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What happened when pupil-led plenaries were introduced in the classroom? 

Rationale 

Educational research frequently highlights the importance of structured learning. Mortimore 
et al., (1998) asserted that the key factors contributing to effective learning outcomes for 
students were ‘structured sessions, intellectually challenging teaching, a work-orientated 
environment, communication between teacher and pupils and a limited focus within the 
sessions’ (Mortimer et al., 1988, 70). Plenaries help pupils to focus on what they have 
learned, the progress they have made and where they will go next by drawing together, 
summarising and directing their learning. The benefits of structured plenaries to lessons are 
clear, however, it is widely recognised that the plenary is often the most overlooked part of a 
lesson. Existing research on student-led plenaries is sparse, however, after trialling the 
method, a PE teacher from Durrington High School in West Sussex suggests they have the 
potential to: engage all pupils and encourage pupil questioning; stretch pupil knowledge; 
develop reflective thinking, confidence and leadership and create a sense of achievement 
(Axten, 2018). With this in mind, this study hands responsibility for the plenary to the 
student.  

Aims 

The aim of this study is to evaluate the effects of student-led plenaries on pupil engagement 
and motivation. 

Methodology 

Research was conducted over a 3 week period with a S2 English class of 30 pupils for two 
periods a week. The pupils were informed at the beginning of the lesson that two of them 
would be responsible for conducting the plenary at the end of the lesson.  They were 
instructed to summarise what they had learned today and whether the success criteria had 
been met.  The pupils then had to ask the rest of the class two questions; ‘What have you 
learned today?’ and ‘What would you like to spend more time on?’ The engagement and 
motivation of the pupils varies greatly from those who show signs of engagement and 
motivation such as listening, completing tasks and participating in discussions, to those who 
need continuous prompting to stay on task and are easily distracted.  At the beginning of each 
lesson, the pupils were made aware that two of them would be responsible for conducting the 
plenary at the end. Their task would be to sum up the learning and to answer any questions 
from their peers. Pupils were informed that they could take additional notes on their learning 
at the back of their jotter if they needed to. The two students would not be revealed until the 
end of the lesson. Pupil engagement and motivation was monitored through observation of 
individual and group tasks. Three students who struggled to stay on task, lost focus easily and 
needed continuous prompting, were closely observed. Their engagement in paired and group 



discussions was observed along with the amount of times they had to be prompted to remain 
on task. 

Findings 

Observation of Group and Paired Discussion 

Observation of group and paired discussion suggested that Pupil A was, initially, not 
motivated by the exercise.  Even after observing his peers conducting the plenaries, he 
continued to deviate from topics and disengage from conversations. Peer pressure from other 
members of the group also had no effect. Pupil B, on the other hand, seemed very motivated 
by the opportunity to lead the plenary. He began to take a leadership role in group and paired 
discussions, directing the conversation and keeping others in the group on task. Pupil C 
responded to peer pressure to stay on topic. She took part in discussions and answered 
questions when prompted by other members of the group.   

Time on Task 

The amount of times the three students had to be prompted to stay on task was monitored.  
The results were as shown in appendix one. Pupil A continued to require prompting on a 
regular basis to stay on task. Again, the most prolific change was to Pupil B, who began to 
take greater responsibility for completing his work. Furthermore, he monitored and assisted 
the others in the group. Pupil C required less prompting than before. 

Conclusions 

It is clear from the data gathered that pupil-led plenaries do not engage and/or motivate all 
pupils. However, there was definitely evidence of a sense of empowerment, and confidence 
to take on leadership roles, specifically from Pupil B but observed in many other pupils.  
Furthermore, as pupils took ownership of their own learning, their peers did too. Overall	
these findings suggest that pupil-led plenaries do not have a significant impact on the 
motivation and engagement of all learners. They may, however, offer an opportunity for 
pupils to reflect on their learning more closely than other plenaries do. It could also be argued 
that observation of these reflections offers teachers a crucial insight into the success of the 
lesson and is an effective tool for future planning. 

Implications for Future Practice 

The outcomes of this study suggest that pupil-led plenaries can increase motivation and 
engagement in some learners and that this can subsequently have an effect on others. As with 
all teaching methods, there are many different ways that the idea of pupil-led learning can be 
adapted and implemented. For example, there is no reason why pupil-led activities need to be 
confined to the plenary; mid lesson demonstrations similar to reciprocal teaching methods 
could prove equally, or more, effective for some pupils. This is an area that would benefit 
from further exploration. A longer term study with different year groups and subject areas 
may provide further insight into the effects of this practice. In addition, results may alter as 
the pupils become more familiar with the strategy. Furthermore, measuring engagement and 
motivation is largely subjective and results can be influenced by many naturally-occurring 
factors such as the time of day or a pupil’s personality. This makes it difficult to conclusively 
identify causes of change.  A further study conducted at certain times of the day or week 
might highlight the effects of some of these anomalies. Overall, however, this study has made 
me more aware of the importance of a structured plenary. Assuming the role of observer 



allowed me to assess the pupils’ learning from their point of view. I found this to be 
extremely useful for assessment and planning purposes. I intend to continue to use pupil-led 
plenaries in other classes but may try different formats to test their effectiveness.  
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