What is the impact of a ‘thumbs up and down’ strategy on the teachers’ ability to measure pupils’ understanding in the Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2?

	
	
Target
	
What I have done in this assignment.
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Target 1
	
Referencing 
	
For this assignment I have researched and followed guidelines on how to reference using Harvard referencing system. I have also spent time looking back through university guidance we received at the beginning of the year.


	Target 2
	
Aim to substantiate points by carefully linking them to your reading.

	
I have tried to link evidence and points I have made throughout my assignment to the literature read in the literature review.


	Target 3
	
You have engaged with an acceptable selection of useful literature to support and enrich your work. 

	
I have tried to include more reliable and relevant sources in this assignment 








Aim focus and purpose of the research.

I chose to base my research on the different response of pre-reception pupils and year 6 pupils to assessment for learning (AfL). AfL can be defined as a variety of methods used to interpret evidence of pupils learning and understanding to determine where the pupil needs to go next and the steps that need to be taken in getting them there (Education Services Australia, 2002). Using assessment as a form of helping pupils to develop has been used in the education setting for many years. In 1989 the Assessment Reform Group was founded and one of its member Caroline Gipps was largely involved in introducing AfL to the educational community (McDowell et al, Unknown).

The AfL strategy I chose to assess was ‘thumbs up, in the middle and down’. This AfL strategy is well used and familiar to the pupils in the school I based my research, as it is used consistently in each classroom. As I was placed with pre-reception pupils for my teaching experience, I found that this was a good opportunity to discover if children of such a young age, can grasp and understand the meaning of the question being asked. Also, the abilities of the teacher to deliver the question in an effective and appropriate manner for that age group to understand.

I spent a short amount of time completing my Professional Teaching Experience in a rural school in County Carmarthenshire. Whilst the pupils are taught completely though the medium of Welsh in the Foundation Phase, English is introduced as a subject and during science lessons in Key Stage 2 (Estyn, 2017). I will keep the school’s identity and those of pupil’s and teachers confidential during my research in line with (BERA, 2018) guidance. My class was made up of 17 pupils between the ages of 3 and 4, 9 of which were new to the class this term. My research partner’s class was made up of 21 pupils aged between 10 and 11 years old. As there was a large gap between the ages of the pupils in my class and the pupils in my research partner’s class, we decided to base our research around something relevant to both age groups. We decided on the research question ‘What is the impact of a ‘thumbs up and down’ strategy on the teachers’ ability to measure children’s understanding in the Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2?’. Due to the nature of the circumstances in difference of class ages we were also unable to follow the same lesson plan and therefore decided to keep the lesson subject, numeracy, the common denominator. 

Relevant literature 
‘An assessment functions formatively to the extent that evidence about student achievement is elicited, interpreted and used by teachers, learners, or their peers to make decisions about the next steps in instruction that are likely to be better, or better founded, than the decisions, they would have made in the absence of that evidence.’ (Wiliam, D. 2011, p. 43). 
This quotation strengthens the value of carrying out this research to determine the effectiveness of the chosen AfL technique. As William has suggested formative assessment is partly reliant on the teachers and pupil’s interpretation of the evidence collected to best determine what needs to happen next to best assist pupil’s educational development. AfL is described as a formative assessment as it’s used to gather information to progress pupils learning throughout a lesson unlike assessment of learning which happens regularly in end of unit tests (Black, P and William, D 1998). Researchers have already discovered that developing and implementing formative assessment does raise pupils test scores (Black, P. et al., 2007). This shows that if used effectively, the method chosen may benefit the pupil’s education and progress.
Hattie states schools and teachers’ purpose are to ensure pupils aren’t only taught but that they learn during their education (Hattie, 2012, p69). Effective teachers can help pupils progress with their learning effectively without spending needless time on a subject when it isn’t necessary (Harris, 2007). Effective teaching can be defined as that which can lead a pupil forward to succeed in the future (Coe et al, 2014). A way of ensuring no unnecessary time is spent teaching a topic that the pupils already feel confident and clear about is through assessing their understanding, supporting a continuity in progress in learning. Harris (2007) also discussed the importance in the way teachers approach assessment, as some pupils may be sensitive to feedback and lack self-esteem. Additionally, Zhang and Zheng (2018) suggest that teachers need to apply an equal amount of praise and criticism when giving feedback on assessment to maintain pupils’ mental wellbeing. The method thumbs up, in the middle or down, is usually used within a group or class setting to identify if any pupils don’t understand the topic or task. If pupils lack self-esteem they may find it difficult to show their lack of understanding in front of their peers resulting in them showing an inaccurate reading. Following this the teacher may continue with the lesson, under the impression that the pupil understands the topic or task, when in fact they require extra support. Similarly, Trauth-Nare & Buck (2011) suggested that formative assessment is only effective when students receive ongoing encouragement to share their thoughts. This along with Zhang and Zheng (2018) highlights the importance of allowing pupils to express themselves honestly with encouragement and creating safe environments where you are not judged if you don’t understand. During Professor Graham Donaldsons research into developing the new Welsh curriculum, he identified pupils would like to see more of a focus on ‘general social competencies’ (Donaldson, 2015). This includes personal confidence and personal and social education (PSE). One of the four purposes of the new Welsh curriculum which is being trialled in School S before becoming compulsory in 2022, encourages all pupils to be ‘healthy and confident individuals. 
Literature suggests that the way topics and tasks are presented, effects students’ performance (Gipps, 1994). Although teachers can use assessment as a form of enhancing the lesson and learning, without effective teaching this isn’t possible. The amount of effort pupils decide to apply to a task depends on the pupil’s perception of the task (Saloman, 1983). If students are disengaged with the lesson, then the amount of effort they apply will be limited, suggesting that the content and delivery of the teaching amounts to pupil’s success in learning. Without effective teaching, the effectiveness of AfL methods are limited, highlighting the importance of a combination of factors when approaching successful learning. 
Furthermore, Gardener (2012) suggested a blend of AfL methods will change teachers and pupils understanding and approach to learning. William (2011) has discussed the importance and relevance of using AfL methods, but this author suggests that the most effective lessons don’t rely on the use of one method but the combination of numerous methods.

Methodology 

Cohen et al (2003) defines methods as the various approaches used for the collection of data that will be analysed and interpreted by the researcher. Throughout the lesson a variety of methods of data collection were used including reflection, non-participant observation and questioning a focus group. My sample size was a small proportion of the class, with 6 consent forms being posted to individual parents/ guardians and only 3 of those participating in the research on the day. Of the 6 consent forms handed out, I received 5 back before the date of the research. The focus group was chosen as a sample because it showed the understanding of pupils from different ability groups. Pupils chosen to participate were selected from the middle group, top group and star group. Although this would show the response of pupils with different capabilities, the researcher was aware that the pupils chosen to participate were still of higher abilities within the classroom. This decision was made due to the age of the participants and their abilities to understand and answer questions but also for having the confidence to take part in a research project. As Harris (2007) and Trauth-Nare & Buck (2011) suggest, pupils confidence effect the outcome of formative assessment techniques. 1 of the 3 pupils chosen to participate in the research study, pupil L, was new to the classroom this term. The reason behind using pupil L was due to her having the ability to understand and communicate effectively but also to show a variety in the data collected. Following the collection of all the data I would have the knowledge to compare that of pupils T and E who have attended the school for more than a term to that of pupil L who has only attended the school for a few weeks. 

During the lesson my research partner completed the observation notes, assessing the pupils understanding of the work and their reaction to the AfL technique thumbs up, in the middle or down (see appendix 1). I then completed the exact same form whilst observing him teach a classroom of year 6 pupils (see appendix 2). As we used non-participating observation methods it resulted in us collecting qualitative data. Although lesson observations can contribute positively to research studies data, they can also hold their limitations. Payne and Payne (2004), discussed the how ‘The Hawthorne Effect’ can unwittingly modify pupil’s behaviours as they are aware, they are being studied.

Following this we held a group interview with the chosen pupils consisting of 6 questions. In line with (erthygl 12, Confensiwn y Cenhedledd Unedig ar Hawliau Plant, UNICEF, 1991) we aimed to listen to the voice of the child, and we achieved this by listening to their opinions on the study lesson and Afl method during the interviews. Initially, my thoughts and plans were to audio record the interview with the pupils. By recording the interview, I would have evidence of the data collected and a way of remembering data after the interview had ended. Audio files are useful for identifying and correcting any issues regarding the data (Berazneva J, 2013). Myself and my class mentor had decided beforehand that it would be best to avoid audio recording the pupils in the pre-reception class due to their young age and lack of understanding regarding research projects. Instead of audio recording myself and my research partner wrote notes of what the pupils answered to each of the questions. The group interview lasted no longer than 10 minutes with an opportunity for all 3 pupils to answer each of the questions. Bolderston (2012) suggests that group interviews can be a useful tool when collecting research data as the participants can encourage and influence others with their dialogue. For the purpose of creating a safe and comfortable environment for the pupils, we held the interviews on the carpet area of the classroom. During these interviews the class teacher was present along with myself, my research partner and the three pupils. This was decided upon as a way of protecting the pupils as they are still very young. The presence of a familiar face, the class teacher would help create a calm and safe environment for the pupils, meaning they would feel more comfortable with partaking in the interviews. I found that this helped the success of the interviews as the students felt more reassured.

During the reflection of the lesson and comparison of notes taken during the interview we were able to see similarities made by both of us. By reflecting on our notes, we were able to ensure that the data collected was as accurate as possible. If our notes of the interviews appeared to vary then the data, we had collected could be inaccurate and false. During reflection we also discussed and assessed the said pupils’ worksheets to analyse if they had understood the task. The worksheets allowed us to determine what parts of the work they understood and if they needed extra support in another area moving forward. Following this, after assessing the pupils understanding of the task using the evidence from their worksheets completed, I am able to compare this with their response to the AfL question using the notes from the observation form.    

During the preparation period for this research study we focused on Brookfield’s lenses (2005) as a reflection model. Brookfield suggested that there are four lenses for teachers to critically reflect on: your autobiography as a teacher and learner, through the eyes of students, through the eyes of colleagues, and theoretical literature (Brookfield, 2005). Brookfield’s theory suggests that the best teachers are those who continuously critically reflect on their practice and the methods they use (Miller, 2010). From doing this, teachers will continuously improve on their practice and never become complacent or continue with a method that is ineffective. We hope to use this method whilst critically reflecting on our research study as it should allow us to reflect on and improve our teaching skills but also us to critically reflect on the use of the AfL strategy.    

Ethical consideration

There are ethical considerations with doing research in a classroom which include consent of the participants, safety of all participants including researchers and participants confidentiality in line with BERA guidelines (BERA, 2012). Cohen et al (2003) suggest that any educational researcher should carefully plan research in an ethical manner while also considering any consequences as a result of said research.

In order to ensure the research was carried out in an ethical manner, myself and my research partner both completed an ethical consideration form and had them approved by a board before carrying out the research (see appendix 9). Along with the ethical consideration form we also attached a copy of the consent form for parents/ guardians to sign, our observation form and the questions for pupils to answer during the interview to be approved by the University board. By doing this, an attempt was made to ensure consideration was given to all individuals included in the educational research and the process was carried out ethically with consideration of consequences in accordance with Cohen et al (2003) guidance. 

Presentation of findings

Pupils throughout the school focus on a particular theme each term, with pre-reception and reception class focusing on robins this term. For this lesson the students were asked to spend some time ‘bird watching’ in the outside area. This lesson was adapted from a similar lesson carried out with the pupils the previous week. During the previous lesson, the focus was on building pupils Welsh language, with an emphasis on understanding birds, primarily robins e.g. pupils finding a picture of a nest and associating it as a robin’s home. As Saloman (1983) suggests, pupils’ perception of the lesson’s effects pupil’s application during the exercise. Harris (2017) suggests that teaching outdoors motivates pupils to learn whilst increasing concentration and relieving stress. During the allocation of time spent outside, pupils appeared to be engaged with the task as Harris suggests. 

Beforehand I had spent time hanging varied quantities of three images of birds, a blue tit, blackbird and robin, in the outside area. I initiated the lesson by introducing my research partner and explaining the research project briefly. Following this the students were asked to count from 0-10 as a class and then organise numbered robins correctly as seen in appx 8. By doing this the students were building on their prior knowledge of recognising numbers visually and learning one more than the previous number. After this I explained the task of finding birds in the outside area and recording the data by drawing a small vertical line in the corresponding box. I modelled this for them whilst explaining the task as it has been suggested some pupils respond better to being taught visually. Bobek & Tversky (2016) conducted a small research study among pupils and found that overall they responded better to visual explanations rather than verbal explanations.  Pupils then completed the task before finally counting the markers and attempting number formation. For this most of the pupils had a number line as a visual aid if needed. One pupil, pupil T who was being observed during the lesson completed the task without the use of the visual aid number line. It appeared pupil T was very engaged with the lesson from the start, leading the group of pupils when recording the birds outside and later during the interview period. 

During the opening stage of the lesson, pupils appeared to be thinking and engaging with myself and their peers. Pupils worked as a class when counting from 0-10 but also individually when asked to answer questions. The pupils achieved their lesson goals by attempting and practicing noting data. The pupils also successfully attempted number formation. Although not all pupils were successful in collecting data and completing number formation correctly, this is the first step in building those skills. Also, as this was the pupils first time in attempting these skills, the class teacher was able to use the results as a form of assessment. The class teacher is still in the process of assessing new pupils’ and older pupils’ abilities this term and was able to utilise the results gained during this task for that purpose.   

This lesson could have been improved with the use of a tool to help some pupils note their findings. Some pupils in the class are still in the process of establishing the correct way of holding a pencil and are unable to draw a straight line. For these pupils a ‘bingo marker’ was given and they were asked to do a dab every time they saw a relevant bird in the outside area. Although this tactic helped certain pupils, others still struggled and couldn’t quite use the pen. On reflection I believe that the use of a bird stamp would have helped these pupils correctly mark their findings and complete the task correctly. A stamp is easier to hold and manoeuvre as opposed to something that is a pen shape. 

I was able to establish areas of research I needed to modify in order to collect better evidence upon reflection of this lesson. Whilst approaching this research project, myself and my research partner were conscious of the age gap between the pupils in both classes under observation. Whilst preparing the questions for the chosen pupils to answer during the interview aspect of the research we kept this in mind. However, during the interview with the pre-reception class this appeared to be unsuccessful. After asking and noting pupil’s response to the first four questions we decided as a pair that we would end the interview there and discontinue with the remaining two questions. The pupils appeared to answer the first two questions appropriately and confidently, gaining a response from all three for question 1 and 2 out of three for the second question. For the third question only one pupil gave an answer, and for the fourth question none of the pupils were able to answer (See appendix 3). This finding disagrees with what Bolderston (2012) suggested regarding group interviews encouraging conversation and participants influencing each other. However, upon reflection and having spent time teaching this age group I am able to see that the questions we had in place were inappropriate and believe that this had a large influence on the group interview results. According to Fox (2009) research data findings will be negatively influenced when an interview has been poorly constructed, including the use of inappropriate interview questions.  

Lesson study 2
During this lesson my research partner led a data analysis lesson, asking the pupils to transfer data onto line and bar graphs, and to answer questions based on the data and said graphs. This classroom was built up of year 5 and 6 pupils from the lower mathematic ability group. 

The majority of students were engaged and listening throughout this lesson, with many offering answers when questioned by the teacher. Pupils appeared to have prior understanding of data analysis but needed to practice certain aspects and reinforce these skills. Worksheets were differentiated three times within the classroom to cater for pupils’ abilities. Once the tasks had been completed my research partner asked the students a variety of questions based on the work, they had completed to reinforce their understanding further. Once my research partner had explained the task, he asked the pupils if they understood the work by showing either a thumbs up, in the middle or down.

This lesson could be improved with an explanation of new or difficult welsh words and mathematic terms for the pupils to better understand the task. It was evident that some of the pupils were held back during this lesson due to them not understanding the vocabulary as opposed to the mathematic work. For example, pupil F appeared to be confused and unable to complete her work due to confusion related to the wording of the question and the terminology used. Once the teacher re-worded the question using familiar vocabulary the pupil was able to proceed with the work and complete the task. This is a factor that I must consider when evaluating the pupils’ worksheets. Additionally, pupil F and J both struggled when working out the difference between numbers. For this both pupils needed additional support and tools such as using Numicons and a white board.  

Similarly, to lesson study 1 I believe that the experience could have been improved with better and more appropriate questions being asked. During the interview process my research partner decided to ask further questions that weren’t scripted in order to gather more information from the pupils. Although the information gathered from these impromptu questions could have benefited our research, I have decided not to use them within my study.  The reason behind this is because I do not believe it to be ethical. During the preparation period, our university lecturers, ethical board and the class teachers had access to the questions planned for the interview process. As these questions had not been a part of the process and had not been deemed ethical, I feel I am unable to proceed with the data attained from them. Furthermore, as the questions were impromptu, myself and my research partner were unable to take accurate notes of the questions and the responses given. In this circumstance it would have been beneficial to have used voice recording. The use of voice recording during this lesson in general would have benefited the study as pupils of this age group naturally have much more to say and therefore it’s easier to miss or forget to note some of the answers given, especially as there were three pupils answers to note. 

Discussion

Whilst comparing the observation notes and the answers given to the research questions it was apparent that year 6 pupils weren’t fully aware of the reason teachers use the AfL technique showing thumbs up, in the middle and down in the classroom. Pupils J and J2 from year 6 both indicated during their interview that the purpose of its use in the classroom was to determine if pupils were enjoying the lesson as opposed to if they understood the task (see appendix 4). As Coe et al (2014) discusses pupils were unable to succeed in this instance due to ineffective teaching. Moving forward, more time should have been spent at the beginning of the study lesson, explaining the purpose and reason behind using thumbs up, in the middle and down.

Similarly, pupils were unaware of why they were showing thumbs up in the middle and down in the pre-reception class. During the interviews not one pupil was able to answer the question ‘what’s the purpose of showing thumbs up, in the middle and down?’. This could be due to multiple factors such as a lack of understanding of the research question in general, lack of interest in the interview and wanting to join their peers playing or potentially not understanding the AfL’s purpose. Pupils attending this class have less experience of using this AfL technique to date.

From evaluating the observation forms (see appendixes 1 and 2) and questions answered (see appendixes 3 and 4) by all pupils but in particular those in the year 6 classroom, it was evident during this case study that the AfL technique of thumbs up, in the middle and down did not give a true reflection of the pupils understanding. Although both participants gave a ‘thumbs up’ when asked if they understood the task it was evident during the period of completing the task that this wasn’t a true reflection of their understanding. The observation notes show that pupil J started completing the task, looking over at others work as they were unsure, before realising that they had completed the task incorrectly. Is this due to the pupils not feeling comfortable expressing their true understanding and therefore as Trauth-Nare & Buck (2011) suggest this formative assessment technique is not as effective. Also, as Payne and Payne (2004) explained, could ‘The Hawthorn Effect’ have affected the behaviour of the pupils as they were aware, they were being observed and altered their behaviour and answers as a result.

This AfL technique is most successful when teachers explain its meaning correctly but also when pupils are being honest with their understanding. Pupil L in the pre-reception class appeared to struggle with the task the most. Possibly this is due to the fact that she is new to the class environment and needs more time to develop an understanding of the method thumbs up, in the middle and down. Whilst I asked the class if they understood the task, pupil L gave a thumbs up, but I noticed they only did this after seeing what the other pupils did. However, as (Gipps, 1994) discusses, pupils should not be expected to learn and understand without the teacher teaching effectively. Considering these factors, I would argue that this is a disadvantage of the chosen AfL method as it didn’t give a true reflection of pupil L understanding. 

Conclusion

The method of asking questions to the pupils held its limitations due to the young age of the participants in the pre-reception class. The interviews were cut short due to the pupils’ lack of understanding of the questions being asked and therefore I would re-evaluate this method moving forward. During this instance I believe that piloting the interview before doing the research lesson would have been beneficial as I could have detected that the questions were too complex for the pupils age group. Similarly, I believe this would have benefited the data collected during the interviews held with the year 6 pupils. Although all pupils appeared to understand and respond well to the questions asked, I felt that the questions being asked weren’t all relevant and useful. I believe that the interview should have included a question regarding peer influence. The observation data showed that some pupils don’t give an accurate reading of their understanding when using this AfL method which relates to Harris’ (2007) findings regarding pupils having low self-esteem. If pupils were to suffer from low self-esteem, they possibly wouldn’t want draw attention to themselves by being the only pupils to not have understood the task.    

As I’ve discussed, it’s possible that the pupils felt pressured to answer the interview questions based on what they thought the researchers and class teacher would want to hear and not how they honestly felt and thought. Also, the way in which year 6 pupils were selected for observation resulted in only two being present in the classroom for observation during the lesson study. Although the third pupil was present for the interview section of the research, they could only answer 3 of the 6 questions as the other half were based on the lesson study. This was unfortunate as we missed out on the opportunity to gather a larger quantity of data for the research. On reflection it appears that the data collected during the non-participating observations was very useful.  

Based on the findings of this research study I feel that the method used of collecting data was unreliable as there was a lack of consistency and correlation between the way in which myself and my research partner completed the observation forms. During the lesson in which my research partner observed the pupils completing the AfL strategy in pre-reception class, he noted very little on their behaviour during the lesson, using ticks to show how they had responded to the question. Following the completion and observation of the lesson he later added more information to the observation sheet based on his recolection of the pupil’s behaviour. On the other hand, when I completed the observation form, I took a different approach of completing it fully whilst in the process of observing the pupils. As the research was carried out by two different researchers the technique and findings have been interpreted and documented differently. 

Finally, on reflection I believe that audio recording the interviews would have been beneficial towards the research study. Although this was originally the plan for both classes, we both decided that it would be more ethical to make notes of the pupils’ answers. However, the sheets we collected the information on are quite untidy and difficult to decipher. Appendix 2 and 3 both show that during the interviews it was very difficult to document what each of the participant were saying without interrupting the natural flow of the conversation had. Whilst I was taking notes, I wasn’t noting every word said but making rough notes as I was finding it difficult to keep up with everything being said. Had the interviews been audio recorded we would have been able to create a transcript of that which was said and therefore had more accurate data to work with. 

If I did this lesson again, I would spend more time during the opening section of the lesson explaining the task. The pupils are still very young and would benefit from hearing things multiple times. I would also not rely solely on the method thumbs up, in the middle and down as a method of measuring pupils understanding. 

Recommendations

Moving forward I believe the findings in my research will help myself and others understand the benefits of using AfL methods but also their limitations in a classroom. At such a young age, pupils attending the pre-reception classroom are still too young to fully understand the reason behind completing this AfL technique. However, I do believe it is still worth continuing to carry it out as it’s a way of familiarising the pupils to the technique and using appropriately at a later date. 

By completing this research, I am now more aware of the benefits of using the AfL method discussed but also, the need for pupils to fully understand why you are carrying out the method. As I’ve previously touched upon, the conversations had during the interviews showed the confusion pupils had towards the purpose of them showing thumbs up, in the middle and down. Pupils appeared to be under the impression that doing this was a reflection of their enjoyment of the lesson as opposed to their understanding of the subject and task. Moving forward I will share my results with school so that they are aware and can address this with the pupils. For myself, if I am to use this AfL method I will ensure that every pupil is clear as to why they are performing it but also explain the concept on a regular basis. Hopefully by taking these steps, as a teacher I would be able to measure pupils understanding effectively.  

If I completed a lesson study research again, I would concentrate on the reasoning behind a pupil’s decision in showing a thumbs up, in the middle or down. I would also like to further my research by looking into the success of combining numerous AfL methods to further pupils understanding and achievement in the classroom. As Gardener (2012) suggested, the combination of many AfL methods, leads to more effective learning.   

Moving forward I believe that I would get more accurate results, reflecting the classrooms response as a whole if pupils were selected at random. The pupils in this research study were chosen for various reasons and this has ultimately affected the results and outcomes. You could argue that the results of this study were controlled to an extent because of this factor.
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