Evaluation of NGfL Project – Developing Student GeneeUs at Huntcliff School
Background

This project followed on from the purchase (through specialist status funding) by the school of a set of 32 interactive handheld devices operating on a radio frequency, for the use of the Humanities Department.  The funding from NGfL was designed to support the development and use of interactive resources to support assessment and learning by use of this innovative system.  The project began in the History Department, but was then widened to include Geography.  An important part of the project was to provide a ‘How to…’ Report for other schools considering using similar systems.
Planning and implementing the Project
The project involved an action based research approach, with resources prepared, used with students, conclusions drawn, and then further adaptations made, or information used to inform further resource preparation.  The real focus was on what ‘learning’ gains could be made by students when the interactive handheld devices were used, and on any barriers to learning.  Many of these are explored in detail in the ‘How to…’ Report but a brief summary of some key points is given below:
· Experience of using the interactive handheld devices suggested that although many students found using them motivational, issues arose which suggested that the learning achieved was not as effective as it might have been.  The use of factual recall questions encourages ‘Quick Fire Wrong Answers’ as students compete to enter their answers first.  It seemed to promote the incorrect answering of questions without discussion or reflection and to hold back brighter students (who are ready to move on before the rest of the class) or less able students (who can’t read the question).  

· However, these problems could be overcome by careful preparation and presentation of resources.  Freezing the screen before students began to input their answers to give time for reading the question, and time for reflection and discussion was very powerful.  This then meant that more thought needed to go into preparing the questions.  Simple factual recall does not generate meaningful discussion on its own – students either know the answer or they don’t.  However, the effectiveness of factual recall questions was increased if students knew answers were likely to come up more than once (so they tried to remember the correct answer), if they were used to identify areas of strengths and weakness (e.g. before an exam) and if they were used for information students find difficult to memorise but need an incentive to learn (e.g. a few key dates).
· A number of quizzes designed to support source work analysis at both KS3 and KS4 were devised.  These encouraged close observation.  An example was a starter activity which involved memory and discussion work based on a student drawing of a trench, or an investigation of various selected parts of a source which eventually, when brought together into an entire picture, empowered students to look at the accuracy of a First World War trench scene.  Within a quiz to do with a Second World War propaganda poster surveys about which colour schemes might be most effective led to discussion work (either in pairs or within the whole group).  This then led up to students actually attempting an exam question based on why the poster was distributed during the Second World War.  Multiple choice questions were also used to focus students on the perspective given within video clips to do with the Cuban Missile Crisis.

· When trialled in class the above activities did seem to suggest that multiple choice questions used with interactive handheld devices could be used to develop higher order thinking skills but that the link with student discussion (e.g. through pair work or whole class discussion) was vital.  For example, following discussion about the propaganda poster source students did seem to complete a similar exam question in much more depth on the Year 10 exam paper.  However, resource preparation was exceedingly time consuming, partly because of the time required to actually work out how to achieve the desired objectives.

· As the project developed the actual results inputted by students (as recorded in the database) seemed increasingly insignificant.  What seemed much more significant was the process students went through and the quality of their discussion.  This was exemplified in a role play activity based on the English Civil War.  Students were allocated different roles according to their ability, and had to decide how they felt about King Charles following various events in his life.  This allowed surveys of students (completed in role) to be used to look at how and why opinion in Britain changed between the accession of King Charles and the beginning of the English Civil War.  This worked particularly well where students used individual whiteboards to note down a justification of why they felt the way they did at any particular given point (i.e. why an event meant that they had changed / had not changed their opinion).  This meant that more able students were not wasting time waiting for the rest of the class – they could be justifying their opinions.  The results inputted by students and recorded in the database, however, were irrelevant – there was no such thing as a right or wrong answer!
Success Criterion
· The objectives of the project were met in terms of interactive tests for Key Stage 3 and 4 Humanities topics being implemented, including the use of multimedia (such as Pathe News Clips), and the resources being made available for use elsewhere.  In fact as a result of a workshop at the NGfL Conference some schools have already expressed an interest in the material produced.
· Student evaluations of learning and enjoyment were packaged with the different quizzes.  This helped provide quick feedback from a student perspective.  Students were thus able to reflect independently on their own learning and all students contributed an opinion.
· In terms of the results of the student evaluations it was interesting that students tended to enjoy the ‘quick fire’ quizzes most, mainly because of the competitive element, while feeling they learnt more from the activities which involved discussion work or source analysis.  This also matched with the teacher perception of the learning taking place.  Students in 2 groups were also asked to write more lengthy comments about their feelings about using the interactive handheld devices.  These ranged from, ‘I hate it, Please never use it again!’ to ‘I feel that the handsets are a fun way to learn because it is easier than reading and writing, but you learn just as much’.  There didn’t seem to be a significant difference between the views of girls and boys, but there was more of a divide in terms of ability.  So one bright girl wrote, ‘They are OK to use sometimes but not often because they get really boring.  I like reading and writing better, because I learn more that way.  I like learning things in more depth.  I get fed up of them after a short time using them’, while a girl who was much weaker in ability wrote, ‘Writing and reading is (sic) boring. Handsets aren’t’.  
· Many students saw the advantage of using the interactive handheld devices to identify weaknesses for revision purposes, for giving them the correct answer if they answered incorrectly, and for (in some cases!) making learning more interesting and enjoyable.
Additional Comments

· Technological problems did hinder development and slow down progress.  It is well worth making sure that the system purchased is effective and reliable before spending a lot of time preparing resources.
· Interactive Handheld Devices are no different from any other classroom resource, their success depends on the way they are utilized by the teacher to support learning.  They cannot be used to develop every skill, but are one method of developing some.
· The Interactive Handheld Devices have more obvious applications to other subjects e.g. for anonymous opinion surveys in PSHE or for answers in Mental Maths.  This report has focused on Humanities, and History in particular. It is to be hoped that teachers of other disciplines can make their own applications of the usefulness of the system for their own requirements. 
· Looking at literature from, and talking to, other teachers involved in using interactive handheld devices was hugely helpful to stimulate creative thinking about the best ways to create resources which would help students to develop their higher order thinking skills.
· The amount of time required for resource preparation could not have been sustained if it had not been for NGfL funding.
Future Development

· The aim is to keep abreast of further developments in the technology and take advantage of any improvements with respect to the interactive handheld systems, particularly in terms of technological reliability.
· Plans include the further sharing of good practice in the use of interactive handheld devices both in school and further afield, with at least 3 other teachers at Huntcliff now prepared to give the system a try.
Hannah Mohon (History Teacher) 12th July, 2007.

