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Rationale  

Plenaries are a vital aspect of the teaching and learning cycle. Brown (2009) describes 
plenaries as being a crucial aspect of any learning experience. An effective plenary provides 
opportunities for children to engage in formative assessment, think critically and understand 
their learning in alignment with the learning intention and success criteria. Blanchard (2008) 
acknowledges an effective plenary is one which enables children to reflect, consider their 
progress and recognise how they have reached a specific outcome. Pollard (2008) asserts that 
plenaries should allow for engagement, participation of learners and creativity. The 
Association for Achievement and Improvement through Assessment (AAIA, 2006:6) further 
conveys the necessity of teachers implementing effective plenaries. It states “pupils should be 
fully involved in the assessment process so that they understand how to improve and become 
more independent.” 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry is to investigate what happens when student-led plenaries are 
introduced in the classroom. The specific focus is to measure what effect student-led 
plenaries have in enabling children to identify and articulate their own learning and next steps 
accurately. 

Methodology  

This enquiry was conducted with a Primary 1/2 class, over a four week period. Over the four 
weeks three different plenary approaches were implemented. The evidence was gathered by 
the class teacher through photographs and observations. All evidence was linked back to the 
children’s written work to allow for assessment between the accuracy in pupil perception of 
learning when compared to their actual work. Learning intentions and success criteria were 
shared using the WALT and WILF bears at the beginning and end of each lesson. Each of the 
approaches were introduced with the intention of sparking a discussion between the teacher 
and the children. The discussions were implemented with the intention of encouraging 
children to share what they had learned with peers, explain how they had reached a particular 
conclusion and acknowledge any areas for development.  

Plenary Approaches  

The three different strategies implemented within the enquiry were, ‘thumbs,’ ‘fist of five’ 
and ‘secret student.’ The first two approaches work similarly. Within ‘thumbs’ or ‘fist of 
five’ children indicated their confidence level in meeting the learning intention and success 
criteria by signalling their response with either their thumb or fingers. After each of these 
approaches had been implemented the teacher instigated a class discussion based on what 
children felt they had learned and what they believed their next steps would be. At the 
beginning of each plenary session the children were asked to think critically and honestly 
before participating in any of the techniques used. After using ‘thumbs’ or ‘fist of five’ 
children were then asked to discuss with their shoulder partner two things they had learned 
and one thing they felt they must still work on. The children then had the opportunity to share 
with the class. Secret student involved randomly selecting two or three children at the 



beginning of the lesson to stand up at the end and share with their peers what they had 
learned. The children did not know who would be chosen until the end of the lesson to 
encourage engagement. To document evidence from this approach the teacher wrote down 
what each child had said in a speech bubble and then photograph it next to the child’s work.   

Findings                

The findings provided the opportunity to gauge if children understood why they were asked 
to participate in a plenary session and also to establish what approach children found most 
useful. From the evidence (Appendix 1) it is clear that ‘fist of five’ and ‘thumbs’ were the 
most popular forms of formative assessment. This coincides with the evidence gathered 
through teacher observations, where the approaches such as ‘thumbs’ and ‘fists of five’ 
allowed for whole class participation whereas secret student only engaged the two children 
selected in the discussion. From teacher observation it is evident that ‘thumbs’ and ‘fist of 
five’ allowed a greater platform for discussion amongst children and teacher. Throughout the 
four weeks, progress was noted in the accuracy between children’s participation in learning 
when compared to their actual work. The observations further noted the depths of discussion 
between children and teacher in the plenary sessions deepened, with some children able to 
verbally form their own next steps. When completing the questionnaire children were asked, 
‘Do plenaries help you understand your learning’ to which 72% replied ‘yes’ (Appendix 2). 
Some children were then able to verbalise the benefits of participating in a plenary, with most 
responses aligning with the overall aim of the enquiry (Appendix 3). Therefore by engaging 
in student-led plenaries, it is evident from discussions with children that their awareness of 
why they were asked to participate in a plenary session increased. From both children’s 
responses and teacher observation it can also be said that the number of children identifying 
accurate next steps improved.  

Conclusion  

When considering what impact student-led plenaries have on children’s learning it is 
adequate to conclude that the enquiry has had a positive impact. The findings of the enquiry 
demonstrate children’s greater awareness of their own next steps and indicate that children 
have a greater understanding of acknowledging their own learning. When analysing the 
findings it is clear that, within this primary 1/2 class, whole-class discussion based plenaries 
are the most effective. This is a result of children being able to scaffold each other’s 
responses when articulating what they have learned and reflecting with prompts from WILF 
about next steps. From teacher observations it is evident that the enquiry has led to more 
honest feedback from children when comparing their perception of learning to their actual 
work.  

Implications for Future Practice  

This enquiry was small scale therefore further research at this stage would have to be carried 
out for more accurate results. Consideration of other forms of evidence would also have to be 
considered as the majority of the findings have been based on teacher observation. Possible 
next steps for this enquiry would be to encourage all children to independently form next 
steps for learning and formally document these as a way to monitor their own progression. It 
is evident from the findings that the techniques implemented do have a positive impact on 
children’s learning. Therefore, for future practice, it would be beneficial to continue 



implementing these techniques within the classroom. Moving forward it would be beneficial 
to encourage more depth in the conversations between teacher and pupils and aim to make 
children aware that the plenary session is a good opportunity to learn from their peers. 
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Appendix 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3 

 

One of the questions asked in the questionnaire was “Why is it important to think and talk 
about what you have learned?”. To which some responses were: 

- “so we can keep practising”. 
- “so we know what to get better at”. 
- “so I know what I did well”. 
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