
The use of digital platforms (e.g. SumDog and StudyLadder) and the effect on learners’ 
engagement 

Rationale 

The current context in schools relating to the COVID-19 pandemic has meant educators 
have been required to adapt their practice during school closures. According to Covell 
(2010), pupils who are engaged with school and learning are more likely to develop the 
appropriate academic and social values which are vital to a successful adulthood. 
Furthermore, high levels of engagement may encourage emotional and educational 
resilience. One of the ways in which educators may seek to maintain engagement is using 
digital learning apps. Apps that are designed with the principles of active, engaging, 
meaningful and social learning in mind can marry elements of free play with the advantages 
of direct teaching (Hirsh-Pasek et al.,2015). Educational math apps delivered on touch-
screen tablets offer an opportunity for individualized math practice targeted to children’s 
needs (Outhwaite, Faulder, Gulliford and Pitchford, 2019). For the purposes of this enquiry, I 
will focus on the use of SumDog daily. 

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to measure the impact of the use of SumDog within a Primary 6 
class and whether this would increase the pupils’ engagement with new math concepts 
throughout the period of school closures. Additionally, it was hoped that there would be a 
visible increase in attainment in maths across the class. 

Methodology 

The enquiry was carried out over a four week period in a Primary 6 class made up of 26  
pupils. Each pupil was provided with personal logins for SumDog upon starting Primary 1. 
The class use SumDog regularly in class as a carousel task or as a fast finishing task during 
maths lessons. SumDog is an adaptive game based maths app which is aligned with the 
Curriculum for Excellence, meaning educators can keep track of progress throughout the 
school year in real time. Teachers can access individual pupil breakdowns based on 
assessment data within different outcomes. More importantly, the learners enjoy the games 
and the capacity to play against the members of their class, their school or wider local 
authority and take part in competitions. There is also a leader board function, which shows 
learners where they have been placed in school, and the wider authority. Recently, SumDog 
introduced the capacity for learners to practise spelling and grammar. For this enquiry it was 
decided that maths would be the focus. During the school closures, the teaching of maths 
and in particular some of the more abstract concepts was of concern. Teaching these 
abstract concepts without face to face interactions could be challenging. At the start of the 
four-week period the diagnostic assessment tool was used to benchmark learners against 
the Curriculum for Excellence. The questions are adaptive and thus start one level below 
each pupils’ diagnostic level initially after assessment. Questions will continually adapt to 
each pupil every time they log in, based on their correct and incorrect answers. Over the 
period of the enquiry, it was decided that each day 20 minutes of SumDog would be set as a 
starter task before their direct instruction. At the end of the four-week period, another 



diagnostic would be carried out which it was hoped would show the impact of our focus on 
using SumDog at home.  
 

Findings 

The class took part in twice weekly live meetings where they had the opportunity to ask 
questions about any of the intended learning. The children were briefed before school 
closures and at the start of the new term that this would not be revision like the previous 
school closures but new learning. Based on the suggested Second Level pathway for North 
Lanarkshire Council, the next concept to teach was fractions. The class enjoyed using 
SumDog in the classroom as a starting or finishing task. The first diagnostic assessment was 
carried out on 4th February with the second being carried out on the 5th March. 

Each week on our live meetings, I would ask the class about how they had found the work 
for the week. A selection of comments from the children are included. 

“Can we just do SumDog every day Miss?” 

“I actually get fractions now which is weird” 

 “Can we do more SumDog?” 

The assignment of SumDog as a daily maths task also meant that children who weren’t at 
home due to parents’ working and couldn’t get online during school hours were able to 
spend at least 20 minutes on the application daily whether they had engaged with the 
written tasks or not.  

The differences were marginal. A very small selection of the class had actually improved 
upon where the diagnostic assessment had originally placed them. The rest of the children 
had stayed at the same level. No child had been moved down a level in the 4 week period. 
The use of SumDog was beneficial to the group as it allowed the consolidation of knowledge 
gained through direct teaching.  

Throughout the period of school closures my class had a high engagement level with 
Microsoft Teams (this is the platform we used to assign work), and subsequently the other 
tasks that were assigned for them. There was a period of two weeks where we tracked 
100% engagement. Interestingly, children who were initially targeted as having a low 
likelihood of engaging were online and submitting work most, if not every, day. Out of 26 
students, 19 were regularly active on SumDog (based on minutes spent playing per week). 
As remote learning continued into February and March, engagement dropped on Teams 
(using Insights to track when learners were online) but out of the 26 pupils, 23 were still 
online at least 3 times per week. Whether or not this is related to the use of SumDog would 
have to be studied further due to the short period over which this enquiry was carried out.  

 

 

 



 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

 

It is clear that the use of SumDog is worthwhile to reinforce maths learning. In future I will 
focus more on using the application to consolidate particular areas of the maths curriculum.  

The positive improvements seen as a result of this enquiry, while small,  have shown that 
the application is a useful tool for reinforcing learning about different maths concepts. The 
application can be set for homework in order to further consolidate maths learning.            

I will continue to set SumDog as an extension or fast finisher task in the classroom, 
personalising the learning each week in line with what we are covering in class.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 

Conclusions 

Math development requires the acquisition of different component skills and processes that 
range in level of difficulty (Goswami, 2006; Holmes & Dowker, 2013). The use of SumDog 
can contribute to learners’ own confidence in their abilities due to the adaptive questioning 
which responds to the needs of pupils. Due to the short nature of this enquiry there was not 
much data to analyse. The correlation between use of SumDog and engagement with 
assignments on Microsoft Teams cannot be regarded as direct due to the short nature of 
the enquiry. As previously mentioned, the limitations of the study are clear and the 
continuation of the enquiry over a longer period would provide more accurate data. 
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