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Do pupils in KS2 display greater involvement in a task when placed into mixed ability grouping?
Gallwch ychwanegu’ch targedau o’ch aseiniad diwethaf gan ddefnyddio’r tabl isod. /
Please add your targets from the previous assignment using the table below.

	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Synthesise and reflect upon strategies used
	Deeper reflections carried out during critical reflections

	Targed/Target 2
	Use correct grammar and punctuation
	Proof read and check spelling, grammar and correct references

	Targed/Target 3
	Be specific when making recommendations 
	Reflect fully with the literature to recommend an action plan or further research 
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Do pupils in KS2 display greater involvement in a task when placed into mixed ability grouping?
Introduction.

This research being carried out is to determine if placing pupils into mixed ability groups during a lesson, has an effect on their engagement in the activity being carried out.
The study will take place in an inner-city primary school in Swansea. The year group involved in the study are year 5 students, where the ages of pupil’s ranges between 9 and 10 years old. The method for this study will be a lesson observation which will be carried out in two classes in this year group. After the initial lesson observation three participants from each class will be interviewed on their thoughts and opinions of each lesson. There will be six participants in total which will be interviewed. The participants were chosen based on their prior attainment or ability levels of the pupils previously defined by the class teacher based upon baseline tests and assessments. The data collected will then be analysed to find out if placing pupils in mixed ability groups does lead to higher levels of engagement from all pupils. By undertaking this research, the evidence gathered can be used to inform future practices in education. Outlined in the Successful Futures document (Donaldson, 2015) which was developed together with the new curriculum for Wales, an emphasis is put upon the need for changes to the curriculum to be evidence based and relevant up to date research should inform new methods of teaching practice. It is also considered that school and education should contribute to pupils becoming ‘enterprising, creative contributors’ thinking creatively to solve problems collaboratively, each person adopting a different role within their teams or groups which will therefore prepare them for a lifetime of work outside of education (Donaldson, 2015). 
First it should be considered what is meant by the term ‘Ability grouping.’ ‘Ability grouping’ is the term most commonly used to describe the practice of placing pupils in groups or classes depending on their academic ability and performance during learning (Hallam, 2002. Harlen and Malcom, 1997. Sands and Kerry, 1982. Kelly, 1978. Kelly, 1975). More recently it is considered that the term ‘attainment grouping’ is probably a better way to describe this teaching strategy (Taylor et al, 2017.Baines, 2012.) and reference will be made to both terms in this paper. 
Ability grouping and allocation of pupils to classes based on their attainment levels was a widely used practice in the U.K during the 1940s and 1950s, to prepare pupils for the 11+ exam sat to enter into Grammar schools. However, with the introduction of a Comprehensive education and the removal of the entrance exam, streaming of classes based on attainment in primary schools declined. In 1990s a new national curriculum was introduced and raising standards was encouraged, as a means to do this ability grouping was reintroduced and encouraged to be adopted in the primary school setting (Hallam, Ireson and Davies, 2002. Hallam, 2002). We see ability grouping happening in secondary education more than primary (Taylor et al, 2017) especially with regards to streaming and setting students relating to their attainment (Harlen and Malcom, 1997). The most common way of grouping students in the primary setting is ‘within class ability grouping.’ This is considered to be a flexible system and allows the teacher to regroup students when teaching a variety of subjects or based on the teacher’s knowledge of their attainment levels and pupil progress (Hallam, Ireson and Davies, 2002).  
There are certain factors why schools choose to group pupils based on ability or attainment. These include the understanding that it may increase standards throughout the school, teachers can match the teaching towards the ability of the pupils therefore allowing the pupils to achieve their full potential and teachers can target necessary provision needed for that particular lesson which may lead to a possible reduction in the differentiation needed to be provided for whole class instruction. Teachers can also work closely with lower ability students and those needing additional support within the classroom (Hallam, Ireson and Davies, 2002. ES, 2005. Baines, 2012. DfFrancome, 2015). The Education Endowment Foundation (2018) describes ‘in class ability grouping’ or attainment grouping to be beneficial to all students in the classroom but has seen to have a lower benefit for students with a lower attainment than others. It is thought that different types of grouping benefit different collections of pupils, streaming or setting tends to benefit the more able students, those students who are less able benefit more from in class ability groupings (Hallam, 2002). 
A meta-analysis of studies of within class ability grouping showed that effect sizes were greatest when pupils were formed into groups on the basis of ability and pupils with lower and higher ability pupils achieving more from the grouping. It also showed that group sizes effected the outcome and group sizes of three or four being considered adequate (Harlen and Malcom, 1999. Lou et al. 1996). However, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) studies have repeatedly found that higher levels of grouping pupils based on ability carried out in schools can lead to a reduction in academic performance and ability grouping can actually increase the gap of attainment between higher and lower ability pupils (Baines. 2012 and OECD, 2010). It is also considered that grouping pupils based on ability also has a negative effect on pupils non academically, this could include their perceived beliefs about their own abilities and their attitude towards learning, higher pressure in top attaining groupings and low expectations in the lower attainment groupings from both the teachers and the students perspectives (Baines, 2012 and Boaler, William and Brown, 2000). 
Other advantages of choosing to teach mixed ability classes or groups could provide all pupils with equal opportunities within their learning, enable positive role models for lower ability students which could enhance relationships between pupils and increase confidence and motivation for low attaining pupils (Hallam, Ireson and Davies, 2002). 
A study of teachers perspectives of ‘mixed ability teaching’ was carried out in Taiwan, it was found that most teachers considered this method of teaching to have a benefit towards the students non academically but found it challenging when implementing this practice within their classrooms with regards to differentiation. Over a third of all the teachers involved thought that it had no impact upon the pupil’s ability to learn more effectively and overall achievement (Huang, 2014). 
Very few studies have been carried out into the impact of mixed ability group teaching on the engagement of the pupils in the lesson, compared with that of the pupils’ level of achievement being the indicator during the research. One example is a study carried out by 
Kaiser et al (2013) which focused on behavioural engagement within mixed attainment groupings. It was suggested that behavioural engagement may be a good quality indicator of motivation displayed by the pupils and this was measured by classroom participation, effort witnessed by the pupil, increased concentration and contribution towards the class discussion by asking relevant questions during instruction. It was considered that increased pupil engagement does not contribute higher levels of achievement within in the classroom or vice versa and that these two factors are not linked in any way. Therefore, further research into this practice of grouping pupils based upon attainment or ability would be considered necessary to gather more information on whether in class mixed ability grouping does have an effect upon engagement of pupils when involved in a specific task.     

Methods. 

According to Burton and Bartlett (2009) there are four main types of educational research, basic, applied, action and evaluation research. Each of these types of research are concerned with different elements involved in teaching and learning. The type of research focused on in this study is action research, research carried out into a particular method of teaching in order to gain insights into that method and based around practice rather than theory (Hartas. 2010). The researcher Kurt Lewin (1946) is thought to have created this type of research advancing it further in 1948 by suggesting that it consists of cycles of ‘planning, acting, observing and reflecting’ (Lewin, 1948). Action research may uncover specific educational paradigms and misconceptions. Action research can however lead to the assumption that there is an issue with a certain aspect of teaching however practitioners may just be curious and want to acquire a deeper understanding of the teaching and learning taking place in their classrooms (Palaiologou et al, 2016. Burton and Bartlett, 2009. Gordon. 2008, and Hartas, 2010). 
The principle method of this data collection in this action research is a lesson study, which includes lesson observations and interviews with pupils involved in the focus lesson. Lesson studies are described as ‘highly specialised forms of classroom action research which focuses of development of teacher practice knowledge’ (Dudley, 2014). Originating in Japan but recently becoming widely acknowledged in the U.S and U.K as a way of assessing impacts certain teaching methods have on learning in the classroom. Analysing data collected in lesson study observations could help inform teachers of best practice and allow for reflection of what is considered effective teaching. Lesson studies are based on a collaboration between two or more practitioners (like undertaken in this study) whereby the teachers will plan the lesson together and then observe the other teachers’ lesson being delivered and record observations from that particular lesson. The teachers will then both reflect upon the lessons delivered to enhance their professional development (Godfrey et al, 2019. Education Endowment Foundation, 2017. Cajkler and Wood, 2016. Cheung and Wong, 2014. Dudley, 2014. Hart, Alston and Murata, 2011. Department for Education, 2009). 
In this study notes taken during observations, reflections from both teachers involved in the study and responses from pupils during a short interview after the lesson will contribute to the findings discussed in this lesson study. The data used will be both qualitative and quantitative (Hartas, 2010). 
The quantitative data will consist of observations of pupils’ levels of involvement or engagement and observed participations and/or interactions will be recorded during three phases during the lessons. The level of involvement or engagement will be measured by using the Leuven scale (see appendix 3) (Laevers, 1994) and pupil participation will be measured using the Likert scale (Likert, 1932) and will show participation and interaction of certain behaviours and the frequency of these particular behaviours by the pupils being observed. An observation recording sheet has been designed to record these quantitative results (see appendix 4 and 6). Observation as a method of research has some strengths such as being able to gather large amounts of data and being witness to actual classroom behaviours occurring ‘naturally’, however the observer might struggle with recording all the observations witnessed in a short space of time, the observers may affect the situation in which the pupils behave during that lesson and the observer may not successfully determine a certain behaviour e.g. Decisions made with reference to pupils engagement with a task (Burton and Bartlett, 2009).  
The qualitative data collected will be based upon additional notes made by the observer during the lesson, reflections from both practitioners taking part in the study and responses made by the pupils during the interview process after the lesson has been carried out. It was considered relevant in this particular study to interview the observed pupils after the lesson has taken place in order to gain further insight into the views of the pupils after working in mixed ability groups. The type of interviews carried out during this lesson study are semi structured interviews undertaken in a focus group of all three observed pupils. The interview will be semi structured outlining questions that could be asked prior to the initial interview but with scope to alter and change the questions depending on the answers provided by the pupils during the focus group. This allows for a degree of flexibility when interviewing the pupils and allows the researcher to use questions which may elicit an extended answer from the pupils (Qu and Dumay, 2011). Compared with other data collection methods such as questionnaires, the interviewer can witness other non-verbal examples of behaviour which could be used during analysis of the answers to the questions asked by the researcher (Burton and Bartlett, 2009). There are also some weaknesses to interviewing techniques such as the interviewer may affect the responses of the answers given by the participants which could alter the accuracy of the results and each interview could be slightly different and different questions could be asked by each interviewer which could in the end be difficult to evaluate and analyse (Palaiologou et al, 2016. Hartas, 2010 and Burton and Bartlett, 2009).      
A reflection pro forma will be used for both practitioners to reflect upon the teaching and learning being undertaken during this lesson study. The reflection proforma is adapted from Brookfield’s four lenses model (Brookfield, 1998) and includes aspects of Gibbs six stages reflection model (Gibbs, 1988). The four lenses model takes into account different opinions from all participants during the research, the autobiographical (your own opinion), the pupils’ perspective, colleagues experience (the other researchers) and the theory and possible research behind experience (Brookfield, 1998). The six stages model however allows for further analysis of feelings towards the experience and how this may be developed which informs an action plan at the end of the study (Gibbs, 1988). 
Ethical considerations.
As this is a study involving people and especially young vulnerable persons there has to be a careful consideration of the ethics involved. Ethics approval was obtained from the Universities ethics committee before the research could go ahead, the committee will decide if there is a degree or risk or harm likely to occur towards the participants involved in the study and how this study might benefit the research in this particular field of enquiry (Gorman, 2007 and Burgess, 1989). Verbal consent was obtained from the school in order to carry this type of research out and written consent was obtained prior to the start of this study from the parents of the pupils involved. As the pupils were of an appropriate age their verbal assent was also obtained before observations or interviews could take place. It was made clear throughout the study that pupils could withdraw at any time and that their identity and the school’s identity would remain anonymous at all times. The parents and pupils were informed of how the data would be used during and at the end of the study and could ask for access to the results of the study if they should wish it. Data collected from this study would be kept on a password protected device and all paper documents kept at the school keeping in line with the data protection act (BERA, 2018. U.K Gov, 2018 and Morrow, 2009). (See appendix 12 for letters given to parents and pupils for their consent and refer to ethic form previously completed). 
Lesson overview.
The purpose of this lesson study is to evaluate pupil engagement when placed into mixed ability groups. The lesson planned for this particular lesson study is focussed on problem solving in Mathematics for key stage 2 pupils. The lesson will include a brief outline of what the pupils must achieve and consists of a practical activity based on previous knowledge obtained during previous mathematics lessons. The pupils are normally placed into ability groupings for a subject such as mathematics. This is to allow the teacher can plan for differentiation appropriately, so all pupils are challenged sufficiently. During this lesson study the pupils will be placed into mixed ability groups in order to carry out the practical aspect of the lesson. The groups will be encouraged to complete the activity will little assistance from the teacher in order to gage how effective mixed abilities groupings is on the pupil’s engagement and ability to complete the practical task in that group (see appendix 1 for detailed lesson plan). The lesson will be spilt into three phases; opening, middle section (when the independent activity takes place) and end phase or plenary. On the observation recording sheet these will be referred to as phase 1, 2 and 3. 
Evaluation and results.
At the end of the first lesson, the focus group interview took place with the first three participants and both researchers reflected upon the lesson. A previously designed reflections proforma was used after the initial lesson to review and make changes to the lesson before the following lesson observation and also at the end of the study to inform a relevant action plan to be taken further. The proforma used was an adaptation of Brookfield’s four lenses of reflection (1998) and Gibbs six stages reflection model (1988) (see appendix 10). 
The quantitative data from the first lesson study shows that all the pupils’ level of engagement decreased throughout the course of the lesson (see graph 1, appendix 11). The results do show that pupil x (the lower attaining pupil) did show a greater level of engagement over the whole lesson compared to the other pupils involved. The lower attaining pupil never lead of dominated the discussion (see table 1 appendix 11). Pupil Z (the higher attaining pupil) showed very little engagement with the activity throughout the whole lesson, this could indicate that this individual lacked motivation toward the activity and you could possibly assume that this activity may have been too easy for the pupil. However, when reflecting upon the interview conducted that particular individual did say that he/she ‘needed more help with factors’ the main subject of the lesson.
All the pupils showed the same or equal level of engagement during the second phase of the lesson, which included the practical activity needed to be completed in order to achieve the learning objective given for this lesson. 
During this particular lesson the pupils in the group observed seemed to work very well together and support each other during the activity, they all seemed to value each other’s input, but pupil Y seemed to communicate ideas more clearly than the other two pupils. Pupil X never dominated or lead the discussion of the activity with the group and it was recorded that it was observed that this individual needed support from the others to understand the activity. It was witnessed that another pupil was leading the team to complete the task, this pupil was not one of the pupils being observed but the observer did mention their participation during the observation. 
The autobiographical or self-aspect of the reflection after the first lesson showed that the activity involved definitely promoted team working within that particular lesson and even though the groups were mixed ability a certain level of scaffolding would still need to be provided for an appropriate outcome to be achieved. This informed the decision then to allow time for more scaffolding at the beginning of the following lesson to see if this made a difference to the outcome. 
The pupils’ response showed that working in these mixed groups meant that some pupils were off task and one pupil commented that ‘no one listened to his opinions.’ This could have been due to the sizing of the groups of the fact that all the individuals in the group were not playing their part in the completion of the activity and working cooperatively together. During the interview it was mentioned by pupil Z that pupil Y was off task and ‘sat daydreaming’ this was also witnessed by the observer and recorded in the notes gathered (see appendix 5).  
The quantitative data collected during the second lesson observation contrasted completely with the results from the first lesson observation. In these results, the pupil showing the greatest level of engagement during the lesson was pupil Z (the higher attaining pupil). Even though this was the case, the lower attaining pupil (pupil X) did show an increase in engagement from the levels witnessed at the beginning of the lesson to the end. Both middle and lower attaining pupils (pupil Y and Z) showed relatively low levels of engagement during the second phase of the lesson. This phase included the practical activity needed to be completed to achieve the learning outcome.  Pupil X was observed to have disengaged with the activity during the opening phase of the lesson which could indicate that there may be a lack of understanding of the task (see graph- appendix 11 ).
Pupil Z (higher attaining pupil) took over the task completely but did listen to others voicing their opinions and waited patiently for help from the others in the group. During the practical this individual gave out instructions for people to follow when setting out the chairs. Pupil Y and X both waited for instructions given from other members of the group, but pupil Y managed to work out the perimeter independently of both of the groups attempts placing the chairs in a particular array. It was observed that the team may have struggled to work together during this activity, and no one voiced when they found the task difficult to complete (see appendix 7). 
At the end of the second lesson interviews with the next three participants (see appendix 9) and a reflection using the proforma with the other practitioner was conducted (see appendix 10). Here it was evident that there was an increased level of engagement from the pupils and that the activity was very good in promoting collaboration between the participants involved. The pupils did notice that they had been placed into mixed ability groups and explained that they thought this was important and it was good to work with other people with different abilities to themselves. They said that you could receive help from others or help out friends when they were struggling and that this would help them in the future. The pupils did think that lots of people would be off task during this activity but explained that this was not the case. They explained that they thought everyone in the class had worked really well with each other and that there were no ‘arguments.’ Pupil X explained the importance of helping others and stated that he thought that he was very helpful during this activity. 
From the reflection proforma (see appendix 10) the opinions of both researchers was that the least effective part of the lesson was that the group sizes were considered too large to allow all members of the group to be actively engaged at the same time and all groups working on this particular activity increased the excitement of the pupils and sometimes the situation could become chaotic. It was also an opinion of both researchers that lower ability pupils both seemed to access the practical activity more effectively that the other pupils. 
The data collected in this study was not related to achievement of the pupils but based upon perceived engagement of the pupils witnessed by the observer. 
This particular task was not differentiated at all by both teachers and this could have had an impact on whether the pupils could complete the task correctly (Huang, 2014). 
Hallam, Ireson and Davies (2002) noted that pupils of a higher attainment showed lower cognitive processes when involved in group work in the classroom and explains that collaborative work does ‘not stretch the average pupil.’ This shows from the results found in lesson 1 where pupil Z did not engage fully with the task and lost interest towards the end of the lesson. This agrees with the research that ‘attainment grouping’ is said to have a greater impact upon higher ability pupils than lower ability (Hallam. 2002). During this study the group sizes were of individuals of 7 persons, this size of the groupings may have been too large, it is considered that smaller group sizes may have had a different effect and produced different results (Harlen and Malcom, 1999 and Lou et al, 1996). It could be assumed that during the second lesson study that the lower ability pupil may have benefitted more from the mixed attainment groups as it was witnessed that the individual needed support from others in the group and during the interview stated that he did receive the help when asking for it, this may have then boosted the confidence of the individual and increased their motivation of the activity this links back to the theory that mixed ability groupings has an effect on other factors that are not academic such as relationships between peers and confidence of lower ability pupils (Hallam, Ireson and Davies, 2002). 

Conclusions and Recommendations.
It is concluded that placing pupils in mixed ability groups may have an impact of the level of engagement showed by all pupils, but it is not possible to accurately conclude that this is the case. Further longitudinal studies would be needed in this topic to gain more results so a possible statistical significance could be discovered. There could also be studied carried out into the comparisons between ability grouping and mixed ability grouping which may show more accurate results. As previously mentioned in the methods section of this study observation techniques do have certain limitations (Burton and Bartlett. 2009). As the observers were different during both lessons carried out, this could mean that the ideas of what was considered a level 4 on the Leuven scale could have been misinterpreted and participations and interactions such as ‘leading the discussion and dominating discussions’ could be misunderstood by both observers. Due to this being a controversial topic there could be an assumption that each observer may have a current belief or towards this particular topic of research and the researcher must try and conduct this research with no preconceived idea of what the results may tell them (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). It could also be assumed that the researcher may have missed a certain behaviour or interaction within the lesson as they were recording their findings (Burton and Bartlett, 2009). 
Before the research was conducted it could have been helpful to conduct a pilot study in order to practice the techniques used to gather the information. This initial study could help refine the questions asked of the pupils and lead to altering the observation recording sheet to refine the data collected. It could have also been helpful for both the researchers involved to first discuss their interpretations of the specific behaviours recorded, this would made sure that both researchers understood the levels involved in both the quantitative scales used.  Even though the quantitative data was recorded it was important to also record other additional notes or comments that may have witnessed by the observer. This is important as it could be added to the qualitative data accumulated and could possibly impact the interpretation of the data. Due to this research being carried out in the school setting there were certain time constraints placed upon this research. The parents did not promptly send back the consent forms needed therefore the lesson study could not be carried out earlier in the term. The school gave an allocated amount of time to complete the research and explained when the lesson study should take place and it was asked by the researchers that both lessons be conducted on executive days at the same time on both days. This would allow for enough time to alter the lesson if any difficulties should arise. However, this was not possible, so the lesson studies were carried out on the same day with little time for the researchers to reflect on the first lesson study and make relevant changes to the lesson being delivered. Both of the researchers were not experienced in conducting interviews with people especially young people and therefore could have asked certain questions which may have been considered leading which may have affected the accuracy of the results. Also, it is important to state that the pupils participating in the interview were very well known by the interviewer and could have been answering the questions based on what they thought the researcher may have wanted the answer to be.
Reflecting upon the finding in this research I will definitely be using mixed ability groupings more during my own delivery of lessons and onto my further professional teaching experiences during the course of my PGCE. I will make sure this becomes a part of my own teaching and encourage more schools to adopt this method as I believe there is still more to learn from this approach to classroom and learning management.  
If I was to conduct this study again, I would make sure to carry out pilot study first and make sure reflections are carried out straightaway. I also would encourage preparation of enough time between each lesson study to make necessary changes to the lesson or method of data collection. 
Donaldson (2015) stated that there is importance to share good and effective practice throughout schools and even though evidence suggests that grouping pupils based on attainment and ability can hinder achievement and increase the gap between lower and higher ability pupils most schools will still tend to use the approach of grouping based on attainment (Baines. 2012 and OECD, 2010). One reason for this is stated by Baines (2012), he described that this may be due to it being easier for teachers to plan and delivery of the lesson may be less stressful when pupils are already placed into groups of the same ability. However, I believe that this is just making the life of the teacher more agreeable but not having a positive effect on the students learning. Collaboration between pupils is important as pupils have different ideas on strategies to solve problems or tasks while allowing peers to be role models towards behaviour and learning for lower achieving pupils. There definitely needs to be more research conducted on this topic and schools need to take on board relevant research in order to make judgements on this strategy which will benefit the child and therefore have an impact of the teaching and learning conducted in the classroom.  
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