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An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated further through identified research tools. The assignment concludes with the identification of an intervention which can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experience and evidenced through reflection in the Professional Learning Standards (professional learning standards). 

          The aim of this essay is to create and explore a case study developed from a specific research question to gain further knowledge and understanding of an intervention which can be tested throughout Professional Teaching Experiences. The evidence found throughout the case study will be suitable to evidence for reflection purposes. The case study itself, will be looking at the importance of the use of differentiation strategies throughout a Foundation Phase classroom. This area interests the writer greatly as it comes hand in hand with the ability to help develop different levels of professional learning. This links directly with the standard for Professional Learning which with guidance from the Welsh Government (WG) says teachers should have an appetite for professional learning that has an impact upon pedagogy, and that supports professional growth across a learning environment (Welsh Government, 2018). For additional context, the research took place in a larger sized rural school, where there are around 400 pupils. The classroom in which the research took place, is a reception class with twenty pupils.  The percentage of children who have been identified as having Additional Learning Needs in this classroom is 20%, with a total of 4 children on Individual Education Plans (IEPs). These IEPs include what helps the child to access and engage with the curriculum. The research question for this assignment is - What is the importance in the use of differentiation strategies throughout a Foundation Phase classroom? This includes the use of inclusive strategies while whole class learning and throughout focus groups. Inclusive teaching provides a learning experience that allows pupils from all backgrounds, learning styles and abilities to be successful. Inclusive teaching strategies such as differentiation, add to an inclusive learning environment where all pupils feel valued and supported (University College London, 2019). 
Throughout this literature review, there will be areas of exploration of the use of differentiation within and across a foundation phase classroom. The purpose of the review will be to consider fragments of existing research on differentiation within the classroom, which will add insights on how adding variation can positively affect the academic performance of low, average, and high ability pupils in early education. Marjolein Deunk (2015) says that teachers need to be trained well enough to deal with understanding the differences of academic progression in their classroom. Teachers need to be aware of cognitive differences and adapt any instruction to individual needs. To deliver a great quality of education for learners, a blend of knowledge and practises are combined to create differentiation. Kulik and Kulik (1984) conducted a meta-analysis on ability grouping in a primary school classroom. They focussed on whole class ability grouping, meaning students are assigned to classrooms based on their ability. This is not a common form of practise in schools across Wales, However, from my research at School X, whole class ability grouping does take place in the morning when the whole school practises “Read Write Inc”. This enables the children to work at an academic level that will encourage them further, whether it is higher up or lower down in the school. From the meta-analysis led by Kulik and Kulik (1984) it was found that pupils in homogeneously grouped classrooms had a better achievement than pupils in heterogeneous classrooms. Although, the size of the classroom did note an effect. This was that the smaller the classroom grouping, the better the academic outcome. This is supported by common practise in our classrooms today as a lot of teachers work with smaller focus groups to attain attention and encourage more tailored achievements. Lo, Morris, and Che (2000) indicate that differentiation occurs mainly in terms of the content, the process, and the product of each lesson. Tomlinson (1996) also talks about differentiating curriculum content, classroom activities as well as student output. Changing curriculum content could mean covering the same topic but expecting higher ability learners to achieve more and lower ability learners to cover less. Although this sounds sensible in terms of planning for achievable academic outcomes, it also could be possible that there is a risk of increasing the learning gap between students with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and other students. This is an example pulled from the Matthew Effect by Robert Merton (1986) in education – when the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer (Stanovich, 1986). Although as educational practitioners, it is widely believed to be doing the right thing for that child’s progression, studies suggest that any approach where you give ‘less’ for the child to achieve opens the floor to questions for fairness and social integrity. This is because when you offer differentiated challenges for a lower ability child compared to a higher, over time the inequalities between more-able and less-able students begin to show (Brown, 1999; Burton, 1992; Hart, 1992; Reynolds & Farrell, 1996). A paper conducted by the Australian Journal of Learning Disabilities (Vol 6, 2001) proposes that with ALN produce the best achievement when exposed to ‘direct teaching’. This means when the curriculum is sequenced carefully, receiving frequent feedback from the teacher and being able to apply abundant practise in application of new skills and knowledge for learning and assessment (Wang, 1998). Setting differentiated tasks in your classroom will always help you to gather relevant information on every child’s progress. However, there is research that implies that expecting students to produce different amounts of work will create the danger of self-fulfilling prophecy. Learners would produce less and in turn academic practitioners would begin to expect less (Davies, 2000). An argument to the previous suggested evidence, is that for a teacher working in a foundation phase classroom, (more specifically a reception class where children are ages four and five) understanding exactly what children can produce academically enables the teacher to create a tailor-made plan for the children to achieve their absolute best. The Department for Education (DFE) developed non-statuary curriculum guidance for the early years foundation stage. No job is more important than working with children in their early years of educations (Department for Education, 2020). With this support, teachers can receive guidance on building on the strengths as well as meeting the needs of any child you work with. “Children who may struggle in their early learning are not ‘low ability’. We do not know what their potential might be. Every child can make progress with the right support” (Department for Education, p. 5). Statistics show that children develop more from birth to age five more than any other time in their life, so providing high quality early years education is fundamental for 
A case study is an in-depth investigation of a present-day occurrence. Typically, a case study has a defined space and time frame: “a phenomenon of some sort in bounded context” (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014, p. 28). There are many benefits and drawbacks around the research approach of a case study. Case studies can be a popular research method because they can be conducted whenever the researcher chooses throughout the research process. A key benefit in the development of a case study is that you can take what Hodkinson and Hodkinson call ‘lived reality’ (2001:3). Case studies have the potential, when applied successfully, to ‘retain more of the “noise” of real life than many other types of research’ (Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2001). The use of a case study can be particularly useful in educational contexts, because the researcher may come face to face with unwanted variables, but this can always add more advantages which are valuable to the research, even if unexpected. Case studies also allow any researcher to investigate more in-depth than using other research methods as they are focussing on gaining rich qualitative data from the proposed subject of study. Some drawbacks to the method of a case study could be the challenge of generality. Experts advise that care should be taken when attempting to generalise the findings (Murphy, 2014) Another limitation to be considered is the potential researcher bias. It could be that the researchers’ own feelings and opinions may influence the case study which would cause a knock-on effect with the ethicality of the methodology. Case studies are also recognised to be time-consuming, which could impact on the depth of the analysis in the initial plan of the research. A key point to keep in mind is that case studies are based on the analysis of qualitive data which means, the researcher will interpret the data however they see fit. This means there is always scope for observer bias and this could intrude on the assessment of what the data means (McLeod, 2019). For the purpose of the assignment, the participants of the research will be 3-4 four-year-old reception class children. The case study research takes place in the background of a foundation phase classroom, because of this the class teacher is also relevant to the study and therefore will be part of the research process. The method used to ensure the most representative sample from this research was by observing children from different ability groups. Although it is always kept in mind, that at this early stage in their education, foundation phase children’s boundaries have no limits, and this was important to remember throughout the whole research process. 
For this research, there were two different research methods chosen to help attain the information necessary. The first being observation and the second an interview. Literature tells us that observation in qualitative research is “one of the oldest and most fundamental research methods approaches. The approach involves collecting data using one’s senses, especially looking, and listening in a systematic meaningful way” (McKechnie, 2008, p. 573). Similarly, characterised by Adler and Adler (1994) observations are the base of all research methods. Some strengths to using an observation method for an educational context research would be that the researcher is able to observe a real-life authentic context thoroughly. Observations enable us to find out about specific learning needs of each child which is especially important in relation to the research question at hand. The research question of ‘What is the importance in the use of differentiation strategies throughout a Foundation Phase classroom?’ is extremely compatible with the method of observation because as a researcher, you can witness things that participants might not routinely notice or mention in an interview. Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852) learned much from observing children when playing alone or with other children. According to Froebel, the behaviour of a young child carries great significance and emphasised observations can support children’s development and learning as well as in terms of research, collection of data. Limitations for the method of observation could be that the research could be bias, as well as issues with validity are more common in observational studies. This could be because the research is only able to interpret the data personally and record it this way. For this research, the observation was recorded using a specific scale like the Lueven Scale. The Lueven Scale has a history that stretches back to the 1980s. It is used as a ‘tool’ for practitioners to use when evaluating quality in their settings (for this assignment, the classroom). The Lueven Scale is an observational scale from 1-5, that allows early years practitioners to calculate the degree in which a child is involved in an activity, majority of the time, self-chosen. The scale gives descriptors for each level and as noted in Appendix One, the scale is based for this observation on the premise that higher levels of involvement can be used as measures for development or in this case to gain further understanding of a specific topic. For this research, the observation schedule was created largely upon the Lueven Scale outline as the researcher believed that this was the best way to gain evidence whilst observing the participants. The scale requires as much or as little detail as the researcher requires meaning in a school setting it can be tailored for use throughout both busy and quieter observation sessions. The second method used for the research conducted was a small-scale interview with the class teacher. This method was chosen because the class teacher is already very familiar with the inner workings of a foundation phase classroom and from previous discussions had a clear view on why differentiation throughout the phase is important. Carolyn Boyce (2006) says the primary advantage of using interviews is that they provide much more detailed information than what is available from other forms of data collection. When you compare this method to the previous research method used for this assignment, the obvious difference is the mass of data you can collect. Another strength when using interviews is that the participants are invited to feel more relaxed to share views and opinions. This would enable the researcher to experience more conversation around the topic rather than filling out a questionnaire which could help the research become more personal. On the other hand, there are a few limitations with the use of interviews for a research purpose. Firstly, the interview could be prone to bias because participants may want to prove their point rather than share opinions. For this research, every effort was made so that the data collection was created for minimal bias. This was achieved by asking open questions as noted in Appendix 2. “The ability to ask questions is the greatest resource in learning the truth” (Jung, n.d). Interviews can also be quite time consuming which means a researcher would need to be organised before conducting the research and to bear in mind any complications that may arise in the planning, transcription, and analysis of the results. Both research methods worked well in partnership with one another, and lots of great information and data was collected for the research from the use of both methods. However, there was a few moments noted throughout the observation part of the interview when going forward could be a possible area for improvement. Although the use of observation worked very well for this age group of children, at many points throughout the observation it would hard to make sure every of every child’s engagement as due to the busy nature of the age group. Nevertheless, this research method suited both the participants and the researcher well as the observation schedule could be adapted for us at any point throughout the school day or week as there were multiple opportunities for the data to be collected. In future research assignments, there is a possibility that semi-structured interviews could be used for this age group and this method could have worked well for this case study as it was focussing on different ability children throughout the class. The research collected could have included a variation of different information from each child and this is important to keep in mind for future research studies. 
The way in which data is presented is important because it shows the data you have collected in a simpler form for the reader to understand. It provides a well-rounded presentation of research findings as well as the analysis concluded from the study. Effective presentation and reporting of the data requires using the data collected as well as the ideas generated from the data to build an argument that establishes the point or points you wish to make (Bazeley, 2009).  As stated as per the ethics form, the data collected from both the observation schedule as well as the semi-structured interview was stored safely in a locked cupboard that only the researcher and class teacher had access to. The data collected was already anonymised for research purposes and this is because each participant was referred to throughout the data collection using pseudonyms. According to Braun & Clarke (2006) there are six phases of thematic analysis. However, this model is advisory, and the analysis becomes a recursive process. After the data was collected from all participants, then followed a thorough familiarisation process to gain the maximum advantages possible from the data. Braun & Clarke’s (2006) second phase is coding. Coding was used after the research was conducted because it reduced the data to understand the findings out at a more logical level. Coding the research enables the researcher to focus more on thematic points of the research and connect whether the data collected links with patterns found in the study. After this stage in the analysis, the researcher then identified the themes found throughout the observational part of the research and conducted a detailed evaluation. A drawback found from this type of data analysis is that it was discovered there were predetermined themes that the researcher expected to find. For example, it was already thought that differentiation in the classroom was fundamental to the development of different ability children. However, as this theme was already a stimulus for the research, the use of the deductive coding was helpful to guarantee the areas of interest for the purpose of the research. On the other hand, an area to remain focussed on is that bias may occur with predetermined themes. It is very important throughout the analysis of data that the researcher reflects on the bias of the interpretations as well as document these reasons and why they could influence the results. 
Throughout this research, many ethical considerations were in place and remained significant throughout the whole process. For example, and referring explicitly to the ethics form completed for this assignment, one ethical consideration that remained at the forefront of the data collection was whether the purpose of this research was valuable and purposeful for the participants involved (conflict of interest). This risk was mitigated as with the guidance from the class teacher, the research was able to be conducted from a focus group maths session from the current topic the children were learning about. Another risk for the participant is the issue of the participants remaining anonymous. This risk was combatted straight away by referring to each of the participants using pseudonyms which can be seen in Appendix One (the observation schedule) of Child A, B, C and D. The teacher and school also remained anonymous for the purpose of the research and were also referred to using pseudonyms. Although the observation took place in a focus group maths session, the pupils were under no pressure to achieve or continue to take part in the activity and this was reinforced lots of times verbally by the researcher. The researcher gained assent from the children by asking if they were both happy and comfortable to take part in an activity where they would be observed as per their engagement with the task. The task created for the research was educational for the participants but not detrimental to their development with the class teacher meaning it was completed by the children for the purpose of the research but was also a time for learning through play too which is always beneficial in an early year’s classroom.  BERA (2018) recommends that at all stages of the project, from planning to conducting the research that educational researchers should undertake wide consultation to identify any ethical issues that could arise. Keeping the BERA guidance in mind, it would mean that ethical decisions were made deliberately, and iterative of the process of assessing the situation and any issues that could arise.
The next part of the writing will share the data found from the observation and interview. As previously mentioned, the observation took place during a maths session where four different ability level children were working at their own pace in completing an activity. There was planned differentiation for each of the children for the task and this was explained to them individually. The observation plan was recorded on a Lueven scale-based record where each child was measured on their engagement with the task. In general, all four of the children hit peaks and troughs with their focus throughout the task and this could be due to the nature of a loud classroom as well as the age of the participants. Reports found that children’s subjective reactions to noise in the classroom does not directly relate to the actual effect of noise on their performance (Hygge, 2003); (Slater, 1968). Some experts say that some pupils are impaired by noise but do not feel annoyed by it, when on the other hand some peoples feel extremely annoyed but achieve the same results as well in silence as in noise. As the observation took place, it was obvious to see the children’s ability levels (given by Teacher A) matched up with the level of task they were asked to complete, and this was reflected in their engagement too. However, it should not be ruled out that for example, the lower ability children being observed could not complete the higher ability level task. In hindsight, a different way to measure the way in which differentiation is used could have been to offer the children to pick what level task they would like to – rather than assigning just based off previous ability records. The interview conducted with Teacher A consisted of five questions. The interview discussed the different aspects of differentiation in the classroom and Teacher A shared their opinion on why it works so well for not only their current class, but the age group in general. They explained it is a way to help them develop further as they continue through the school, as well as identifying children who could be identified as ALN or need an Individual Learning Plan (ILP) etc. At this age, it is less about the actual ability of the children but more what are they able to achieve when asked as this could differ from day to day in a reception classroom. Between the ages of 3-5, children have not even began to develop cognitive skills fully yet and this should always be remembered in current research endeavours. The research showed that differentiation does work well as a tool for completion of tasks in this foundation phase class and the reasoning why was fully understood by the researcher throughout the interview. In the book Outstanding Differentiation for Learning in the Classroom (Bartlett, 2015) it is states that all learners are different, and teachers must differentiate according to the individual pupil and their individual learning needs to achieve outstanding progress (Bartlett, 2015). 
In preparation for this research study, many different methods of research were collated and examined for whether they would be reliable for the sort of data collection needed. It was found that throughout the research process, these methods of collecting data were reliable for this context and worked well in enabling the researching to have a flexible way to achieve this research, as well as record what was found in as much or as little detail as needed. It was thought that the method would be valid for the purpose of this research as the context was in a school background where observations for the research can easily be achieved. The findings were able to be generalised as the data collection was happening and this is down to being able to take a step back from the research and look at the wider picture of what was meant to be achieved. Generalising the data helped to avoid any bias that could have potentially been. This was able to happen as characteristics of the participants were hidden and the data collected was focussed completely on the effectiveness of the differentiation of the task. For any future research, it would be worthy to think about involving more participants for an interview-based data collection as this could have entered different grounds in terms of what areas were covered when unpicking the data results. It could have been useful to understand a child’s point of view on the subject, but the understand of this topic would have to depend on the age. Including older children in interview-based research would work well as their formed opinions could add greatly to the depth of the research. This would link to the Professional Standards to the standard of professional learning as the recent new curriculum set out by the Welsh Government includes central commitment to reforming and improving teachers’ professional development in continuing professional learning (Welsh Government, 2017). Constantly developing research questions like the one used for this case study would enable any teacher to be constantly learning and adapting to new effective tools in the classroom, as well as digging deeper to understand and apply the knowledge on what helps their learners to achieve to the best of their ability.
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