Alternative Thinking Research Project.


 

Teaching to Teach and the impact of Student Voice on teaching and learning in the MFL classroom.

Aim: To assess the impact of student voice on teaching and learning in Spanish through piloting a Teaching to Teach project with Year 8 Spanish. Can student voice improve students’ understanding of the learning process and enable them to gain a clearer idea of how best they learn? Furthermore, are learning outcomes met with greater degrees of success when students have more control over their own learning?
The action research project involved 21 students from a middle ability year 8 Spanish class leading the learning in Spanish lessons by preparing and delivering starter and plenary activities.
The students worked in groups of 4 and divided the tasks between themselves so that 2 students delivered the starter activity and 2 delivered the plenary activity. In total there were 5 lessons where students lead an aspect of learning. 
There are a variety of reasons why I chose starters and plenaries as the areas of learning to be led by students. Firstly, it gives the students greater ownership of the learning process and helps them focus their planning and teaching around the learning objectives of the lesson. Furthermore, as the students are empowered, it should give them greater confidence to engage in the language learning process and increase the variety of learning by bringing in ideas they have used in other subject areas. In addition, it allows me to understand their preferred learning style by observing the selection of activity and the way they deliver it. 
The starting point was established by setting up a full class discussion in which all students discussed what makes a good lesson, what is the purpose of starters and plenaries and what makes an effective starter/plenary activity. The main elements of a good MFL lesson identified by the students were: variety, challenge, active learning and making the learning relevant to their lives. The students’ thoughts on the relevance of starters and plenaries were both insightful and encouraging. They highlighted the positive impact of starter activities on learning by revising what had been learnt in the previous lesson and linking it to the learning objectives of the next lesson. They also underlined the importance of having an initial task which students have to work out for themselves or in a group. Similarly, plenaries were seen as a necessary part of the learning process which enables students to ‘really think about what we have learnt in the lesson and enable everyone to show how much they have learnt’. 

The students were then encouraged to think about the factors identified in the whole class discussion as being important to a successful lesson, when planning their own activities. 
The success or otherwise of the starter and plenary activities was captured in the form of a questionnaire which each student completed at the end of each lesson. Quantitative data was collected from a points system the students had to follow to give each activity a score out of 5. The criteria for each are shown below.

Criteria for the evaluation of starter activities:

1 = Ineffective. I got nothing out of it
2= Not great. It revised a bit but I didn’t have to think much about what I had learnt
3. Pretty good. It revised most things and helped me remember
4. Great. It covered what I needed and it worked well

5= Outstanding. It really helped me remember what we learnt and I was fully engaged.
Criteria for the evaluation of plenary activities:

1 = Ineffective. It didn’t assess what I had learnt at all
2 = Not great. It only made me think a little about what I learnt today
3 = Pretty good. It assessed most things and I could show what I knew.
4 = Great. It assessed how much we understood and it worked
5 = Outstanding. It really made me think about how much I understood and I was fully engaged

Qualitative data was provided by the students in the form of a written response to two questions, as shown below.
1. What part of the activity did you enjoy most and why?

2. How could the activity be improved?

After the second lesson where teaching had been lead by the students, I compared the results from the questionnaires. I found that 65% of students had rated the starter activity in lesson 1 at 4 or above, compared with only 35 percent for the starter activity in lesson 2. By examining the qualitative data, I found that 62% of students had highlighted the active nature of starter activity one as the best part of the activity, whereas 54% of students highlighted the lack of active learning as an area for improvement in starter 2. 

The data collected from the evaluation of the plenary activities showed a closer correlation between the results, with 60% of students grading plenary one at 4 or above and 62% of students grading plenary 2 at 4 or above. Again, after analysis of the qualitative data, the key element to the success of the plenary activities was their active nature and also the element of ‘fun’.
As a result of the data analysis, we discussed areas for development for both the starters and plenaries in future lessons. It was decided that the level of participation across the class needed to increase, especially for the plenary activities and that the ‘teachers’ should take more risks with their ideas to encourage greater engagement and challenge.
After lesson 3 and 4 I compared the data from the questionnaires once again. I found that 70% of students rated starter 3 at 4 or above compared to 57% for starter 4. The qualitative data showed that the difference in success rate between starter 3 and 4 was the greater variety of activities in starter 3 and the lack of challenge in starter 4. However, in both instances the level of participation was greater and the ideas were more creative. The data from the analysis of plenary activities showed that 73% of students graded plenary 3 at 4 or above compared to 61% for plenary 4. Again, the main difference between the success rates for the activities was the lack of challenge in plenary 4. 
At the end of the project there was a session dedicated to whole class feedback, during which time we discussed the success or otherwise of the project. Specific reference was made to students’ awareness of how best they learn and whether the increased ownership of the learning lead to learning outcomes being achieved with a greater degree of success. The majority of students agreed that, over the course of the project, they had increased their awareness of how best they learn and now had a clearer idea of what helps them learn languages effectively e.g active learning, variety of activities, full participation in activities and the ability to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding independently and creatively. The response to the second point of evaluation was less emphatic. Most students agreed that the student lead activities had increased their engagement in the learning process. However, it was interesting to see that they felt they were more successful at achieving learning outcomes when they were leading the teaching as opposed to being lead other students. Therefore it is possible to say that the students’ knowledge, understanding and application of language increased when they personally took responsibility for the learning but not necessarily when other students lead the learning. 
The impact of the research on my own teaching is significant as I now have a clearer idea of how students learn effectively and what can be done to improve their learning. I intend to include student lead starters and plenaries across units of work in all year groups but with less frequency than was the case in the research project. The aim will be to make sure each student has the opportunity to lead the learning in one lesson across the academic year. I also feel it would be beneficial to look at how to close the gap in the degree to which learning outcomes are successfully achieved by students who lead the learning and students for whom the learning is lead by their peers. 

