Is there truly a shirt of happiness or not? Developing thinking through a Community of Enquiry approach.

Aims of the project

To consider whether a Community of Enquiry approach would improve the ability of Y5 and 6 pupils to discuss issues arising from texts by asking relevant questions. Individual teachers were keen to:

· develop written responses to comprehension texts; or

· improve the quality of questioning and discussion.

Context
The research took place in a junior school situated in Nottinghamshire. This research was conducted over a period of twelve weeks with two classes and took place during one of the literacy hour sessions each week. One was a Year 5 class and the other was a mixed Year 5/6 class.

Summary of main findings
· All the children made progress in answering written comprehension questions, giving more reasoned referenced responses.

· There were signs of transfer of skills into other curriculum areas. 

· Year 6 girls in particular performed better and made greater overall progress.

· An analysis of the written work revealed that the children:
· wrote more;

· discussed the question more within their writing; and 

· gave proof to support their answers. 

· Children have been asking more reasoned questions. 

· Some children who had previously had difficulty expressing themselves in writing were able to contribute fully 

· The project led the teacher of the Y5/6 class to change the criteria for marking work which showed evidence of thinking rather than just short - but correct - answers. 

· In the Y5 class, the teacher became more aware of improving his own questioning and giving credit to pupils who ask good questions as well as those who give good answers.

· Children looked forward to the Community of Enquiry sessions and became quickly aware of its routines and expectations. 

· In the Y5 class in particular, some pupils who do not enjoy writing and who find it hard to express themselves in writing contributed ideas and took a very full part in the session.

Both teachers felt very positive about the outcomes of the research because they recognised the opportunity that the Community of Enquiry approach offered in extending their children’s thinking. They are continuing to develop the work.

Background
The school is a Church of England Junior school with 300 children in ten classes. Its previous OFSTED report mentioned the good behaviour of the children and the friendly relationship between staff and pupils. It also commented upon the need to extend more able children. Staff are also concerned that many children do not think more deeply about issues that arise from classroom work. 
We became interested in this sort of approach after seeing an article about Best Practice Research awards (BPRS) in “The Teacher”. The NUT then did the necessary work to get us an award. We then attended sessions at the NUT training establishment at Stoke Rocheford that were lead by Viv Baumfield from Newcastle University. The work done there gave us direction and guidance in how to carry out research. 

Two classes took part in Community of Enquiry sessions. Each teacher worked slightly differently: the class teacher of class A, the mixed Y5/6 class, felt a need to develop written responses particularly in the Y6 children with a view to improving performance in national tests. Class B was the straight Y5 class. The teacher concentrated more on improving the quality of questioning and discussion. 

Teaching strategies and processes

· All children were given a written comprehension as a baseline assessment. This was marked using a scheme devised by the teachers to recognise reasons and reference to text.
· Once a week, the Y5 class used a Literacy Hour session in Community of Enquiry mode. The Year 5/6 class used two consecutive lessons once a month. Texts were chosen by the class teacher. 
· The following pattern was used:

a) Children had a copy of the text. Teacher read the text aloud to the class.

b)  Children in the Y5 class worked in pairs to write down questions about the text. In the Y5/6 class, the children worked individually, then in pairs.

c)  Children were then grouped in fours or sixes to discuss which of their questions would be the "best question".

d) The best questions were discussed and debated by the class as a whole with the teacher as leader.
Rules for Discussion

· Only one person could speak at one time.

· Contributions should begin with, "I agree with …because" or "I disagree with …because…"

· In the mixed age class, an additional rule was that a pupil must either nominate a person from the other year or the opposite sex to speak next to enable a wider response base.

e) In the Y5/6 class, the teacher used a tally chart to record who spoke over 30 exchanges and how the person began their response

f) f) After each session, the types of question generated were analysed according to a taxonomy devised by Baumfield, Mroz, and Leat [1999.] The teachers were particularly looking for type 3 questions (more complex questions with an "If…then…" structure) and type 4 questions (open-ended questions generated by reading the text). This is because the teachers were looking for inferential and evaluative questions in particular to extend pupils’ thinking.

g) Class A, the mixed Y5/6 class, were then asked to write answers to some of the questions. The teacher looked for evidence of full answers, giving reasons, alternative arguments and references to text. The extra time needed for this meant that Class A studied fewer texts.

h) The baseline assessment comprehension was retaken.

Findings

Asking questions
Summary of question categories
	Question Type
	Definition

	1a
	Single issues and factual answer

	1b
	Single issues and factual answer with critical analysis/challenge.

	2a
	Single issue focused on motivation of characters with direct reference to the text..

	2b
	Single issue focused on motivation of characters with indirect reference to the text.

	3
	More complex structures using logic to change the story by offering an alternative.

	4
	Summary with an open ended question.

	5
	Prequential and sequential questions within the conventions of the plot.

	6
	Incomplete questions.

	7
	Statements.

	8
	Misunderstandings.

	9
	Tangential questions

	


(from "Thinking Through Stories." (Baumfield, Mroz and Leat. University of Newcastle.)

Over the period of the research, more complex and open questions of type 3 and 4 increased. (See charts of question analysis)
· Simpler questions of type 1a (single issue with direct reference to the text), whilst still common, began to decrease in the last four weeks of the period.

· The tangential question type 9 also showed a decrease, although there was still a relatively high percentage of these questions in the final weeks. As experience grew, the more open-ended question of type 4 was in evidence.

· Choice of text was important in drawing out types of questions. At first we used texts from comprehension books, which used extracts from novels. When the children were given folk tales or myths and legends with a message or moral, questions began to include character motivation or were open-ended. 

· Questions of type 1a, 2b and 4 showed a tendency to be particularly influenced by the content of the text. 

· Questions of type 9 (tangential questions that tended to lead away from issues in the stories) were very common in the first three extracts and became less frequent in weeks four to eight. 

Discussing questions
· The Year 5 class concentrated mainly on discussion and it was noticeable that the texts that caused most discussion were the ones with a moral dilemma or a message. The class was often keen to extend the discussion into circle time the next day. One girl often asked for a "big" question such as "How do you know you can trust someone?" or "What would be the consequences of there being no money in the world?" to ask her mother. She always returned with her mother's answer written down, which often started off the following day's discussion.
· For both classes, the establishment of ground rules for discussion was beneficial. Children tended to take turns, listen to each other and not deride a point with which they did not agree. Children generally became used to giving a reason for points made or counter-arguments.

· Some children tended to dominate discussion and others only contributed when directly brought into the discussion by the teacher.
· Observation of the mixed Y5/6 class in December showed that nine pupils dominated this session. Some contributions were inappropriate and judged as attention seeking. Boys dominated the discussion 3:1, but girls tended to keep to the point of the discussion better. At the second observation in February, 13 children made more than one response. When reminded, all said "I agree/disagree…"  16 children responded in total with an even number of boys and girls involved. Five children referred to the text and the rest gave thoughtful and plausible replies. In the third observation in April, a rule was introduced that a speaker had to nominate either someone of the opposite sex or from the opposite year group after speaking. In this session, 12 children made more than one comment with one boy from Y6 offering four. There was a more even contribution from boys/girls and Y5/Y6. Nine children did not contribute. However, it was felt that some children who, although not contributing, still followed the discussion.

Assessment results
Baseline comprehension results indicated the following:
a) Answers tended to be short.

b) Pupils thought about their responses, indicated by their use of connectives. However, the responses were neither based on the text nor inferred from the text.

c) Y5 girls achieved the highest mean score: 50%

Y5 boys achieved the lowest mean score: 37.5%

d) Three girls (two Y6 and one Y5) attempted to give well reasoned responses.

Intermediate comprehension exercises:
The trend over a three month recorded period showed a gradual increase in more well-reasoned responses, rising from 60% to 64%. Girls showed more ability in these types of written responses.

Final written assessment:
The text used was the same as for the baseline assessment. 

Mean scores out of 16:

	Date
	Y5Boys
	Y6Boys
	Y5Girls
	Y6Girls
	Overall

	8/11/01
	6.4
	7.4
	8.3
	7.4
	7.4

	25/04/02
	7.1
	7.6
	11.4
	12.4
	9.6

	Progress
	+0.7
	+0.2
	+3.1
	+5
	+2.2


Analysis

· The Y5/6 class showed an improvement in responses in that there were often alternative ideas expressed and sometimes opposing points were stated. 

· All the groups of pupils made progress in answering comprehension questions giving more reasoned, referenced responses.

· Girls - especially Y6 girls - performed better and have made greater overall progress.

· An analysis of the written work revealed that the pupils:

· wrote more;
· discussed the question more within their writing; and
· gave proof to support their answers. 

· Although teaching would have focussed on improving responses to comprehension questions, the quality of answers improved during the intervention.
· It should be noted that Y6 pupils had to unlearn the Community of Enquiry approach to some extent because the type of answers that they were giving did not fit in with the national test expectations. 
· When asked to repeat the baseline comprehension test, the Y5 class did not show appreciable improvement in their written answers. In general, answers consisted of a basic statement, answering the question, followed by a subordinate clause of reason: "He could hear his heart beating because the barn was so silent." The depth of written answer did not reflect the quality of discussion that normally followed the reading of a text.

Research methods

Baseline comprehension
All children were given a written comprehension as a baseline assessment. This assessment was given in November. The results were marked according to the ability to refer to and deduce from the text.
Written responses

These were done with the mixed age class to assess the effectiveness of close questioning of the text and to relate discussion to written answers. The texts used were the same as those used by the Y5 class.

Intermediate comprehension exercises
Two were textbook based and one was based on Community of Enquiry discussion.  Responses were considered as to whether:

· they showed "Good thinking" as indicated by considered argument, the use of discursive connectives and some reference to the text; and
· they were "Well answered", indicated by reference to the text.

Conclusion 
· We were in agreement with the University of Newcastle study [ibid] which proposed that the complex question type 3 might be harder for younger children to understand or remember. This would suggest that the maturity of pupils is a factor in the type of questions generated. 
· We also thought that the high numbers of “tangential” questions were framed by pupils seeking to ask better “thinking” questions without appreciating that some of their questions could be discussed without reading the text at all.
· Some discussion about questioning and careful consideration of “best “questions” may have lead to more focussed type 9 questions in the last four sessions.

Author and contact details
Mike Potter/Helen Rose

National Junior School

Montague Road

Hucknall

Notts

NG157DU

01159632678

e-mail: mp@oink.co.uk
PAGE  
1

