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Does having higher attaining pupils model answers to questions impact how low ability pupils frame their answers?



Introduction:  
The new Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) highlights the importance of providing children with opportunities to collaborate with peers. According to the Hurst et al (2013) peer interaction in education positively contributes to children’s development, providing opportunities for modelled language and collaborative learning (Hurst et al., 2013). This assignment will explore the impact of pairing higher ability children with lower ability children and allowing them to collaborate when answering subject specific questions. Specifically, this assignment will focus on the impact of providing opportunities for higher ability pupils to model language for lower ability pupils and whether such interaction impacts the development of lower ability pupils. My interest in this area developed as during my own teaching practice, I found pupils who could frame their answers correctly generally understood a lesson related concept better than those who could not and could transfer that knowledge practically. These pupils were generally of higher ability.

Research context:  
The lessons conducted and observed for this case study were undertaken in two different Comprehensive schools and within two separate key stage three classes. Both schools were mixed English medium schools based in South Wales with students aged 11-18. In each school, the classes differ in size and students generally differ in socio-economic status; School X contains 866 pupils (Estyn, 2017). School Y contains 1724 pupils (Welsh Government, 2019). Within my class the framing of lower attaining pupils' responses was inconsistent. For example, there were occasions whereby the lower ability pupils were able to frame their answers appropriately and other occasions when they were not.  Therefore, upon discussion with my research partner it was decided that our research question should state ‘Does having higher attaining pupils model answers to questions impact how lower attaining pupils frame theirs?’ For my class, this meant experimenting with different peer collaboration-based modelling activities to support the development of lower ability pupils’ answer quality. This would allow me to analyse what was effective and ineffective about the ways that peer support impacted the development of lower ability pupils’ answers. 
  
 Literature review:  
According to the Sociocultural Theory, social interaction plays an important part in a child’s development, as it provides opportunities for children to learn from one another, share ideas, and practice oracy skills (Mercer and Littleton, 2007). Sociocultural researchers (Kelly and Green, 2018) believe teachers should provide students with regular opportunities for group activities, given the benefits of developing their knowledge and understanding. 

 However, in Wegerif and Scrimshaw’s (1997) observation study, the researchers found that student’s group discussion conversations were not always productive, or task focused. A key finding of the study, was that the dominant group members tended to lead discussions, preventing the remaining group members from engaging with the relevant topic. Mercer and Littleton (2007) also addressed the limitations of group discussions, by observing that although children work together, they may not be working with each other collaboratively, and interaction does not always mean “interthinking”.  The researchers use this term to refer to thinking collectively using “talk” to engage with the ideas of others. Therefore, to combat this issue, Mercer and Littleton (2007) later discuss the importance of setting out ground rules for discussions that promote effective collaboration. The purpose of this is based on the idea that if pupils are aware of the rules of working together, this may influence them to be more productive. Moreover, this would assist the learners in recognising what an effective group discussion comprises of whilst giving them the opportunity to explore this. 

The importance of providing learners with group activities is discussed by Blatchford et al (2003) who suggest that pupils who are not provided with the opportunity to work in groups cannot partake in effective group-based activities. More recent research was undertaken in this field by Kutnick et al (2008) who found that students work more effectively in groups that are organised by teachers rather than students, and that groups formed by student choice do not effectively promote collaborative learning. Therefore, student formed groups do not successfully promote academic achievement. Hence, group work is only effective if it takes place within certain guidelines (Mercer and Littleton, 2017). Furthermore, teachers can reduce the limitations of group work by eliminating student choice when it comes to group formation. Blatchford, Kutnick et al (2003) discusses the effectiveness of groupings that are strategically planned based on: size, the learning purposes, and types of interaction. The researchers argue that, the effectiveness of group work lies predominantly with the teacher’s planning and whether it enables pupils to develop competence in this social interaction. 

Additionally, there is a lack of research discussing the impact of group work on the development of language. This assignment aims to contribute to this lack of research. Investigating the modelling of language was an important element of my research. However, most work surrounding this area was linked to teacher to student modelling, Therefore, research lacked discussion of peer modelling of language. Consequently, the literature upholds that using teachers as the primary language models allows pupils to gain more exposure to the target language (Setiawati, 2012).  Zwiers and Crawford (2011) suggest that teacher modelling is important but loses its appeal to pupils quickly. The research shows that although the teacher can model well, the pupils were not engaged when too much teacher talk was used. This implies that although modelling language is important, this will only be effective if pupils are engaged.

Within my study, peer modelling and peer-assessment were techniques used to support lower attaining pupils in developing their answer alongside higher attaining pupils. Peer assessment allows pupils of equal status to identify and consider the: quality, value, and level of another learner’s: writing, oral presentation, performance or skills (Topping, 2009). However, Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000) discuss concerns on the validity of peer and teacher marking. They argue that using this technique restricts teachers from providing subject specific feedback, thus, peer assessment may be a weaker form of feedback than teacher assessment. However, it can be argued that Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000) are looking at the smaller picture and peer assessment is broader than teacher marking in terms of its benefits. For example, Palmer (2010) suggests that pupils with EAL benefit from oral rehearsal with a partner when developing language to check facts and prepare what they are going to say in advance, helping them to reinforce and develop their language skills whilst they gain independence. Although this literature focuses on peer assessment techniques with EAL pupils, it is relevant to my research because lower attaining pupils generally lack behind the higher attaining pupils regarding spoken language in my class. This is further relevant to my study as pupils within School Y are 70% EAL Pupils (Estyn, 2017). Similarly, Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ which discusses that there is a struggle zone that a child can exit with the assistance of a more able other and later become more independent (Vygotsky referenced in Cazden, 1997). However, this technique has been criticised as it can be difficult to identify and know how to teach and to encourage pupils to engage with the appropriate tools and materials needed to succeed (Chaiklin, 2003). Nevertheless, some elements can be taken from this, such as using prompts to gain a response that pupils may not otherwise prompt from one another (Cazden, 1997). Therefore, I recommend that it would be the responsibility of the teacher to promote prompting in peer assessment rather than giving the answers directly. This holds relevance as the higher attaining pupils are the more able others assisting the lower attaining and therefore, with the support of teacher prompting will be responsible for developing lower attaining pupil's language. 
  
  
Lesson Study design:  
Whilst choosing the correct methodology to undertake my research and to complete this assignment, it was pivotal to use a reflective model to fit the purpose of identifying ‘Does having higher attaining pupils model answers to questions influence how lower attaining pupils frame theirs?’ A reflective model is a useful tool that identifies an event, reflecting on the critical part of the event (a key moment) (Helyer, 2015). I initially planned to used Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle to assist with my reflections. However, I found that the university’s ARC model gave me more opportunity to reflect on the practice as a whole. 
Reflection is a key element in teaching, which is why I have used this as my chosen model of reflection to be in line with Donaldson’s (2015) recommendation of a practitioner constantly reflecting upon their actions to enable professional development and improvement. 

A Lesson study approach was adopted to gain a deeper insight into children’s oral linguistic ability. A lesson study is a collaborative study focusing on a live classroom lesson as a whole (Lewis et al., 2006). The research focused on investigating a case study, rather than the full lesson as to gain a deeper, detailed insight and preventing key elements from being missed. The lesson study took place in the classroom and used 3 pupils as a focus group. Three pupils were used as Dudley (2014) suggests that this is a good sample size. I felt this to be a good sample size to use as my research was small-scale. This would be agreed by Glaser and Strauss (2017) who suggest that saturation should be achieved when using a small sample size. Therefore, using a total of six pupils over two lessons in my research (as this is small-scale) would achieve saturation.  Tight (2017) discusses that the premise of a case study. He argues in support of studies that are undertaken with an in-depth view which focus on cases that are limited to a singular area. This arguably links to the small-scale, area-specific research that has been undertaken by myself and my research partner over a two-lesson period. Bassey (1999) identifies the purpose of conducting an educational case study is to analyse: what is significant within the case, to create interpretations of the findings that are reasonable or probable, to test for the trustworthiness of what has been constructed and to link this to relevant literature and research to convey an argument. This is a clear description of what was set out to be achieved within my research. It inspires the structure that this assignment will follow. 

Tight (2017) also discusses the use of triangulation, meaning using multiple evidence sources to study aspects of human behaviour. This too has informed how my research was undertaken, using various forms to increase validity. Within this case-study the following structures used were: a lesson observation with an observation schedule to assess the answers that were given by pupils and if anything worth noting occurred (See appendix 1) and a focus group interview based on the lesson. This was followed by using the university’s ARC model to reflect (See appendix 3). The Observation part of the study took a structured approach. This allowed the generation of numerical data which allows comparison to be drawn between situations and settings; Allowing the noting of patterns, frequencies, and trends (Cohen et al., 2007). This being pertinent to my study as if any patterns arise and knowing how frequently these occur would allow me to assess whether these frequencies show a positive or negative correlation. The research schedule therefore also reflected this (see appendix 1). 

The structure of both lessons was as follows; Pupils were put into groups of threes containing a higher ability, a middle ability, and a lower ability pupil. Prior to the study, it was decided by the researchers that one lower attaining pupil would answer their question with assistance (of a higher attaining pupil), one without assistance and one with a fifty/fifty option, meaning that the pupil is presented with two answers a correct answer and an incorrect answer which they must choose from. All three lower attaining pupils would then get to answer the question again to test progression and this was then triangulated by asking the same question at the end of the lesson (all lower attaining pupils answering without assistance) and then assessed.  

As previously stated, Triangulation was used to study the complexity of human behaviour (Cohen et al., 2007 pp.141). This was partly undertaken in the form of a focus group that involved the six pupils to increase the validity and reliability of the research previously undertaken within the case-study. The use of two qualitative methods increased the reliability of the research by matching what pupils physically do to what they say and feel to dissect whether this correlated. Within the planning stages of the focus group, it was important to consider the type of data needed to assess the validity of the observed lesson.  Drever (2003) discusses that closed questions offer little scope whereas, open questions add the element of choice. This informed what questioning styles were planned to ensure open questions were asked, as an answer to a closed question but could not verify if there were any differences or similarities between studies and cannot be dissected. Drever (2003) suggests that open questions are meaningful when asked in an interview due to the depth of information that can be received in comparison to questionnaires. Drever (2003) also argues questionnaires are not flexible once distributed, as with a questionnaire, assessment would be left until later and miscommunication cannot be cleared up. Taking this into account, myself and my research partner decided to interview our focus group.

As previously discussed, a potential pitfall of using collaborative activities is it can allow one person to dominate (Drever, 2003). To ensure this did not happen in our interview, we planned structured questions which provided equitable opportunity for all pupils to answer. More specifically, investigator triangulation was used. This meaning that when there was more than one observer and multiple forms of data were retrieved (Silverman 1993: 99 referenced in Cohen et al., 2007) Methodological triangulation was also used, where a method is used on different occasions (Cohen et al., 2007) which are both appropriate to the research undertaken due to how we structured our research in planning the same method of questioning for two different subjects and different environments. To assess whether responses to questions were valid, triangulation questioning was used (asking two similar questions). However, using triangulation does come with its drawbacks. it has been questioned that if two of the outcomes from triangulation produce different results, should they hold equal weight or are they invalid (Foss and Ellefsen, 2002). Nonetheless, the benefits of triangulation outweighed this and drew me to this conclusion as it is agreed by Hussein (2009) who discusses that triangulation can increase the credibility as triangulation improves internal consistency and generalizability which makes the findings applicable to future and alternative contexts.
  
Ethical considerations:  
Before discussing the findings of this research, it is essential to address the ethical grounds which were taken into consideration before the research was undertaken. First, the process began with the submission of an ethics form to the university ethics committee to ensure that the research undertaken was ethical. Furthermore, to be in line with (Bera, 2015) ethical guidelines, the pupils will be referred to as X, Y and Z in study one and A, B and C in study two and both schools addressed as School X and School Y to ensure the pupil’s and schools’ anonymity and their information remaining confidential. The guidelines also state that both subjects involved, and parents should be made aware of the purpose of the research. This was achieved by gaining informed consent, from all participants in this study. They were provided with full information on the research project and where any potential dangers or consequences could arise. Informed consent was gained through two stages, as described by Cohen et al (2007). This was achieved by providing both parents and pupils with the full information about the study, making it ethical and legal to undertake. Assent was sought by both researchers throughout the process of the lesson study where verbal elements such as addressing the classroom teacher directly was discussed prior to the lesson, as a way of opting out in both the lesson and focus group. Assent meaning that the pupil gives the researcher permission to involve them in the research (Harcourt, 2005).
  
  
Lesson study 1 results and analysis:  
The first lesson study was undertaken in School X. The findings from the study were that Pupil X who discussed their answers with a higher attaining pupil was able to increase the linguistic quality and content quality of their answer (clarity in the pupil’s response, using appropriate language specific to the subject area and taught content) However, Pupil Z made less quality progress but there was a slight improvement, mostly regarding the linguistic increase such as the structure of the answer given. (See appendix 1A) Pupil X displayed a positive attitude toward learning and enthusiasm towards the lesson. Upon observation, it was clear that Pupil X was a confident member of the group. However, when pupil X was called upon without raising their hand, they displayed a lack of confidence in giving their initial answer within the lesson. The lack of confidence was later confirmed within the focus group (Appendix 2A, Question 3 and Question 5) the pupil expressed worry of not knowing what to say and what others thought. This displays that the first instinct is a worry of the unknown and being incorrect and judged before consideration of the answer. Pupil Y had a similar attitude to learning and enthusiasm as Pupil X and displayed similar confidence issues when selected without putting their hand up. This was again confirmed in the focus group (Appendix 2A, Question 3). However, in comparison to the lesson, within the interview Pupil’s X, Y and Z did not display a lack of confidence. This suggests that the environment also may have played a factor in the pressure Pupils may have felt. Pupil X displayed a positive attitude in working collaboratively with the higher attaining pupil and displayed more confidence in delivering the answer from the modelled answer and this was retained this had improved also (see appendix, A Question 2). This identified the effectiveness of the method on this pupil and displayed the pupil was not passive to this. Whereas Pupil Y and Z displayed less confidence in the delivery of the answer, which was later validated in the focus group (Appendix 2A). It could be suggested that this was due to the lack of collaboration these pupils received in comparison to Pupil X and a line then drawn between the effect of peer discussion and their confidence which affected what they could say. These findings are supported by Goks’ (2013) study, which found peer instruction positively impacts a pupil’s confidence, positively impacting performance, and skill. Gok’s (2013) research further discussed that peer instruction requires very little effort, making this both a practical addition to any classroom routine. 

During the focus group interview Pupil Y found that that the previously explained fifty/fifty approach acted as a barrier to adaptation (Appendix 2A, Question 10B) which stopped the pupil saying what they wanted as they were worried about being wrong (a worry Pupil X didn’t carry). This further cemented the link between peer discussion increasing confidence and this being a factor to the quality and linguistic adaptation of the original answer. It was also discovered that after Pupil X had the opportunity to discuss their answer, they drew more insightful comparisons between their original answer and their adapted answer, in language and quality, (see Appendix 1) compared to Pupil Y and Z. Pupil X showed a better overall understanding on the lesson. It was concluded in this lesson that Pupil X made the most progress out of all learners.  

To adapt the research collection methods for the next study it was decided that question clarification would be needed in the focus group if the pupils did not understand fully what the question was asking, to avoid pupils going on tangents and not addressing the question directly. The lesson content was also reviewed, and we believed to improve the lesson, we would need to spread the questioning out more throughout the lesson. This decision was made due to pupils being asked questions in chunks throughout the lesson rather than questioning being evenly distributed throughout the lesson. This in turn, effected engagement and the decision was made to avoid lack of engagement or cognitive overload. The space and class size difference for the next study was also taken into account. and groups of three would not be possible in the next study due to class a larger class size and space in the classroom. In response to this it was decided that the task should be adapted to use the same questioning techniques as previously used but removing the grouping element.
  
Lesson study 2 results and analysis:  
The second study was undertaken in school Y. To avoid confusion, I have decided to refer to these pupil’s as A, B and C rather than X, Y and Z. All pupils being studied displayed a positive attitude to learning and both Pupil A and B displayed confident behaviour throughout the lesson. It was observed that Pupil C was less confident in comparison. However, Pupils’ A and B also displayed a lower level of low confidence within the focus group – again reinforcing the link between the original answer delivered and the confidence in delivery. It could be suggested that these pupils were more able to disguise how they were feeling, and this was only evident upon discussion. This was again made clear in the focus group as having good answers and impressing the teacher seemed important to pupils (See Appendix 2B). Upon reflection, it was clear that the results were due to all pupils in the sample having a high enough mental capacity to give themselves time to process the question and mostly gave an answer of good quality. Mental capacity meaning the number of schemes relevant to a task that can be activated to facilitate problem-solving and information processing (Niaz et al., 2000). 

However, it also proved to be effective when Pupil A discussed their answer as the second answer delivered had also improved in spoken language and quality, concluding that Pupil A and X (from the previous study who both had peer assistance) made the most progress displaying the influence higher ability pupils have on the oral response of lower ability pupils. 

All pupils were able to identify the difference between the original answer and the second answer given. Therefore, pupils did retain the information when asked the same question at the end but not to the same quality as lesson one. It could be suggested that this was due to the smaller gap between the original answer and increased quality. All pupils displayed better-structured language within the lesson observation than they did within the interview. It could be suggested that within a higher-stakes environment that what they said was considered more and within more relaxed setting pupils relied more on spontaneous speech. Spontaneous speech lacks fluidity, and the speakers are known to hesitate (using: oh, um or uh), repeating or interrupting themselves mid-sentence or by starting over or abandoning a phrase (Brennan and Schober, 2001), Therefore, reinforcing that the flow of speech effects the delivery of spoken language that is spontaneous and has not been prepared prior. The development of language and increased quality of answers in this lesson were evident after pairing high and low ability pupils, but the results were not as clearly evident as they were in school X regarding the progression of answers (see Appendix 1B, section 5). However, the evidence previously discussed suggested that the lower ability pupil’s that had assistance from higher ability pupil’s made the most progress, displaying that peer interaction with a higher ability pupil influenced the quality of lower ability pupil’s answers within the study.

This lesson could be improved for future purposes by using the peer interaction groupings of higher, middle and low abilities throughout the whole class using the technique of a higher ability pupil assisting the lower ability pupil (the technique used by Pupil A). This could further assess whether the use of the technique was something that could be generalised or whether results were specific to this pupil. The lesson could also be improved by placing it into a non-research context removing the initial answer being given; this would not be practical for timings, as to obtain an answer from all lower attaining pupils and hear a second answer to then assess all answers would be extremely impractical in the implementation as a whole. Cutting out the initial answer and using a think, pair and share model would add practicality with the higher lower attaining pupil set up.

 Discussion of research findings:  

From both studies, it was evident that allowing higher attaining pupils to model answers was successful in increasing the framing and quality of lower attaining pupils' answers. Pupils from both studies who displayed confidence in answering a question showed better quality of the original answer delivered. This finding is discussed in Compte and Postlewaite’s (2004) research, that negative emotions such as fearing failure effect performance, whereas, positive emotions affect performance positively. This suggests that pupils’ benefit from group activities as it provides pupils with reassurance of their understanding of a concept and their use of language when expressing this was crucial to the progress of the answer. It could be suggested that through the peer discussion, the confidence within the answer previously given allowed pupils to retain this to use later within the session. The reason being that recollection of success is found to be easier than failure (Compte and Postlewaite, 2004).  This was evident in the way that the answers were delivered when assessed through triangulation questioning later in the lessons.  

It was also apparent that discussions with higher ability pupils affected the pupils’ retention of the information as these pupils had the opportunity to discuss their thoughts which cemented this in their minds and in turn increased the lower ability pupils’ answer quality. Pupils X and A in both studies displayed a higher quality answer regarding: Language, structure and terminology after the model from the higher attaining pupil, in comparison to the Pupils that had the fifty/fifty choice (Pupil Y and B in both studies) and the pupil that couldn’t ask for help (Pupil Z and C). It was evident that Pupil X in the first study increased the quality of their answer (See Appendix 1A, Section 1 and 5) showing significantly more progress from the original than Pupil A in the second study (see Appendix 1B, Question 1 and 5) however, Pupil A’s progress was still evident. It was discussed that this could be due to the lower ability (pupil A) in lesson two being more able than the lower ability (Pupil X) in lesson one. 

Both pupils (Pupil X and A) gave a slightly different response but with the same structure and language type, highlighting the impact the higher ability pupil had on their answers.  
Both researchers were shocked to discover that Pupil Z and C in both lessons did not retain information as well as was previously anticipated. It was previously believed that because pupils had to think about the answer and their response themselves that they would remember, but they did not. However, these pupils did display the same amount of discomfort and lack of confidence on both occasions. However, information that did contrast was that both Pupil Y and B in both lessons displayed a slightly more confident approach when given a fifty/fifty choice. However, Pupil Y in lesson one felt slightly confused and this was not a preferred method of this pupil despite appearing more confident upon initial observation (See Appendix 2A, Question 10B). However, Pupil B in lesson two found it one of their favourites (See appendix 2B, Question 10D). It was apparent across all lessons that all pupils decreased in confidence when called upon without putting their hands up and did not prefer this method of selection. All pupils also displayed a more confident attitude in the focus group answering questions rather than the classroom. This suggests that the environment affected confidence and this from the focus group, came from a worry of being wrong or not knowing and then this, in turn, affected the language of pupils. Which goes back to debating nature over nurture discussed in Factors Influencing the Development of Self-esteem (Factors Influencing the Development of Self-esteem, 2020). Similarly, Brennan and Williams (1995) undertook a study, the researchers found that information is given that helps determine how confident speakers are through either silence or hesitation (silence being considering, hesitation with um or uh being unconfident. Therefore, reinforcing confidence influence on the delivery of language. Alternatively, Castelli (2017) suggests that within hesitation pupils could be taking the time to ensure the quality of their responses have been enhanced and this creating a dialogical classroom where a teacher and pupil can then discuss the answer further and develop this. Conclusively, it can be suggested that if a pupil hesitates when giving an answer it is a case of using professional opinion and the knowledge of the child to decide whether the pupil is considering an answer or is within their struggle zone where an intervention can be put in place. 
 
Conclusion:  
In conclusion, it is important to address that some methods used in this research were more reliable than others. The setup of the lesson held its limitations, one being it worked extremely well within a drama class environment due to space and resources available. The lesson had to be adapted to take place in an English class environment with more pupils and less space by ensuring the same methods of questioning were being used in a differently structured lesson. This being adapted by not creating groups in that particular environment. The adapted methods of questioning mitigated for different settings as the styles of teaching had to be adapted due to the content and skills that need to be taught in these lessons and based around how a successful English lesson is structured in comparison to a successful Drama lesson. The use of the research schedule proved to be reliable as it was clear to both researchers what the purpose of each question was through a key of what needs to be measured being provided (See Appendix 1A and 1B) following the structure design in (Cohen et al., 2007). This ensured the reliability of results as the role of the researcher changed over the lessons studied. The use of the focus group proved to be effective as this created a more relaxed environment, and this was evident by pupils verbalising answers naturally. In comparison to a questionnaire, this was justified by allowing pupils to expand on answers that they may not necessarily write down. This method allowed also for miscommunications to be cleared up within the discussion.   
The concluded findings of the lesson were the structure did work and higher attaining pupils modelling answers did have a positive effect on lower attaining pupils' answers. Also, discovering confidence also was a key factor in the initial stages which could be minimized by peer sharing. The answers could be viewed as more valid with the use of triangulation questioning ensuring that pupils were not trying to impress the researcher or speaking without thought. This type of research could be generalised as the research was undertaken in two different environments with different socio-economic factors and different cultures.   

Recommendations:  
In light of my research I would recommend strategically planning groups similarly to the style previously mentioned by (Blatchford et al., 2003) but including grouping of mixed ability for peers to teach each other and for higher attaining pupils to help increase the quality of answers of lower ability pupils and cement both pupils learning. My findings may be taken forward in further research by applying this method in a lower ability class and assessing whether this would work as effectively as it did in a higher and mixed ability class. This will help me to move forward in my personal pedagogical choices by ensuring pupils are exposed to group work and given examples of what it means to work effectively as a group. The purpose of this would be to increase productivity and ensure all pupils in the group are actively engaged and building on learning. If I did a case study form of research again, I would ensure that the lower ability classes were not neglected within research and expand this research wider amongst different key stages. I would do this to assess whether this research would be applicable across the key stages or could be adapted to do so.
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