

Research Question: How can we improve pupils’ engagement through the use of a traffic light strategy?



	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Develop your critical thinking about your practice in order to identify what needs to change in order to make further progress.
	I have tried to gain different points of view and use a wider variety of critical vocabulary.

	Targed/Target 2
	Continue to develop your understanding of the pedagogical principles to improve teaching and learning.
	I have recognised the importance of improving teaching and learning through reflections.

	Targed/Target 3
	
	

















How can we improve pupils’ engagement through the use of a traffic light strategy?

Aims, focus and purpose of research 

The topic that interests me is assessment for learning (AFL) within the classroom. This interest arose from watching the documentary ‘The classroom experiment’ by Dylan Wiliam where he introduces new AFL strategies in a school to see what the outcomes are. I was curious to see if an AFL strategy would engage the children in my placement school during lessons. 

During placement I was placed in a mixed year group class which consisted of children in years 5 and 6. Whilst being in this class and carrying out observations I recognised that children rarely took part in student self-assessment. The self-assessment they used within the classroom was written feedback at the end of a piece of written work in their books. This led me to discuss with my research partner how we could bring in student self-assessment throughout the lesson. After discussion of different AFL strategies, we decided to base our research study on the use of a traffic light system using coloured fans and exit trays within the classroom. This was similar to what Dylan Wiliam tested out in the documentary as he used traffic light cups during a lesson in his experiment. Our research question is “how can we improve pupils’ engagement through the use of a traffic light strategy?”. In my class were children between the ages of 9 and 11 and in my research partners class were children between the ages of 7 and 9. The aim of the research is to investigate how children will engage with the AFL strategy of a traffic light system to effectively assess their own learning. The objective is for children to be able to independently identify where they think they are in the beginning, middle and end of the lesson. Children should feel confident in using the strategy to be able to gain a true reflection. This will link in with the four purposes within the new curriculum to help children to develop as confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015). For my class this meant that I would be introducing a whole new strategy for them to engage with. At this point, I was unsure how this research was going to go. 



Short overview of relevant literature 

I looked further into assessment for learning by conducting my own research which consisted of reading books, journal articles, government documents and other online resources. What this showed me is AFL is used to determine where learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best they can get there (Earl, 2013). AFL is also a useful tool for teachers to identify how a lesson is going and allow for adaptations in the teaching and learning activities (Earl, 2013). Formative assessment is an informal way of gaining student responses which can be used frequently within the classroom (Popham, 2006). According to Vonderwell and Boboc (2013) formative assessment can support child centred learning where learners can evaluate themselves during lessons. However, students need to be taught how to self-assess themselves and gauge their understanding of what is being taught before this strategy can be successful (Popham, 2006). Bennett (2011) agrees with this and adds that strategies should be well thought out and implemented within the classroom to facilitate learning. When strategies are implemented successfully it can be an ongoing tool for teachers to be able to adapt lessons to maximise student learning and can also help recognise when to put interventions in place (Dixson and Worrell, 2016).

Recent research has suggested that teachers have been implementing formative assessment methods in classrooms with a high focus on meeting criteria for tests or qualifications (Hume and Coll, 2009). Wiliam et al. (2004) adds that schools are under pressure to achieve high results in external tests, therefore, formative assessment is not carried out as effectively. During a study on assessment for learning in Canada, some teachers recognised barriers in AFL strategies and transforming classroom practice (Volante, 2010). It has been noted that teachers have not received adequate training to put formative assessment into practice and therefore, have little knowledge or skills on the subject (Moss and Brookhart, 2019). 

There is evidence to suggest that formative assessment improves student’s involvement in their learning (Black and Wiliam, 2005). If children understand lesson aims and objectives and are clear of what the learning should look like, they will be more motivated to take action and want to learn (Black and Wiliam, 2005). This is further backed up by Crawford (2008) who states that self-assessment can lead to pupils developing greater confidence and focus on their learning. Only when children are clear on learning objectives, can they then engage in self-assessment to recognise where they are in their learning (Chappuis, 2005). When it comes to self-assessment, Chappuis (2005) states that children need a simple system in order for them to understand the stages of where they are in their learning. Atkin et al. (2001) suggest that traffic light system can be used for effective feedback. Children marking their work with a green, yellow or red dot in order to indicate the level of help they need (Atkin et al., 2001). This system can also help teachers gain feedback and recognise which students may need extra support during the lesson (Atkin, 2001). 



Lesson study design 

The methodology used is lesson study research, which involves a form of action research in order to improve teaching and learning (Dudley, 2014). Lesson study is an effective way for teachers to work collaboratively in planning lessons and implementing new teaching techniques to develop a specific aspect of learning (BERA, 2014). Improving the quality of teaching and learning in the classroom will help to raise standards of achievements within schools in Wales (Hill, 2013). McKinsey and Company (2007) agree with this by stating that the quality of teachers outweigh the quality of the actual education system. Hattie (2009:22) also adds that “…the biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching”. 

	The methods of data collection used are non-participant observation, focus group and reflection. The non-participant observations were collected using documents that me and my research partner produced. These observation documents consisted of a table to help structure what we were looking for and help indicate whether children engaged in the strategy. The observation will involve the researcher sitting aside in the classroom and having no active part in the lesson itself (Kumar, 2019). The researcher simply observed the selected children while gaining a full perspective of the lesson. The observer will be identifying whether children use the traffic light strategy in an informed way to assess how they have engaged with them throughout the lesson. The traffic light strategy should also identify where children think they are at the beginning of the lesson and where they are at the end, hopefully showing better understanding after the learning has taken place. 

Three children were chosen as a sample for the focus group. These were identified by representing lower, middle and higher attainment across the curriculum from their carousel groups. These children were observed during the lesson in response to questions on our observation schedule which can be referred to in appendices 1 and 2. The Observation schedule also observed each case child’s level of involvement using the Laevers scale (Laevers, 2003). This will help to collect quantitative data by using the scale to recognise children’s level of involvement during the lesson. 

The focus group interviews were conducted soon after the lesson observations to ensure children within the sample had fresh thoughts and opinions on the lesson and the use of the traffic lights. The focus group were asked a number of questions which related to the children’s experience in the lesson and their views on the traffic light strategy. The interview was semi-structured and the questions and schedule were planned in advance (Kumar, 2019). This can be referred to in appendix 5. Unstructured interviews allow for qualitative data collection (Kumar, 2019). This method gives scope and flexibility to alter or add questions as necessary (Kumar, 2019), especially useful when working with children as you may not always get a rigid answer from them and may have to re-word questions based on what the children understand.  The researchers interviewed the children from their own class to ensure children felt comfortable about giving their views and opinions. The purpose of the focus group interview also puts children at ease if they are together in a group rather than being questioned on their own (Kumar, 2019). This meant that children could bounce off one another’s answers and add opinions when they felt comfortable. Spratling et al. (2012) state that children are able to effectively communicate their experiences in interviews. This interview method also allows for pupil voice to be valued, as it will influence and improve future practise (Morgan et al., 2002). However, these need to be conducted using child-friendly techniques involving appropriate vocabulary within questions to encourage child participation (Morgan et al., 2002). At the end of the interview, there was an opportunity to thank the participants and read back their answers to ensure their responses had been accurately captured and to remind them it will be part of my research and no names would be disclosed. 

After conducting the observations and focus group interviews there was time set aside to reflect on the experience. The reflections were captured using Gibbs’ reflective cycle which consists of six different stages in order to give structure and make sense of the experience (University of Edinburgh, 2019). These six stages include a description of the research and lesson; feelings of both researchers and participants; evaluation of strengths and weaknesses of the strategy; analysis of why something went well or did not go so well; conclusion of the overall findings and finally an action plan to suggest improvements to be made for future research and practice (Markkanen et al., 2020). The reflections are collaborative and shared with my research partner to share good practice and develop any recommendations for the future. 



Ethical considerations 

There are ethical considerations to consider when carrying out research within a classroom. According to BERA (2018), it is important for researchers to ensure that participants fully understand what is involved in the study and what the data will be used for. It is vital to obtain voluntary informed consent from participants and they must understand that they have the right to withdraw at any time without an explanation (BERA, 2018). To obtain this consent a letter will be sent out to parents outlining the research where they will be required to sign to give permission for their child to take part. Children will also give verbal assent after listening to the research brief. The children will also be made aware that they can approach the researchers at any time to withdraw. This is in accordance with UNCRC Article 12 which states that children should have a say in matters that affect them (UNICEF, no date). When conducting research, it is vital for participants to remain anonymous and confidential throughout (BERA, 2018). To ensure this in our data collection we will not use any identifying information such as the children’s names (BERA, 2018).



Lesson study 1 

Lesson study 1 can be referred to in appendix 1. This was carried out in a mixed year 5/6 class of 28 children. At the beginning of the lesson I made sure to introduce the traffic light strategy clearly to the class and explain how we were going to be using the fans throughout the lesson. All case study children held up a green light using their fans to respond to my question and clarify they understood how to use the fans. With reference to appendix 1 all children held up their fans quickly and confidently showing full engagement. The lesson was clearly introduced, and the aims, which was to create a graph using the data collected from a science experiment from the previous session, were clarified with the children. When the children were asked to hold up their fans to indicate where they thought they were at the beginning of the session, I had different responses. Child A held up an orange light, meaning they needed a little bit of support to understand. Child B originally held up an orange light, however, the observer had recognised them looking around the room which influenced them to turn to a green light. This may have been because their peers were holding up a green light so they may have felt they needed to be the same. 

Halfway through the lesson, I asked children again to hold up their lights to indicate whether they understand what they should be doing at this point. All children held up a green light at this point but was interesting when observing that child C took longer to put theirs up. With reference to the observation schedule in appendix 1 it is noted that child C asks for help from their peers throughout the lesson which indicates they may have needed a little bit of support but was reluctant to put up an orange light. It was also recognised that that child A went over to help child C during the lesson. Chid B asks their peers for reassurance throughout the lesson, rather than asking the teacher or teaching assistant for clarification. Whereas, child C always seemed to be asking me to confirm if they had plotted the graph correctly. 

I gathered children on the floor area at the end of the lesson for their feedback on what they thought of the traffic light system and if they enjoyed using the traffic light fans. All three children held up a green light for enjoyment. At the end of the lesson children were placing their names into coloured exit trays when leaving the classroom. Child A and B both placed their names in the green tray, whereas, child C placed theirs in the orange tray. This was interesting after reading the observations made throughout the lesson. 

After reflecting with my research partner after lesson study 1, we felt asking children’s understanding of the lesson before the introduction worked well because children could see how they progressed after having the introduction on the lesson. It also indicated where children thought they were about line graphs before having a recap on them. 

During the focus group I used the interview questions to gain responses from the three children. These questions and answers can be referred to in appendix 5. Child C enjoyed the traffic light system because it was new and explained it can help the shy children within the class to get involved and give an answer. Child A stated they liked the system because of the concept of just holding up a colour and they did not have to talk to express how they were feeling. Child B also stated that everyone in the class was included instead of the same children that always put their hands up. Child C also added that the teacher will know when someone needs help with their work if they hold up a red or orange light. All three children said there was nothing they disliked about using the fans or the exit trays. I asked the children which traffic light method they liked the most. Child B voiced that they liked the exit trays because it was done individually when leaving the classroom and everyone had a chance to say where they felt they were. They also said that the teacher can gain feedback from this and know which children still think they need a bit more support. Child A enjoyed the fans because they had ownership of them through the lesson and it was interactive. Child C agreed with this and asked if we could use them more often in class. When I asked the children what colour they held up at the start of the lesson, all answers corresponded with the observation schedule of the lesson, showing that they remembered what they had chosen. However, Child B had originally held up an orange but switched to a green after looking around the room. Child A and C both agreed that they were a little unsure at the start of the lesson about how to create their line graphs but after being showed had greater understanding before starting their work. I asked children what exit tray they placed their name into at the end of the lesson. Child A said that they found the work easier than they thought and put theirs in the green exit tray. Child B also placed theirs in the green exit tray and said that if they were asked to do a graph again, they would feel more confident now. Child C said that they put theirs in the orange exit tray because they kept getting confused with the squares on the graph paper. All 3 children agreed that they would like to use the traffic light fans more often in lessons, with child B stating that it helps them think about what they understand in the lesson. 

On reflection, I recognised that the traffic light strategy went well because I had clearly explained to the children how and why we were using them. Children also understood what each colour meant when holding them up. During the lesson some children were drawn to the fans and fussing with them throughout. I come to the conclusion that this was a novelty to them as it was new, however, if we were to use this strategy more in class in the future, they would become used to them. I found children were more engaged than usual during the introduction of the lesson. On analysis, this may be because the traffic light fans were something new and this motivated the children to participate and hold up a green light. 



Lesson study 2 

Lesson study 2 can be referred to in appendix 2. This was carried out in a mixed year 3/4 class of 26 pupils. At the beginning of lesson study 2 the teacher made sure children understood how to use the traffic light fans and what each colour meant. Following this the teacher asked children to hold up traffic lights to show their understanding of them, Child A, B and C all held up a green light. The teacher then went on to clearly introduce the lesson, outlining what they were going to be learning about and clarified the lesson aims. At the start of the lesson, and before the introduction on long division, the teacher asked the children to use their traffic light fan to indicate where they think they are on their understanding of the topic. Child A and C both hold up a green light straight away. Whereas, Child B held up an orange light but then decided to change it to green after looking around the room.  During the introduction Child A seemed to be disengaged and was looking down while playing with the traffic light fan. Child C payed attention throughout the introduction and offers answers to the teacher’s questions on long division. The teacher purposely asks child A a question in an attempt to reengage them in the lesson. Child A tried to answer the question but needed some support to get the answer. After this, Child A goes back to looking around the room and often not looking at the teacher throughout the lesson. 

During the main activities the three children were in different groups to suit their abilities. Child C went to their allocated table and started to look at the worksheet, however, then moved their chair to be able to sit by their peers to have a chat. Child B starts working straight away and is engaged in trying to work out the sums. Child A sat ready at the table to work with the teacher for support. 
A little while into the lesson, another child who was sitting next to Child B tries to distract them by chatting, but Child B decides to ignore this and carry on with their work. Child C seemed very distracted during the activities and was more interested in chatting to their friends.

To check if the class all understood what they are supposed to be doing, halfway through the lesson the teacher asked the children to hold up the traffic lights to indicate their understanding and check if anyone needed support. Child A and C held up a green light to show they understood what they were doing. Whereas, child B held up an orange light. The teaching assistant recognised this and went over to give them support. I recognised child C was still chatting to peers and playing with the fan, so I walked over to their table to see how they were getting on. It was apparent that Child C was completing their work but as they were able to work out the sums quite quickly, they were not fully occupied with the task. Child A was focused throughout the task with support from the teacher and was able to explain the method they were using to work out the answers. 
During the plenary all children were asked to hold up their traffic light fans for the enjoyment of the lesson. All children held up a green light to indicate they enjoyed the lesson. 

At the end of the lesson children were asked to place their names in a green, orange or red exit tray depending on how they understood the lesson and their competence on long division. Child A, B and C all placed their names into the green exit trays.



Discussion of research findings 

Findings from both lesson studies showed a child in each class changing their answer after recognising the answers of their peers. In relation to this, Over and Carpenter (2012) suggest that children may feel social pressures in an experience and want to imitate peer answers in order to be the same. Children may also feel embarrassed to show that they don’t understand or admit they need support. To overcome this, when using the fans next time, answers could be made more anonymous by children closing their eyes or putting their heads down when holding up their fan. When I carried out my observation in lesson study 2, it was difficult to determine the level of involvement for each child during the lesson using the Laevers scale. A copy of the Laevers scale can be found in appendix 6. This was because I found children had different levels of involvement for different parts of the lesson. Kent (2016) back this up by saying that pupils’ levels of involvement will differ throughout the day, therefore, is unrealistic when observing for short periods of time. If I was to use this scale again, I would split up the lesson in order to give children a level for different stages throughout the lesson.  






Conclusion 

I recognise the importance of ethical considerations and confidentiality. Before starting the research, I made sure that consent was given by all parties involved in the study, no names were recorded, and participants remained anonymous.
From carrying out research on AFL I was able to determine that AFL can increase learning gains, engagement and motivation. By putting a strategy into place, I was able to experience first-hand the effect it had on learning and engagement in the class as a whole. Some children within the class would sometimes be disengaged from the start, however, I observed that during my instructions for the lesson, the introduction of the traffic light fans interested the children and engaged them from the start. This was backed up by feedback from the focus group who indicated that they liked the used of the traffic light fans. They reported that enjoyed the exercise and they felt this was a good way to express their thoughts without speaking out. 
I used a number of different methods in my study lesson. Starting with non-participant observation. The advantage of doing this, is the observer can gain a full perspective of the class while also observing the children selected for the study. This could also have a negative effect as some children may not feel comfortable being observed and, therefore, may react in a way which is not usual for them.
Children with a range of attainment levels were selected for this study and the focus group interview. Choosing children with different attainment levels gave a better picture of the class thus strengthening the findings falling out of the study. To ensure the children felt comfortable to express their views, I decided to conduct the focus group interviews myself in the form of an informal chat. As I am known to them, there is the possibility that the children may tell me what they think I want to hear so it was important that I did not guide them in any way. If the interviews were carried out by someone who was not familiar to the children, they may not have given a true account of their views.  

For formative assessment to be effective children must be able to assess themselves. To do this, it is important that children understand what the learning goals are. Teachers need to help the children to understand what this means and how to do it for it to be effective. This was achieved during my lesson study by me first clearly setting out the aims of the lesson. In order for me to gauge whether or not the children understood the instructions, they were asked to use the traffic light fan to indicate their level of understanding. 

Gibbs reflective cycle proved to be a useful tool. The six stages helped me to structure my reflection and focus on different elements of the research study. Reflection is vital in order to improve teaching practice. It highlights areas for improvement and areas of success. It is also best practice to share the findings with others. Everyone in the class benefited from AFL and I would like to test out the theory on other age groups to see if the findings would be similar. 



Recommendations

If I was to do lesson study research again, I would carry out a pilot study first. By doing this it can help identify any barriers or limitations to the research beforehand (Kim, 2010). A pilot study can be essential to make modifications to the research plan in order to achieve more accurate results (Kim, 2010). However, Van Teijlingen and Hundley (2001) state that a pilot study may not guarantee the main research study to be a success, but it can increase the chances. Van Teijlingen and Hundley (2001) also state that these pilot studies can be conducted on a smaller scale than the plan of the research and acts as a pre-test. It is also important to discuss with researchers the processes and findings of the pilot study (Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001). 
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