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Rationale  
Assessment is an integral part of learning and teaching. It helps to provide a picture of a 
child's progress and achievements and to identify next steps in learning. Assessment 
approaches need to promote learner engagement and ensure appropriate support so that all 
learners can achieve their aspirational goals and maximise their potential (Scottish 
Government, 2005).  Black and Wiliam (1998) assert that formative assessment has more 
effect on teaching and learning than any other factor.  The use of plenaries is one approach to 
formatively assess learning.  Not only can pupils identify what they have learned through 
plenaries, but also importantly they can identify what skills they have used to achieve the 
intended learning (Fisher, 2002).  The aim of this inquiry is to investigate if pupil-led 
plenaries, instead of traditional teacher-led plenaries, lead to increased pupil engagement. 
 
Aims  
The aims of this practitioner inquiry are to introduce pupil-led plenaries into the classroom 
and to assess whether pupil-led plenaries affect pupil engagement.   
 
Methodology  
This inquiry was conducted in a Primary 5 class over a three-week period.  Religious and 
moral education, health and wellbeing and interdisciplinary topic lessons were chosen to 
include pupil-led plenaries.  First, an initial lesson was carried out in which plenaries were 
discussed with the pupils.  Pupils were asked if they knew what a plenary was and why they 
were used.  The pupils were informed that three of them would be nominated at random to 
lead the plenary at the end of every lesson, to ensure maximum engagement of all pupils in 
their learning during a lesson.  Pupils were asked to devise questions to assess learning. 
Pupils could also choose if they wished to use exit passes or not.  Teacher judgements were 
recorded on the answers to the questions and photographs of any exit passes were taken. At 
the end of the three-week period pupils were asked questions about plenaries to ascertain if 
they had been any change in engagement and which type of plenary they preferred. 
 
Findings  
In general, pupils were very enthusiastic about being chosen to conduct the plenary.  All 
chose to ask questions randomly using lolly sticks.  The learning intentions and success 
criteria were clearly displayed so that pupils could refer to them, which served as a prompt 
for asking questions.  The questions asked were, in general, very good with a lot of pupils 
asking questions that promoted higher order thinking skills.  However, some pupils needed 



prompting and help from the teacher to think of questions to ask.  Almost all pupils chose to 
use post-it note exit passes, asking peers to write down one thing they had learned from the 
lesson.  One pupil asked the class to discuss one thing they had learned with their partner, 
although this proved to be unsuccessful as most children just chatted in general and not about 
the lesson.  In response to the pupil questionnaire issued, half the pupils felt that they had 
listened more.  They were asked, “Do you think that knowing you might be chosen to do the 
plenary at the end made you concentrate more during the lesson?” The results (Appendix 1) 
showed that half of pupils in the class felt that they listened more, and therefore were more 
engaged in the lesson if they thought they might be chosen for the plenary at the end.  
However, six out of the nineteen children answered that they did not listen better with five 
children responding “don’t know.”  After the first lesson including a pupil-led plenary, there 
was a feeling that if a child had been chosen at random to conduct the plenary they were 
somehow “done” and would not be chosen again.  It was reiterated that any pupil could be 
chosen even if they had already conducted a plenary.  In Appendix 2, the class were asked, 
“Which kind of plenary do you prefer, pupil-led or teacher led?” The answers revealed that 
the class was almost split as to which plenary they preferred.  Appendix 3 outlines some of 
the formative feedback received from the children involved in the plenaries.  The comments 
were also split. Some children enjoyed conducting the plenaries and felt they listened better if 
they thought they might be chosen while others stated that they did not want to be chosen or 
did not enjoy the plenaries.   
 
Conclusions  
In conclusion, the outcome of this small inquiry revealed that if pupils knew they might be 
asked to conduct a plenary at the end of the lesson, they were more engaged during the actual 
lesson itself.  From these findings it can therefore be concluded that pupil-led plenaries are a 
useful tool for formative assessment.  Overall, my professional judgement was that pupils 
were more engaged in a lesson when they had been informed that there was going to be a 
pupil-led plenary.  From the children’s feedback it can be concluded that random selection of 
pupils increased pupil engagement.   
 
Implications for Future Practice  
This inquiry was very small scale and further research would help to validate the information 
that was collected to make a more accurate conclusion.  Possible next steps would be to 
extend the range of curricular areas in which pupil-led plenaries were conducted and to model 
a more extensive range of plenaries so that pupils could choose a more varied range of 
plenary activities.  Rather than simply ask “What have you learned?” exit passes could be 
used as a number scale in which pupils could rate their learning and understanding as well as 
asking “What else do I want to know?” Pupils could also rate their motivation and 
engagement in a lesson. In addition, it would be interesting to further explore the cohort of 
children who did not feel more engaged because of the plenaries.  I feel that this was a very 
worthwhile inquiry and that I will undertake pupil-led plenaries in my future practice.  
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Appendix 1  
Question asked to pupils “Do you think that knowing you might be chosen to do the plenary 
at the end made you concentrate more during the lesson?” 
 

 
 
Appendix 2 Question asked to pupils: “Do you prefer the teacher to do the plenary or do you 
like doing the plenary?” 
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Appendix 3 
 
Examples of pupil feedback: 
 “I liked being the teacher and asking the questions.” 
“I didn’t know what questions I was supposed to ask.” 
“I hope I don’t get picked.” 
“I listened better in case I got picked to be the teacher at the end.” 
“Next time you know what you’re doing.” 
“Waste of time, I would be rather just going on to the next lesson.” 
“I loved the plenary.” 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 


