Assessment in primary school science’ investigates effective assessment of conceptual understanding in science in primary school children with English as an Additional language (EAL).
This project built upon existing research into methods of assessing pupils’ understanding of science, particularly in the topic of ‘Forces’.  The study was undertaken within one primary school with pupils in Key Stage 2 (KS2) whose first language was Polish. The project was conducted collaboratively with the research team from UIWC and Cardiff University, the project school and their bilingual assistants, and the local authority EMAS service. 

The project team examined the effectiveness of three different methods of working with pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL): bilingual concept cartoons; the use of Video Stimulated Reflective Dialogue (VSRD); and a bilingual computer package called Clicker. The study examined how effective each approach was in assessing pupils’ understanding of the science concept but also analysed pupil’s language choice, and associated issues, when exploring scientific concepts and looked at specific vocabulary issues associated with the use of the ‘home’ language. 

The aims of the project were to assess:

1. Can VSRD be used effectively with pupils whose first language in not English?

2. How does it compare with other, more established, methods of visual stimuli (e.g. concept cartoons and Clicker 4)? 

3. Does VSRD or other forms of visual elicitation enable EAL pupils to explain scientific concepts?

4. Are there any specific vocabulary issues relating to ‘Forces’ in the Polish language?

During the research three groups of pupils undertook a short assessment in one of the three areas before the topic before work began. They then undertook structured practical activities related to the topic before undertaking the same assessment again. The research teams observed and recorded their responses and their language use for later analysis. Polish language support was provided by the bilingual assistants at all times and pupils were encouraged to use whatever language would best allow them to express their understanding. The outcomes of the assessments and the researchers’ notes were analysed in consultation with the bilingual staff.

Although the final analysis is not complete at the time of writing, emerging findings are that VSRD did provide an effective stimulation to facilitate the discussion on conceptual scientific understanding. A strength of VSRD in this context is the immediacy of the process and engaging pupils by seeing themselves in action. The availability of bilingual support staff was central to the success of the whole process. It was noticeable that all pupils used Polish at some point and they used it more after the practical experience.  All three methods of assessment enabled the pupils to attempt to explain scientific concepts. The use of the structured practical experience was important and it was noticeable that pupils used this kinaesthetic experience as a physical prompt during their explanations. Although all pupils made use of Polish to varying degrees there were no specific issues relating to the direct translations in Polish that emerged within this study. Further results will emerge at part of the ongoing analysis of the project data and will be shared at the British Educational Research Association (BERA) conference in Manchester in September 2009.
