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[bookmark: _Toc128161267]Aim, focus and purpose of the research / Research context

The aim of this essay is to discuss the impacts of silence as a classroom management tool, and what effects it can have on the children within the classroom. Following my last two placements, a target that was repeatedly raised for myself from the QTS standards was “managing the learning environment”. Within this, there was a specific focus on maintaining silence within the classroom. However, I began to question whether silence really was really necessary in order to maintain the learning environment, and whether controlled discussion would promote far more positive learning habits amongst the learners. Who really benefits from silence? And who benefits from discussion? Therefore, in order to find this out, I will undertake a case study to observe and uncover the benefits of both working in silence and incorporating discussion, and if there are any limitations to either method of managing the learning environment.
The school in which this research is taking place is a 3-11 aged school with around 400 pupils. Around 11% of children have additional learning needs. This is below the Welsh average of 21%. (Estyn, 2018). The class is made up of 21 boys and 9 girls, with 4 children within the class having Additional Learning Needs (ALN). The school has two form entry for each year group with a class teacher for each class. All identifiable information regarding the school context has been redacted in order to maintain anonymity and confidentiality (BERA, 2018). 
From my observations, I identified that the children within my class like to discuss everything possible, and do not like working in silence. Therefore, I wanted to find out whether working in silence would be more beneficial for this class in particular, or whether they would benefit more from being allowed to discuss their work.
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When considering the topic of talk in the classroom, there is the idea of ‘quality talk’ to discuss. ‘Quality talk’ is described as “a tool for thinking, and that certain kinds of talk can contribute to high-level comprehension” (Quality Talk, n.d.). 
Riches (2021) highlights the importance of talk in the classroom and expresses how discussion in the classroom can help children to comprehend the topics they are learning about, and further aids the understanding portion of their learning. Mercer (1996) discusses how talk can be considered as a ‘social way of thinking’ and can help learners scaffold their learning and information with each other alongside the class teacher. This is further developed by Edwards and Westgate (1994) who talk about how allowing the discussion between children within the classroom can result in higher levels of engagement between the children in the activity at hand. Power (2001) evidences how there is a direct correlation between teachers who encourage discussion in their classroom and the results that their children obtain. 
On the other hand Mercer (1996) also considers the idea that whilst quality talk is beneficial for the children to further their progress and understanding, the children will not always take the opportunity for its best use scenario. 
Murphy et al. (2018) lays out a concept for quality talk and discusses how it can be most beneficial following modelling from a class teacher, thus combating the disadvantage raised by Mercer (1996). They say that through instruction and a framework set out by the class teacher, such as placing an emphasis on the relevant vocabulary, then quality talk can be encouraged and facilitated effectively. 
When looking at silence in the classroom, there are conflicting views.
Jaworski and Sachdev (2010) highlight how students view silence as an opportunity to absorb information and facilitate new learning. However, Weeks (2018) describes how many children, especially younger children can view silence as a form of punishment, and thus, does not facilitate that higher level of understanding.
Page (2021) raises the concern of there being two different forms of silence within the classroom, weak and strong. Weak silence is forced by the teacher onto the children whereas strong silence is created as a mutual understanding between both the teacher and the students. They argue that the idea of weak silence links to the idea raised by Weeks (2018), in that the children view this as a punishment rather than an opportunity to learn. 
[bookmark: _Toc128161269]Explanation of Case Study

‘Case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied… By whatever methods we choose to study the case. We could study it analytically or holistically, entirely by repeated measures or hermeneutically, organically or culturally, and by mixed methods but we concentrate for the time being, on the case’ (Stake, 2005). By using a variety of methods, it can provide what is called ‘rich data’ and helps to get a more in-depth response to the question based upon participant’s views and experiences (Hamilton, 2011).
During the observation, I used the whole class as a sample. This allowed me to get an accurate depiction of the impact on the class, and as they produced a piece of work, it also allowed me to see the impacts more explicitly.
However, for the interviews, I selected a smaller sample group in order to get a more accurate representation of the children’s views and opinions. This sample was selected randomly in order to avoid bias.
I also interviewed the class teacher to gain their viewpoint on the topic, and I was interested to see if there was a connection between the views of the teacher and whether this had been passed on to the children in the class. Furthermore, as my school has two form entry for each year group, I also interviewed the other Year 5 teacher. During my observation before undertaking the research, I noticed that the other Year 5 class had a different classroom dynamic to the class that I was placed with, so I was interested to compare the viewpoints of the two teachers. 
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For my case study, I wanted to use both an observation and interviews. By using both these research methods, I could gain both a generalised view of the class and how they engage with the topic at hand, as well as getting more in-depth, personal viewpoints of the participants and how they believe the topic is related to them. 
When looking at observations, there are two ways in which they can be undertaken. ‘Participant observation’ involved the researcher being involved with the respondents and asking questions, and ‘unobtrusive observation’ means the researcher simply stands outside of the environment and notes down behaviours (Driscoll, 2011). Simpson and Tuson (2003) also highlight that there are various ways that observational research can be undertaken. They discuss how informal observations can be just as beneficial as those that are taken in a professional manner with tools such as an observation schedule. 
One of those benefits of observational research is that you can witness the event occurring in its natural setting, allowing for more rich data. When this observation takes place in a controlled environment, it can provide more true data than could be obtained from other research methods (Delve, n.d.). 
A limitation I identified when conduction the observation is related to the idea of ‘quality of talk’. Whilst I let the children talk during the observation, I wanted to ensure that I was simply observing, and his resulted in some children not undertaking in ‘quality talk’ rather using the time to discuss other topics unrelated to the task at hand. 
When deciding on an observation schedule to use for my research, I considered what it was that I would be looking for when observing. As I would be aiming to measure engagement, I landed on The Leuven scale. The Leuven Scale was developed as a tool to measure the degree of involvement by children in a particular activity. It is measured on a scale, with ‘5’ being the highest level of engagement, and ‘1’ being the lowest. It is based on the idea that higher levels of engagement will be correlated to higher quality provision (MacRae and Jones, 2020). 
However, a criticism of the Leuven Scale is that it does not take into account those children with Additional Learning Needs. As it is a uniform scale for observing the children in their activity, the behaviours described in the Leuven Scale are not always present in those children with ALN (Learning Journals, n.d.).
My observation research was laid out as two 5-minute periods of observation (See appendices 1). During these periods, one would be set out where the children would be working at a task in silence. I observed four children during this 5-minute period, one from each table set out in the classroom. The second period of observation was another 5-minute burst where the children would be undertaking a similar task to the first burst in order to maintain fairness in the observation. During this 5-minute period, the children were encouraged to discuss the task with the children next to them and those on their tables. 
After conducting this observation, I felt that it would be beneficial to take some of the children and ask them of their views and opinions of discussion and silence in the classroom whilst they are completing their work. In order to do this, I decided to settle on focus group interviews. 
Denscombe (2007, p.115) describes focus groups as “a small group of people, usually between six and nine in number, who are brought together by a trained moderator (the researcher) to explore attitudes and perceptions, feelings and ideas about a topic”.
Focus group interviews can be of great benefit to a researcher when aiming to obtain feelings or opinions surrounding a particular topic. McLafferty (2004) outlines that focus group interviews can be a rich source of information when conducting a case study.
The classification of participants can also be important when conducting focus group interviews. Cheng (2007) notes how there is no specific requirement for participants to have no connections to each other prior to the interview. This can help with obtaining rich data as during a focus group interview, participants are encouraged to interact with each other so that a range of beliefs and opinions can be formed (Dilshad and Latif, 2013).
Gorman and Clayton (2005) express how focus group interviews can be of great benefit to the research as they allow for a large amount of data can be obtained in a small amount of time and use less resources as only one researcher need be present as a moderator. 
However, a downside to focus group interviews is highlighted by McLafferty (2004) in that they do often need more moderator intervention than individual interviews. 
I also wanted to identify whether the views of the children were influenced in any way by the view of their class teacher, and whether these viewpoints are shared by all class teachers or if there is a variation between classes. 
In order to do this, I conducted semi-structured one-to-one interviews with both Year 5 teachers. A semi-structured interview is described as interview based around a set of guiding questions, with room for the discussion to flow based on arising topics or opinions (Wilson, 2012).
To avoid bias, a random sampling approach is used when selecting participants for an interview. However, in this context, random sampling is not appropriate. This viewpoint is backed by Alsaawi (2014), who highlights that in some contexts, self-selection is more appropriate in order to best fit the nature of the topic, as well as gaining participants consent to be part of the research. 
Alsaawi (2014) also highlights some of the limitations surrounding interviews, more specifically the ethical implications. It can be said that the interviewer’s relationship to both the interviewee and the topic at hand can have an influence on the answers and data produced, thus making the data unreliable. 
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Ethical Considerations

When conducting research, especially surrounding children, there are certain ethical issues that should be taken into consideration. All ethical considerations fall in line with the Ethics Form that was created and submitted before conducting the research.
Concerning the children involved in observations, I ensured that I had both assent and consent from them before conducting the observations. BERA (2018) outlines that participants under the age of 18 cannot explicitly give consent to be a part of the research, and therefore assent would need to be obtained. Assent is described as “an agreement given by a child/young person, or others who are not legally empowered to give consent” (Medical Research Council, n.d.). In order to do this, I asked all children before the observation if they were happy to participate. Furthermore, at the beginning of the interviews, I gave all children the opportunity to say whether they were willing to participate in the interview. BERA (2018) also outlines the importance of making the participants aware of their right to withdraw from the research.
As further outlined by BERA (2018), in instances where the participants are not able to get consent, the researcher should aim to gain consent of “those who are responsible for children, such as a parent or guardian” (pp. 15). In order to gain the consent of these parents, I sent out a parental consent form (see Appendices 4) to which all parents responded.
BERA (2018) also expresses the importance of anonymity and confidentiality when conducting research. Confidentiality is described as “the process of separating or modifying any personal, identifying information provided by participants” whereas anonymity is “the process of collecting data without obtaining any personal, identifying information” (Coffelt, 2017). In order to ensure the confidentiality of the participants involved in my research, I did not use any identifiable information such as names of the participants. During my interviews and observations, I referred to all children as “Child A, Child B” etc. so that they could not be identified. Furthermore, any information related to the school in which the research was undertaken has been redacted throughout the essay.
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The results in my research varied between the children observed (see appendices 1). When considering the period of silence, the children who were of higher ability completed the task earlier than those of a lower ability. There were high levels of engagement throughout this 5-minute period for all children involved and 2 of the children were able to complete the task. At the two-minute mark, the majority of the children were showing high levels of engagement in the task and were working at the expected level. 
However, a problem arose during this time as Child A, who had finished their task at the 3-minute mark, was not able to stay in silence and thus began to distract those other children on their table, bringing their engagement levels down. Furthermore, Child C appeared to hit a point where they did not have a full understanding of the task at the 3-minute mark, and, due to the silence in the classroom, did not ask for help with the task. 
When considering the period of discussion, the results differed. Generally, all children’s engagement with the task across the board suffered due to the discussion going on in the classroom. As mentioned above, it was hard to monitor the level of quality talk going on between the children during this time. 
When looking at individual children, Child A was clearly distracted by the level of discussion going on in the classroom as their performance in the task as hindered. On the other hand, it can be seen that Child D benefitted from the discussion going on in the classroom. They showed higher levels of engagement during the first 2 minutes and were able to complete the task in a shorter time than when they were completing the task in silence. 
The 5-minute mark of the discussion period showed that there was a high chance that there was limited quality talk going on as all of the children observed had reached a level of low engagement due to the volume in the classroom. This is a definite downside to discussion within the classroom. 
The observations have then proved that there is a variation of the benefits of both discussion and silence in the classroom, and it is entirely dependent on the nature of the child as to whether they are more engaged during silence or discussion. This falls in line with what is raised by Page (2021), who says that “silence is not ideal for everyone all the time because not everyone is desiring it equally”, thus suggesting that enforcing this silence will not be of benefit to all children. 
When we consider the results of the focus group interviews, it is evident that many of the children share the same views when it comes to discussion in the classroom. 
The first question I asked the children was “Do you prefer to talk or have silence in the classroom?” (See appendices B).  All of the children interviewed declared that they preferred to be able to talk when doing their work with one child saying:
“I like it when we are allowed to talk when doing our work because it makes it more fun and I don’t feel like I’m doing work, the lessons feel more faster.”
This would suggest to me that the children view silence as boring and negative, and thus hindering their enjoyment in school and in their lessons. This would have a negative impact on their engagement in some aspects as they would be less enthusiastic to be involved in a lesson or learning they viewed as unenjoyable. 
The second question I asked the children was “Do you think you concentrate better when you can talk or when it is silent?”. The majority of the children said that they concentrate better when it is silent, with one child stating:
“When the other kids on my table are talking, I can’t focus on my work and I want to talk to them too. They don’t always talk about the work too which makes it worse”.
However, one of the children offered an alternative answer and said:
“When Miss asks us to work in silence, I feel like we have done something bad so I feel upset, and I don’t think I learn very good when I feel upset.”
Many of the children then agreed with this statement, which tells me that a lot of the children view silence as a form of punishment, relating to what is raised by Weeks (2018), and not as a period of learning, which counteracts what was raised by Jaworksi and Sachdev (2010), as they don’t feel that this idea of punishment helps them facilitate their new learning and information.
The final question I asked the children was “Does talking to the other children help you to understand your work”. There was a divide in the responses to this question, with one child saying: 
“Sometimes when I’m stuck with my work, I ask my friend on my table who is better at maths than me and he always explains it to me so I can carry on working. I don’t like asking Miss about the work because she sometimes explains it too hard.”
Promoting this idea of asking the children on the table for help can aid the other children’s self confidence when learning.
However, another child answered this question saying:
“A lot of the time it is easier to ask Miss because the children on my table don’t want to help me and just make my work more confusing. But I like it when we work in partners.”
When looking at the interviews I conducted with the two class teachers, it was interesting to hear their differing viewpoints and teaching styles.
The first question I asked the teachers was “Do your children work better during discussion?”. There was a variation in responses, with one of the teachers stating:
“The children in my class work better when I enforce silence. They tend to get distracted if I allow them to talk and they go off topic and the volume level in the classroom gets too high for them to concentrate.”
However, the other teacher I interviewed said that:
“The children in my class are much better when I do not enforce silence. A lot of them do get distracted and it does take a bit longer for them to complete a task, however they do get the work done and it is occasionally at a better level than if they worked in silence independently.”
This suggests to me that the classroom dynamic can have an impact on whether or not silence is beneficial to the children.
The next question I asked the teachers was “Do you think there are more positives or negatives to talking in the classroom?”. Their responses were similar to this answer, with one of the teachers stating:
“I definitely think encouraging discussion in the classroom can have great benefits to the learners and their understanding and development. However, the problem arises when that discussion is not topic-focused and relevant to the classroom.”
Which then lead me on to my next question, which was “How do you ensure that there is quality discussion going on during your lessons?”. Both teachers gave a similar response in that they like to model the vocabulary and discussion that should be happening between the children, much like Murphy et al. (2018) suggests is the key to quality discussion in the classroom. 
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Following on from conducting this case study, I feel that is has been extremely beneficial to me both in the context of this current Professional Teaching Experience, and beyond this into my teaching career. The research I have undertaken will inform an intervention or strategy I can put in place for my particular class whilst teaching. Furthermore, I feel that this particular research question and its methods could be repeated in another class context, for example, for my class as an NQT, as it would inform interventions and strategies that could be put in place there. 
This case study has also made me realise the importance of research such as this in the classroom, as this is what would inform the interventions put in place for the children and teachers also. Instances such as this where you are researching for the benefit of the children is of utmost importance as a class teacher.
In terms of the reliability of this research and the methods involved, I believe that they could be repeated and transferred across different classes both in my placement school and beyond. After interviewing and gaining the viewpoints of the other Year 5 class teacher, I would be interested to see how different the results of this case study would be if I had undertaken it with the other Year 5 class, or with a different year group within the school to be able to compare the results of the studies. 
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In terms of the recommendations that came from the results of this case study, it falls in line with what was raised by Murphy et al. (2018). Both class teachers who were interviewed said that they feel that when discussion is focused around the topic at hand, then the children really do benefit from it.
Therefore, I feel that to ensure that the children in my class benefit from discussion when completing work, then there needs to be a focus put on quality talk in my classroom. This would mean the class teacher modelling the necessary vocabulary for the children to have those quality discussions and for it to benefit them in the long run. I do feel that if this practice is put in place and the foundations are created for the children to have those discussions, then it will come more naturally to them as they progress and there will be less need for teacher intervention. 
However, that is not to say that there is no need for silence in the classroom. As raised by the children during their interviews, discussion can sometimes act as a distraction for the children, even if it is topic centred and relevant. In this instance, I do feel that there needs to be a balance in place in order to reap the best results within the classroom.
Following the introduction of these strategies into the classroom, I do feel that this research could be completed again to see if they have been of benefit and to compare the results as well as to compare the viewpoints of the children to see if their attitudes have changed during the course of the intervention.
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