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How can we improve pupil understanding through non-differentiated seating arrangements?
 
This essay aims to address whether non-differentiated seating has any affect on children’s engagement within a foundation phase classroom setting through the means of a research project. I have noted throughout my own career and educational experience within primary schools that seating arrangements are predominantly organised through differentiation of ability. The school in which I have been placed for PTE1 uses this approach of differentiated seating. Each child’s outcomes are periodically assessed and they are seated in respect of their ability group. Neither my research partner or I have worked in a classroom setting where this approach has not been implemented, and we therefore wish to investigate whether pupils understanding can be effected though non-differentiated seating. Pupils voice will be collected for the purpose of this study, as the children themselves will be given the choice of whom they wish to sit next to. Research by MacConville (2007) refers to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1968). The main theoretical premise behind this hierarchy underpins the concept of an individual’s needs being met in stages, from the most basic and fundamental leading to the more complex. MacConcville (2007) emphasises the benefit of meeting the needs of a child by including thier views and contributions within the classroom and suggests that, if a child believes that their opinions can influence teaching, this will ultimately lead to higher academic outcomes. On this basis, my research partner and I therefore intend to apply this concept within a lesson by allowing the pupils themselves to determine seating arrangements and then analyse the impact this has on the their engagement, if any.  

Part of the research took place within the PTE1 classroom settings in which the researchers were placed four a 3 week duration . School X is a large primary school of approximately 450 pupils situated in a small semi rural village in the borough of Torfaen. It is recognised by the local authority as being in an area of social deprivation. School Y is a large primary school within the Swansea area and currently holds approximately 560 pupils. (beta.gov.wales/my-local-school-guide) 

Both schools X and Y are pioneer schools, working with the Welsh Government in the planning stages of the new curriculum. School’s X and Y are in partnership with University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

The practical lesson study aspect of this research project was completed by myself (Researcher X) and research partner (Researcher Y) over a two day period. Day 1 took place in a Year 2 class in School X, during which Researcher X taught a lesson and Researcher Y observed three target pupils’ behaviour and engagement. These pupils were observed and a semi structured focus interview was conducted following the lesson. Day 2 took place in a Reception class of School Y during which Researcher Y taught a lesson and Researcher X observed pupils’ behaviour and engagement. Researcher Y then interviewed the three chosen target pupils and conducted a focus group whilst Researcher X made observation notes.



For the purpose of this study, a wide range of literature was reviewed around the topic of differentiation and ability grouping within the classroom. Hox and Boeije (2005) describe this form of research as secondary data research, whereby data is collected which was originally used for a different purpose. Although it is hugely beneficial to have instant access to secondary data in books and on the Internet it is also important to evaluate whether this data is specifically relevant, reliable and to ascertain whether the author has bias opinions (Hox and Boeije, 2005). To minimise the effects of  unreliability in the research project, primary data research was also conducted in the form of target pupil observation and target pupil semi structured focus group interviews which will be discussed later in the essay. 

The following literature supports the concept of differentiated grouping and seating in the classroom. Davies et al (2010) recognise that there is currently pressure on Primary schools to raise standards of pupil achievement whilst delivering a curriculum that meets the needs of all individual pupils. In order to achieve this, Davies et al (2010) state that many schools adopt an ability grouping structure. Research conducted by Lacey (1974) analysed the effects of changing a school’s organisation from non-mixed ability to mixed ability. Results showed that the less able pupils’ examination results improved, however there was no difference in the pass rate of the more able pupils as a result of changing to mixed ability. Gregory (1984) questioned the benefit of mixed-ability classes and recognised the advantages of streaming whole classes by ability instead. His logic was that if mixed ability classes included sub-groupings according to ability anyway, surely it would be beneficial to have a whole class with similar ability, and have even narrower subgroups allowing for more specific teaching content ie one class of more able children and another class of less able children from the same year group. 

A different school of thought however argue that mixed ability learning is more beneficial. McNamara and Moreton (1998) describe that differentiation in primary school teaching often involves teacher’s differentiating tasks and matching a task to a child’s ability. They criticise this traditional approach however, claiming that it causes a negative atmosphere, comparison between peers and bullying behaviour amongst pupils, causing low self worth and academic achievement. McNamara and Moreton (1998) recommend that teachers should not be differentiating by ability, but instead by learning style. “…Effects of differentiating the task are often negative so it may be more appropriate to provide a choice about how the task is done in order for children to learn in their preferred way” (McNamara and Moreton 1998:2). They promote a progressive approach where children are seated in mixed ability as opposed to the traditional seating and grouping by ability (McNamara and Moreton, 1998). Wilkinson et al (2015) recognise that separating pupils by ability is a common feature of schools internationally, however Bowler (1997) argues that, despite this approach being common practise, ability grouping impacts negatively on both higher and lower ability pupils’ sense of self worth and motivation to learn and pursue understanding.

This range of literature demonstrates that there are various academic opinions regarding the benefits and limitations of differentiated grouping and seating arrangements within a classroom, therefore the purpose of this research is to further investigate and attempt to establish whether non-differentiated seating affects pupil engagement, hence the learning outcome.


Falout (2014) states that seating arrangements within a classroom can play an important role in the formation of interpersonal dynamics.  Van Dan Berg et al (2012) concurs with this view, stating that classroom seating can influence students relationships and attitudes towards learning. In addition Farmer et al (2016) states that these social dynamics of a classroom can be harder to manage when there is a greater diversity of ability amongst students..

Qualitative classroom based research conducted by Weston et al (1998) in 1998 found that although children are often sat in groups, pupils are not often observed to support each other within these groups. “Sitting together is not the same as working collaboratively”. Furthermore they stated that this type of collaborative behaviour is only likely to be effective  in higher KS2 classes, rather than younger children.  Montgomery (1992) adds that working collaboratively will only be successful if this ethos is consistently demonstrated and promoted by the class teacher. 

Research conducted by Gremmen (2016) involved teacher interviews where staff shared the aspects they consider important when arranging seating plans. Results demonstrated that academic performance is considered the most important aspect (30%) whilst other factors include separating children who display negative behaviour or are from the same friendship group.
Gremmen (2016) also suggests that arranging seating to promote pupil collaboration may correlate directly with academic achievement.

Allowing children to decide where they will sit gives them the opportunity to make a choice and promotes pupil voice. McNamara and Moreton (1998) state that’s teachers are often doubtful of their pupils ability to make choice, however suggests that this is often caused by a lack of practise in having to make choices rather than lack of ability to do so. Bragg’s (2007) paper draws on research conducted by a headteacher who implemented pupil voice in a school setting. He refers to teachers being “sceptical about children’s knowledge, intentions or capabilities” (Braggs 2007, p.513) when implementing pupil voice due to the change this causes in relationships between both staff and pupils. He also suggests that pupil voice should come from the pupils directly, as opposed to teaching staff making suggestions of behalf of what they believe  are the views and opinions of the pupils. Martin et al (2005)  address the above concerns and emphasises that without the support and belief from adults, students cannot offer their full contribution. However giving the children the choice of where to sit does not necessarily mean they will seated in a mixed-ability. A group of four friends for example could chose to sit together but may all have the same ability level, therefore nothing has been achieved in terms of learning by allowing the pupils to choose, other than promoting pupil voice.

This review of literature provides an inconclusive debate about whether differentiated seating effects the pupils understanding. My own practical experience on the contrary however suggests that schools almost always group seating in terms of ability which suggests that, in practice, this arrangement has a positive impact on learning.  
This apparent contrast between theory and practise contributed towards the refinement of the essay question.

A Lesson Study methodology approach was adopted for the purpose of this research project. Lesson study, developed in Japan, is a form of classroom action research which focuses on the development of teacher practice knowledge. Literature by Bausmith and Barry (2011) suggests that teacher’s require a community that can deepen their content and pedagogical knowledge. In connection, Saye et al (2017) promotes Lesson Study as the vehicle used by researchers to achieve this, by implementing a teacher-led process during which areas for improvement can be identified, reflected up on and addressed by the collaborative research of a single lesson. Similarly, Dudley (2014) describes Lesson Study as an activity during which groups of teachers plan, teach, observe and analyse the learning together. Some advantages of Lesson Study as identified by Dudley (2014) are; obtaining detailed observations, ability to reflect on lessons and change future teaching techniques as a result. Sibbald (2010)  however states that constraints arising in lesson study are most frequently limitations of pedagogical content knowledge. As both my research partner and I have recently studied pedagogical knowledge, this will not be an area of vulnerability. 
It is these key components of observing, reflecting and changing that will be required to develop my teaching and for that reason this approach of Lesson study was the most suitable to adopt. The Lesson Study was scheduled to take place at the end of a four week placement within a foundation phase classroom.   

Tisdall et al (2010) suggests that the chosen methodology can often prescribe best practice methods of data collection. To that end, a Lesson Study approach often includes common key elements and therefore these data collection tools were identified and selected based on their ability to obtain the desired outcome. The methods of data collection chosen were observation (non-participant), reflection and focus group interviews. A critique of each method is as follows.  

Classroom observation has been utilised by researches over many years, such as Piaget, who identified this as a key tool used to understand children’s cognitive processes and development (Ginn, 2003). For the purpose of this research study, two lessons were observed and the results recorded on an observation schedule. Various scales were analysed during the planning of the research project to consider their suitability. My research partner and I concluded that the observations would be recorded using The Leuven Involvement Scale (Apendix 1). This five point scale was developed by a research team at Leuven University who suggested that deep level learning cannot take place with an absence of involvement and that this lack of involvement will inevitably lead to a negative impact on a child’s learning. The observer used a list of signals and behaviour components which are indicators of pupil involvement (Leavers, 1994).  
Leavers (1994) states that the rating process of the Leuven Scale requires the observer to build an empathy for the children being observed in order to understand their behaviour. As the research partner had not met the pupils until the day of the Lesson Study it could consequently be suggested that it would be more challenging to assess their behaviour.
   
The scale was used to measure the pupils engagement at ten minute intervals by identifying the description of signals that best matches the behaviour being displayed (Apendix 2). At the end of the lesson my research partner and I will analyse the collected data and establish an average level of involvement across the whole of the lesson for each target child. This study was piloted through the activity of observing a prerecorded lesson on the Internet to reduce inconsistent judgments between researchers. The three target pupils from each class are a representative sample of the class population as each child represents each ability group. 

Following the lesson observation it was planned that it would be beneficial to conduct further qualitative research of the pupils perceptions, opinions and attitudes towards the lesson.
Cohen (2006) states that semi structured interviews provide reliable, comparable qualitative data and are often preceded by observation (as is the case in this research study). He also suggests that the method of preparing questions in advance allows the interviewer to read views expressed through non verbal communication such as facial expression. Likewise, Opdenakker (2006) also identifies that face-to-face interviews enable the interviewer to make reference to social cues such as voice, intonation and body language. McQueen and Knussen (2006) adds that semi structured interviews can be conversational as researches aim to create natural interaction between the parties. Therefore it was agreed that although questions would be prepared, this would act as a structure rather than a script, allowing pupils to discuss answers in more detail or allowing the researcher to reword questions if required. These questions were asked during a focus group interview as Hill (2006) identifies that children feel more comfortable when they are with other peers and when they outnumber the adult researchers. In this case there were two adult researchers and three children present at the focus group interviews. Literature however also identifies limitations of focus group interviews. Tisdall (2010) cautions that the more confident children in the group may dominate the conversations, whereas the more shy or quieter children may feel unable to voice their opinions. Burton and Bartlett (2005) also suggest that group dynamics could affect the results, as opposed to the results if the questions had been asked individually. To eliminate this possible issue it was decided that the children would be given the opportunity to answer each question individually.  
Research undertaken by Jaidin (2018) highlights some of the critical issues when interviewing children as part of qualitative research. He states that it is often apparent that there can be a complication when the children and interviewees have a long term relationship, for example if the interviewer has been the class teacher all year. The effects of this limitation were considered minimal as the interviewer had only known the children for three weeks prior to the Lesson Study.  Literature written by Einarsdottir (2007) also identifies that children are often not accustomed to being asked by adults for their opinion and can therefore find this an unfamiliar and uneasy situation. In this situation some researchers suggest using props or toys to assists the children in expressing their views and feelings. Taking these limitations into account, my research partner and I concluded that there may be some issues relating to the two classes being of significantly contrasting in age.  It was therefore decided that emoji symbols would be used as a means of communicating for the younger children whose oracy skills are less developed.  Cameron (2006) emphasises the importance of considering certain factors when interviewing children, such as the setting, age appropriate vocabulary and ethical responses. Cameron (2006) states that the setting should be familiar environment, the language should be ‘child friendly’ encouraging free narrative, which should be encouraged by the empathetic cues and responses of the interviewer. With this in mind, my research partner and I constructed a list of questions (Apendix 3) with age appropriate language and constructed a short introduction paragraph for the beginning of the interview that would, in basic terms, explain the purpose of the focus group. 
  
These research methodologies adopted are known as qualitative. Nolan et al (2013) define qualitative research methodologies as being “concerned with understanding individuals’ perceptions of the world”(Nolan et al, 2013 :89). The authors highlight that although the advantage of this process is that it includes human factors, the limitations are that it is often of a subjective nature which can result in inadequate validity and reliability. JaidIn (2018) argues however that qualitative data gathering is an extremely advantageous data collection method, as it addresses the feelings and opinions of subjects. 

This view is also reflected in later writing by Tisdall et al (2010)  who identifies that, although quantitative research can provide a vast amount of robust and relatable data, it does not provide the “depth” of information that qualitative research can produce. In particular Tisdall et al (2010) suggests that the most successful research in early years can be conducted through qualitative research with a small number of pupils across a long period of time. For the purpose of this research project time was a limited however it was possible to choose a small group of children.


Walker and Solvason (2014) advise that being a reflective practitioner includes the process of acknowledging that a collection of data is not an “end point” (Walker and Solvason, 2014 :108) but is actually new knowledge and the starting point for future development. Expanding on this view, McNiff (2010) emphasises how reflecting is “vital” (McNiff 2010:111) in order to demonstrate a clear understanding of conclusions and recommendations about how to move forward in a profession, however adds that it is important to remember these conclusions are not “set in stone” but are actually temporary. “Knowledge is temporary, it will be modified by your next discovery” (McNiff, 2010: 106).

Brookefield (2017) identifies critical reflection as the sustained and intentional process of identifying and checking the accuracy and validity of teaching assumptions. This can be done through four aspects that ensure views can be obtained from a board range of sources; students views, colleagues perceptions, personal experience, theory and research. These areas will be addressed in my reason study as follows:
1) Students views- obtained through semi structured interviews 
2) Colleagues perceptions – obtained through classroom observation 
3) Personal experience – obtained through this study and also previous classroom experience
4) Theory and Research – obtained through a literature review of academics research 
Based on these views of Brookfield, my research partner and I have produced a reflective proforma that will be completed following each lesson observation (Apendix 4). This will include the four areas as recommended by Brookfield and will provide a broad range of reflective information to analyse. As the reflections are drawn from a number of different sources, there is less likely good of the opinions being bias.
Raymond (2006) however criticises that this model does not allow the opportunity to consider how to use the reflections going forward


My research partner and I concluded that it would be beneficial to use more than one research method as literature such as Cohen et al (2000) recognises this process as Triangulation where different sources of evidence are combined and compared to provide the researcher with a better understanding of the topic and results. In addition, similarly, Hughes (2001) confirms that triangulation improves the validity of research as all research methods have limitations, so using a number of them reduces these shortfalls.       
 
“Ethics refers to rules of conduct: typically, conformity to a code or a set of principles” (Robson, 2002:65). Palaiologou (2012) discusses the concept of Ethical Considerations during research studies involving children. In light of this, Moss and Petrie (2002) state that modern day  pupils are encouraged to become autonomous learners, participating in learning “on the basis of who they are, rather than who they will become” (Moss and Petrie, 2002:6). Palaiologou (2012) refers to children therefore being considered as social citizens in their own right. This is reflected in the New Curriculum proposed by Donaldson (2015) who identifies one of the four purposes as “ helping learners to become ethical, informed citizens…ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.”
Ethical considerations have changed dramatically over the last two decades, informed by the United Nations Convention on Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UN, 1989). These considerations include ensuring that children are given freedom of expression on all matters that affect their lives and taking into account a child’s heath, safety and well-being (Gray, 2012).
For the purpose of this research project an Ethics Form was completed do address and balance the benefits of research against the risks that could come about. A number of measures were put in place to limit any adverse effects or outcomes of research activity. As the participants of the focus group were minors, parental consent was gained through a consent form (Apendix 5). Although adults and guardians are responsible for children’s participation in research, as stated in Article 12 of the UNCRC, every effort should be made to gain assent from the participating children. This should be given careful consideration when the child has limited vocabulary due to their young age. (Gray, 2012). Gray and Winters (2011) suggest several methods can be adopted to gain this consent whilst ensuring it is age appropriate. One of these methods was a thumbs up or thumbs down approach, whereby children can signal their feelings and willingness to continue. This approach was therefore used for the reception class focus group.
Both schools X and Y are in Partnership with Swansea University. Both researchers upheld the good name of the University by acting professionally and adhering to BERA/EWC guidelines.
 ‘The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research’(BERA, 2018:21). It was not possible for participants to remain anonymous during the Lesson Study or focus group as both research partners had been teaching the class for a number of weeks prior to the study. Confidentiality was applied by not disclosing information in a way that may allow any of the children to be identified or traced. To ensure anonymity the school will be referred to as School X and School Y. 
The three target children in School X will be referred to as ChildAX, ChildBX and ChildCX. The research partner who will be teaching the Lesson Study at School X will be referred to as Researcher X. The three target children in School Y will be referred to as ChildAY, ChildBY and ChildCY. The research partner who will be teaching the Lesson Study at School Y will be referred to as Researcher Y. 

The lesson planned by Research Partner X was a literacy lesson where pupils were required to use three literary devices.  Researcher Partner Y observed the lesson and recorded results in 10 minute intervals on the engagement scale, based on the Leuven involvement Scale model. The initial introduction of the lesson began in an unfamiliar way for the pupils. The carpet seating plan had been arranged by the class teacher taking a number of factors into account, sitting children of similar ability next to each other, and separating pupils who were likely to distract each other. This is reflected in the discussed literature by Gremmen et al (2016) who’s research suggests pupils who display challenging behaviour being separated. When given this instruction to choose a partner to sit next to the pupils instantly became excitable and were quick to choose where they wanted to sit. ChildAX was chosen as the higher ability pupil from the class sample. ChildAX immediately sat next to a friend, who was from the same ability group. Throughout the input ChildAX remained engaged and regularly contributed towards discussion and answering questions. 

ChildCX began the lesson engaged, however during the second 10 minute interval began to become distracted. This research suggests that there could be a link between sitting next to friends in a classroom environment and becoming distracted. Earlier research conducted by Allen (1986) however disputes this assumption. Allen (1986) argues that socialising with friends is a main goal for most pupils when they go to school, and this can therefore be a motive if pupils are allowed to have the enjoyable experience of this social aspect in the classroom.  The classroom volume level during the introduction of the lesson was louder than usual. It could be suggested that this was because the more disruptive children were allowed to sit in areas of the carpet where they could not be closely monitored by the teacher. Ring et al (2014) states that loud classroom noise levels often indicate that pupils are engaging in non-work related conversation which can result in reduced productivity.

For the main activity of the lesson, the pupils were instructed to forms groups of 7 children. The class had only ever previously been group according to ability, so again the concept of having choice would have been an unfamiliar concept. Cummings (2000) advises that one of the most successful methods of promoting engagement of a task with pupils is to offer them choice.  ChildAX, Child BX and ChildCX placed themselves in the same group, which made observation easier for Researcher Y. Researcher X sat with this group initially to explain the task. The table of severn pupils had three A3 sized laminated pieces of descriptive writing and three different coloured pens. The pupils were asked to use the different coloured pens to under line each of the three literary devices they could recognise. For example similes to be underlined in blue, WOW words to be underlined in red and alliteration to be underlined in green. Researcher X supervised from a distance and only provided assistance when requested by a pupil. As there were only three texts to divide between the severn pupils, they quickly realised that they would be required to work in groups. The children separated into two pairs and one group of three however had done so purely based on who they were sat next to. ChildAX and ChildBX worked in a pair together. As ChildAX is from the higher ability group, this child immediately understood the task, picked up the pen and took lead of the work. ChildBX who is from the lower ability group allowed ChildAX to do so. At the third 10 minute interval ChildAX continued to take charge of the task and ChildCX became withdrawn and disengaged from the task. ChildAX displayed confident body language whilst ChildCX had physically moved back in the seat away from the desk. Ercan (2017) states that peer support results in feelings of belonging and school satisfaction. This does not appear to be present between ChildAX and ChildBX. During the focus group however, ChildBX stated that they enjoyed the lesson. This demonstrates that the two sources of qualitative data collected provided contradictory evidence. Whilst the observation results suggested ChildBX was disengaged, the verbal feedback provided by the pupil was that the lesson went well.  Jaidin (2018) states that observation and focus group qualitative research isn’t always reliable as a child could tell the interviewer what they want to hear as opposed to what they truly felt. 
            
ChildBX did not appear to benefit from sitting next to a pupil of higher ability. This contradicts literature by Bowler (1997) discussed earlier which suggests that ability grouping has a negative impact on the lower ability children. The evidence of body language and lack of engagement of ChildCX actually suggests that sitting next to a pupil of higher ability had little positive impact on her understanding and ability to learn effectively.

ChildBX originally began working with two other pupils, who were both of a different gender. ChildBX soon became distracted and was observed to move away from this group, with an excuse of going to look for another coloured pen (although the three colours required were available on the table). Shortly after, ChildBX returned to the table but reallocated next to other pupils who were of the same gender as ChildBX. This observation evidence was contradicted however by ChildBX in the focus group who, when asked why he relocated, stated that this was because he saw another child struggling and he wanted to move to support then. This is again supported by the data of Jaidin (2018) who suggests that interviews can be unreliable.

Extract from Interview transcript 
[image: ]


 As Researcher Y did not observe this to be the case or witness ChildBX supporting another child, it could be suggested that this is a limitation of a face-to-face interview between a pupil and a member of staff that they are familiar with as being a figure of authority. Therefore the research of method of the focus group become unreliable, as there is doubt over the honesty of the pupil participants.

During the focus group interview of Lesson X, both ChildBX and ChildCX were able to immediately acknowledge that the difference in the lesson was that they were able to choose who they sat next to. ChildAX however, when asked, could not recall what was different about the lesson. When asked if they had found the lesson easier, more difficult or the same as previous lessons this ChildAX stated that they had found the task easy. 


Extract from Interview transcript
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It could be suggested that this is because ChildAX is from the higher ability group, and as differentiated work was not possible due to non differentiated seating, this task may have not been challenging enough for the pupil. This suggests that non differentiated seating does not benefit more able children. Research by Poole (2011) however contradicts these findings and suggests that it is actually the low ability pupils in mixed ability groups where work is differentiated that are often less engaged than higher ability pupils. 

Evidence from the focus group interview in school X was that the children approved of the concept of choosing where to sit. When asked to explain this answer both ChildBX and ChildCX confirmed that this allowed pupils to help other pupils. ChildBX’s however contracted the evidence from the observation which stated that ChildBX was not actually being supported, but was instead allowing ChildAX to complete the task independently, without explanation.
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This therefore suggests that by sitting a child of higher ability next to a child of lower ability, the child who understands the task is not necessarily beneficial to a child who does not understand, unless they are specifically instructed by teaching staff to support each other.
Furthermore, although during the focus group ChildCX claims to enjoy supporting others, there was no actual evidence of this taking place during the observation. This is reflected in the research by Weston et al (1998) who discusses peer tutoring amongst pupils. Their study found that children were anxious in sharing ideas in pairs as they had a higher sense of satisfaction when having their own ideas and did not want other pupils receiving credit for their work or did not like the concept of “copying” or “being bossed around” (Weston et al 1998: 60) by each other.

The results illustrates that there was a clear link between the lower ability children becoming less engaged during the lesson. 

On reflection of the first Lesson Study, my research partner and I concluded that for the following lessons study, pupils would be given the opportunity to each compete a piece of work. Although this will not demonstrate whether more able or less able pupils take leadership of a task, it will be a more accurate reflection of what pupils have learned from the lesson according to their ability to individually produce a piece of work. 
 

On the second day of the Lesson Study, Researcher Y taught the reception class of School Y and Researcher X observed, recording results on the involvement scale. The session consisted of a phonics lesson. ChildAY was from a higher ability group, ChildBY is from the middle ability group and ChildCY is was from the lower ability group. 
At the beginning of the lesson, pupils were instructed to chose where on the carpet they would like to sit and also find a partner to work with. The children quickly chose where to sit and appeared to locate themselves in close proximity to friendship groups (some children holding hands with their friends.)  ChildCY, however, became upset and explained that their friend had chosen a different partner. There is a direct link between this incident and literature by Cummings (2000) who states that allowing children to make choices can be a direct link to achieving pupil engagement. Cummings (2000) states that choice promotes independence which leads to motivation and engagement. This is contradictory however to the outcome of this Lesson Study where  children were given a choice of who to sit next to as this caused animosity. As Cummings’ (2000) research was conducted on older children, it could therefore be suggested that this element of choice works best in a more KS2 class.  This is also evident in Rotherham Lesson study in School X. 

During the first 10 minutes interval ChildBY was engaged and joining in with the activity, however was laughing with the person he was stood next to and began spinning in circles. Qualitative research conducted by Gremmen et al (2016) can be linked directly to this observed behaviour. Their research findings show that a sample of interviewed teachers state that seating arrangements should be planned by the teacher. The most important factors to consider were identified as follows; the number sitting students with disruptive behaviour apart, children who struggle to concentrate being placed near the teacher, motivational and learning problems near each other, placing children of the same academic ability closely (30% of teachers felt this was a priority), separating friendship groups. Consequently this research suggests that seating by ability and removing friendship groups during lessons is a priority to eliminate unwanted behaviours (such as the physically excitable behaviour being displayed by ChildBY). This evidence does not support the lesson study as, in oder to ensure all of these factors are taken into account, the teachers would have to arrange the seating plan, which eliminates the option for pupils to make their own choice.  

During the third 10 minute interval, ChildCY was completely disengaged and refused to take part in the activity as he didn’t have a partner. ChildAY had chosen to sit next to a pupil of lower ability who was visibly struggling with this task, which coincided with ChildAY also becoming disengaged. ChildAY did eventually being to support her partner in the task, but only when encouraged to do so by the teacher.  

By the last 10 minute interval in the lesson, ChildBY had begun giggling with their partner (also friend) and writing inappropriate words on the board. Although still taking part in the process of sounding out words as requested, this was being done in a disruptive playful manner. It could be suggested that this was influenced by being able to sit next to a friend during the lesson who he normally only associates with playtime as they would not usually be working in the same groups together, based on their differing ability.  ChildCY at the end of the lesson was refusing to work with a partner and was drawing pictures on their board instead of writing. The initial problem disappointment caused by not being able to sit next to the child of their choice had clearly impacted ChildCY’s motivation and engagement throughout the rest of the lesson. This is contradictory to literature by McNamara and Moreton (1998)  who suggest that differentiated seating according to ability causes a negative atmosphere and unpleasant feelings amongst children in the lower ability groups, however in this instance during the lesson study it is the freedom of a non-differentiated approach which has caused animosity between pupils.  

At the end of the lesson, ChildAY pointed out that two of the words on the board rhymed. During the focus group, when asked what they had learnt, ChildBY was able to recall the skill of rhyming as demonstrated by the higher ability pupil. This suggests that the lower ability children were able to benefit from having a higher ability child within the same group.  

The results illustrate that all pupils at some point in the lesson become disengaged, for different reasons.
 
Whilst planning the lesson that was going to be taught during the Lesson Study, it became apparent that using non differentiated seating makes it extremely difficult to provide differentiated tasks dependant on a child ability. To do so would be extremely complicated and there would be limitations around how many children could be supported by staff. Any children of the same ability not sat within this close proximity would not be able to hear the instructions and the teacher would therefore be required to again explain the task to them separately. This incident also raises the question; when giving the choice to pupils regarding who they sit next to, is it too tempting for children to automatically gravitate towards working with other children of the same gender or friendship groups? (as observed in LessonX). The Lesson Study in School Y demonstrates that when given the choice of finding a partner, children can become disheartened if there is disagreement amongst about who will be partnered with who, in this instance it could be suggested that a fairer approach would be for the teacher to decide partners, as suggested by Cummings (2000),  however this removes the concept of giving pupil voice.  
 
There appear to be advantages to non differentiated sitting. Children get to experience using pupil voice and have positive experience of making a choice. In Lesson Y the lower ability children benefited from learning from higher ability children. This a was recognised earlier in literature by Lacey (1974) whom stated that lower ability are the only ones who benefit from mixed ability seating. 

As proposed by Weston et al (1998), peer tutoring is only effective if the children enjoy working collaboratively and sharing ideas. This would suggest that it the ethos of a classroom does not usually work in this way, mixed ability seating in unlikely to result in the sharing of knowledge between abilities. Montgomery (1992) similarly discussing peer support amongst pupils. He suggests that, if peer support amongst pupils is a desired outcome, then this needs to initially be encouraged and modelled by the teacher, as the pupils will “behave in a similar manner” (Montgomery, 1992:142).  

Although the middle ability child had learnt the concept of rhyming from ChildAY in LessonY, the higher ability child, ChildAY had become disengaged when realising that her partner was not able to complete the work as a pair. This could suggest that mixing differentiation groups actually has a detrimental effect on the engagement of high ability pupils.  This is also supported by the research of Weston et al (1998) who observed that there is little evidence that primary school aged children support each other in work, regardless of who they are sat next to as pupils were observed to complete work individually.
 

This research has also highlighter disadvantages of non differentiated seating. Lower ability children benefit from learning from higher ability children – this is only possible if the higher ability child is comfortable explaining a concept that they understand and if the lower ability child is comfortable in asking another pupil for support.
Face to face interviews are not reliable and should therefore be used in conjunction with many other qualitative research methods, not relied upon as a sole means for research..

Lesson 2 is an example of how a high ability child can support a lower ability child, however this was initiated by the teacher. It can therefore be suggested that children of a young age have not yet developed the skill of acknowledging when others need help, and therefore the process of non differentiated seating is not suitable for younger Foundation phase pupils. 


To conclude, this Lesson Study did not prove that non-differentiated seating improves children’s understanding. Although some aspects of the evidence suggested that children had a positive response to the concept of mixed ability seating, this was primarily due to them being able to sit next top friends, as opposed to being able to sit next to pupils for the benefit of their understating. 
Although there’s was some evidence to suggest that the lower ability children learnt from the more able children, it was also apparent that the higher ability children were only able to support others when promoted and did not se their own initiative to do so. 
Therefore, I do not believe that this research project has provided evidence to promote this approach ion the classroom, and it is therefore not a concept that I would introduce. However, with further studies into non differentiated seating , I recommend that the teacher plans the seating arrangements, instead of allowing the children to chose where to sit. This would allow the opportunity for more able children to sit next to less able children.  

Research by Weston et al (1998) suggests that differentiation is about raising attainment levels of all pupils, however grouping ‘like’ pupils together can be beneficial for pupils confidence and self esteem if they observe other pupils working to same level. Therefore it is likely to suggest that it depends on the individual child, age of the child, each individual task and the ethos of the school in general regarding whether non-differentiated and mixed ability seating would benefit children’s understanding.  

Lastly, when using a reflection model in the future I would include considering how to apply what I have learnt in my future practice as this was a limitation that of Brookefield’s (2017) model.
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image3.png
Researcher: Do you think it’s a good idea for you to choose where you sit every lesson?
Child A: Yes

Child B: Yes

Child C: Yes

Researcher: Why do you think it’s a good idea?

Child A: Because I like sitting by my best friend

Child B: And because other people can help you

Child C: Because I like sitting where I like and by my friends and you can help people
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Researcher: At one point you swapped places, why was that?
Child C: Because ‘H’ kept rubbing things out and ‘L’ (his other friend) needed help so I helped
him
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Researcher: Do you think the lesson was easier than normal, harder than normal or about the
same? Because normally you would be with a different group!

Child A: It was easier

Child B: Easier

Child C: It was in the middle

Researcher: Why do you think it was easier?

Child A: Because all you had to do was find the words




