TPS in the classroom, teachers may choose whether to assign the children their partner or let them pick their own. This was something that my partner and I also wanted to investigate. We wanted to find out whether TPS was more effective in the classroom when the teacher assigns partners, or when the children are able to pick their own partners. During my lesson, I choose the children’s pairs. I paired the children into mixed ability groups. I paired a more able child with a less able child. This was because my partner and I decided to investigate whether instructional scaffolding was effective. This is also known as Vygotsky scaffolding. It is a teaching method that “helps students learn more by working with a teacher or a more advanced student to achieve their learning goals” (Vygotsky, 1978. P12). The theory behind instructional scaffolding is “compared to learning independently, students learn more when collaborating with others who have a wider range of skills and knowledge than the student currently does” (Vygotsky, 1978. P45). The peers are the “scaffolding” who can help the student expand their learning boundaries.

During my lesson I paired the children into random mixed ability groups. I was keen to observe whether the more able children would help the less able children, as well as whether they engaged well with TPS. The children’s engagement increased when I used TPS. The children showed an average of four on the engagement scale and were all on task. I found that mixed ability pairing worked well for the lower ability children as the higher ability children were confident enough to help the them answer the question. This was reflected in the focus group when they were asked whether they enjoyed having discussions. Child C stated “if my friend is on a higher table than me then they might be able to help me with my answer”. It is important however that teachers ensure the higher ability children do not take over the discussion. Kaddoura (2013) states that when using mixed ability pairings, higher ability children tend to take over and the less able children do not get a chance to discuss their own opinions. This was noticeable when I was observing the children’s discussions. The higher ability children were far more confident when discussing and answering questions. This does not mean that the less able children were not learning from the higher ability children. 

My partner and I both conducted ARC forms to reflect upon our lessons. These forms were provided by the university. The ARC forms can be found in appendix five and six. My research partner and I decided that after reflection on the first lesson, we would now focus on whether it would be beneficial to allow the children to choose their own partners. Even though the children showed high levels of engagement when they were in mixed ability pairs, we wanted to see whether allowing the children to pair up with their friends would elicit higher quality discussions. Some children stated in the first focus group that they felt more comfortable when discussing with their friends. We wanted to see whether this would have an impact on the children’s confidence.

During my partners’ lesson, we allowed the children to choose their own partner for TPS. This caused disruption at the beginning of the lesson, as the children that wanted to be with their friends began moving tables. Raba (2017) argues that when using TPS teachers should set pairs up ahead of time so that the children will be ready to learn from the start of the lesson. This was shown in the initial disruption due to the fact the students were choosing their own pairs. During TPS however, the children were having high quality discussions in their pairs and the observed children all showed level five on the engagement scale. Neill (2017) believes that allowing children to talk to their friends will encourage better debates, as they are more comfortable talking to their friends. When asked in the focus group if they found some people easier to discuss things with, all children agreed that they found it easier to discuss with their friends. Child B stated “I feel more confident when I’m talking to my friends in class because I know that they won’t judge me for what I say”. 

Overall my partner and I found, regardless of the disruption at the start of the lesson, the children were far more engaged when they were able to choose their own partner to work with. This is shown in the Leuven scale where the children in my partners lesson showed higher overall engagement throughout the lesson than in my own. This could however be because of a variety of factors such as lesson content, or the time of day. We also found that the children gave far better explanations when they spoke to their friends first rather than when they were placed in specific mixed ability pairs.

You do however have to ensure that the children are on task when they are talking to their friends as they could go off track very quickly. Just because the children look to be engaged doesn’t mean their conversations are about the question you have asked. This is true for both mixed ability pairings and friendship pairings. As stated previously Raba (2017) believes that in order to fully engage children in TPS you must use open-ended questions to capture student attention. My partner and I ensured that when planning our TPS questions they were open-ended in order to generate more discussion. During my partners’ lesson, I was observing whether the children were on task, or whether they were chatting about other things. The children I observed were on task and having quality discussions about the topic. In the focus group, child F told me “I love it when I get to talk to my partner because I can ask them questions and we can learn things from each other”.
Walters (2017) believes that TPS allows for formative assessment, as when teachers listen to children talking during TPS they have the ability to assess students understanding. My partner and I tested this during our lesson studies by constantly walking around and engaging in discussions with the children to assess their understanding. By doing this we were able to clearly see those who understood the question and those who needed more support. By talking to the children, we were also able to reflect on our own teaching, and whether the children were engaged in what they were learning.
Throughout my career I will continue to use lesson studies as they are an effective way to work collaboratively to improve teaching. The best way for teachers to grow is by learning from one another, if given the right context and opportunity (Prince, 2015). By observing my partner, it enabled me to better identify my own strengths, weaknesses and reflect upon my own practice. It has also enabled me to evolve a technique that I can use in my lessons on a daily basis. Observation was also an effective way to look directly at what was taking place rather than relying on second-hand accounts. I was able to observe my partner and the children to gather data from naturally occurring social situations. Demand characteristics may have played a part in our study, as the children may have just been telling us what they thought we wanted to hear, however my partner and I worked hard to ensure the children felt as relaxed as possible during the focus groups. I felt the focus groups were an effective way to gather the children’s opinions on TPS. The children were hesitant to answer our questions at first, however after we reassured the children and they began discussing TPS they became more confident. Next time I conduct a focus group I would still only have three children in the group as it allowed them to become more actively engaged in the discussions. It would also be interesting to see if the children were more honest about their opinions if we asked them the questions individually, rather than in a focus group. 
After conducting the lesson studies, I will continue to use TPS in classrooms throughout my career. TPS is an amazing tool for teachers to increase student participation and engagement in lessons. It is also an effective way for children to improve their communication skills. In my Career I will strive to create a linguistically rich classroom environment, as when communication is effective, both the teacher and the student benefit. Communication can make learning easier by helping students achieve their goals and creates an overall positive learning experience. In order to improve my use of TPS on my next placement I would split my pairs into partner A and B. I would then ask partner A or B to feedback to the class. I believe this would prevent the same children answering the questions all the time and encourage both partners to be ready to answer. I would also continue to allow the children to have discussions with their friends as I found that this provided higher quality feedback from the students. I would however be mindful of the fact the children may not always be discussing what they should be. 
In conclusion, the main findings of the lesson study were when TPS was used; student’s participation increased in both classes, the number of long explanations increased and student’s confidence improved when contributing to an answer. This was especially evident in EAL children. It is especially important for teachers to provide tools to support a child’s journey towards feeling the joy of being able to communicate with their peers. There is no doubt that communication plays a vital role in human life. By facilitating effective communication in the classroom, it allows children to become more assertive, have better relationships, and enjoy a happier life (Crosse, 2007).
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