Grouping lower ability children with higher ability children and identifying the impact it has on motivation to focus on the task.

In School 1, there are 25 pupils in the class all aged between five and six years old. However, the focus of the research will be based around 3 pupils from the class. In the second class there are also 25 pupils, all aged between six and seven years old. Again, three pupils will be used as the focus for the topic. The three pupils from each class will be of a lower ability, as this relates to the research topic. This will be decided with the class teacher, who has a greater understanding of the children’s abilities through the profiling of the students. Within both settings, the children are usually grouped in mixed ability groups but usually sit in relation to ability.

The issue that presented itself to me during my placement was how mixed ability groupings helped all learners access the education. In my school their ethos is that they do not group learners on their abilities. I have been able to spend time observing and reflecting on this matter, to see how it impacts individual learners. Scaffolding for all learners is used as a whole school approach so that any MAT children can work alongside children who are a lower ability to help them progress in their learning. In my class there were a range of abilities, the majority being a lower ability. In my key worker group, there were three MAT children, three lower abilities, and three who were at the level they should be achieving for their age. 

In my class there are three key worker groups, all with mixed abilities for phonics and maths. I discussed this with my partner as they were in the same school context and we were able to compare our key worker groups between our year groups. Our research question is ‘Does mixed ability grouping affect individuals learning?’ For my class this means that the scaffolding used to help lower and higher abilities improves the learning of an individual, both MAT and ALN. I found that within the assessment for learning, I was able to pair certain children together to ensure that all could access the learning at hand. For example, there is a child who presents as MAT who can complete all learning and finds it difficult to not shout the answer out. Pairing this child who is struggling to access the learning means that this child can help the lower ability child understand and access the learning, without a practitioner having to go through a step by step process one to one with all children who struggle. This also gives a sense of confidence and responsibility to the MAT child. 

The Leuven Scale for Well-being created by Professor F Laeven, (2005) is based on ranking learner’s engagement and involvement in learning. It judges pupils on the extent of which they feel at ease, confident and to learn spontaneously without any enhanced provision of a practitioner. This is the scale which this engagement and well being categorises into ‘Extremely low - The child clearly shows signs of discomfort such as crying or screaming. They may look dejected, sad, frightened or angry. The child does not respond to the environment, avoids contact and is withdrawn. The child may behave aggressively, hurting him/herself or others. 2) Low - The posture, facial expression and actions indicate that the child does not feel at ease. However, the signals are less explicit than under level 1 or the sense of discomfort is not expressed the whole time. 3) Moderate - The child has a neutral posture. Facial expression and posture show little or no emotion. There are no signs indicating sadness or pleasure, comfort or discomfort. 4) High - The child shows obvious signs of satisfaction (as listed under level 5). However, these signals are not constantly present with the same intensity. 5) Extremely high - The child looks happy and cheerful, smiles, cries out with pleasure. They may be lively and full of energy. Actions can be spontaneous and expressive. The child may talk to him/herself, play with sounds, hum, sing. The child appears relaxed and does not show any signs of stress or tension. He /she is open and accessible to the environment. The child expresses self-confidence and self-assurance.’ Laeven, F (2005). This scale is used in many education settings to see how highly, or lowly a child engages within learning. It can be used in any setting. 
The Leuven scale of involvement is measure on whether the child is focused and on task. They are similar points to the well-being scale. They are ‘Low Activity - 
Activity at this level can be simple, stereotypic, repetitive and passive. The child is absent and displays no energy. There is an absence of cognitive demand. The child characteristically may stare into space. N.B. This may be a sign of inner concentration. A Frequently Interrupted Activity - The child is engaged in an activity but half of the observed period includes moments of non-activity, in which the child is not concentrating and is staring into space. There may be frequent interruptions in the child’s concentration, but his/her Involvement is not enough to return to the activity. Mainly Continuous Activity - The child is busy at an activity but it is at a routine level and the real signals for Involvement are missing. There is some progress but energy is lacking and concentration is at a routine level. The child can be easily distracted. Continuous Activity with Intense Moments - 
The child’s activity has intense moments during which activities at Level 3 can come to have special meaning. Level 4 is reserved for the kind of activity seen in those intense moments, and can be deduced from the ‘Involvement signals’. This level of activity is resumed after interruptions. Stimuli, from the surrounding environment, however attractive cannot seduce the child away from the activity. Sustained Intense Activity - The child shows continuous and intense activity revealing the greatest Involvement. In the observed period not all the signals for Involvement need be there, but the essential ones must be present: concentration, creativity, energy and persistence. This intensity must be present for almost all the observation period’ Laeven, F (2005). Having to evaluate this process means that there is a need of assessing levels of well-being and involvement by following the scales mentioned above. As educators, we have to observe learners as individuals or as a group for around two minutes to ensure that we get a picture of what the learner is doing. Then we must score the learner using the scale and comment on how the child has achieved this. Learners will fluctuate throughout the day regarding what outcome they may achieve depending on how that child functions. We cannot expect all learners to have an outcome of level 4 or 5 throughout the whole day, as that would be unrealistic. 

To start this process of the scale, the concentrating needs to be on looking at the lower levels, and progressing from there. The results of this scale and by doing these observations should provide next steps or interventions to help the pupil. By using the Leuven scale it encourages teachers to push all efforts to want the learners to achieve higher levels of well-being and involvement. Contradictory to this, educators could be caught up on fitting a child into a box and giving them a label, where some children may not fit anywhere. 

Bruner, J (1915) focuses on scaffolding, and the impacts of that on learners. Educators are able to work with mixed abilities to assess and scaffold in all children’s learning. The Leuven scale focuses more on the ‘doing’ whereas Bruner’s scaffolding theory focuses on the learning. These theories have negative connotations too as we can put children into groups or labels, when actually not all children fit into certain levels or criteria. This is a huge cause for concern if educators are limiting children to abilities and not pushing them to their potential because there are not some criteria for that. An issue that may arise with scaffolding is that the lower ability children may find that the work is too hard and that the higher ability child answers or completes any task given, making the child want to give up or not bother. On the other hand, the higher ability child may feel that they are being put with a lower ability child because they are not performing well enough, if this is not explained to that child that they are helping. They also may feel that if the child has behavioural issues, that they will be marked down because the lower ability child is not able to complete the task, this could have a severe impact on a stronger learner’s confidence and willingness to participate. 

Scaffolding during this research has been a foundation on which the observation has been formatted. Wood et al. (1976, p. 90) define scaffolding as a process "that enables a child or novice to solve a task or achieve a goal that would be beyond his unassisted efforts." Mixing a more able and talented learner with a child who has lower abilities has proven to help both learners involved. Jerome Bruner, (born 1915 American psychologist) created scaffolding in the form that adults would support the child’s learning. As time has evolved, educators have noticed many benefits from using a higher ability child to support another learners learning. This means pushing the child further and beyond their current ability to become confident in their learning. By using steps of guidance, by a higher ability child rather than an adult, means that the pupils learn to work with each other, whether they use to scaffolding for a while or not long at all.

For my lesson plan, I have specifically chosen discrete phonics. I have chosen this because there is a clear differentiation between abilities. My lesson plan consists of an introduction to recap on previous learning and introduce the new sound and tricky words. I used the laminated tricky words as a hopscotch for the learners to jump to and say the word. After doing this, children were asked to sit in a circle. I paired up the children, one being a higher ability and one being lower. By doing this, I have controlled the situation by pairing the children into these groupings so that the observation reflects our research. By pairing a higher ability child and a lower ability child, we wanted to see whether this helps all children access the learning. The data I am intending to collect will consist of notes – achievement of child’s learning and next steps forward. There were three ability of outcomes that were predicted with the children in my group. Higher, middle and lower ability. The qualitative data will be the interview that will follow the lesson to find out whether the learners prefer working with someone lower/higher ability. 
The aim of the observation will be to see whether the children find it enjoyable working with others who are at a different ability to themselves. 
The interview will be semi structured which allows us to find out what they enjoyed or found difficult. It also allows us to keep the conversation on topic as our participants were young. 

The quantitative data for this lesson is that 9 pupils will be involved in the learning. 3 are more able and talented, 2 are at the average level, and 4 are below average for their age group. The qualitative data to consider will be to ensure that all learners are safe, emotionally and physically during the interview process. We will have to consider the environment that we are choosing to do the lesson in. Will it be distracting for some children? Noise levels? Children who suffer with anxiety if they feel that they are being marked or watched. All of these need to be considered before this study is to take place to ensure the best for the learners. The research could cause potential emotional distress as children could become embarrassed. It is also noted that children may feel left out if they are not included in the sample. Pairing lower and higher ability children could cause the lower ability to temporarily lose confidence or self-esteem. It is also noted that children may become aware of their own abilities which could become a sensitive topic and cause more emotional distress. To ensure this isn’t the case we will use the names of the current groups being used by the teacher in the class, only referring to children from certain groups rather than abilities. Only the student class teacher will ask the interview questions, as it will allow the children to feel more comfortable.

The purpose of this research activity is to identify the importance of grouping children in mixed ability groups and the effect it has on the learning that takes place in the classroom. More specifically, we will observe the impact that seating lower ability children with higher ability children has on the lower ability child’s motivation to engage with the learning. Research suggests that this way of arranging the groupings in the classroom showed significantly higher motivation than those in levelled grouping systems. By pairing the lower ability with the higher in the class, it is also hopeful that we will begin to see them sharing ideas and thoughts, as well as clearly becoming more engaged which will be observed through closely watching body language and how they interact with one another. These points are reiterated my many authors, stating that this way of grouping children improves the general understanding and motivation to participate for both the higher and lower ability children in the group. However, Francis et al., (2017) suggests that more needs to be done for the researcher to have a full understanding of the impact mixed ability groups has on the learning that takes place in the classroom. It is important for us to consider the practical implications to grouping the children in mixed abilities, as it help inform effective teacher practice.

Interviews – We will be interviewing the 3 case study children in both schools throughout the research. These 6 children will be of a lower ability and will be identified through the teacher’s profiles of the student. Our interviews will take part in a semi-structured manner that will encourage the children to respond to key questions. For example, “did you enjoy working with… today?”. The interview will take place in an open space with high traffic. This will help with minimising risks for the researcher as well as providing a less formal environment for the children. The Dictaphone will be used during the interview to provide a transcript that can be referred to during the write up. The aim of this interview is to discover whether mixing lower ability and higher ability children, has an impact on the lowers motivation to engage in their learning. The results will be used to identify strengths and weaknesses within mixed ability grouping and will inform effective teaching practice.

Observations – The whole class will be participating in the research, but the observer will only focus on the 3 target children. An observation has been created specifically identifying and monitoring motivation. The four areas we are using to assess motivation are: body language, work ethic, collaboration and quality of work. Body language is the primary assessment tool as we feel it is the most obvious way of assessing motivation. The children taking part in the study will be made aware of the data being collected and can opt out of their data being collected at any given time. This will be done with the use of thumbs up or down depending on if they would like to continue.

Children will not be anonymous as they are already known to the researcher. However, to ensure that all data and research findings remain confidential, this information will be stored on a password-protected computer. Furthermore, the written notes from the observations and the Dictaphone will be stored in a locked facility. Also, children names will be changed to ensure confidentiality. For example, the children will be called Child A, Child B and Child C with the different classrooms being labelled Classroom 1 and Classroom 2. For example, Child A from Classroom 1 will be referred as 1A and Child C from School 2 will be referred to as 2C.

A letter will be sent out to the parents/guardians of the whole class. The children will use a thumbs up, thumbs down system to indicate whether they want to participate within the research. The children will also give verbal assent. On the day of the research activity, the children will also use a thumb up, thumb down system to identify the children that are happy to take part and the others who are not. These will be left on the table for the children to use at the start of the lesson. Alongside these procedures put in place, the class teacher will also be present to help identify which children are willing to take part in the research activity. 

In the lesson study 1, all children achieved the lesson goal by being able to recognise and say tricky words in their pairs. The learning for this lesson was to be able to recognise and sound out their tricky words – and eventually write/recognise these words in their reading. This lesson allowed for children to think about what the words were and how the letters fitted together. The engagement was kept throughout as the learners worked together to complete this lesson. The evidence of engagement is shown through the enthusiasm of the learner’s responses in the interview. All learners completed the lesson and will progress onto next steps. The lesson itself could have been improved by providing an even higher ability learning to push those MAT children even further, and to have them guide those at a lower ability. I have annotated this on my lesson plans in my PTE file for future reference.
From this experience, I learnt that I am able to observe children at any point, but it is valuable to observe them alongside mixed ability children. To be able to watch the MAT child lead another child in their own way and take on that ‘teacher’ role was encouraging. We could have created types of specific criteria as a checklist, however, we chose not to as we knew we would find the results we wanted to agree with our research. We also focused on ‘ll’ words where the children had to match the words to pictures after sharing with their partner their word. We then went around the circle to share our words and match the cards together. The group were asked ‘Did they get it right?’ and the rest of the group were encouraged to say yes or no. This encouraged the other children to think about the word and understand meaning. In the future this lesson could be improved by pushing MAT children even further by already giving them the next steps within this lesson for when they complete the lesson at hand. Regardless of being a lower ability child, sometimes the lower ability child is able to help the higher ability child in the most simple way. 

In the lesson study 2, the learners were taking part in phonics. Learners were asked to think of a word that began with a letter – that was written on each cup lined up in a row for all learners to see. They were then asked to talk about what words they could think of in pairs. Then they were asked to write on whiteboards what words they came up with before sharing with the whole class. It was obvious who was deemed as higher ability and lower in their pairs. Whilst they were writing their words, the teacher encouraged the higher ability to let the lower ability child to take over and lead the writing and discussion. A pair that included an MAT child – who was extremely more able and talented, led the majority of the discussion, however, he told the lower ability child to write and spoke to him like a teacher. This MAT child sounded out the letters for his partner to spell. This was encouraging to see as the MAT child enjoyed helping the lower ability child. Another pair included a lower ability child that did not want to answer anything, regardless of the higher ability child encouraging them. This was interesting as the child was clearly afraid of getting it wrong and being embarrassed. The higher ability in some groups took charge and did the task on their own – not in their pair. However, some pairs did work together and take turns. In future this lesson could be improved by separating the pairs, to limit the fear of getting the answer wrong. It could also be improved by directing the higher ability child to take a step back even further and becoming less dominant. 

Focus Group Interview Questions 
Grouping lower ability children with higher ability children and identifying the impact it has on motivation to focus on the task. 
Expected outcome: Is the motivation of LA learners affected by having a HA learner did you feel working with…? 
* Would you like to work with … again? Why? 
* How easy was it to complete the task with? Why? 
* Did you notice any differences from working with your usual partner? 
* On a scale of 1 to 10, how excited were you doing this task? What could have made you even more excited? 
* How hard was it to finish your work? Did you need any help with this? 
Alternative Words: 
* Easy – Confident 
* Motivated – Excited

Interview
Teacher : what do you like about working in your group?
LA (Lower ability child) ‘we get to work together and help each other’
Teacher : What did you enjoy today?
LA child :  ‘me and jade said Go and into, we remembered out tricky words’
Teacher : ‘Do you find it helpful with other children helping you?’
LA child  :‘ Yes’
Teacher : ‘did you notice any difference from working with a different partner?’
HA child : ‘No, but I like helping those who don’t know the answers’
Teacher : ‘What do you like about helping other children who don’t know the answers?’
HA child : ‘Because I feel sad if they don’t know the answer’
Teacher : ‘Do you like helping the children who don’t know the answers?’
HA child 2 : ‘Yes because they don’t know them and its good to help them’
Teacher : ‘Do you like to be helped? Why?’
HA child 2 : ‘Yes, because its very helpful to me’

This interview shows the limitations of their answers due to the age of the children. However, both higher and lower ability children commented that they enjoyed working with the opposite ability and that it benefits them both. From this experience I have learnt that we should not group children by their ability and only let them work with similar abilities. The children that are grouped in a lower ability group, know and feel that they are not as bright as the other children in their class. Where as, in this situation, none of the children are aware of whether they are higher or lower ability. So there is confidence always from the children, unless they have been told that they are not good enough. 

The use of using think, pair, share as an assessment for learning is essential for involving all children in a class. By pairing up a weaker child with a stronger child involves both at a middle level they can both focus at. This involves participation of all students in the class by using scaffolding and mixed ability grouping. This sometimes can be frustrating for the stronger student as they may find that they are being paired with someone who is not able to do the work and that it is not fair on them. However, if the child views themselves as a helper, this has a positive affect on all learning, for the weaker and stronger ability children.

The Constructivism theory focuses on making meaning, where Jean Piaget (1896-1980) focused on observing children’s cognitive development and thinking. Piaget concludes that ‘human infants actively seek to make sense of the world’. Piaget focuses on the child learning through experience of interaction with the environment. Comparing this with the Leuven scale, there are many similarities where the focus is on the learning in a natural environment and is not forced. All learners want to understand anything that they are faced with as all children have a natural curiosity. Educators focus on enhancing their curiosity by providing these real life circumstances within their education.

As educators we believe that learning is the foundation to any development, personally, socially and impacts a child’s well-being ‘Learning takes place and provides a foundation for future learning’ (Smidt 2006 p.21) this is agreeing with Piaget’s theory of learning through experience. Children can be full involved and focused on the activity that they are doing and learn through this experience. A highly active child would rank a high level 4 or 5 using the Leuven scale when dealing with experiences. Learning is not something that is completed by the learner, it is something that they engage in/with. 

Another methodology that supports this research is Vygotsky, (1978) ‘Zone of proximal development’. It supports The Leuven Scale as the theory of the Zone of proximal development is that a child is able to perform at a higher level/ability when they are supported by a higher ability/ more capable peer. This could include any skill that the lower ability child has not mastered yet. The Zone of proximal development also supports the idea that a child is able to show what they are capable of already "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86) Children enjoy working alongside an adult as they thrive from attention and are able to develop further. However, this is not always possible in a class of 30 children, where a lot of the learners need the teacher’s attention. Working in key worker groups in a smaller amount has a high impact on the learner’s learning as they are able to focus better in smaller groups and have a chance to ask and explore. Some children may also feel that they are being given extra help because they are not good enough, so they are being guided by an adult. In this case, working with a stronger peer proves essential as the learner’s become unaware that they are being helped by someone of a stronger academic ability. 

To conclude, we must ask ourselves ‘did we achieve what we set out to find?’. Our research question was and is ‘Grouping lower ability children with higher ability children and identifying the impact it has on motivation to focus on the task’. Did all learners achieve and access the learning? Yes. During our lessons we were able to see the impact that three different ability levels have on the class. If we had grouped our learners into only working with their ability, we know exactly what result we would get because we already know their level of ability. We worked with mixed abilities which allowed scaffolding to take place within the classroom and for all learners to access the learning. The learners all achieved outcomes that were average for their age. During the interviews, the learners all were positive about how mixed ability grouping affect them and their learning. None felt that it was not fair or that working with a lower ability child was not fun, or that working with a higher ability child was too hard for them. The school itself has a whole school approach of mixed ability learning and used the pedagogy of scaffolding across all year groups. Children have significantly improved in their learning and well-being is the focus of this decision. Our results proved that grouping lower ability children with higher ability children motivates all learners in any task. We found that the higher ability children enjoyed playing the role of helper with others. The lower ability children were not massively aware that they were being helped, but that they were pleased that they were able to do their task well. This was encouraging to see from a teacher’s point of view as if we were to rank the learners on the Leuven Scale, all learners were achieving a level 4 or 5 as all were engaged in learning. As far as their well-being, there were no concerns as the children were enjoying the lesson and did not feel any threat whilst being on task. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This has been greatly useful for my professional learning and my future learning around assessment for learning and researching into the benefits of mixed grouped abilities in an education setting. Developing towards my QTs, I have been able to improve my tracking records and providing next steps in learning for all learner’s. I also have been able to improve my monitoring and assessment in recapping on previous learning and knowing my learners well enough to understand their individual needs in their learning. 

Going forward I would recommend that when recording data, it is recorded in a graph to visually show. I would also suggest that any research done around ability, could be observed on older children. The age of the learners made it difficult to interview and see a huge gap between abilities, however, it was beneficial that the children were unaware of their abilities and enjoyed working with all pupils. Another recommendation I add would be to focus on a more difficult task, where the learners could develop even further than their current capabilities, as well as completing problem solving in their pairs. 
Another way of finding out if using scaffolding in an education setting motivates all learners is to mix pupils across year groups to see where the children are performing and whether this theory will still give the same positive results as we have been able to find in our research. Pairing a higher ability child in a lower year group with a higher ability child in the year above could prove beneficial, as both of these stronger pupils could improve vastly. The same could apply for the lower ability learners as we could see the same impact happen within that situation. This research has impacted both of our teaching strategies for any future work amongst children as we have found that working with mixed ability groups has a positive impact on all learner’s education. 
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Dear Parent/Guardian, 
Your child’s school is a partner with Yr Athrofa at University of Wales Trinity Saint David in Carmarthen and Swansea. This school offers placements to students who are learning to be teachers. 
The student-teacher in your child’s class has been given the task of planning, teaching and evaluating one lesson so that he/she can develop specific strategies to improve their own teaching. As part of this, student-teachers will be observing the children’s responses and asking some pupils their views on parts of the lesson. This is designed to inform students’ own practice and support children’s learning. 
Any information collected would remain confidential, and both the school and the children would remain anonymous in work produced. The work undertaken would be in line with the University’s ethical guidelines. If, at any time, your child does not want to share ideas, they would not be required to do so. 
If you are happy for your child to contribute to the project, please complete the parental consent form below and return directly to the school as soon as possible. If you are interested in the outcome of this project or if you have any questions, please contact the University Partnership Office - partnership@uwtsd.ac.uk. 
Yours faithfully, 
Catherine Morgan Module lead – The Enquiring Teacher 
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