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Aim, focus and purpose of the research / Research Context 
The aim of this essay is to explore how students experience group work and engagement in a reception class. Group work is so often used as a tool by teachers throughout lessons as an assessment of learning technique. As will be explored further in the essay, there is a vast amount of literature that supports the benefits of group work or cooperative learning among children, but this research aims to discover if reception-aged children are more engaged, enjoy the task more and are more successful at the task if they complete it as a group rather than individually. This is a topic which interests me partly because as a child myself I disliked group work and would like to now understand more of the benefits which surround it. Also, because when looking at the teaching standards pedagogy it is one of the assessments for learning techniques I use less frequently in my teaching and wanted to understand more about it. I would like to improve my teaching through this by gaining confidence in implementing group work in the classroom. The research which I will undertake will be in a reception class in a primary school in South Wales. The research will only use about six participants of the class to take part and they will be chosen at random. The essay will be broken down into first looking like an overview of relevant literature in this field. I will then explain the case study before going through the research methods used. I will then explain how I will report my data and take into consideration any ethical issues that may arise. I will then look at the results of the research before concluding and looking at how I will use the findings of the research in my teaching.  


Overview of relevant literature.
This section of the essay will now look at relevant literature surrounding the use of group work in the classroom. There has been lots of research and literature done on how children work in groups and the benefits that group work can have on children's learning. It is important that research is done on group work because group work needs to be appreciated as a tool that teachers regularly use in their classroom and as part of their organisation (Blatchford et al, 2003). Many researchers such as Webb and Palincsar argue that most of the research and the literature indicates that both cooperative and collaborative group work can have positive effects on children both academically but also in socially (Webb and Palincsar, 1996) Group work has become an important assessment for learning strategy used by teachers throughout the school day. The Welsh government suggest that group work is an important feature of the way in which children improve the quality of their thinking and discussions (Welsh government, 2010). However, they suggest that for learning in a group to be successful it needs to happen in the right kind of environment, which is created by the teacher (Welsh government, 2010). Vygotsky further argues that children’s cognitive development takes place when they are working together through social interactions and that children working together in groups is essential for their development (Vygotsky, 1996). Vygotsky argued that many children will learn from a more knowledgeable other in group work, whether that be the teacher or another student, which helps them to develop their own thinking and problem-solving skills (Vygotsky, 1996). Throughout the literature, the significance of the teacher facilitating the group work for it to be effective is expressed. It is understood throughout research that putting children together in groups and asking them to work together is not always going to achieve cooperation and some may struggle to work together (Gillies, 2014). It is known that when group work is most effective it includes dialogue between peers that are on the topic while also planning and monitoring the progress that the group is making (Veldman et al, 2020). Barron, 2003 suggests that when group work is most successful the members of the group all give each other space to contribute and to relate themselves to the group goals. It is also understood that the socioemotional group ethos also needs to be correct where everyone has respect and trust for each other's ideas (Veldman et al, 2020). These are all elements of group work which children need to be taught to ensure that their learning in groups is effective. Cooperative learning theory is one approach within education that supports structuring the class into smaller groups (essentially group work) to facilitate pupils' learning and progression. The term cooperative learning began appearing in the 1980s and since then thousands of educational studies have been completed regarding its effectiveness most favouring its positive effects on learning (Davidson, 2021). Some of these positive effects include developing higher-order thinking skills such as creative and critical thinking as well as improving students' self-esteem and confidence (Davidson,2021). It also improves the children’s social skills with friendships as well as accepting other people's different opinions (Davidson, 2021). Johnson, Johnson and Smith 1996, 2006 suggest that there are five important elements of cooperative learning including positive interdependence, promotes face to face interaction, it calls for individual and group accountability and it develops team working skills for the whole group to progress. Within cooperative learning theory, it is also agreed that children need to be taught how to work together effectively. Gillies and Ashman 1996 completed a study on children where some were taught how to collaborate effectively, and the other children were not. The results showed that the children who received the training on how to collaborate effectively within a group were able to be more cooperative and helpful to each other and used more inclusive language within the group (Gillies and Ashman,1996). This again shows the importance of equipping the children with the ability to work in groups effectively. However, despite all the evidence in the literature suggesting that group work is extremely beneficial to children’s learning teachers at times can shy away from using the technique. This is because it has been suggested that some teachers are concerned that the children will not be able to learn from one another and only the more advanced children will be able to benefit from the experience (Baines et al, 2007). The children who are less academically able will be left behind and disengaged from the activity (Baines et al, 2007). Other teachers are reported to have expressed concerns about losing control during group work activities and there being an increase in disruption and poor behaviour (Cohen, 1981). Despite this, the literature and research show that overall children benefit from group work and cooperative learning, where they have the opportunity to learn from each other as well as develop other skills.    






Explanation of Case Study
This case study aims to find out how students experience group work on engagement in a reception class. There is a lot of research that suggests that children’s learning benefits from them working together on tasks, as they learn from each other as well as the teacher. This research aims to discover if the children preferred it when they worked together or if they would rather do the task on their own. One of the benefits of using a case study approach to this research is that it can allow me to gain an in-depth understanding of the children and their feelings about the task that they need to complete. Using a case study also allows me to gain a contextualised understanding of the children’s learning. It also has many practical applications for my teaching in the future because it takes place in a real-life context. Using a case study approach also produces an opportunity to gain rich and in-depth data. Using Likert scales and short interviews within the case study allows for deep insight with valuable qualitative data being gained. Using a case study also allows the research to be more flexible if is required to be, new research questions can be formed and explored if they arise. 
However, some limitations to be aware of when using a case study approach that should be bored in mind include that there is at times a lack of rigour in a case study (Yin, 2009) Previous case studies can tend to fall into a biased view of the researcher and the findings then reflect this bias (Yin, 2009). To reduce this risk, I will place no expectations on the experiment and will discuss the findings with my mentor to ensure that I am not influencing the outcomes. All participants will remain anonymous throughout this discussion. Another issue to be aware of when taking a case study approach is that it is difficult to generalise the findings of the case study. As the study is done on such a small group of participants in a particular age range and setting these findings may not apply to children the same age in another class. Another limitation is that a case study can at times be time and resource-consuming which can put a strain on the researcher. In addition, another issue which may arise is that it may be difficult to establish causality. For example, when the children complete the Likert scale are they saying they enjoyed working together because they were with their friends or just because they were in a good mood that day? It makes it difficult to be sure why the child chooses that option on the scale. There can also be ethical concerns with case studies as they usually involve humans and in this case children. All ethical concerns in this case study have been addressed. These are all things which should be kept in mind when completing the case study and reviewing the evidence that it produces.  


Discussion of research design / Research methods
The method which I plan to use for my research includes firstly sending home consent forms for all the parents to sign to ensure that they are fully informed about the purpose of the study and can give informed consent for their child to participate in the study. All the children will complete the lesson, but I will only use the information from the children whose parents signed the consent form. I will then talk the children through the lesson that links to the term topic of sun, sea and sandy toes and we will be making boats out of junk materials. I will make sure the children have an understanding of the activity and activate their prior knowledge from the previous week when we have done sinking and floating. Once I am confident that the children understand the activity, I will explain to them the research that some will take part in, so that I can gain the children’s assent. I will make clear to the children that everyone will need to take part in the activity but if they do not want to answer some questions on the activity then that is fine. Out of the children who have returned the consent forms I will work randomly with six of them. To ensure that this is a fair test I will use the random name spinner. This will ensure that it is an unbiased sample of children who are a fair representation of the larger group. These children will first complete the activity independently. As a group, we will first discuss what makes a good boat and what elements there are to a boat such as a sail, flag and steering wheel. The children will then be given the junk to use to make their own boats. I will assist and support the children with any cutting and sticking they are struggling with but aside from this, each boat will be their own individual work. Once the children have made their boats, we will take them outside to test on the water to see if they are going to sink or float. Once this has also been done, I will then ask the children to fill in a simple Likert scale with smiley faces on how much they have enjoyed the activity. The Likert scale used in this task is the appendix. Likert scales tend to be used either in five points or in seven points, the one used for this investigation was a five-point one. I will use a Likert scale because studies have shown children should be easily able to understand a Likert scale. However, I am aware that there has not been as much research completed on the use of Likert scales with children compared to adults. Chambers and Johnson 2002 suggest that children when they are five to six years old can be much more extreme when making their judgements than older children can be (Chambers and Johnson, 2002). Some researchers have then made the decision to change their Likert scale to make it more accessible for children to use and understand such as Borgers and Hox 2001, who suggest that giving children five different responses on a Likert scale is most effective. This is what I decided to use in my research to gauge how much the children enjoyed the task. I am aware however that some research also shows that some children have a limited understanding of how to use a Likert scale. Mellor and Moore 2013 found that a lot of the children responded similarly on the Likert scale possibly from a lack of understanding of how to use it. To try and eliminate this element I will use smiley faces rather than statements which should be easier for the children to follow. The next day I will then ask the children to complete the activity again but this time they will need to work all together in one group to make a boat which floats. The children will then work together to complete the task and will again have the opportunity to check if their boat floats. Once they have completed the task together, I will again ask the children to put a mark on the Likert scale in regard to how much they have enjoyed the activity. Once they have done this I will call the children individually to ask them some questions about the boat-making activities. It will be made clear to the children that if they do not want to answer any of the questions they will not be required to. All the children will also be asked the same questions to ensure it is fair. The answers the children give will also be recorded by me word for word to also ensure it is fair. These questions will also be shorter in nature as children in this age range tend to have shorter attention spans. These short interviews will ask 1) Did you enjoy the activity of making boats? 2)What did you enjoy? 3)Did you prefer when you worked on your own or when you worked together and why? 4) What would have made this activity better? There will be a mix of closed and open questions. This allowed me to gain a further depth of understanding of how the children enjoyed the task. It has been shown through research such as Gibson 2012, that you can get an in-depth picture and understanding of children's lives when asking them questions. So, I will use this method to ensure I have a full understanding of how they enjoyed the activities. I will then collect all this data and review it to gain an oversight of how the children felt the activity went. Some limitations that might arise from the research methods that I have chosen include that the children might try and answer the questions in a way that they think would please me rather than give honest answers. The same could be said for the Likert scale that they may try to please me with their answers. The children's response to the Likert scale could also depend on the mood they were in and if their friends were in the group when they needed to make a boat.


Data Presentation and Analysis Methods
From my research, there will be two types of data to be collected and analysed. The first is the results of the Likert scale and the second is the evidence from the short interviews conducted with the children at the end of the tasks. I will convert the evidence taken from the Likert scales into two bar graphs. One showing the vote the children placed on how much they enjoyed the activity after completing it alone and another showing when they had to work together. Putting this data into a bar graph to review makes it clearer to read and pull the findings from. Creating the graphs also makes it easier to make comparisons between the data to allow readers to make a quick analysis (Tufte, 1983). There are some limitations to be considered when using graphs including that it can make the data look misleading and as Weissgerber et al 2015, suggests that a full data set might lead to different conclusions compared to just looking at the results produced on the bar graph. There can be a loss of information when it is translated into a bar graph. In this case, the information can be easily placed into a bar chart without there being significant data loss. For the interviews, I will present this data in a textual description of what the children said being sure to give the relevant information. Some of the benefits of using this method include that it allows me to communicate precisely what I need to in detail. It also makes it easily accessible to those who read it so that readers can draw their own conclusions from the text. It also allows clarity to what the children said about completing the tasks. However, some limitations which should be considered include that it can become biased, or it is subjective to how the author has re-laid the information. To help prevent this I will stick to the facts. Another limitation that can be seen when using textual descriptions is that it can cause an overload of information and it can be difficult to decide what elements are significant to write about. In this case, as the interviews with the children are short it should not cause any issues, but I will ensure that all the information is relevant to the research question. These are the most suitable and reliable methods to relay the data from the case study.
Ethical considerations. 

There are some ethical considerations which have been addressed throughout this research assignment. Including the need to obtain consent from the parents regarding the children’s ability to take part in the study.  I have done this by sending out a consent form to parents asking for permission to work with their child in the study. It is also important to gain the children's assent so that they understand the purpose of what they are doing. This will need to be simplified to ensure that the children fully understand. It also needs to be considered that the children need to be aware that they have the right to withdraw at any given opportunity. This may be difficult to achieve as the children are so young and only want to please others. So, the children need to be reminded throughout that they can withdraw but will still need to complete the lesson. There are also other risks to the participants which have been taken into consideration on the ethics form. These risks also include that the participants may feel uncomfortable and distressed if the task is not going as well as they hoped. Some children may also struggle with group work and find it difficult and uncomfortable to work with others collaboratively. To minimise this risk, I will ensure that the appropriate support is provided to the children who need it. I will also ensure all discussions are fair and the children know how to be kind to others about their ideas. I was also trying and keep the session within the already existing children's timetable to minimise the disturbance to the routine of the day, for the children to whom the routine is important. All further ethical considerations have been addressed in the form for ethical approval which will be attached in the appendices. 


Results / Analysis of results / Discussion 
 Bar graphs results of Likert Scales
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The results of the Likert scale showed that in the group that the research was carried out on more of the children voted on the Likert scale that they thought the activity was fantastic when they were able to work together as a group. Compared to three children voting for fantastic when they completed the activity independently. This falls into line with the other research that children have more enjoyment and benefit more from working together. However, when looking at the bar graph results it becomes clear that a few children might have struggled to work together in a group on the activity because one child voted for finding the group work activity just okay and one child voted that they found the activity awful. Looking at the raw data it can be difficult to discover why these children may have voted in such a way. It could be linked to the fact that the child felt they did not have any of their friends in the group. It could be linked to the fact that these children struggle to communicate and participate in group work activities. Or it could be simply that these children were having a bad day when the activity was done it is difficult to establish causaility. This is where the research has benefited from conduction short interviews with each of the children to gain further depth and understanding of how they felt the tasks went. When the child who voted awful in the group work Likert was asked if they preferred working on their own or together as a group and why the child responded that they preferred working “on my own because I liked it on my own”. Suggesting that this child might just have a preference of working independently.

Interview textual description
There were four questions asked during the children's short interviews. 1. Did you enjoy the activities? To this question, all the children responded in a positive way with one expanding their answer that they enjoyed putting the boats on the water. The next question was 2. What did you enjoy about the activities? To this question four of the children responded that they enjoyed making the boats and two responded that they enjoyed seeing their boats float. 3. Did you prefer working together or on your own and why? Three of the children said they preferred doing it on their own saying it was harder working together. One child said they liked both the same and two said they preferred working all together because it was easier and more fun. 4. What would make the activity better? To this, most of them responded that they wanted to make their boats bigger or wanted the whole class to do it together. 
With the further context given from the textual description, it seems that more children preferred to work on their own than the Likert scale indicates. However, it should also be taken into consideration that the children answered the interview questions just after the group activity of creating the boats. So, if the children had struggled more that afternoon with working as a group it would have been fresh in their minds. Overall, the results of the Likert scale show that more children felt the activity was fantastic when they did the activity as a group compared to independently. However, the children who may have struggled to work in a group may have voted more dramatically. The textual description of the interview shows that more children found it easier working independently than having to communicate as a group.  

Conclusions
This research has aimed to find out how students experience group work on engagement in a reception class. To do this the research took a case study approach using activities where the children worked independently and then as a group. They completed a Likert scale and an interview after these activities. The methods I used to collect the data are reliable, but it should be considered when looking at the Likert scale that children of this age do want to please you. Despite this, the evidence is still valid as many of the children expressed their true feelings through the Likert scale. It may be more difficult to generalise the findings of this study because it was completed on a small sample of children. If the same study was done using different participants, then the results would have been different depending on whether those children preferred working together or independently or even if their friends were in the group. This research can be seen as a starting point, but much further research would need to be done to make it generalisable. If I was to complete this research again, I would use more participants and older children to gain a further understanding as they may be able to give more reasoning. I would also like to continue my professional learning on group work in children by doing winder research and reading about the topic as part of my teaching standards and to improve on my own pedagogy and assessment for learning techniques.  
Recommendations
From the research that I have conducted, I would recommend that teachers make better use of group work in the classroom and become more confident with using it including myself. Using group work, especially with younger children can seem too chaotic but what is clear from the literature as well as my own research is the degree to which the children can benefit. Not only in assisting them in developing their social skills but also in learning from one another. It is important that before group work is used more in the classroom, for the children to really benefit from the experience it is important that they are taught beforehand the most effective way to work in groups. I will be aiming to use it more frequently within my own practice.
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