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Design and conduct a small-scale research study, and critically evaluate the chosen research tools and the impact of findings on the learner and on your professional practice. 
This research study will explore the question “Does sharing a learning objective (LO) positively impact all learners?”. This research question was inspired by time spent on professional teaching practice (PTE). The research study will be undertaken at the most recent placement school using the classes from both blocks of PTE, year 2 and year 3. In order to gather data, the following research tools will be used: a questionnaire, interviews and observations. To obtain the answer to the overarching research question, the research must explore smaller questions, (such as: What is the purpose of a learning objective? Does a learning objective help pupils? If so, then how?) that will provide a whole picture once the data has been gathered and analysed. The participating school uses a learning objective in the form of a WALT (What Are we Learning Today?). Opinions of using a LO are well documented from a professional point of view (William, 2018; Clarke, 2020; Fletcher-wood, 2013; Didau, 2015, Hattie, 2019), but there seems to be a lack of literature documenting the opinions of learners and what a learning objective means to them. By conducting this research study, it is hoped that a clearer insight may be gained into whether all learners benefit from the sharing of LO’s. 

Pink (2017) declares that LO’s are restrictive and do not need to be written. Instead he believes that it is as simple as saying ‘we are learning A today because it is going to help you with B next week and eventually you will be able to, perhaps even need to, use it for C’. Didau (2015) agrees and argues that learning objectives have become a ‘meaningless ritual’ and they are now just ‘white noise with very little impact on learning’ (Didau, 2012). OFSTED (2012) share some of these beliefs and echo them in their report: Mathematics: made to measure. They did however speak of good practice they observed in a school. OFSTED wrote that rather than waste time writing the LO and having the pupil’s copy it down in their books, ‘time was spent discussing the LO including new and key vocabulary’. Everette (2017) opines that learning objectives are beneficial; however, it is the way in which they are delivered and used that matter most. She argues that a focused discussion and understanding of objectives can help learners take ownership of their learning. This, again, is supporting the arguments of Didau and cements the idea that it is less important for the LO to be written on the board all day every day but, in fact, is more effective as part of a discussion. It is common practice for learning objectives to be given at the start of the lesson but William (2018) emphasises that this is a common misconception. He clarifies that it is a mistake to think that LO’s must be given at the beginning, suggesting that some lessons work better if this doesn’t happen. 
Christodoulou (2016) proposes that AfL in general has yet to be as successful as it could be due to the way skills are developed. She argues that pupils need to be taught the components of the skill and not just practice the skill itself. Sharing a slightly different perspective of AfL failure and in particular Learning objectives, Fletcher-wood (2013) blames the systematic misuse by lead professionals who have an understanding of formative assessment that inspires them to become part of their school practice, but not enough to engender understanding or mastery of its underlying purposes’. William (2018) said that AfL is about pupils taking ownership of their own learning. If the pupil has no idea what the purpose of the learning objective, then how can this be promoted as AfL? He believes that learners have a better chance at arriving at their destination if they know where they are headed. Timlegg (2017) supports this, believing that learning objectives shape what students learn. Nottingham (2019) goes even further than this and suggest that learning objectives should only ever be constructed using three structures: to know, to understand and to be able to. He argues that by using these three structures it will help provide clarity to learners and help with differentiation. 

Method 
Deciding which research tools to use to gather data, in my opinion, can be dependent on two factors: what do you want to find out and who are the participants. If we look to the research question, ‘“Does sharing a learning objective (LO) positively impact all learners?’, it allows us to see that the aim of the research is to determine if every learner benefit from LO’s being shared. What do learning objectives mean to the learner? Additionally, what do they mean to the teacher? To satisfy the overarching question the target audience is academic staff and learners, it is necessary to gather data from both sets of participants as this will give different viewpoints and show disparities and similarities within those opinions. In doing so, it will allow the data to be analysed to determine if there is/is not a correlation between learners’ standpoint and that of academic staff. It is necessary to use a variety of research tools to obtain sufficient information to analyse. The most appropriate methods for the circumstances are observation, interview and a questionnaire. The questionnaire will be used to gather data from the academic staff only, the interview will be used to gather data from learners, and the observations will be used for both sets of participants. Each research tool has advantages and disadvantages, therefore; using a mixture of methods can help to give a more rounded conclusion from the data analysis as one research tool can have advantages that another may not have, thus creating a more complete picture. 

Questionnaire
Using a questionnaire is a good way to gauge participants’ perspective, attitudes, and opinions and they are simple to administer. Additionally, using an online format means they can be sent out and returned quickly, however; this format may not appeal to those who are less confident in using technology and they may be less willingly to participate. By using a questionnaire, the participants have time to think about their answers as they are not usually required to respond straightaway. This is especially true in an electronic format as the delivery and return is usually instantaneous lending more time for the answers, however; this format is vulnerable to technological issues which can hinder delivery and return. Questionnaire format is familiar to most and can be distributed to a large number with little or no cost, unfortunately questionnaires yield low response rates and sometimes this rate can be too low to gather sufficient data to analyse (Evalued, 2006). Using this format can be risky as it can be unsuitable for some within the target audience, such as the visually impaired or those who do not have English as a first or second language. In addition to this, the design and type of questions that are used are extremely important; they need to be free from ambiguous language to avoid confusion and misinterpretation, have varied question types to engage participants and minimise the risk of questions being ignored, and should be quick and simple to complete. As everyone is an individual, it is possible that questions will be interpreted differently by participants, in fact they may be interpreted in a way that is not intended and therefore the results could be skewered, some questions may be ignored entirely giving incomplete data. Perhaps the most appealing advantage of using a questionnaire, especially in an electronic format, is that it allows anonymity easily which in turn encourages more honest answers from participants. 
Evalued identifies the issues that should be considered when developing a questionnaire:
Issues to consider:
Can the question be easily understood?
Is the question too vague or too precise?
Is the question biased?
Is the question necessary to the evaluation?
Will respondents be willing to provide the information?
Is the question applicable to all respondents?
Is the first question:
· a simple one so that nobody is put off? 
· a general one that everybody has to answer?     
Allow ample space for answers, especially to open questions.
Clearly differentiate between instructions to the respondent and the questions.                                                    Use terms which will be easily understood by all respondents.
                                                                                                                                                                                   (Evalued, 2006, http://www.evalued.bcu.ac.uk/tutorial/4a.htm)    


With the issues that Evalued highlighted in mind there are different types of questions that can be used. I created a pilot questionnaire that demonstrates the use of these questions (Appendix 2), however, each has advantages and disadvantages. Here is an example of the two most common types of questioning and the advantages and disadvantages of each, presented in grid format for ease of comparison:
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	Advantages 
	Disadvantages 

	Participants can express themselves honestly
	Answers could have too much information

	Participants can use their own words 
	Answers could have too little information  

	Could provide extra anecdotal information that wouldn’t be possible with a closed question. 
	Analysing responses can be time consuming 

	
	Take too long to complete 



	Closed questions 

	Advantages 
	Disadvantages 

	Less time consuming to complete 
	Questions could be leading 

	Response rate is higher (Less questions missed)
	Questions do not allow for creative and individual answers 

	Easier comparison of answers 
	

	Easier to analyse answers 
	




Interview
Using interviews as a research tool can allow for an in-depth investigation, they can give insight to participants personal feelings, perceptions and opinions, and allow us to explore why they hold these opinions through detailed questioning. Participants are free to express themselves in their own words, however; being face-to-face may cause participants to not be 100% honest in their opinions/answers as they may feel pressure to give an answer the think the interviewer is looking for rather than a true response. Conversely, some participants may be less self-conscious in a 1-to-1 situation and engender a more confident approach than they would normally. Being face-to-face provides real opportunity for clarity, questions can be rephrased and tailored to the participant, misunderstanding can be cleared up, incomplete answers can be followed up. This is especially relevant for this research study as the 92% of pupils at the participating school have English as an additional language (EAL) with many being new to English (NTE) and approximately 16% pupils have an additional learning need (ESTYN, 2016). Furthermore, the line of questioning may go in an unanticipated, but valuable direction, leading to answers that would not arise using a different research tool. In this instance using interviews as a research method is the most logical due to the diverse range of needs of the participating learners, however there are issues to consider; interviews can be very time-consuming. Due to time constraints the interviews need to be short to ensure that a wide range of learners are used to gather data, keeping the interview short will also help keep participants engaged. I have created an outline of the questions that would be used including examples of rephrasing (Appendix 1). Additionally, participants may be worried about giving a ‘wrong’ answer which may hinder them from answering honestly. 

Observation 
According to Choudhury (n.d) using observation as a research tool is ‘indispensable’ for those who may not understand or whom have difficulty understanding such as participants with EAL. Observations can provide a wide range of information, in contrast observers may actually miss something important or ‘see something they want to see’ (Steber, 2017) therefore, create bias results. Shaheen (2019) opines that observation relies on individual perception and whether the observer is skilled, the results will be dependent on the observer’s ability to ‘discern important information and draw accurate insights’ based on what they see. Although observation can be quicker than individual interview, to get comparative data several observations would need to be carried out. This could be difficult within a school setting due to timetable/teacher availability. Just like an interview, participants can ‘act-up’ because they know they are being observed which causes a distraction, although, the opposite can be true also. Participants could become withdrawn, shy or nervous. They could feel pressure that would restrict them participating in their normal manner. Overall, observation in this instance is a low-cost tool and can focus on specific areas/learners, however the data can be difficult to analyse, and the observer has little control over the environment. The manner in which the observer transcribes must also be considered, if observations are handwritten/typed then the observer runs the risk of missing things that could be of importance.

As with any research study, there are ethical and moral considerations and guidelines that need to be adhered to. In education, this code is set out by the British Education Research Association (BERA). Additionally, the research will adhere to the university ethics code (Appendix 3). BERA (2018) explains that voluntary informed consent needs to be obtained at the start of the study and that participants should be made aware of their right to withdraw at any time for any reason. 
In the case of participants whose capacity, age or other vulnerable circumstance may limit the extent to which they can be expected to understand or agree voluntarily to participate, researchers should fully explore ways in which they can be supported to participate with assent in the research. In such circumstances, researchers should also seek the collaboration and approval of those responsible for such participants.  

                                                                                            (BERA, 2018)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
As stated above, approval of participation or assent needs to be gained in addition to consent. The learners will give assent verbally, in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC ‘rights of the child’ (UNICEF, 1990) and throughout the research questions such as ‘are you happy to continue/carry on?’ will be asked to ensure the willingly and voluntary participation. For NTE pupils or learners that have EAL, flashcards with a smiley face and sad face will be used. This will allow learners to express their wish to carry on or withdraw.  
The participating school will be distributing the necessary letters and forms to gain consent from relevant parties (Appendices 4 & 5). 

AfL should be used in a meaningful way as It can easily become a meaningless ritual that adds little or no value if not implemented correctly. In future practice I will pose the following questions for any strategy employed: is it positively contributing, enhancing or aiding children’s learning? If no, why not? How can you fix it, if at all, is it needed? I have learned that LO’s can be an effective strategy that are easy to implement. However, it is important that they are implemented well as it is easy for them to be misused, becoming meaningless, timewasting exercises that are being used to satisfy a ‘tick box’ criteria rather than benefit learners. For LO’s to be implemented successfully, they need to be flexible, be discussed and be coupled with success criteria that have been co-constructed with learners (Dabell, 2018), and arguably most importantly, they do not have to be given at the start of the lesson (William, 2018). Create mystery and intrigue, allow learners to realise where the journey is going for themselves. It appears that common sense should be deployed when using any AfL strategy and that it should be recognised when that strategy isn’t working/beneficial. In context of the participating school in the research study, I am not wholly convinced that using learning objectives is a worthwhile strategy to enforce in a school that has 92% EAL pupils. Black et al. (2004, pp.8-21) documented that pupils ‘need to know where they are going in order to get there’, however, this means more than writing a learning objective on the board and reading it to learners, which bring us back to the point of the participating school; How can all learners benefit from sharing a learning objective if several learners do not have enough language acquisition to be able to understand the learning objective? 
Overall, it is obvious that using learning objectives alone is not enough to have a positive impact on learners, it is more important what is done with that LO and what it means to the children rather than what the teacher thinks the LO means to the learner. If the objective means nothing to the learner then it is of no value at all. 
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