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Rationale 

The Scottish Government identified an attainment gap between children from areas of 
multiple deprivation and those from a more affluent background. The consequence of this is 
that school leavers from more deprived areas are less likely to go onto positive destinations 
(Scottish Government, 2008). 

Dylan Wiliam has long argued of formative assessment’s benefit in reducing this attainment 
gap (Black & Wiliam, 2001). For that to be the case however, the results must be used to 
inform teaching and learning. Teachers must reflect on the principles of Curriculum for 
Excellence to determine pupil progress, which will contribute to the tracking of their 
achievement. This will also help in planning – ensuring pupils are best prepared for the next 
stage of learning. (Scottish Government, 2011). 

There are a range of plenary activities that can be employed to support formative assessment, 
which had been used to varying extents prior to the enquiry. It was agreed that all members of 
the group would engage in reflective based plenaries, among others that suited the pupils they 
taught, ensuring a common comparison could be made. 

 

Aims 

This enquiry aims to investigate what impact plenary activities have on pupils’ consolidation 
of learning, as well as what they may do for the teacher in terms of recognising understanding 
and acting upon this. 

 

Methodology 

Over a four-week period, the enquiry was conducted in a classroom environment with pupils 
from a good ability S2 Mathematics class. During this time, pupils were taught several Level 
3/4 topics in line with the BGE curriculum, including: Time-Distance-Speed, Area, Volume 
and Circle. In week four the pupils sat a block assessment. 

The class took part in what will be categorised as three different types of plenaries: reflective, 
exit passes and low-stakes testing. 

For the reflective plenaries pupils were typically tasked with self-evaluating their learning 
and assessing their understanding. This took several forms. For example, the activity chosen 
as a baseline for the enquiry asked the pupils to imagine they were the teacher and come up 
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with questions they could ask the class to show that they had met the success criteria. They 
had an opportunity to discuss these with their partner prior to sharing them with the class. 
This provided qualitative data that could be compared from the beginning and end of the time 
period. 

A similar task which provided data via observation, was a ‘Show of Thumbs’. Without the 
need for a written response, it asked pupils to consider their understanding and indicate such 
by showing thumbs up (understood the lesson well); thumbs sideways (require a little more 
work to fully understand); or thumbs down (struggled with understanding). 

Furthermore, another task used asked the pupils to create a starter question that could be used 
in the next lesson, shown in Appendix 1. It had to follow on from the lesson that day and 
connect to the next. The aim of using a plenary like this was to promote higher order thinking 
skills and due to its nature – like the afore mentioned baseline plenary – looked to develop 
literacy skills also. 

Exit passes were used in a different way. A mathematical question would be set that closely 
resembled the work in class that day. Pupils would have the opportunity to answer it, writing 
their solution and name on a post-it note, then placing it where instructed (Appendix 2). The 
purpose of these were to provide quantitative data that allowed the teacher to establish a clear 
picture of pupil understanding as well as any misconceptions that may have arisen. 
Depending on the results of this, the teacher would then possibly adapt their approach for the 
next lesson. 

Regular low-stakes testing was introduced at the end of each week, shown in Appendix 3. A 
ten-question ten-minute quiz titled ‘Weekly Roundup’ incorporated all topics learned that 
week, with pupils given the opportunity to peer assess each other’s work once complete. 
Again, this provided quantitative data, helping to gain an insight into a broader range of 
understanding as well as retention. Additionally, it assisted in balancing the use of formative 
assessment with summative assessment. 

At the end of the enquiry period, pupils were issued with a questionnaire to determine how 
they thought each plenary impacted their learning and which they enjoyed taking part in. This 
also helped to promote pupil voice. 

 

Findings 

Reflective 

When faced with reflective plenaries it was observed that pupils were generally articulate in 
their responses. In both instances the baseline plenary was used, any questions that a teacher 
would typically ask of a pupil to determine whether they had met the success criteria were 
suggested. Nonetheless, it was noted that the first time the task was issued the number of 
closed questions was higher than open questions. Briefly taking time to explain to pupils the 
difference between the two and the benefit of open questions resulted in an overturn of this 
ratio the second time the task was issued. A sample of pupils were selected to determine if 
there was any noticeable difference in level of literacy between the two data collections, or 
throughout the enquiry with other written tasks, though none was observed. 
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From the use of ‘Show of Thumbs’ it was discovered that although it was a quick method of 
incorporating self-evaluation into the end of a lesson, the reflection of pupils was not always 
totally accurate. Some pupils were reluctant to give themselves a rating, while it became 
apparent in following lessons that some who gave themselves a thumbs up had not actually 
achieved that level of understanding. On the other hand, it did mean that pupils who rated 
themselves honestly as a thumbs-down received targeted support in the following lesson. 

Exit Passes 

Exit passes proved to be an effective method of gauging the understanding of each individual 
member of the class. Figure 1 shows the number of pupils who got the exit pass question 
correct and incorrect for the topics it was used.  

	

	Figure	1.	Exit	pass	results	

As you can see, the number of pupils who got the question correct in each case is 
considerably higher than those who got it incorrect. However, the number of pupils who got 
the question correct for Circle (2) was the lowest at 74%. This could be explained by the 
difficulty of topic. Pupils were exposed to Level 4 type questions whereas most of the 
previous topics were Level 3. Regardless, additional time was attributed in the next lesson to 
help consolidate this knowledge further as result of this. In each case, the class were provided 
with verbal feedback on their responses. 

Low-Stakes Testing 

Data collected from the ‘Weekly Roundup’ quiz was less prolific due to an S2 assembly and 
revision for the block assessment. In the first of the two quizzes completed, 29 pupils were 
present. Of those 29 pupils, eight achieved full marks; sixteen scored between 7 and 9 out of 
10; a further two got above half marks; and three were below half marks. This demonstrated a 
strong understanding of the topics covered that week, especially as one of the pupils below 
half marks had been absent most of the week. 
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Plenaries	have	helped	me	to	think	about	
what	I	have	learned.	

Agree	 Disagree	 Unsure	

In the second of the two quizzes, 30 pupils were present. Of those 30 pupils, two achieved 
full marks; fifteen scored between 7 and 9 out of 10; a further nine got above half marks; and 
four were below half marks. This revealed a shift in pupils scoring as highly, which could 
again be attributed to covering more challenging Level 4 type questions. In addition to this, 
the pupils were required to remember formulae in order to attempt the questions. It was 
emphasised as a result of this that pupils should take time to learn the formulae which would 
also be required for their upcoming assessment. 

Questionnaire 

A sample of the data collected from the questionnaire can be seen. It is clear from Figure 2 
that a large majority of the pupils believed plenaries helped them to think about their 
learning, which demonstrates the success of plenaries in providing reflection time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Figure 3, it is evident that pupils also strongly thought plenaries had helped their 
understanding of topics. This is encouraging to see and supports the idea that plenaries, used 
as part of formative assessment, could contribute to boosting attainment over a sustained 
period. 

Figure	2.	Questionnaire	Q1	
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Plenaries	have	helped	my	
understanding	of	topics.	

Agree	 Disagree	 Unsure	

Plenaries	have	challenged	me	to	an	
appropriate	level.	

Agree	 Disagree	 Unsure	

In Figure 4, although most pupils agreed that plenaries challenged them to an appropriate 
level, there was a large segment that were unsure. This may have been due to confusion 
surrounding what would be ‘an appropriate level’ for the individual. Consideration was taken 
when wording the questionnaire statements to ensure that they were straightforward enough 
to understand, though perhaps this one could have been clearer. 

In addition to the statements analysed, pupils were also asked whether they enjoyed each of 
the plenary types. In each case the majority had agreed that they did, with reflective and exit 
passes being joint favourites (most likely due to their formative nature; opposed to the 
summative low-stakes testing). 

Figure	3.	Questionnaire	Q2	

Figure	4.	Questionnaire	Q3	



6	
	

 

 

 

Conclusions 

No plenary is completely efficient as demonstrated by pupils’ tendency to overstate their 
ability with ‘Show of Thumbs’ or the limited scope for differentiation with exit passes and 
low-stakes testing. Nonetheless, it has been evidenced that they provide a useful tool that 
allows teachers to gauge pupil understanding and adapt their practice where necessary in 
order to meet the learners’ needs. 

With regards to the feedback obtained from the pupils, the use of plenaries was beneficial in 
allowing them to reflect upon and understand the work in class. Furthermore, they were 
activities in which they enjoyed taking part in, hence would be happy to do so in future. This 
indicates that plenaries are a good way of varying the learning experience, helping to keep 
pupils engaged. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Due to the minor scale of the enquiry, continued research would be required to help validate 
the findings and allow for more accurate conclusions to be drawn. Increasing the time period 
of data collection would certainly allow for a greater insight into what impact plenaries have 
on pupils’ learning. 

Further work could also be committed to developing differentiated plenary tasks to ensure 
inclusion for all pupils. Additionally, for a teacher, continuous use of post-it notes may 
become an expensive and unsustainable resource. For exit passes, time could be attributed to 
developing a reusable resource that would be of equal benefit. 
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Appendix	1.	Reflective	plenary Appendix	2.	Exit	passes 

 

 

 

Appendices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix	3.	Low-stakes	testing 


