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Rationale 
Most children in Scotland make good progress in their learning and gain many skills and 
qualities to support them in their adult life. However, despite many efforts, there is still a 
clear gap in the level of attainment between children across Scotland known as the 
“attainment gap” (Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills, 2018). The Scottish 
government launched the Attainment Challenge in 2015 as part of the national improvement 
framework (NIF), which aims to tackle inequality through raising attainment and closing the 
gap to allow every child to succeed in school and gain skills for life (Edward & Ellis, 2014). 

Professor Dylan Williams believes that attainment can be raised through implementing a 
number of Assessment is for Learning techniques (AifL) to increase children’s engagement in 
teaching. Williams states that only around a quarter of pupils raise their hands to offer 
answers in class. It is found that IQ increases when pupils are engaged and participate in 
lessons. When children are opting to disengage with their learning the attainment gap 
increases (William, 2014). Williams view of raising attainment through increasing 
engagement is also supported by Curriculum for Excellence (CfE). The aim of CfE is to raise 
standards of achievement for all children. The “Building the Curriculum 5: A framework for 
Assessment” AifL document states that standards of achievement can be raised through 
improved pupil engagement (Education Scotland, 2011).  

Professor Dylan Williams advocates a variety of no hands questioning techniques as a 
method of AifL to increase engagement of all children within the classroom. One AifL 
technique that Williams focuses on is the use of lollipop sticks as a random name generator. 
(William, 2006). This encourages children to concentrate as they could be asked to give an 
answer at any point throughout the lesson.   

A discussion with fellow probationers revealed that we were experiencing the same issue that 
Professor Dylan Williams had raised, that only a small amount of pupils were offering 
answers in class and that other children appeared to disengage. Therefore we decided to 
increase the use of random questioning in the classroom to observe if there was an increase in 
pupil engagement.  

 
 



Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to observe children’s level of engagement when lollipop sticks 
were used as a technique for random questioning. 
 
Methodology  
The study was carried out in a Primary Three/Four composite class with a total of 21 pupils, 
over a 4 week period. The focus group consisted of six male and female pupils with varying 
levels of engagement. For confidentiality reasons children will remain anonymous in the 
study and will be referred to as pupil A, B, C, D, E and F. Two children were chosen from 
each ability group; one who answered frequently and one who rarely offered answers.  

The focus lesson for the investigation was spelling lessons, where children are asked to offer 
taught strategies they have chosen to help them to spell words correctly.  

The first week was used as a control week; lollipop sticks were not introduced so the 
children’s frequency to offer answers could be measured, by counting the number of times 
children raised their hand to answer. The following week children were informed that they 
would be chosen at random to offer suggested strategies and the final week lollipop sticks 
were not used and children’s frequency to offer answers were recorded and compared to the 
first week.  

Data was collected using mixed methods. Qualitative methods include teacher observation 
and discussions with children as well as comments on a questionnaire. Quantitative methods 
include observing and counting the amount of times children raised their hands throughout a 
lesson, as well as counting the results in a questionnaire given to children.  

 
Findings  
Although previously discussed, Growth Mindset was used to remind the children that making 
mistakes helps them to learn. Reminding them of this at the beginning of the investigation 
was important to increase their confidence to answer out in class. 

Inspired by Blooms taxonomy, at the beginning of each lesson we discussed the strategies 
that are used to help with spelling. Children’s understanding of the strategies was then 
checked before they were asked to apply this understanding by sharing their chosen strategy 
with the class. Lollipop sticks were used to randomly select children to share their chosen 
strategy.  After this we analysed and evaluated their strategy as a class. (Bloom, 2001) 

 

 

 

 

 



Week one 

Pupil A and C raised their hands to offer a strategy for 4 words each. Pupil E offered an 
answer for 5 words. Pupils D offered a strategy for one word whereas pupils B and F did not 
offer any strategies at all.  

Week two 

Pupil E was “randomly selected” and was able to share a chosen strategy whereas pupil B 
looked very worried and was not able to share a strategy with the class.  

Week three 

Pupil F, B and D were “randomly selected” and were able to share a chosen strategy.  

Week four  

Was used to measure children’s willingness to engage. During week four children were asked 
to think of a strategy to help them remember how to spell words correctly. At the point when 
children expected to be asked at random by using a lollipop stick they were asked to raise 
their hand if they had a strategy in their mind. Some children with their hands up were then 
asked to share their strategies with the class. All pupils in the focus group, except one, raised 
their hand to share a strategy with the class; when asked to share their strategy all children 
gave an answer using a variety of strategies. Pupil E who previously offered answers 
frequently did not raise their hand to share a strategy. 

Through discussion with the children in week one around the use of lollipop sticks it was 
found that at the beginning of the inquiry the children who offered answers less often felt 
nervous about being asked at random. Pupil B stated: “Sometimes I haven’t thought of a 
strategy yet.” Pupil D stated they “get worried about saying the answer out loud.” Whereas 
Pupil A said “I don’t like when I don’t get a chance to share my strategy.” Pupil C agreed 
with this statement. At the end of the inquiry children were asked again how they felt when 
lollipop sticks were used for strategies. Pupil B said “I don’t get so worried because I know 
other people are going to get picked too.” This suggests that there has been an increase in 
pupil’s confidence through the introduction of lollipop sticks as random questioning 
technique.  

At the end of the inquiry children in the class were given a questionnaire with a number of 
questions regarding the use of lollipop sticks in the classroom. (See Appendix 1) The results 
from the questionnaire found that children agreed they were more engaged when lollipop 
sticks were used in the lesson.  

The focus group were given a questionnaire where one of the questions was “I concentrate 
more in class when I know the teacher is going to use lollipop sticks to ask me a question” 
Five of the pupils chose yes and one chose sometimes. (See appendix 1)  

Through observing the children it is evident that children were more engaged in the lessons 
and were participating more in sharing their chosen strategies. 



Conclusions  

The results of the study conclude that children who were confident and engaged with the 
learning as well as eager to share their answers mostly continued to want to share their 
knowledge and understanding with the class, however they became frustrated when they were 
not given the opportunity to share their answers. It can also be said that the children who 
were previously reluctant to give answers at the beginning of the study increased their 
confidence and became more willing to participate and offer answers. 

Results from a class questionnaire have also shown that children agree that they pay more 
attention when lollipop sticks are used as a method of random questioning in the classroom.  

 
Implications for Future Practice  
As the inquiry focused on six children in a class of 21 it would be beneficial to continue the 
inquiry but change the children in the focus group every four weeks. It may also be beneficial 
to investigate the use of lollipop sticks in other curriculum areas.  

Although the use of lollipop sticks was engaging, some pupils were becoming frustrated 
when they did not have the opportunity to share their answer with the rest of the class. In 
future when implementing this inquiry it would be interesting to replace this with “show me” 
boards as a method of AifL. The use of show me boards should keep children engaged but it 
also allows all children to share their answers and may reduce the number of children feeling 
frustrated. 

One limitation to the investigation and to any follow up investigations are the external factors 
that cannot be controlled within the classroom. Children tend to lose focus on their learning 
for various reasons, one of which is their background and home life. This could also give an 
insight into children that may need further support. (Baumfield, 2009) 

From a teachers perspective it is great to see an increase in engagement within the classroom 
however the use of lollipop sticks only allows for assessing the learning of a few pupils at a 
time. Therefore using this AifL technique would be better carried out along with another that 
allows the teacher to assess the learning of all children within the classroom.  
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