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	How have you worked on this?
	An example can be found on:

	Please look at page 5 of the Harvard referencing handbook to help you with referencing direct quotes.
	I have ensured that when using direct quotes, I have looked at page 5 before referencing. 
	Thomas and Myers (2015, p.53.) discuss the division of a case study into two parts: the subject and the object. “(I) the subject of the study, which is the case itself; and (ii) the object, which is the analytical frame or theory through which the subject is viewed and which the subject explicates”.


	Consider paraphrasing your work more, by doing this you will demonstrate your depth of understanding.
	I have used less quotes throughout this assignment and paraphrased instead.
	Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory emphasize the important role of social interaction in line with the development of cognition. He suggests that as a practitioner you are enabling chances for children to learn from the teacher and peers that are more skilled.





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




Research Question: What are the social experiences of students in a mixed age-group setting?

Word Count: 4600


The aim of this essay is to conduct an exploratory case study arising from practice and investigated through identified research tools. An intervention will be identified that can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experiences (PTE). The research question is ‘what are the social experiences of students in a mixed age-group setting?’ 

The school that the case study took place in is situated in the inner city of Swansea. It has one hundred and sixty-one pupils on roll and nineteen children in nursery. The percentage of English as an additional language (EAL) is forty-point seven percent and twenty-five-point nine percent of children are identified as having additional learning needs (ALN) (Estyn, 2022). The research that took place was all completed ethically following the BERA ‘Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research’. This was to ensure participants safety and data. 

The research question was chosen as the class used for the exploratory case study is a mixed nursery and reception class. The class total is thirty-nine children: seventeen reception, seventeen morning nursery and five afternoon nursery. The class has a high percentage of ALN children, children with behavioural needs and a percentage of children with EAL. As a cohort, the children have a varied range of social skills, and some are below average of where they should be for their age. Hogg and Mayes (2022) highlight the impact that the Covid-19 pandemic has had on children’s development, specifically their communication and social skills. There has been an extensive surge in speech and language delay along with a spike in social, emotional, and mental health needs. Children in Wales Members (2022) support Hogg and Mayes (2022) by claiming that a higher number of children are displaying with ALN in addition to restricted social skills due to poor social interaction and mental stimulation. 

Bryant (2022) claims that social skills are used every day, mainly without even realising. It is how people manage their words and actions to ensure they are friendly with other people. Kid Sense (2022) mentions that social skills can include verbal and non-verbal communication. Such as, speech, facial expression, and body language. 

Parten (1932) reports that often “social” can mean “play” behaviour. After Parten carried out extensive research, a scale of social participation was defined into categories acknowledged as ‘Parten’s Six Stages of Play Theory’. The six stages include: unoccupied play, solitary play, onlooker play, parallel play, associative play, and social/cooperative play. Rymanowicz (2015) discusses the key link between play and social skills, she argues that children learn skills like effective communication, conflict resolution, how to solve problems and how to cooperate with others. The six stages of play that were developed involve the progression of play in children; because over time, children’s play becomes more intricate. Although the stages of play were refined, every child develops at different rates. Unoccupied play is the stage that enables the child to manipulate materials, master their self-control and figure out how the world works. Solitary play involves a child entertaining themselves without any social interaction, this is the stage where children are preparing themselves to start socially interacting with others around them. Onlooker play is when a child would watch their peers play but not actively participate. Parallel play happens when children are playing next to each other, not necessarily together. Associative play shows a change in the way the child is playing – the child becomes more engaged with their peers rather than what is being played. Cooperative play is shown when children can play together and adopt group goals and understand the rules that are needed to play, for example, turn taking. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory emphasize the important role of social interaction in line with the development of cognition. He suggests that as a practitioner you are enabling chances for children to learn from the teacher and peers that are more skilled. The theory claims that when children are born, they already have mental abilities such as memory and perception, however, higher mental abilities form through the influence of social interactions that children experience. He argues that the interactions that children experience with others, fundamentally can impact the development of higher mental abilities such as formal reasoning. Although, he did suggest that this type of development can only be advanced through the interaction with more advanced others. Vygotsky claims that language has two purposes and that it plays a crucial part of developing thought in children. He emphasises the importance of social context for learning and argues that cognitive development derives from social interaction through guided learning (Mcleod, 2022).

In contrast, Piaget’s theory contradicts Vygotsky’s theory; Piaget argues that cognitive development comes solely from children’s independent exploration which allows children to construct their own knowledge. Although, both Piaget and Vygotsky believe that children are curious and are involved in their own learning, Piaget placed the significance of children self-initiating discovery (Mcleod, 2022). Piaget’s theory proposes that children progress through four stages of intellectual development, each child goes through the process in the same order, and the development of the child is based on the biological maturation and their interaction with the environment around them (Mcleod, 2022).

Katz and Evangelow and Hartman (1990) argue that mixed age groupings mirror family and neighbourhood groupings which have provided children with a strong socialisation and education. Mixed age groupings are made up of children who are at least one year apart in age in the same classroom. A mixture of ages in a classroom setting can be beneficial for children that are functioning below average for children in their age group. Children may feel there is less pressure on them and find it less stressful to interact with children who are younger than them, as they may be at the same level of development. These types of interaction can increase their motivation and self-confidence. 

French (1984) carried out research and discovered that younger children allocated roles that included leadership, being helpful and sympathetic to the older children. Whilst the older children seen the younger children needing more help and instruction. Throughout the study, French identified that age was not a key aspect in the children’s friendship choices. Recognising that mixed-age group classrooms do not restrict friendships that are formed. From the research, it is suggested that children are often aware of the different ages and attributes associated with age. As a result, younger and older children in mixed-age groups will change their behaviour and vary their exceptions depending on the ages involved (Katz and Evangelow and Hartman, 1990).

Maria Montessori established an educational method that evolves the way children learn naturally; she opened the first Montessori school in 1907 (American Montessori Society, 2023). Montessori believed that children should be placed in mixed-age group classes in accordance with their development not their age. She established that social skills are developed as usually younger children can feel frightened by children who are older than them. Therefore, when they are placed in mixed-age group settings it can enable younger children to feel comfortable socialising with older children and can improve their self-esteem (Step by Step, 2017).

On the other hand, Song and Spradlin and Plucker (2009) recognise the limitations to mixed-age classes. Parents often challenge the mixed age as they could raise concerns about the quality of instruction their children will be receiving. Often, parents of older children think their children will learn less, more over parents of younger children may think their child will be too challenged leading to them losing confidence in their ability. They also acknowledge that a lot of teachers reported having little preparation for teaching students of different ages and around eight in ten teachers give differentiated instructions to adapt to the curriculums and each child’s needs. 

Mcleod (2019) defines a case study as an investigation that is in-depth, either of a single person, group, event, or community. Usually with data collected from a range of sources and from using several methods, for example, observations and interviews. Cherry (2022) describes the purpose of a case study as something that enables the researcher to learn as much as they can about an individual or group, which then allows information to be generalised to other people. McCombes (2022) states that a case study typically includes qualitative and quantitative methods. She mentions that using a case study can enables researchers to gain concrete, contextual and in-depth knowledge about a specific real-world subject. Thomas (2016) expresses that if a researcher uses a case study to undertake their research, they have one focus and look at this focus in detail. He states “a case study is about the particular rather than the general. You cannot generalise from a case study” (p. 3). Thomas and Myers (2015, p.53.) discuss the division of a case study into two parts: the subject and the object. “(I) the subject of the study, which is the case itself; and (ii) the object, which is the analytical frame or theory through which the subject is viewed and which the subject explicates.”

Although an exploratory case study was carried out for this research, Universal Class (2023) discusses the variety of case studies that can be used as the design frame for research. The types include explanatory, exploratory, intrinsic, and instrumental. Each case studies differs depending on the thesis and/or hypothesis that is trying to be proved; albeit it is possible for different case studies to clash. Chopard and Przybylski (2021, p. 1) determine an exploratory case study as something used to “develop an initial understanding of the program and phenomenon of interest.” They define an explanatory case study as “typically used to answer “how” and “why” questions about a particular phenomenon” (p. 2). 

A case study is extremely adaptable to suit the researcher and the nature of the research question. Lohman (2021) discusses the flexibility of a case study; she adds that it enables the researcher to collect data through various means and at different stages of the research. The ability to secure the context and lived reality of participants is another benefit to using case studies. Zainal (2007) supports the advantages of using case studies for research. He explains how the use of qualitative and quantitative data is often used, which enables sound analysis of data. Murphy (2014) adds how case studies are flexible forms of research design, they can be conducted at a time suitable for the researcher and allow more comprehensive research to be carried out in the future. 

Despite the advantages of a case study, there are drawbacks to them. The risk of bias is great as the researcher’s opinions and preferences could potentially influence the research (Lohman, 2021). Gaille (2018) identifies a drawback as the analysation of data can take longer as there is a large amount of it. The researcher needs to verify the information to guarantee accuracy. Gaille also argues that for a case study to be effective, the sample size must be small.  

The participants for this research included children between the ages of three and five from a nursery and reception class. Along with, one teacher and two teaching assistants. Consent forms were given to all children to obtain consent from their parents to take part in the research. However, a very limited number were returned, therefore only ten children were able to take part in the research. 

A research method is an approach that is used to achieve the answer to the research question. When selecting research methods to use, it is key to identify what the research goal is first (Virginia Institute, 2021). University of Newcastle (2023) defines research methods as “strategies, processes or techniques utilized in the collection of data or evidence for analysis in order to uncover new information or create better understanding of a topic”. The research methods that were chosen for the case study included observations, field notes and questionnaires. The three of these methods produced qualitative data.

National Foundation for Educational Research (2013) describe the characteristics of qualitative data as complex, personal, and rich. It examines attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and perceptions and takes into consideration experiences as they are lived. Qualitative data is not gathered in the form of numbers and allows the researcher to explore the topic in great depth. It also requires the researcher to be able to make links between the data when it is being analysed. Vaughan (2021) explains a benefit to using qualitative data is that it is a flexible approach.  He adds that it enables the researcher to promptly change questions, the setting, or any variable to improve responses. Furthermore, Rahman (2016) states another advantage of using qualitative data is that it constructs detailed descriptions of the participants feelings, opinions, and experiences as well as, exhibiting the reasoning behind their actions. Another advantage includes that qualitative research methods enable the researcher to directly interact with the participants whilst it is happening.  

In contrast, there are disadvantages to using qualitative data for research, Gaille (2018) recognises that the researcher should be experienced, they should have sound interviewing skills, be able to ask follow-up questions and should form professional bonds with participants to establish reliable and accurate data. He also mentions that it is time consuming as it may require various sessions if the sample size is large. Anpar Research (2020) supports Gaille’s argument on the limitation of having a researcher that is skilled.  

Observations are “an act of recognising and noting a fact or occurrence often involving measurements with instruments” (Webster 2023). There are various types of observations that can take place, however some common ones include naturalistic observations, where the researcher will observe and study the participants in their environment and real-life setting and will not manipulate their behaviour. A covert observation which would occur when the participants are unaware, they are being observed, this would naturally occur in a public place. Participant observations, likewise, occur in real-life settings, however, the researcher will engage themselves in the participant group as time develops (George, 2022). Observation was the key research method for this research question, as the age group of the children is young, observing the children would be more beneficial than anything else. Penn State (N.D) announce that when observing children, it enables the researcher to connect with children and discover their connections to their surroundings and peers. 

The benefit of using this research method is that it is one of the easiest ways to collect data, very little knowledge is needed, and it is a lot more accessible than other research methods. Similarly, less cooperation is expected from the participants. Some participants may have social communication difficulties, so to be interviewed could lead to them withdrawing from the research. Whereas, for observations they are not required to complete anything unusual (Prasanna, 2022). Additionally, the researcher can collect data where and when the activity is happening (CDC, 2018). This allows the data to be raw, however this data could be impacted by the participant’s age.

On the other hand, there are certain problems with the use of observations, for example, personal bias of the observer/researcher. The personal view of the observer can sometimes create barriers for making valid generalisation. The researcher may also have pre-conceptions which can diminish the focus of the observation (Choudary, 2023). Another problem that observations can have is that it can be difficult to verify the validity of the data obtained Java Point (2021). These limitations were taken into consideration when deciding the final research methods.

A questionnaire is a list of questions that is used to collect data from participants about their beliefs, attitudes, experiences, and opinions. When creating a questionnaire, it is important to consider the questions, ensuring they are valid, reliable and will address the research question (See appendix C.) Questionnaires can include both open and closed-ended questions or a mix of both. Closed ended questions give the participants a set choice of answers to select from (Bhandari, 2022). Open ended questions require the participant to answer the question in their own words and enables the researcher to have more information (Smart Survey, 2023).

Using questionnaires is one of the more practical ways to discover data for a case study. When the word investigation regarding education is considered, often questionnaire is the first research tool that is thought of. They enable researchers to collect an extensive range of data in a short period of time. Another advantage to using questionnaires is there is a high chance that the researcher can analyse and present findings quickly and clearly by using percentages and/or figures. Whilst, questionnaires are effective, they do have drawbacks which can limit the effectiveness of them. For example, typically, they are only designed at a descriptive level which leads to data that is not in-depth or detailed. Considering that usually questionnaires are written or include having to read, the important consideration is that not all participants may be illiterate. This can be a reason that impacts the amount of returned questionnaires the researcher receives, along with time consuming and the right to withdraw (Bartram, 2019).

The final research method used for the research was the use of field notes (see appendix D). Tenzek (2017) determines field notes as a qualitative approach that uses written observations which get recorded during or straight after an observation has taken place. They are a collection of notes taken by the researcher from their observed experience in a particular setting or environment. Field notes should include two parts, descriptive information which the researcher accurately records the date and time along with settings, actions and behaviours observed. Then reflective information, where the researcher records their thoughts and concerns regarding the observation (USC Library, 2023).

An advantage of using field notes is that it enables the researcher to write memos or keywords during the observation and then this can help form their final field notes (Nottingham AC, N.D.) Tessier (2012) mentions that although field notes can take a long time, they are simple and easy to do and that is why researchers often choose to use them. She also adds that they are key to keeping ideas from interviews and observations as often they can get lost. On the other hand, field notes are unable to be replayed unlike an audio recording, this can often lead to the loss of crucial information. Researchers are typically then found to having incomplete or biased research. 

As a researcher, considering how the data will be analysed is imperative. For instance, a researcher would need to plan the format and structure of a questionnaire to ensure they are going to receive the correct data they are trying to obtain. When planning how the data is going to be analysed, the researcher must acknowledge what they are planning on doing with the data when they have got it, how it will be processed and analysed. They must also consider how the results will be verified and validated (Cohen and Manion and Morrison, 2007). Kelley (2023) explains that data analysis is the process of which raw data is processed to extract relevant information. This procedure helps minimise the risk of poor decision making and provides helpful insights and statistics to the participants answers. 

To analyse the data for this research question, a thematic data analysis approach was used. Kiger and Varpio (2020) describe thematic analysis as a practical approach to analysing qualitative data. Braun and Clarke (2006) recognise thematic analysis as a method to identify, analyse and report patterns within data. It enables the researcher to organise and describe data in strong detail. Braun and Clarke suggest a six-step process to completing thematic analysis. First, the researcher familiarises themselves with the data; transcribe, reading, noting down initial ideas. Then generate initial codes, next the researcher must search for themes within the data presented. They then review the themes identified, next they should generate clear definitions and names for each theme and finally produce a report. 

Noble and Smith (2015) consider reliability and validity of data to ensure credibility in quantitative research. They add then when researchers assess the reliability of study findings and data, it allows them to make judgements on the soundness of the research. Qualitative data is often frowned up on as it can lack scientifical evidence, the use of poor justification methods, lack of transparency and the findings can be subject to research bias. There are different strategies that can be adopted to ensure the credibility of the findings. One of the strategies includes data triangulation, ensuring that various methods are utilised to build a set of findings that are more comprehensive. 

When conducting research, being an ethical researcher is crucial. Before taking part in the research, the class teacher was made aware of what the research question was and what research methods were going to be used. Prior to research taking place, an ethics form (see appendix A) was completed. An ethics form is a document that gives information about the research being completed to ensure standards are being met (University of Derby, 2023). 

Gaining consent when doing research is key, without this, the research would be unable to take place. British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018) explains that participants are typically expected to give voluntary informed consent to be involved in a study. However, participants have the right to withdraw, therefore, researchers must be open to the possibility of them withdrawing their consent at any point. A consent form was issued to the parents of the children in the class (see appendix B) to gain consent. They were made aware that they could withdraw at any point. When completing research with children of a young age, it can limit the extent of what they understand or whether they agree voluntary to participate. Therefore, assent is needed for them to take part. The children were made aware that observations were taking place and they had the choice to use a happy or sad octopus to display whether they would continue. When the teachers and teaching assistants were asked to complete the questionnaire, they were made aware that they had the right to withdraw at any point.

Keeping the participants data confidential and anonymous is necessary when carrying out research. As a researcher, they should understand the entitlement of the participants to privacy and therefore, give them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity. To do this, the researcher can employ a fictionalising approach to anonymise anyone that has taken part in the research (BERA, 2018). Throughout the data analysis, each child that was observed will be labelled with a letter. By doing this, there is no way that any data can be linked back to the participants. BERA (2018) announce that researchers should be aware of the consequences that participants can face, should it be possible to identify them from the data. When the research was completed, the data was stored on an iCloud device which was protected by a password. BERA (2018) states that the researcher must adhere to the legal requirements in relation to the storage and usage of data. The consent form that was sent out, explained what would happen with the data and if the parents wished to request for a copy of the results to contact the researcher. 

As mentioned, the research question was ‘what are the social experiences of students in a mixed age-group setting?’. A questionnaire was distributed to the class teacher and two teaching assistants (see appendix C). After comparing all three questionnaires, the answers do display similar thoughts and opinions on the social skills of the current class. Question two, ‘do you think there is a positive impact on their social skills?’ was answered by one participant and they stated, “children develop at different rates, older children who may have social development delay will be able to interact confidently at their level if they are in a mixed class.” This is support by Maria Montessori as she believes older children with social delay can feel more confident if their peers are at a similar level too them. However, one participant answered stating “usually in a mixed class the younger pupils have good role models to look up to for social skills, however in our current cohort there are several children with behavioural needs who aren’t the best role models”. This was also displayed when the researcher was carrying out the observations. Question five ‘do you think the children mingle ages or stick to their own class?’ presented similar opinions. However, one commented on the fact that although the classroom routine allows nursery and reception to have time separately, when they are integrated, nursery often play alongside the reception children rather than interacting. This links to Parten (1932) six stages of play, the nursery children are going through the parallel play stage. 

Only ten consent forms were returned to the researcher therefore when undertaking observations, it was difficult to get a range of data. However, it was clear that there are different needs within the classroom, ranging from ALN to behavioural needs to EAL. This had a significant impact on the social skills. When children start school in September, a bassline assessment is completed, these help teachers understand the needs of each child (Bailey, 2019). The reception and the nursery children have a low baseline; therefore, their social skills are already behind where they should be for their age. Something the researcher found a key theme was that the nursery children tend to complete activities that include work, for example maths worksheets. Compared to the reception children who would interact with the role play areas and undertake activities that included more socialisation. Another thing noticed during the observations was when the children are all together for whole class input, the nursery children would often watch the older children. For example, due to ALN some children find it difficult to focus, this then leads to them being out of their seat or becoming fussy. Frequently the nursery children would copy the habits of the reception children as they think it is the right thing to be doing. The researcher picked up on that when the children are called in groups to complete work, they are called by year group, rather than ability. Meaning, nursery would work alongside peers from their cohort and the same for reception,

In conclusion, the case study has found that in a mixed-age group classroom, there are various social experiences that happen. All the social experiences that take place have various factors as to whether positive or negative impacts. For example, the high percentage of ALN in the class can affect the social skills that both nursery and reception have. Going forward, further research that could be piloted might include whether ALN can affect the social skills or look specifically at role models and the role of the more knowledgeable other. Carrying on with further research can link in with professional standard ‘continuing professional learning’. This standard is about the development of professional growth for the individual. By undertaking further research, it can enable the researcher to gain a better understanding of why certain things happen in the classroom. 

A strategy that could be implemented into the classroom to help develop the social experiences might be when children are set to complete activities, instead of them choosing where they go and who with, the teacher could create a carousel for the activities and include groups that are mixed with nursery and reception children. According to the National Council for Special Education (2020) social skills can be improved by various methods including, active listening and turn taking. Which during the activity carousel would take place, this then enables the social experiences to be rich and purposeful.
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