During the first segment of professional teaching experience (PTE), It was noticed that many children lacked the independence to complete their work and some of the children found the differentiated work chosen for them was not challenging enough or, inversely, too challenging. This may be a barrier to the children’s learning. This intrigued me as differentiating work is intended to improve children’s attainment and not leaving children behind and ensuring all children are challenged at the appropriate level. The purpose of this research is to find out if allowing children to choose their level of work allows them to challenge themselves appropriately and promote the independence necessary for that age group.
With this in mind, I discussed this problem with my research partner to see if we could adapt our teaching to ensure that children were offered an opportunity to complete work and progress in the desired and required manner. Subsequently we created our research question ‘How can we improve pupil engagement through self-selection of task level in a KS2 classroom?’. As can be seen in the question, the elements that we are looking at are pupil engagement during a lesson where children are granted the option to choose the level of the work they complete. Usually the children are given the level of work that the teacher deems most appropriate for that child with the majority of lessons split into 3 differing ability groups. It is also anticipated that an increase in engagement should lead to more progress made academically.
My class are a year 5 class in an affluent suburb of a large South Wales city and shall be known as School A. My partner’s class is a year 3 and year 4 mixed class in a more deprived area in the South Wales valleys and is in a small village. This school shall be known as school B.
Both partners decided to teach maths as this was deemed to be the most straight forward subject to use this method and be able to show the differentiation to the children more easily for this research project. Going forward, other subjects could be used but as it is one lesson for each partner to teach, we needed to be able to allow enough time for the children to work and get to grips with the idea of choosing their own work. Other subjects may have taken slightly longer to explain to the children and therefore, it would have been harder to observe for the required time for this snapshot of research.
Lit review
With this research focus, it was important to read around the subject.  This method of teaching allows us to look at many different theories within education and how they link in with other previous research.
Firstly, the whole idea of a child’s mindset playing an important role in their learning has been developed and more importantly, a child having a growth mindset (Dweck, 2008). Dweck has written about a child’s own perception of learning affecting their attainment and ability to learn. The theory is that children tend to have either a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. The fixed mindset being that the child has a certain level of intelligence and won’t necessarily become more intelligent. The growth mindset is where a child believes that they can always improve on their ability and intelligence. When encountering difficulties in their learning, a child with a growth mindset is more likely to overcome that difficulty. The idea then, is to promote the growth mindset in the children we teach. This strategy can do this by encouraging children to challenge themselves in their learning but also if they reach difficulties, they can change their chosen difficulty until they are sure they can grasp the challenge at that level and then build on that. The children can be aware when they are struggling at a certain lesson and choose a level to make them more comfortable to build themselves up to a level they believe they should be at. Therefore, the child is overcoming their barrier to learning and hopefully building on that. We can therefore, view how this approach to differentiation may affect a child’s growth mindset.
Dweck (2008) also found that teachers who held one of the two mindsets tended to pass that onto the children. So, if the teacher had a fixed mindset, for example, the children who they deemed were more able would continue to achieve greater achievements and those deemed lower ability were not pushed and therefore did not improve on their ability. Therefore, it would be encouraged to allow children to create this growth mindset and give them the environment to do that. A limitation to this idea, which is mentioned but not really acted on by Dweck, is that children can show traits of both growth mindset and fixed mindset and may not be wholly one type. This is to be considered when Dweck discusses the idea as this may skew her results and have a bias to her predisposed views.
As written by Claxton (2018), it is believed that people, including children, have three modes of thinking. They are learning mode, performance mode and defence mode. These are modes that can be observed in the class room. Learning mode, which is the desired mode for the classroom, consists of the children having the ability to grasp new ideas, make mistakes and evaluate those mistakes to progress learning. There is also a want to learn, as opposed to just completing a task. The performance mode can be interpreted as completing the task accurately without any miscalculations. The defence mode puts the child into survival state, not trying to learn, not trying to perform, just ‘getting by’. The idea is that the children should always be in the learning mode during lessons, so they get the most out of them. The children should be free to make mistakes and learn from them during the course of a lesson and not just believe that they have to get something right every time. Allowing the children to change the activity they are choosing during the lesson allows them to make these mistakes and change activity if they deem it necessary. With hope, they will learn from their mistakes and not just move into the survival mode. This idea links to Dweck’s mindset theory and builds on it to show that children change mindset essentially. A child may not always be in the growth mindset or learning mode and they will be able to switch to the necessary mode when applicable.
Hattie (2018), concluded that metacognition, or thinking about thinking, allowed children to become aware of their learning. This can then encourage them to seek out the best way for them to learn themselves. This was understood to allow the children to question themselves more regularly and also increased their curiosity which can lead to them asking more questions to the teacher. As the curiosity is increased, the child is more likely to learn as they are more involved in the learning.

Hattie (2009) in his synthesis of meta-analysis has discussed that engagement has shown correlation with achievement. He also puts forward the notion that engagement alone may not necessarily be an indicator of achievement, as they may just look busy and engaged rather than fully understanding and may be acting to not bring attention to their lack of knowledge.

Differentiation in class has been implemented throughout education for a number of years. The idea of differentiation is to allow all children to work at a level they are at. Furthermore, it means that in theory that no child’s learning suffers in a lesson, lower ability children are not over-stretched and higher ability children are challenged enough that the learning is purposeful (Hayes, 2008). Therefore, differentiation should be prevalent in all lessons where it is appropriate as to include all children.
Differentiation can be adapted, and the children allowed to choose their own difficulty. The differentiation can stay the same, but the teacher no longer tells each student which level they are to work on, the student themselves decide. This is taking into account the children deciding on their learning and assessment (Hargreaves, 2005). This is a form of formative assessment that the child is in control of (Clarke, 2014).
Some barriers to student choice were highlighted by Kone (1993) in that some teachers have not got the freedom to allow children to make decision on their learning. Education has changed somewhat since these ideas were put forward and this way of teaching and learning is much more prevalent and therefore resistance from teachers is becoming less. The curriculum, in Wales especially, has changed since the early 90’s and now there is much more emphasise on pupil choice and creating independent pupils. This is even more relevant in the current climate as implied in the recommendations to changes to the National curriculum in Wales by Donaldson (2015).

Research Methods
The method used for this research was Lesson Study (Dudley, 2014). This involves devising and planning a research lesson with my partner and one partner teaching that lesson. The other partner shall observe the children throughout the lesson with particular concentration on three focus children. With this method, we will be looking at children’s learning and not the teaching itself. 
The size of our study cohort is three children. This number was chosen so that we can truly observe those selected in great detail. We felt this number was manageable in the class sizes we have. The chosen pupils have been selected as a representative cohort of the class. One child was chosen from each of the three ability level groups in each class, lower ability, middle ability and higher ability/more able and talented. Generalisations for the class may be able to be gleaned from this cohort. The children were chosen by each research partner and this selection was then conferred with the class teacher to confirm the selection was appropriate.
Our data comes from the teaching partner’s reflection, the non-teaching partners observations and from the focus interview. These will be compared to the literature that has previously been reviewed. This follows the Brookfield (1998) Four Lenses approach. We have adapted this slightly to suit our study. The colleague lens shall contain any key observations of the three focus children and also the observed engagement and well-being scores.
The colleague lens observational techniques we used are based on the Leuven scale (Laevers, 
The focus group interviews have been included to incorporate pupil voice and allow them to help us form an improved version of the teaching strategy. This is in conjunction with Welsh Government guidelines (2011) on pupil participation. It is good practice to include children in the decision that shape their school life and aiding us in our teaching strategies is acknowledging this.
The majority of the data collected was qualitative in the form of field notes and interview in a focus group. The numerical values produced from the Leuven scale are the only qualitative data in this study. We chose to use quantatative data as it is more flexible and offers us more discussion.
The reflection on each lesson will be executed using the Gibbs reflection cycle. This method was chosen because…
The pupil interview shall form the basis of the child’s pint of view section of Brookfield’s four lens approach. The children will be sat as a group for the interviews, so they are not felt to be under any further pressure and to help them feel at ease. This has been found to be a successful approach to interviewing children (Cohen et al., 2011).




The observations looked at the engagement and well-being of the focus children. We will use the research method of Lesson Study (Peter Dudley), where we will observe the whole class for engagement and well-being. We shall concentrate on 3 children to observe and then interview those children after the lesson, asking questions related to their thoughts of the method used and how this affected their engagement and well-being. The research will be conducted in a partnership. One partner will take the lesson in their partnership school, whilst the other trainee will make written observations as detailed below.



10 minutes post choice
This was intended to show how the child responds after choosing their level of activity and attempting said activity. This is a time where the child has had an opportunity to begin the activity and self-regulate whether this is the correct level for them and if not, to change the level of activity.

Results
As shown in table 1, the children of the class in School B did not show a dramatic change in their well being or engagement throughout the lesson. This is demonstrated by each child having a range of 1 for both well-being and engagement throughout the observation. Child 1 shows some increase in their engagement and well-being (from 3 to 4) at ten minutes post choice. This engagement is sustained until the final observation point of the lesson, thirty minutes post-choice, where the engagement then drops one point, down to three.


Analysis

Lesson 1
As the children chosen are a representation of the class as a whole, it can be assumed that this is a fair portrayal of the class as a whole. This can be limiting though, as the three focus pupils, although much consideration is taken, may not actually represent the feelings of the rest of the class due to the nature of the study and own individual’s emotions.

Improvements to be made from 1st lesson
Some not challenged enough.
From the interviews, we elicited that one of the children did not feel challenged enough from the work they completed. This can be a limitation with differentiation as although much thought is taken into account when setting work that is at a challenging level for the pupils, it is hard to gauge what is appropriate for every child in a class of around thirty. This child is a more able and talented child so it was expected that they would be able to complete the activity set for them. This child highlighted that the highest difficulty challenge was too easy for them and wished to be tested further.
Related to the previous observation, the children also enquired about adding extra levels of difficulty and having more choice. With this in mind, an extra level of difficulty shall be added to the second lesson so there shall be four different choices. This also eliminates the child choosing the middle as their not sure what to choose. They will then have to consider their options rather than just picking the middle option.
Work to be explained before the choices made. (potentially sheet on visualiser)
Another recommendation given via the focus group interview was that each option of difficulty was explained to the children prior to them making the choice. In lesson one, there was a brief description of what each worksheet consisted of, but no examples given. This, according to the children interviewed, made their decision of which level of differentiation to choose more difficult. It also meant that the children tended to choose the level at which they normally complete. For example, the more able children, tended to choose the most difficult (most challenging), the middle ability children tended to choose the middle difficulty (more challenging) and the lower ability children tended to choose the lowest difficulty activity (challenging).
When the different activities were demonstrated and displayed to the children, they could then make a more informed choice of which activity to choose.
Choice not always correct initially – good to be able to change if too easy.
One child in the focus interview said they had originally made the wrong decision of which sheet they chose to work on. The first sheet they choose they deemed too tricky for themselves so wanted to make the decision to choose a sheet that was easier. This child later moved back to the worksheet that was more difficult and progressed through the challenge. The children agreed that the opportunity to change their decision should be present. The three children proposed that the chance to change their mind should be offered more frequently as they had been informed that they could do this, but they felt reluctant to at first as they didn’t want to do something that they thought would be incorrect.

Name of difficulties could be – Challenge/ more challenging/most challenging / Ultimate challenge
What the activities were called in School B came under scrutiny as the children were not too keen on the names. The children thought that the identifiers of each level were slightly off putting as they thought they sounded more challenging than they were. One child recalled that they did not choose the highest level at first because of its name (Trickiest) and were too anxious to choose it. They then went on to attempt that worksheet and were surprised that they found it a very comfortable level for them. Upon evaluation, we came to the conclusion that we should re-name the differentiated levels. Therefore, in lesson two, the work sheets shall be renamed; challenge, more challenging, most challenging and, the added fourth level of difficulty, ultimate challenge.


Conclusions
A limitation to using the Leuven scale to gauge well-being and engagement was that the value is created from just a small fragment of time observed. This may not reflect an overall view of how engaged the child is or how they are feeling.  A strength of this observation technique is that it is quick to record and allows attention to be kept on the participant rather than writing down large quantities of field notes on the observed children. This correlates with previous documentation on observing children (Herr, J., 2016)
The cohort was deemed representative of the class due to ability. Although much care was taken to choose appropriate participants, this does not necessarily reflect that every other child in that ability grouping would act accordingly. There is also a wide range of ability within each ability group which may not be represented. The small number of participants was still the correct amount to be used to observe in one lesson as too many more, would have seen the research partners miss key moments of observation with certain children. There is a possibility that up to five children could be chosen to be observed. This feels that it would be manageable, but this would have to be trialled by the research partners to ensure it was accomplishable. This may also be affected by the children being observed and the class room dynamics. If a child was to move around the class room, this would be made more difficult to observe all of the selected children. Additionally, if the children are all based at different spaces in the class room, this would be more demanding.
My observation of one child in particular, my research partner was surprised about. My observation of him was objective and purely based on what I could see and how this linked with the Leuven scale. My research partner assured me that the child in question was engaging more than I had observed and was enjoying the work more. As I did not know the child and had no previous observations of him, this was problematic to gauge. This is a further limitation to the lesson study method and also the observation techniques used. Although it is crucial to get an objective view on the children, this does not take into account their usual behaviour, as there is no knowledge of this.
Although we were not aware of any issues with the children observed, this may also have an affect on the child’s engagement and well-being. There may be external concerns that the child may have which are foreign to the classroom but may influence them. This has the possibility to skew any observational data that is recorded, especially with regards to the Leuven scale.
Using the Leuven scale generated some issues in this study. The descriptions given for each value in the scale were largely inaccurate to represent the behaviours of the children in class. Retrospectively, we can see that the children did not fluctuate on the scale much during the study and were largely confined to values of three and four (occasional bouts of two). The values of one and five are extremely unlikely to occur in the classroom, especially at Key Stage Two. Therefore, this scale should be rectified for more mature learners or another used for future studies.
The use of the teaching partner’s reflections as part of the qualitative data has its strengths and also its limitations. A reflection can in some instances become quite subjective. The teaching partner may have pessimistic or optimistic tendencies and therefore, concentrate on negatives or positives, respectively, of the lesson. All parts need to be observed so therefore, both positives and negatives should be scrutinised.
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