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How effective is using a hands up selection approach to questioning within a classroom? 

Introduction 
This research focusing on questioning styles within a classroom. The purpose of the research was to establish whether using a hands up selection approach following a question is more or less effective than a random selection approach. The research focused on learner’s engagement during a lesson based on these two different approaches. For the sake of this research, engagement was measured using an observation checklist and (see appendices) and engagement referred to learners who completed task set, discussed task/topic and learners who asked and answered questions. This research was chosen as there is much debate of the use of different selection techniques within literature and teaching professionals in which I have spoken too. 

Despite much evidence suggesting that random selection is the most appropriate method of selection following questioning, many teachers still rely on learners answering questions by raising their hand (Dr Zoo, 2012). This research aims at establishing whether or not students engage more within lessons through random selection or hands up approach. 

The main research question and purpose of this study was to establish; how effective is using a hands up selection approach to questioning within a classroom? 

The research took place in a comprehensive school just outside Swansea. During the time of the research the school had a capacity of 988 pupils which are taught through the English language, the school has a high percentage of ALN learners and learners on eFSM (My Local School, 2019). Learners were selected for this research based on prior lesson engagement (decided by the teachers), focusing on learners with varied levels of engagement. Two lesson studies took place, one in which the teacher used just a hands up approach to selection and another where the teacher selected learners at random to answer questions posed. 

Literature Review 

The purpose of the research was to establish whether or not a hands up approach to selecting students following questioning is the most effective way of establishing learner engagement within the classroom. Most researchers agree that fully engaged learners will maintain increased understanding, focus and motivation thus ensuring a meaningful learning experience and learning outcome (Welsh Government, 2016). 

Ways in which teachers can ensure learner engagement and learning within a classroom is through the means of appropriate and meaningful questioning technique (Donaldson, 2015). Through the means of questioning, teachers can address prior knowledge, misconceptions and understanding of a topic both at the start of a topic or used for assessment for and of learning during or at the end of a topic (Spendlove, 2015). Questioning is often seen a quick and easy way of gauging learner understanding and by doing so the teacher can set the tone for the course of lessons. 

Over the years, academics and professionals have argued the best ways in which pupils should be selected during the questioning process. Historically, a hands up approach to selection of learners following question is a well-used and known technique within schools across the wold (Espinoza, 2015). However, some academics argue that this approach is outdated and does not create an inclusive learning environment for all learners. 

Spendlove 2015 argued that not all learners will put their hands up to answer questions. He stated that learners who are shy or unconfident are less likely to put their hands up even if they know the correct answer. Worley 2019 agreed with this statement and went on to add that despite some learners being confident and willing to answer their answers may be incorrect and problems arise when a teachers address incorrect answers; if a teacher discourages a confident learner with incorrect answers, shy learners will be even less likely to engage with questioning activities in the future (Pope, 2015).  

Therefore, in order to create an inclusive and safe learning environment teacher must be able to ensure that learners feel comfortable in discussing and making mistakes within the classroom (Pope, 2014., Dallimore et al, 2013). Black et al 2003, suggests that it is not the purpose of the question to establish a right or wrong answer but to establish group discussion and theories around a certain topic, by creating this kind of environment learners are more likely to engage with activities and ask questions in return without fear of presenting a “wrong answer” (Almedia, 2012); this is outlined as important path to learning and by encouraging learners to both ask and answer questions encourages learners to encompass Donaldson’s four purposes of learning (Donaldson, 2015).  

When in a safe environment a random selection approach to questioning can be extremely effective in engaging learners as learners are more likely to respect their peers and listen to what they have to say (Spendlove, 2015). Learners are also more likely to be listening to the teacher and engaged in tasks as learners recognise that a teacher uses a random selection approach and does not want to be embarrassed by not hearing the question (Black et al 2003). Furthermore, if learners are accustomed to a random selection approach using random name generators or lolly pop sticks within the classroom learners will not be fearful of being selected to answer questions (Dr Zoo, 2012). 

However, with the number of young people suffering from variety of different mental health conditions including anxiety and depression a random selection approach to questioning may not be the best method of questioning (Pells, 2016). This was apparent in research carried out by Dallimore et al, 2013 when researchers did not want to make learners “uncomfortable” by choosing pupils at random due to fears of upsetting them. Williams during The Classroom Experiment (Dr Zoo, 2012) also found that using a random selection approach in the classroom was not enhancing for learners who often new the answers; during this experiment, these learners became frustrated and started shouting out answers when not selected; this then caused for a disruptive environment and learning was not utilised (Dr Zoo, 2012).  However, this research highlighted that engagement from learners who did not usually raise hands increased within the classroom and these learners in turn became more confident as pupil-teacher engagement and praise was more apparent. 

Highlighted within the literature was that learner engagement within the classroom varied depending on how comfortable learners felt. In classrooms where were learners felt comfortable with peers and teachers, learners were more likely to engage during hands up questioning technique, random selection or discussion activity (Smart and Marshall, 2013). Further research indicates that having an appropriate wait time following questioning allowed for more learners to be engaged with questioning (Rowe 1986., Almeida 2012., Pope, 2014). Black et al, 2004 stated that creating longer wait times following questions allowed learners time to think about answers which in result would allow for lengthy replies. Allowing for wait time and informing learners that answers will not be accepted until an appropriate wait time is given creates an environment in which all learners have time to think about and comprehend the question posed by the teacher (Caraman and Davis, 2005), arguing that through these means learners will be more engaged. 

This literature has highlighted the importance of questioning within a learning environment and highlighted factors which can influence learner engagement following questioning within a classroom. This literature allowed the researchers to become aware of any issues, challenges or matter which may present itself whilst conducting the research and further measures needed to be taken into consideration when evaluating the data. 

Lesson Study Design 

For the purpose of this research two lesson study was conducted through action research. Lesson study refers to the method of research focusing on teaching by allowing others to observe, analyse and provide feedback (McNiff, 2013). This is a highly recognised and effective means of improving professional teaching standards as well as researching new and old areas of teaching. The Welsh Government (2012) believe that using professionals to observe within a classroom and offer feedback is an effective means of improving quality teaching and leadership which should therefore benefit pupils as a whole. 

This research aimed at improving teaching quality, development and to establish the best method of selection whilst questioning within a classroom. Therefore, this research can be referred to as action research (Arthur et al, 2012). Action research focuses on qualitative research and data, using opinions and descriptions through observations (Litchman, 2013).

During the study, two researchers had the opportunity to lead a class by teaching and observing and thus two classes were used within the study. One researcher focused on using just a hands up approach to questioning while the other researcher used a random selection approach to questioning.  

Prior to the research taking place, six (pre-selected) learners, three from each class, were observed within a lesson and interviewed using a group interview technique. Learners were selected by the class teacher prior to the research taking place and were selected based on previous engagement within lessons. These learners were selected based on the research needing a range of learners who varied in participating and engaging within lessons, this method of obtaining samples is known a purposive sampling (Cohen et al, 2018). Due to the time restrain of the research this was the best method of gathering a sample based on the suitability of research needs (Punch, 2014). Within each class three learners were recognised as ranging in engagement within lessons and were selected based on these previous observations of the teacher.

Firstly, the research focused on observation of learners within a classroom. Using a data collection method of non-participant observation sheet which focused on catching engagement data of pupils, field notes of the lesson were collected (Litchman, 2013). 

For the purpose of this research, engagement of learners was defined as: 
· a learner who talks, 
· ask questions, 
· answers questions and 
· completes all tasks set during the lesson.   

The observation field note sheet was set out as a tick box exercise but also allowed room for the observer to make notes on what was witnessed within the lesson, this allowed room to gather both qualitative and quantitative data (Cohen et al, 2018). The purpose of using an observation field note sheet with a checklist was to ensure that the researcher had a specific focus on ensuring engagement of learners were captured and not losing purpose of the research whilst in the lesson (Bruce et al, 2014), the focus was established before the study was commenced and the use of having written explanations was included to capture various forms of detail ensuring the study to be rich in detail (Bell and Waters, 2018). Data was captured by the researcher immediately using the observation field note sheet to capture the best validity of data; but also discreetly in order to minimise the potential of the Hawthorne effect taking place (Hobart and Frankel, 2004).

Following each observation, the three learners were interviewed using a group interview technique. This technique is recognised to work well in research with young people as it releases individual pressure on learners to answer what they think is correct, allowing them to discussion ideas in a safe space (Cohen et al, 2018). Due to the nature of confidentiality and ethics, the group interview was conducted by the teacher and interview questions were recorded on an A4 interview sheet, this was to ensure that data would be easily destroyed following the research taking place (Creswell, 2012). If the sample size was larger issues may have arose recording the data, but as only three participants took part, data was easily recorded and thus validity was ensured. The interviews took place following the lesson to ensure the details of the lesson captured by the learners were rich and there was little time for learners to forget aspects of the lesson as recommended by (Bruce et al, 2014) 

The last process of the research was to allow time for the teacher and the researcher to reflect on the lesson and study as a whole. Using ARC model sheets, adapted by Fletcher and Wood both researchers had the opportunity to reflect on each lesson in detail. The reflection sheet allowed for the researcher to record more detailed information about the study and ways in which that the study could have been improved. The information recorded within the reflection will be discussed in further detail following. Reflection during teaching is extremely important; hence being incorporated within professional standards of teaching practice by the Welsh Government. Being a reflective practitioner is a key aspect within the teaching profession and has been highlighted as an extremely important aspect of teaching within Donaldsons Successful Futures Report. Therefore, reflection following this study was essential.

Ethical considerations

For this research, ethical considerations were taken into consideration and BERA guidelines were followed. 

As the research required participation of learners under the age of 18, consent forms were sent home to parents and returned to the researchers before the study commenced. Learners and parents were made fully aware the purpose and aims of the research prior and participation forms included contact details of researchers in case any concerns arose, or if parents/learners wanted to withdraw. 

Full ethics forms were completed and sent to the University of Wales Trinity St David ethics departments for analysis. Ethics forms were returned via the institute to ensure that research was appropriate and conducted ethically. 

Lesson Study 1: Results and Analysis 
For the first part of this research, the focus was to establish whether hands up approach to questioning encouraged learner engagement. This lesson took place within a Business lesson. During the lesson, the teacher circulated the room and asked a range of questions using scaffolding and examples as a way to encourage learner response. Prior to the lesson, three pupils were selected to be observed and interviewed based on previous engagement within that teachers lesson. The learners comprised of being extremely engaged, mostly engaged and not engaged. 

The results of the research will be split into two parts, observer checklist results and interview answers. 

Pupil one, who was identified as being extremely engaged within business lessons prior to the research taking place was identified as being most engaged during the lesson. This pupil engaged in all activities that were being measured and also engaged in a peer teach activity helping another learner complete their course work when pupil one had completed all of his (see appendix). This pupil actively engaged by asking the teacher a range of relevant questions on the topic as well as questions to deepen understanding of the topic to get higher graded coursework results. Towards the end of the lesson the learner had to be reminded not to shout out and that he should give others the opportunity to answer questions asked by the teacher. This learner was seen as actively asking, answering and discussing questions and completing task set to a merit level standard (based on coursework levels; pass being lowest level pass mark, merit, distinction being highest). However, the pupil had his work marked and amendments had to be made multiple times before achieving this grade. 

Pupil two engaged in three out of the four activities listed (see appendix). Pupil two appeared quiet and did not engage in discussion with others during the lesson, the pupil completed majority of the tasks set and worked alone. However, this pupil raised her hand to answer certain questions and gave confident and accurate answers whilst during so, she asked teacher questions about the quality of her work whilst he was circulating the class, she, however did not raise her hand to ask the teacher a question. This pupil completed all her coursework to a distinction standard and did not require many amendments to be made following teacher instruction. After completing this work learner went onto try improve other aspects of her coursework from previous lessons.

Pupil three, identified as least engaged in Business prior to the research showed a different level of engagement. Despite hypothesising that learners identified as least engaged prior to research taking place, pupil three met three out of four of the requirements on the observer checklist for engagement (see appendix). When looking at the data from a quantitative perspective, this research would indicate that using a hands up selection approach does acquire learner engagement. However, when you look at the data in more detail from a qualitative approach the data indicates another component to observing engagement – personality. Pupil three did not raise hand to answer questions but did write down the answers to the questions being asked – meeting the observer checklist. This became apparent when the teacher and observer was circulating the classroom. Despite at first glance the learners not appearing engaged, on further look the pupil was engaged with the lesson by completing all tasks, asking and answering questions; but was extremely shy, quiet and disengaged from other learners. 

The second part of the research focused on a group interview with the three pupils identified (see appendix for transcript). All pupils interviewed felt that during the lesson they were challenged and had enough support from the teacher, learners explained that the subject required a lot of coursework and benefitted from teacher giving examples and asking other learners to read out model answers. Pupil one, when asked about selection process of answering questions explained that he enjoys putting his hand up and likes to be the “quickest” despite not always having the correct answer. Pupil one appears confident and even tries to speak on behalf of the other pupils during the interview. Pupil two stated that she liked being able to choose when she wanted to answer questions by raising her hand and did not like to be asked when she did not know answers; pupil two’s answers within the lesson were generally more accurate and well-thought in comparison to pupil ones answers.  Pupil three was very quiet during the interview process and appeared quite nervous, she indicated that she felt she worked better alone and preferred writing answers down than discussing them out loud with the class, however she stated that she would answer question “but did not wish to be asked to read coursework out loud in case it was wrong.” 

Results from pupil three shows that close observation of learners is needed in order to obtain the best and most reliant results for ensuring engagement. Despite appearing not engaged further identification showed that the learner was engaged but just very shy. 

However, the interview results indicated that learners generally prefer answering questions using a hands up approach as they can select when to answer teachers questions. 

Lesson Study 2: Results and Analysis 
For lesson two the study focused on student engagement following a random selection approach to answering questionings. Despite the first lesson study and interview indicating that learners liked using the hands up approach this lesson study wanted to gauge learner engagement using random selection. The lesson took place in a Religious Education lesson.  At the start of the lesson the teacher explained to learners that they would be answering questions based on random selection and therefore putting their hands up to answer questions was not needed. During the course of the lesson the teacher used a range of open and closed questions and directed learners to answer by asking a question followed by a learners name. Within this lesson, the lesson observation focused on three learners previously identified by the teacher as having varied levels of engagement within the classroom.

The results gain will be split into two parts, observation checklist results and interview answers. 

Using an observer checklist the research indicated pupil one (who had been identified prior to the research as an engaged learner) as being most engaged within the lesson (see appendix). This pupil was observed to have taken part in all of the activities in which engagement was measured. This pupil completed all tasks set and also completed an extension task that included an extended writing piece, during the session the learner was seen discussing answers with pupil surrounding him and asked a variety of questions to the teacher related to the topic. 

Pupil two, engaged in three out of four of the activities and appeared a lot less confident that pupil one, when asked to read out an answer the pupil seemed uncertain, however, following praise and encouragement from the teacher the learner appeared more confident and happier to discuss answers. 

Pupil three (who had been identified as least engaged within lessons prior to research) engaged in two out of four of the activities. However, this learner refused to answer a question after being asked by a teacher, the teacher offered prompts and examples but the pupil continued to say, “I dunno.” During the course of the lesson, the teacher asked this learner a range of both open and closed questions, giving appropriate thinking time and examples, the learner did not engage with answering any questions. The learner engaged by discussing the task set with the person next to him and completing the task – however, despite these being checked by the observer the learners was not fully engaged as needed constant reminding to get on with tasks set by the teacher.

During observation, the researcher noted that pupil one appeared frustrated when not chosen to answer questions, especially when pupil three was not responding to the teachers questioning request. During times in which pupils were unresponsive or did not know answers, pupil one raised his hand multiple times and after not being selected on a number of occasions, started shouting out answers (see appendix). 

Within the interview, pupil one outlined that he “liked answering questions and didn’t feel embarrassed about answering questions wrong.” This is a contrast to what pupil two stated, “I only like answering questions when I know what we are talking about.” This indicates that learners are more likely to engage in by putting their hand up if they are confident or familiar with the topic, similar to what was discovered following lesson study one. This was also outlined in further detail on the observer checklist - pupil two had a discussion with the teacher about an answer relating to the topic. During a mini plenary within the lesson, the teacher asked a question about the topic raised with pupil two, pupil two raised her hand to answer the question.

This research indicated that when using a random selection approach to questioning most learners were able to engage during the lesson. Pupil three was least engaged during the observation. However, during the interview this learner stated on two occasions that he did not like RE. When comparing the results this is something that needs to be taken into consideration as the lack of engagement within the lesson could be a result of the learner not enjoying the subject. The observer checklist also indicated that learners are in the habit of raising hands to answer questions within the classroom. 

The results also suggest that learners engage within a class by having opportunity to talk about activities or tasks set. During the observations all learners were able to engage by discussing tasks with others within the classroom, all learners also engaged by completing work set however, learners completed tasks to different standards and during different time frames. 

The results from lesson study one and two indicate that learners are more comfortable in answering questions using a hands up approach. 

Discussion of Research  

In relation to the literature discussed, the readings generally suggested that learners are more engaged in lessons and questioning when they are selected to answer questions at random (Spendlove, 2015., Worley, 2019., Spendlove, 2015). This research indicated however that learners engaged during both hands up selection approach and random selection approach. It clear therefore that more research within the topic needs to be taken into consideration and conducted using a variety of different sample sizes, environments and other research techniques carried out to ensure validity and legitimacy. 

This study has highlighted that certain learners are more likely to engage in questioning activities during the lesson than others. This can be seen clearly in more confident individuals who are more enthusiastic within the classroom, this was also a factor that was highlighted within Worley, 2019. This research supports Worley in that learners who are more confident are more likely to raise their hands and answer a range of both open and closed questions. This study has also shown that learners are less likely to answer questions which are more difficult, when they are not familiar with the topic or when asked in subjects they “do not like.”  Going forward, I will ensure to gauge learners previous knowledge on topics and work my way up from lower to higher order thinking questions to ensure pupils confidence and understanding of a topic. 

The researcher gave a range of learners the opportunity to answer within the classroom using both open, closed and a range of high order questions. During both studies the teacher allowed learners adequate thinking time and if learners were unsure of answer gave them prompts or examples to ensure that answers were gathered, or discussions were started. The method of using the means were extremely effective in obtaining engagement and answers from learners who were usually more reserved within the classroom were gathered; if the teacher/researcher did not use these techniques, engagement levels may have decreased. This is a factor which needs to be considered when analysing results. 

From a random selection approach, this study allowed learners who were less confident the chance to answer questions and get praise within a lesson. This was highlighted within the literature as being an effective tool in ensuring learning engagement within future lessons and thus within my practice I will be ensuring to raise pupil engagement through positive praise and re-assurance whether through random questioning or individual feedback.  

Going forward, I believe I will use both a random selection approach and hands up technique to questioning within my classroom. I believe that I need to conduct more research into this area due to the small sample size within the study. It would be impractical to take results for this study and base my whole selection method of questioning using the results, further investigation into selection method is needed; research based on individual classes and learners would be most appropriate in this context. 

Going forward from this research I have also established that knowing the learners are extremely important. The literature read highlighted that pupil-teacher relationships ensure effective teaching and learning environments; this research has highlighted that importance in relation to knowing learners ability which is important when using a random selection approach; it is important that when asking learners feedback/response to questions the question is appropriate for the learners ability, this ensures that the learner can understand the question and is confident in answering. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

The research conducted allowed for insight on best practice for selection method following questioning within a classroom. The research followed interest in using a hands up or random selection approach and allowed the researcher to experiment with these methods of question selection. This research concluded neither a hands up method of selection following questioning or a random selection encouraged learners to engage more within the lesson; the results showed that both methods of selection was effective in engaging learners. However, this research does not come without flaws. 

Data was captured using an observer checklist, group interview and reflection sheet. The data was conducted with a sample size of six pupils across two lessons. Due to the small sample size of pupils within this research; all attending the same school within the Swansea area this study cannot be generalised across the UK; in order for generalisation recommendations would include using an increased sample size of pupils, with a range of ages, classes, sets and other factors from a variety of different schools across the UK. This would increase the validity of the research and results would be more generalisable and beneficial for future researchers (Punchman,2014). However, research to this scale would require a lot of planning and would take a considerable amount of time and resources (McNiff, 2013). 

Despite their being a small sample size of learners, the researcher was able to monitor the participants in detail and would have found it quite difficult to monitor an increased sample size of pupils alone (Noffke and Somekh, 2009). It may have been beneficial for an observer to be allocated to a learner. Allowing for more than one observer would mean that pupils could be observed in more detail and richer results would have been obtained (Cohen et al, 2018). However, this may not have gauged appropriate engagement response as results seen by pupil three indicated that learners were more likely to show engagement when an adult was present, this therefore be contaminating the results. 

However, the method using an observer as a form of data collection is not always the most reliable (Cohen et al, 2018). Bruce et al 2014, argues that this method of data capture along with an observer checklist is flawed as researchers often only capture data in which they see in first instance; when a researcher is noting a particular incident/event taking place he could be missing something equally important. Using an observer checklist also narrows the research and other factors equally valuable may be missed or overlooked due to this (Bruce et al, 2014)

In order to improve data collection and the validity of the data gathered, a tool for recording the lesson could have been used, such as a voice or video recording of the lesson; this way the researchers would have the opportunity to re-watch the study and review any details or data that may have been missed in the first instance (Noffke and Somekh, 2009). Using a recording of reseach also allows other researchers the opportunity to gather own incite onto the research in question, as some data gathered is qualitative it is important to recognise that certain data may be more or less meaningful to certain researchers; the use of recordings help generalise understanding and reasoning of data gathering (Cohen et al, 2018).

The use of group interviews to gather insight of learners experience and opinion of using a random selection or hands up approach to questioning was the best practice for this research as it allowed learners to be in a secure setting without feeling pressure from the researcher (Cohen et al, 2018). Arthur et al, 2012 argues that group interviews in the best data collection method when research involves children or young people as they feel more comfortable having discussions with their peers and someone they are familiar with. 

However, it is clear that the limitations of this form of data gathering was apparent within this study; one learner, who was more confident seemed to dominate one interview leaving learner two and three the ability to contribute less, this issue was also raised in Cohen et al, 2018 and Arthur et al 2012 as a limitation to this form of methodology for gathering data.  

In order to combat this issue, if this research was to be conducted again I would ensure that learners would have equal opportunity to talk, perhaps for younger participants introducing an object in which learners have to hold to talk with; ensuring that other learners do not over power or control conversations. Furthermore, individual interviews with learners could be conducted to gather further insight on opinions or perceptions of using different approaches to questions within the classroom; however, this approach does not come with out limitations and both strengths and limitations of methodology need to be considered for similar research within the future (Punchm, 2014). 

Considering the small sample size and poor validity of this research, the research is not conclusive and can only be generalised to the specific class in which the research was conducted. The research results contradicts literature and thus in light of these findings more research within this area will be conducted by the researcher. 

Going forward, as a researcher I will continue to sample the use of hands up and random selection approach to questioning within my classroom in order to evaluate the impact of engagement using these approaches. Due to the time restraints within this research this is something I will take forward within my professional career and use as a tool of gathering data for this area of research. This research has allowed for understanding of the complex and ever changing learning and teaching environment; upon reflection, I think that it is important to recognise that no each learner is the same and what may work for one learner in one class may not be appropriate for the same learner in another class and so forth. 

It is my belief that the most effective teaching and learner strategies involves a positive relationship between learner and teacher; this included the teacher knowing the class and the learners in which he/she has in front of him/her. It is through these means that a teacher can adapt their learning style with the needs and attitudes of the class in mind. 
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