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Within my Professional Teaching Experience (PTE), School Y group children according to ability level. Children accessed their learning by moving between two classrooms multiple times per day depending on subject content, whilst always remaining within their ability groupings. This was an interest of mine as it meant children were only interacting with those of similar ability and only had access to certain tasks and activities, which could be too hard or easy depending on the concept given. Therefore, the aim of the research was to find out if children were engaged when put into mixed ability groups.   
School Y is an English-medium school based in a city within South Wales. A high majority of the learners have English as a second language and diverse ethnic backgrounds (Estyn, 2017).  Within my class, children are set into specific groups for each subject, based on the individual’s ability level. My research partner and I discussed this and discovered that Foundation Phase classes also used ability to structure the learning environment. As research partners, we decided our question would be ‘Are children engaged when grouped in mixed ability seating?’ to find out if children engaged and responded when in different groups. To implement this research, children will be put into groups of three containing the different abilities of More abled and Talented (MAT), Core and Support. 
Prior to carrying out the research, there were ethical considerations that needed addressing. An ethics form was submitted and approved. For the purpose of the research and to ensure that my PTE school and all participants involved are kept confidential, these will be referred to as ‘School Y’ and Child, A/B/C/D/E/F in accordance with BERA (2018) and UWSTD policy. In line with BERA (2018), all results gathered were stored on an encrypted, password protected USB stick and paper documents were stored in a secure place that only I and my research partner had access to. On completion of the research study, all data that has been collected will be destroyed. Cohen et al (2007) have recommended gaining consent of the participants is vital to any research to ensure that all involved are fully aware of the details surrounding the lesson study. Prior to data collection, a letter (see appendices 1) was given to parents/guardians to obtain consent for their child to participate and explained the project. It was reiterated that if a child wished to withdraw at any point of the research, the data generated would not be used within the results (BERA, 2018). 
I looked into further reading that showed that within the UK, children in the 1950s were segregated into ability groups throughout the curriculum, however in the 1970s and 1980s schools had started the process of using mixed-ability teaching within the curriculum (Boaler, 1997). The main weakness of using ability groups is shown through Muijs and Reynolds (2001) who suggested that when children are placed in ability groups it can impact their learning experience. It could be portrayed that children who are of a low ability may be negatively influenced by the behaviour of their peers creating a challenging learning experience, whereas MAT children could have a positive experience and thrive from those around them. 
Cremin and Arthur (2014) outline mixed ability groups are learners who have a varied ability in knowledge and skills and are grouped together to learn rather than be apart in ability groups. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) (2018) has claimed that the use of mixed ability groups within the classroom has benefits for all the individuals and has three months gain on average with their educational progress. Thus, using the approach in the classroom could be an effective teaching approach with minimal cost to implement. The findings of this research helped to support my research question showing that the participants work could have improved from being more engaged in a mixed ability seat. Bennett and Dunne (1991) discussed that when using mixed ability groups, it was beneficial for all the learners as it helps to increase the individual’s independence, co-operation and developed their oracy skills through discussions with their peers. 
Much of the current literature on mixed ability groups pays attention to supporting peers. Saaris (2019) highlighted that when children are in mixed ability, they use each other as extra resource. Children can offer a range of support depending of their ability. Children who are categorised as more abled and talented (MAT) can model not only the theory but also behaviour traits to their peers. However, the research from Boaler (1997) found that when children were placed in a mixed ability group, they had a negative experience where the pace was either too slow or fast creating anxiety or feeling dissatisfied/unchallenged. This could suggest that the achievement for individuals could be affected as well as their engagement and focus. 
As noted by Bremner et al (2008) mixed ability grouping can engage all learners as all children are different and their responses will differ depending on the subject and the teaching approach. This may suggest that if children are placed into ability groups you could be limiting them to the task, but they could potentially vary in skills and knowledge for a range of subjects. Placing children into mixed ability groups allows them to access the same work as their peers with no limitations on learning, allowing them to perform at the right level. The Education State (2019) suggest that differentiation can be a method used by teachers to help extend learning regardless of ability. Giving children the opportunities to access and to choose the level of work or support needed allows them to seat within mixed ability rather than a fixed ability group. 
When using mixed ability seats, Wannarka and Ruhl (2008) put an emphasis on how the seating arrangements within the classroom can have a positive effect to prevent negative behaviour that would normally obstruct the learner's attention and engagement with the task. This could suggest that mixed ability groups can have a positive effect as learners will be less distracted by having positive role models around them such as MAT children who are typically less likely to disturb the learning environment. This supports the research question as it covers differences in childrens’ engagement when sat in mixed ability seating with children that have different abilities and behaviour traits. When implementing mixed ability groups, Cremin and Arthur (2014) recommends that teachers should place children based on ability and confidence of that individual so that those in the group will undertake different roles. Messiou et al (2014) research found children positively acknowledged their teacher placing them into certain seats to ensure that they had the maximum opportunity to engage with their work and learn. This could suggest that children don’t necessarily know it's based on ability level but rather to support their learning and development.  
Wiliam (2018) suggested that children within mixed ability groups would ask their peers for advice and felt comfortable to ask their peers to repeat until they fully understood the concept, keeping children engaged in the task. Vygotsky (1978) theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) has been defined as the distance between the development from being independent and/or in the guidance with the adult or with peers. Vygotsky’s theory of the ZPD helps to support the use of mixed ability groups where peers are supporting one another to problem-solve and can help to expand their skills and knowledge whilst giving them the confidence to complete the task independently. When practitioners are using mixed ability groups, McLeod (2019) suggest placing learners in the presence of a more knowledgeable learner can help to assist that individual and eventually that learner will move through the ZPD. McLoed’s suggestion supports the theory of Vygotsky scaffolding approach and the use of mixed ability groups as that individual will have access to support to keep them engaged and on track with the task. However, McLoed seems to fail to recognise that MAT children are still engaged and challenged as they themselves must fully understand concepts or processes in order to support their peers. 
The methodology used in this research project is collected from the use of a lesson study, which is a form of action research. Murphy et al (2017) explains that a lesson study is an approach that started in Japan and this approach has since been embraced within the U.K. Stepanek et al (2006) defines a lesson study to be a process for teachers to develop a lesson plan, implement in a classroom collect data to improve the teaching and learning for the learners via observations and interviews. However, Chokshi and Fernandez (2004) have argued that there are no benefits from doing just a couple of lesson studies as not enough evidence would’ve been gathered to support the research, therefore they argue it is vital to complete more lesson studies where possible. Yet, Dudley (2014) has expressed that lesson studies have been successful to help both primary and secondary schools improve and develop principles and teaching techniques to support pupil progress. Robinson et al (2009) also supports the use of lesson study as it involves colleagues working collaboratively and effectively using the results and feedback to improve the outcomes of education. 
Bell and Waters (2014) identify quantitative data is typically number based results and qualitative data has a focus on individual views and perspectives. My research partner and I decided to use qualitative and quantitative methods to collect the research data, which included observations, interviews and reflections. Dawson (2013) signifies the importance that different research methods need to be tested thoroughly before being used in any situation. As part of the process and planning the lesson study, the documents to collect and record the data were peer assessed and feedback was received verbally. Changes were then made to ensure that the questions asked were suitable for the age group. Using a combination of methods to gather the data is known as triangulation, where the combination of approaches produces a more comprehensive set of results (Bell and Waters, 2014). Noble and Heale (2019) recommended that using both qualitative and quantitative methods can increase the validity and reliability of the research data collected. My research partner and I decided when carrying out our lesson study to use a non-participant observer and record observations using the Leuven Scale. Interviews were undertaken to gather further understanding of what was observed, this was then reflected upon. 
When implementing the lesson study, it was decided that the researcher would take the role of a non-participant observer. Kumar (2014) defines this role where the person is not involved in any of the activity, but to be a passive observer to record what is seen and heard. By undertaking this role, it may allow the observer to capture a more clear and detailed response than by being an active participant. Similarly, Cohen et al (2011) also describes a non-participant observer as a person who goes to the back of the classroom and records the information based on the instructions given. However, for this lesson study, 3 children were chosen to be observed, therefore depending where children were placed in the classroom depicted where the observer was placed. As a non-participant researcher to my research partner’s lesson, I took observational notes using the key provided and asked questions during the interviews. A small sample of 3 children from both classes were chosen because Dudley (2014) promotes that when conducting a lesson study identifying 3 pupils to be in the study is a suitable number. Cohen et al (2007) also promotes the use of a small group as it can often produce more rich and detailed data from research gathered. This meant 6 children in total were required for the lesson study.   
To carry out observations of childrens' involvement during the lesson study I used the Leuven Scale (Laevers,1994). Barnes (2015) specifies that using the Leuven scale is an attempt to analyse and improve the involvement and engagement. An observation sheet was provided with a key to monitor and track the involvement of each child at different stages of the lesson (see appendices 2). In addition to the scale, a box was added for the non-participant observer to record additional notes during the lesson in order to achieve a better understanding of the results.   
On completion of the observation, interviews took place to ask children a series of questions about the lesson they had participated in. A total of 6 questions were designed and adapted to meet the need of the age group in order to conduct the interviews (see appendices 3). The Department for Education (2009) expresses that the interview can be done as a focus group or individuals but should be conducted at the end of lesson or the first opportunity that appears. Therefore, when implementing the interviews, the questions were conducted on the same day of the lesson observation to ensure the events that took place would still be clear to the individuals. Individual interviews were used so that the individual couldn’t be persuaded or influenced with their responses by peers. 
It is of importance to reflect as Jasper et al (2013) suggest that reflecting can offer knowledge to gain a detailed understanding of the experience and can transform future practice. Therefore, we designed a reflective proforma using the format of Kolb’s reflective learning cycle (see appendices 4) to capture reflections after both observations and make changes to the second lesson if needed. Kolb (1984) reflective learning cycle has 4 stages to complete where each stage supports and leads into the next stage. Sharlanova (2004) implies that this reflective learning cycle allows those involved to act, observe, reflect and implement what has been learnt. This reflective learning cycle demonstrate the key elements of a lesson study. 
The first lesson study took place in key stage 2 within a year 6 class during a history lesson with a focus on children in mixed ability seats (see appendices 5). Overall, the involvement of Pupil A/B/C during this activity was high and the activity set was completed. When looking at the mode for each pupil, Pupil A and B both sustained intense activity whereas Pupil C became distracted and was not able to sustain the intense activity, affecting their involvement. (Appendix 6). It was observed and noted that Pupil A had taken the lead throughout the activity which could justify why they had sustained intense activity and may be the reason why their peers had scored highly due to their influence and focus (Appendix 6, additional comments).  It could be thought that LA children could have felt over challenged during the task and during the observation it was noted (see appendix 6, additional comments) that Pupil C “relied on support from their peers”. This could be an explanation as to why Pupil C had struggled with involvement at times in the task in comparison to their peers. Pupil C may have had to wait for a response or an opportunity to ask a question.
It was evident from this study that children are aware of the factors that interrupt their involvement when completing a task, such as talking when sat amongst friends (Appendix 7, Question 3).  This response supports the use of a seating plan to stop this behaviour that Pupils have identified. Gremmen et al (2016) had argued that teachers should be more conscious when considering seating arrangements to improve learning and behaviour. Hence, using the knowledge of friendship groups and attainment levels can help support when forming a mixed ability seating planning to ensure little distraction when completing tasks. 
Pupil A had stated, “Working with everyone. My friends so we can share ideas”, and this was represented during the observation when they took the lead during the lesson, reinforcing their concept of sharing ideas with peers (see appendices 7). The observation and response off Pupil A would suggest that they were comfortable in giving opinions and explaining what needed to be done. In comparison, Pupil C had expressed at times they would rather work on their own to complete work (see appendices 7). Similarly, Crowley (2017) had focused on Vygotsky’s theory where it is through communication that children have with peers that will help to develop and achieve the knowledge and skills. When posed with the question about today’s group, Pupil C expressed “I like it. They helped me” (see appendices 7, Question 6) supporting the theory that peers can help with learning through communication. Nevertheless, during the lesson study, children were placed in selected seats and groups in order to monitor the impact it had on engagement and after analysing the results, it was evident that it was a success for all pupils involved.
During the process, the theory of Kolb (1984) has helped to support the completion of the lesson study (see appendices 8). Completing the reflective observation and abstract conceptualisation helped to record initial thoughts after the lesson study took place. From the results previously discussed, the engagement of involvement was on the higher end of the scale and during the reflection, (see appendices 8) my research partner and I had decided to keep the same approach to see if the levels of engagement with mixed ability would be similar or have differences within a different year group or phase. 
The second lesson study took place in Foundation Phase within a year 2 class during a knowledge and understanding lesson, with a focus on children within mixed ability seats and groups (see appendices 9). Overall, the mode of involvement (see appendices 10) was similar for Pupils D and E as they both achieved sustained intense activity which is the highest score on the involvement scale. However, Pupils D and E had displayed moments where their engagement and involvement in the task had been interrupted but they were able to re-engage. Pupil F scored 2 on the involvement scale due to frequently interrupted activity and only received one moment of sustained intense involvement.  
From the additional comments box (see appendices 10) it was noted that Pupil F was “distracted mostly when it wasn’t her turn” this could justify a potential reason why there were moments where their involvement lapsed. In addition to the this, during the follow up questions, despite answering the questions, Pupil F struggled on numerous occasions to give reasons why they felt a certain way (see appendices 12, questions 1,2 and 4). In comparison, Pupils D and E could articulate a reason for their response, showcasing their ability levels.  
During the interview process both Pupil D and E expressed the desire to support their friends who may not know the answer (see appendices 11, question 4). Pupils D and E both like to support their peers. Given that these pupils are MAT and core ability, this could positively support the use of mixed ability seating. It was also noted by the observer (see appendices 10) that support was given on spelling and formation to keep those working and engaged with the task. In this lesson study, Pupils D and E helped Pupil F and it is likely that if Pupil F was to remain seated with Pupils D and E in the mixed ability seating, they would be exposed to support on a regular basis and their engagement would increase as well as their knowledge. The support given can help progress a child who is in the ZPD zone potentially move to being unaided. 
When children were placed in mixed ability seats for the lesson study, the learners were placed with pupils they may not normally work with. Pupil F expressed that they wanted to be with their friends (see appendices 11, question 6). There was a possibility that the alternative seating arrangement could have impacted negatively on Pupil F’s engagement as this wasn’t their regular learning group. In contrast, Pupil E embraced the new seating arrangement as it enabled them to get more ideas that helped with their learning (see appendices 11, question 6).  
Some educators might argue that MAT children may feel under challenged when in mixed ability seating, but in the research, I conducted this wasn’t portrayed. Despite both being MAT children, Pupil A from lesson study 1 and Pupil D from lesson study 2 displayed different levels of engagement as Pupil A remained fully engaged throughout, whereas Pupil D lost concentration. There could be various factors why, including age and learning environment. Reflecting on completing the lesson study (see appendices 12) I would conduct another lesson study using the same year group to ensure age was not a factor, selecting different children to see if there are similarities or differences based on ability levels. 
The main goal of the current study was to determine whether children were engaged when in mixed ability seating. The findings will be of interest to teachers that aren’t currently using mixed ability seating. The findings from the lesson study suggest that 4 out of the 6 children were engaged with sustained intense activity and on task with only one learner frequently interpreted activity and one more who had continuous activity with intense moments. Although the results were similar, the inconsistency of the two pupils who are deemed to be LA achieved different results during the observation, this may be due to the age difference of the learners. Despite this, the research gathered implies that mixed ability seating has a positive effect on children’s engagement and work.
The most obvious finding to emerge from this study was that children were supportive to one another within their mixed ability groups, helping their peers to complete the task. I found out through interviews that children knew they could ask for support in order to progress with the task. It follows Vygotsky's theory (1978) that social interaction would support and promote cognitive development from effective communication. The research gathered in both lesson studies showed a common theme that mixed ability seating helped support and engaged all the children. Even when children became disengaged, they were brought back to the task by their peers.
A limitation that should be noted is highlighted from Kumar (2014) that in observational studies, there is a potential for the results to be bias as the behaviour and attitudes from children could change when a new adult is present, this is known as the Hawthorne effect. Although, during PTE, children in both classes had the experience of both researchers observing and teaching them prior to the lesson study which could reduce the risk of the Hawthorne effect. Despite this, Behrmann (2019) highlights knowing the children could have influenced what was seen or observed from having prior knowledge of certain children's capabilities, this is known as the Halo effect. 
Whilst Leavers (1994) Leuven Scale was used during the lesson study, the Foundation Stage Forum (FSF) and Evans (2018) have criticised the reliability of the Leuven Scale due to it only providing a small sample of the child’s involvement without the knowledge of a child’s background. Despite this criticism towards this research method, the researchers had prior knowledge about the participants involved from teaching them throughout PTE 1.
During the lesson study, a problem had occurred when obtaining consent in School Y. Due to the school’s many different languages, only 7 approved consent forms had been obtained for Year 6 pupils. As the research study was based on mixed ability seating, this research could not have taken place if the consent forms were all from children within the same ability group. Due to only having one research partner to note the findings, Cohen et al (2011) suggests the responses of the interviews could become distorted or lost in translation. Consequently, the reliability of the results could be questioned if responses were not written down accurately or new responses could have been given if asked to repeat the answer.
A strength of using Kolb (1984) reflective model during this process was to get perspective of what was happening and then decide whether changes needed to take place in order to undertake further investigation or research. This reflective model was beneficial as it took place straight after the lesson study, so findings could be recorded without the researcher having to rely on memory recall. However, as this is a personal reflection of the lessons, the reliability of the findings could be questioned due to the researcher’s interpretation. The reliability could also be questioned if the researcher is new to the process of using the model to reflect and lacks experience of this. Additionally, having a prior judgement or involvement on what has been seen could impact the outcome of the research study due to an unconscious or conscious bias.
Conducting interviews with the individuals gave a good insight on their perspective when sitting with different children and how they felt asking their peers for support. For each year group, the individuals that were part of the interview process received the same questions for consistency to ensure that the data collected were valid. A limitation to this lesson study regarding the interviews was that Child F (see appendices, question 1,2 and 4) couldn’t express nor articulate a reason for their response which could question the reliability of the responses Child F gave as it could be argued they hadn’t understood the questions fully. If I was to repeat this lesson study again, I would investigate using the six levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (Magas et al, 2017) to ensure that the question is appropriate for the child’s cognitive level to ensure they will be able to respond.
In my next professional teaching school, I will inquire whether the school group their children using ability level or mixed ability. Considering the information gathered from my research, I will use mixed ability seating within my own teaching experience when possible, knowing that it will keep all learners involved and maintaining engagement. This lesson study will help me to move forward in my teaching experience, as I am aware of the demands that take place in the classroom and that it's not always possible to support every individual immediately. Therefore, becoming aware of the abilities and skill levels of individuals across all subjects will assist when creating a seat planning. When creating a seating plan, I would opt to use mixed ability as they can help one another in their learning and engagement towards a task. As a professional, I will share my experience of conducting a lesson study and talk about the benefits and impacts it has had on my own practice. 
If this research was to be repeated, I would recommend increasing the sample number in order to collect more data from observations and interviews to increase the reliability and validity of the research. The question raised by this study is “are learners engaged when in mixed ability seating?”, however, further work could explore whether the engagement and involvement results would differ depending on the subject, skills and age of the learners being taught at the time. 
Ballet and Kelchtermans (2009) research had shown that a teacher's job and responsibilities have changed where it is now more common to complete more diverse tasks and administrative tasks as well as attending meetings, rather than being solely based in a classroom. Despite the increasing responsibilities placed on teachers, the Welsh Government (2019) suggest that as professionals we need to be willing to learn and reflect to change or adapt teaching which supports using a lesson study approach as professionals. However, the insights gained from this lesson study will help me to form my own practice by using mixed ability seating at any opportunity, with the intention that it will increase involvement and engagement within a task to produce a higher standard of work. 
Action research falls in line with Donaldson (2015) who has recommended that teachers need a better understanding of how, why and what they are teaching in order to become a high quality, skilled teacher. It is also recommended from Hattie (2009) that the biggest influence on a student's learning is when a teacher becomes aware of their own teaching and learn their strengths and weakness. In future practice, as a professional I would use a lesson study to make improvements or to adapt a new approach within my own teaching and learning to benefit the learner’s experience.
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