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Rationale 

As teachers, we are highly aware of the influence we may have on pupil discussion or 
dialogue and the importance of trying to encourage independence. Vygotsky (1978) has 
argued that involving language in learning is essential for individual development and plays a 
key role in group problem solving. Traditionally in the classroom, there is a particular 
emphasis on the teacher talking and the children listening across all stages of the Curriculum 
(Mercer, 1995). Recently there has been a change and “excessive teacher talk” (Pay & 
Bradley, 2016) has been criticised. Schools and teachers are now being encouraged to allow 
more pupil discussion in classrooms, as it provides many more opportunities for children to 
be engaged in their own learning (Paton, 2014).  

Although the majority of my class are enthusiastic in discussions, it can be a struggle to get 
all of the children engaged and participating in pupil-led discussions to ensure that they are 
meaningful to their learning. The purpose of this investigation is to explore what impact a 
structure has on pupil-led discussion and if it can help promote more meaningful learning.  

Aims 

The aims of this study are to investigate the impact introducing a structure has on pupil-led 
discussion in the classroom. The enquiry also aims to investigate it the introduction  

• to investigate pupil engagement in classroom discussions 
• to investigate the link between pupil performance and discussion structure 

Methodology 

This enquiry was carried out in Primary 6 class, within a non-denominational primary school, 
located in North Lanarkshire. Observations were mostly carried out through interdisciplinary 
lessons on the Scottish Parliament. The main form of evidence collected was qualitative data. 

A three part structure for pupil-led discussion was developed before the enquiry started and 
was introduced to the children during the first lesson. The structure was as follows: 

1) responding to the question 
2) contributing with your thoughts or ideas 
3) continuing the discussion or ask a follow up question. 

 

As a starting point, the class were asked to think about what they believed was important 
when having a discussion with another person or people. Together we created a list of 
features of discussion on which they all thought they needed to improve. These features 
helped to create a self-assessment checklist (see Figure 1). This checklist was used by the 



children during partner and group discussions. By using this checklist it encouraged the 
children to be responsible and take ownership of their learning.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

Figure 1 

 

 

Another method for the collection of data was personal notes and reflections taken during the 
children’s discussions and reflections on their learning. Questions formed a part of this 
enquiry and were created alongside Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956) in order to try 
and encourage higher-order thinking. At the beginning of the enquiry pupils were asked an 
open-ended question, notes were taken on the number of pupils that were confident 
answering the question and these results were then used to compare to the numbers at the end 
of the investigation.  

As the enquiry progressed, the children were asked to select a question to ask a partner. 
While discussions were happening, notes were taken again of the number of pupils that 
responded to the question when asked by a class member rather than the teacher. This was 
done for two weeks to see the impact this had on the children’s confidence, and to try and 
encourage them to ask another question to a class member.  

In the final week of the enquiry, pupils were asked to create their own questions to ask each 
other. The children were encouraged to use Bloom’s Taxonomy as a framework and were 
instructed to ensure that their questions could be answered by another pupil and the 
discussion could be continued.  

At the end of the first and last week, pupils were asked to complete exit passes to help draw a 
conclusion about whether pupil-engagement had been improved through pupil-led discussion. 

My Discussion Checklist 
I did not talk over other people when 
they were talking.  

 

I listened to the person that was 
talking.  

 

I maintained eye contact with the 
person I was talking to and the 
person that was talking.  

 

I asked questions to continue the 
discussion.  

 

 
J I was happy with  
 
 
 
md  Next Steps:  
 
 
 



On the exit passes, the children self-assessed and wrote a sentence about how they felt about 
answering questions in the class.  

Findings 

Looking at the results from the investigation, it shows that there is a relationship between the 
use of pupil-led discussion and pupil’s engagement. The table below shows the results and 
differences between the number of responses given when a question is asked by a teacher or a 
pupil.  

Week Question asked by: Number of 
responses 

Number of follow 
up questions asked 

1 Teacher 7 1 
2 Pupil 9 2 
3 Pupil 12 4 
4 Pupil (self-created) 13 6 

 

The results highlighted that when discussion is pupil-led and a structure was introduced there 
was an improvement in pupil’s engagement in discussion. It also shows that the number of 
follow-up questions asked by their pupils increased with the structure.   

There was a difference noted in the exit-passes between week one and week four. It showed 
that there was a link between pupil engagement in discussion and feeling confident enough to 
share their ideas with the class.  

Exit Passes 
Week Never Sometimes Always 
1 5 15 8 
2 3 6 19 
 
The data gained from the exit passes show that from the introduction and use of pupil-led 
discussion over the four weeks, pupils in the class felt that they engaged more in partner and 
group discussions.  

Conclusion 

The aim of this investigation was to investigate the impact of introducing a structure in to 
pupil-led discussion.  

Overall, through all the data collected, the investigation shows that pupils became more 
engaged. This was clear from all the methods of data collected that this was the case. 

Consequently, it is essential that as teachers we try to use pupil-led discussion more to help 
improve pupil-engagement and discussion in classrooms. Through these improvements this 
can lead to pupils learning being enhanced and can deepen their understanding of the subject 
or topic.  

Implications for Future Practice 

Although the findings of this enquiry have shown that introducing a structure to pupil-led 
discussion can improve engagement and performance, there were limitations to the study. 



One of these was the time period the intervention was carried out. The research and data 
collected was taken over a four week period, therefore, if the intervention had lasted longer 
the improvements may have been greater or different from those collected.  

Another limitation of the study was the small sample size from which the data was collected. 
Had the enquiry been carried out with a greater number of pupils with a greater age range,  it 
may have provided more opportunity for comparison.  

Taking part in this research has allowed the researcher to realise and appreciate the impact of 
the different relationships within the class. It has highlighted that in the classroom, at times, 
peer relationships can be more motivating and valuable than teacher-pupil relationships 
(Blatchford et al., 2003).  
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