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Rationale 
For many years teachers have been encouraged through a national initiative to 
embed formative assessment into learning. Formative assessment should be 
concerned with “providing teachers and/or students feedback information, which they 
need to interpret when answering the three feedback questions: “Where am I going? 
How am I going to get there?, and Where to next?” (Hattie, 2003, p. 2). By using 
formative information, teachers can identify individual learning needs of students and 
tailor instruction to meet them (Black & William, 2007). Therefore, with the 
appropriate use of formative assessment, learning becomes a continuous loop of 
knowledge and processing. Shephard (2000) noted that the successful teacher is 
able to ask the right questions at the right time, anticipate conceptual pitfalls, and 
have a ready repertoire of instructional tasks that will help students take the next 
steps that require deep knowledge of the subject matter.  

The general trend of evidence supports the use of formative assessment and 
suggests that its appropriate use can positively influence how students learn and 
achieve. Multiple sources confirm that formative assessment significantly impacts 
student learning when delivered using feedback, questioning, and peer-to-peer 
assessment; and when such formative assessment is an embedded element of a 
teacher’s everyday practice (Black & William, 1998; Shephard, 2000; Hattie, 2003; 
William & Leahy, 2015). 

Shephard (2000) believes that teachers should possess a toolbox of varying 
instructional approaches in order to effectively meet the needs of students. One such 
tool are ‘Show-me’ Boards. Show-me boards are an effective formative assessment 
strategy to quickly gauge pupil understanding, and scaffold questioning as learning 
can be made ‘visible’, allowing teachers to see what each pupil is thinking at any one 
time (Hattie, 2012). It also increases the wait time given to pupils when answering, 
which can reduce pressure felt by pupils and increase the quality of their answers 
(Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009). Therefore this type of formative assessment signifies an 
incremental intelligence over a fixed mind-set (Dweck, 1999) which supports pupils 
to become confident, engaged and effective learners (Hattie, 2003). 

Aims 
It is thus the aim of the current reflective account to determine the effect of using 
show-me boards as a teaching and learning tool in the classroom, with regards to 
participation, engagement and confidence. It is hypothesised that these 
characteristics will be improved prior to the intervention period. 

  



Method 
This enquiry was conducted over a period of four weeks with a class of 20 S1 pupils, 
to ensure that continuity could be measured. Once per week, each pupil had access 
to their own show-me board over a series of lessons, included in the ‘Food for Life’, 
unit, focused on healthy eating, diet and nutrition. Show-me boards were used 
individually by pupils, in place of hands up or other questioning techniques. Pupils 
were invited to reveal their answer on the boards at the same time. Modelling was 
not required for the children due to them already being familiar with using show-me 
boards in class. The results were attained using several methods. Firstly, the number 
of pupils who wrote a response after each question was monitored, along with the 
detail within answers. Pupil performance and engagement was also measured 
through observations. Furthermore, questionnaires were distributed to the pupils at 
the beginning of the intervention period and then post-intervention, to measure 
pupil’s enjoyment of using the boards, and their self-confidence when answering in 
class. All pupils were asked to provide feedback on how well they found using show-
me boards and to explain why they enjoyed or did not enjoy using them, and if their 
mind-set had changed. 

 

Findings 
The data gathered from this enquiry demonstrated generally encouraging results 
when measuring participation, engagement and confidence. 

The initial questionnaire indicated that, of those who responded, most pupils did not 
have expressly negative associates with answering questions in class. The majority 
indicated they felt fairly confident about both answering out-loud and writing 
answers. Although during observations this did not necessarily translate into class 
participation. Some pupils indicated a number of reasons they might not answer 
within class including: the fear of being laughed at by peers (3 pupils), alongside 
being worried about getting the answer wrong (3 pupils); some were worried about 
lack of understanding, either of the subject or the question (3 pupils); nerves were 
another concern for pupils (2 pupils). Additionally, just over half (55%) of children 
surveyed agreed with the statement ‘when I am asked questions that I don’t know 
how to answer, I do not take part’. Yet, the post-questionnaire revealed that pupils 
felt more positive after using the show-me boards, and indicated the enjoyment of 
using these as a learning tool, stating “I like to show the class when I am right”, “I like 
using the show-me boards because they are fun”, and “I can show what I have 
learned.” Thus, this positive engagement appears to supports the idea of a growth 
mind-set approach, allowing pupils to be curious learners and make mistakes.   

Through observation data, it was initially clear that some pupils were not welcoming 
to the use of show-me boards, specifically those who often displayed paucity of self-
confidence when speaking out in class. However, as the intervention continued 
pupils soon became familiar with the regular use of the boards and thereby, 
increasing confidence. This could be attributed as pupils were encouraged to share 
their answers and to display their thinking visually. As the intervention continued it 



was clear that pupils were reassured by the idea that there was little risk involved as 
answers could be easily amended or erased. When using the boards, the number of 
pupils in the class actively participating by offering an answer increased greatly. The 
answers provided were also more diverse and detailed, versus those often given 
verbally. This could be associated as one was able to further challenge and probe 
pupils on their answers, or alternatively, if the children did not exhibit the correct 
answer then, then it was possible to clarify the questions. This was particularly useful 
for this unit as included a lot of discussion topics, allowing for further exploration of 
ideas and opinions. Thus, this can ensure when it is appropriate to progress the 
learning, identifying where further challenge or if support is required.  However, 
despite the promising findings, it was identified through observations, that for a few 
students answering questions and sharing with peers was still worrying. For 
instance, some pupils would look to others for the answer; although able to answer 
the questions it was clear that the fear of having the wrong answer, or taking too long 
had a detrimental effect on their confidence. However, it is speculated that with time 
this may improve. Another observation made was that a few children sometimes 
became agitated and/or disengaged with the activity whilst waiting on other children 
recording their answer. 

Consequently, it appears, that show-me boards help implement a positive learning 
environment within the classroom where the children enjoyed sharing their work with 
one another, increasing pupil engagement and confidence.  

 

Conclusions 

The use of “show-me” boards appeared to increase whole class engagement. 
Through observations it could be seen that towards the end of the intervention 
period, the majority of pupils were more comfortable in displaying their show-me 
board as their confidence grew. The children felt comfortable and confident when 
using this form of assessment, therefore where actively engaging in the learning and 
teaching process. This was also highlighted in the written comments from the 
questionnaire data. It was identified that show-me boards were something they 
enjoyed in class, as pupils were able to receive instant feedback on their answer. 
This method showed to be particularly beneficial to use as part of this nutrition unit, 
which often included objective questions and topics, thus allowing the pupils to 
experiment with their ideas or thoughts, leading to more fruitful discussion.  

Whilst no firm causal link can be established through an enquiry of this nature, it 
shows encouraging results, possibly due to the methodology in that the class were 
their own control, thereby no pupils were left out. In this small investigation it was 
found that show-me boards can be a useful tool for improving pupil participation, 
engagement and self-confidence although further investigation is required in order to 
verify the present results.   

 

 



Implications for Future Practice 
The results of this enquiry have indicated that there is a benefit to using show-me 
boards in the classroom to support pupil participation in class discussion, and so 
their use should be continued. It is evident that the use of show-me boards has a 
positive impact on student participant, engagement and self-confidence in the 
classroom. It would be beneficial to ensure that this is an approach that is used 
consistently with the pupils to ensure that they are in a routine of being actively 
involved in the lesson rather than switching off and becoming disengaged.  

Notably, as this was only a short-term study, with a limited number of participants, it 
would be beneficial to further improve this research, involving a larger cohort of 
participants of different ages and levels, over a longer intervention period, to assess 
whether the results would be mirrored. Moreover, it would be useful to undertake 
further investigations implementing this strategy in pairs/trios, which may help reduce 
pressure children may feel, as it would not place the onus solely on the individual 
and will allow the children to support one another’s learning. As a result, practitioners 
would be able to focus on sustaining pupil engagement across more and more areas 
of their learning. 
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