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Data collection methods 

Targeted lesson observation 
 

What is it? 
 
A colleague watches your lesson, looking out for material that links to the focus of your inquiry. For 
example, they could observe length of time on-task for a sample of six children over the lesson, or the 
quantity and quality of participation in group work. The observer makes notes or fills in a table or chart to 
record their findings. Sometimes video or audio recording can also be helpful. The purpose of a targeted 
lesson observation is to help you by providing evidence, not to judge your teaching.  
 
In this type of focused observation, you as a teacher would decide on what you want the focus to be. You 
would normally then discuss this with the person observing, so they can help you clarify your ideas and 
plans. 
 

What is it good for? 
 
Classroom-based investigations. Sometimes it can be hard to observe and record things while you are also 
focusing on teaching, another person may see things you miss. It also means that the observer is not being 
distracted by anything else – they are just focusing on a single task rather than trying to watch everything 
at once. 
 

 
How could you use this for evaluating impact? Some suggestions. 
 
You could ask your peer to observe how students react to your intervention. You may want the observer to 
focus on specific students or groups of students, or to look at a whole class pattern. (Make sure that you 
keep the task manageable for the observer). For instance, you may ask that they note down their use of 
specific language or their willingness to answer questions. You could also use this approach to test out 
whether you really are doing what you think you are. (For instance, if you are testing your use of more 
open ended questions, you could ask your peer to log how many you ask and to how many students.)  
 
For more information, see ‘Getting Started with Peer Observation’. 
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Student Voice Questionnaires 
 

What are they? 
 
Carefully-designed sets of written questions for students to answer, usually working independently. The 
answers may be numerical (scoring or ranking), written (words, phrases or paragraphs) or responses to a 
rating scale (e.g. strongly agree – agree – disagree – strongly disagree).  
 
What are they good for? 
 
Getting information from larger numbers of students relatively quickly. They work better with older students 
whose reading and writing skills are stronger, but you could adapt them for a basic response rating scale 
for slightly younger learners. As long as the questionnaire is well designed, and the students took their 
answers seriously, they can give a valid and reliable source of data. Questionnaires could also be used 
with other groups, such as parents. 
 
How could you use this for evaluating impact? Some suggestions 
 
You might decide to get your students to complete the questionnaire twice, once before and once after an 
intervention, topic of study or an already established part of school life you are interested in finding out 
about. You can then compare any differences between the two sets of responses. You might also want to 
identify any themes that emerge in their written responses and track these themes across other data you 
have collected.   
 
Remember that it’s important to set up the survey carefully. Students might be worried they could upset 
you or get into trouble, so you should explain you want really honest answers. You might consider making 
the responses anonymous, and/or getting a colleague to give out the survey. 
 
 
 

Focus groups 
 

What are they? 
 
You ask questions to a small group of carefully selected individuals. The data comes from the groups 
participants interacting with each other rather than with the interviewer. The interviewer acts more like a 
‘chair’, keeping the discussions on track and following up useful ideas or asking for more details.  
Usually you would ask exactly the same questions to each group, for consistency. You might decide to use 
different follow-ups and prompts to help the groups understand, or to move the discussion on. 
 

What are they good for? 
 
Understanding responses in more depth than is possible with a questionnaire, a focus group could be used 
as a follow-up to a questionnaire. Students especially may feel more relaxed in a group than 1-1 with a 
teacher. They may therefore be more likely to contribute to the discussion especially as they can bounce 
ideas off of each other.  
 
How could you use this for evaluating impact? Some suggestions 
 
In asking carefully planned questions you should gain an insight into the experiences or the attitudes of 
students in response to your inquiry. The group would be able to supply data on whether they believe any 
difference has been made to them as learners and members of the school community.   
You could also use similar methods to conduct 1-2-1 interviews with, for instance, fellow teachers. 
 



 

Data collection methods 3

Analysing students’ work 
 

What is it? 
 
Detailed consideration of examples of students’ work produced as a standard part of lessons or as 
homework. You photocopy the work then look closely at it, to see how it helps you with your particular 
evaluation. Often people find it useful to underline, highlight or annotate particular features related to their 
evaluation.  
 
What is it good for? 
Finding evidence of learning or evidence of misconceptions. It gives an in-depth understanding of students’ 
learning on a particular topic.  
 
How could you use this for evaluating impact? 
 
It allows you to come to a conclusion about how students responded to your teaching and whether it made 
a difference to the work they produced. You might, or instance, look for greater relevant detail, clearer 
analysis or evidence of increased understanding of a topic. You could also use student self-assessment; 
you may want to get the students to track their own confidence levels at key points across an intervention 
in relation to their understanding of the subject content or the skills they are developing.  
 
 

Calculating an effect size 
 

What is it? 
 
In summary, effect sizes are numbers that show the size of any difference between two sets of data, taking 
into account the spread of the data. For example, if everyone in a group had improved upon their test 
scores after an intervention, then the difference is substantial, however, if there was a wide range of results 
in the second test then the data spread will be wider and the effect size less significant. There are some 
helpful online tools for calculating effect sizes (see reading list) and ‘It’s the Effect Size, Stupid’ is a paper 
by Rob Coe which covers in detail, what an effect size is, how to calculate it and how to interpret your 
results. 
 
What are they good for? 
 
Giving a numerical indication of the extent to which something has had impact. For the best results, use a 
reasonably large sample and match characteristics between the control and intervention groups, if used. 
As a classroom teacher, you are unlikely to be dealing with big enough numbers for statistical significance, 
nevertheless, the numbers may be an indicator of what works and can contribute to the wider school 
understanding of impact.  
 
How could you use this for evaluating impact? 
 
You can compare attainment data from before and after an intervention or compare data for students who 
have undertaken the intervention with those who haven’t (control group). You can also use your 
understanding of effect size to make pedagogic choices by looking at published meta-analyses and using 
these to make an informed decision about what happens in your classroom and/or school. 
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Visual and creative methods 
 

What are they? 
 
Methods such as drawing pictures or concept maps, acting a scene out with toys or talking about 
photographs can give an alternative insight into students’ thinking about a particular issue. They are helpful 
with children whose reading and writing skills make questionnaires inappropriate, such as younger 
students or students who find writing difficult. However, they are an excellent tool in many other contexts 
too. They can be used in interviews, focus groups or whole-class contexts.  
 

What are they good for? 
 
They can give another angle on a topic or issue, complement other data collection methods, and provide a 
non-threatening focus for use in interviews or small group situations. Some learners are happier to draw 
than they are to write. Visual methods also break eye contact with the adult and so can be especially 
helpful when dealing with more sensitive issues, or with learners who find communication more difficult as 
it is not dependent on their language ability.  
 

How could you use this for evaluating impact? 
 
Visual methods are a useful, complementary way of finding out about how students felt about an 
intervention or their experience of being a part of that intervention. You may also decide that visual 
representation of the Likert scale made up of different facial expressions are better suited for younger 
learners to express their feelings or beliefs about their learning. 
 
Remember to set up the activity carefully. You might need to do some practice activities to increase your 
subjects’ confidence. And you need to emphasise that you are not looking for beautiful drawings. You may 
also like to encourage participants to label their drawings.  
 


