2306243		ECAD 7004


Targets:
	Aim to maintain an academic tone throughout your writing and avoid making unsubstantiated claims 

	· Used a thesaurus to use implement more academically toned words, as well as support from peers to alter my wording to make it sound more professional and academic 


	Proof read you work for greater clarity of expression and avoidance of repetitive points - its important to build and move forward with an argument 

	· Proofread and altered by myself. Then proofread by peers and a parent prior to final submission


	To develop your critical thinking, consider alternative viewpoints 

	· For an argument/point made, an opposing argument/point followed showing criticality and alternate arguments 




 



















How does classroom layout effect learning?
Word count: 4,779
Student Number: 2306243



[bookmark: _GoBack]









This research project aims to understand children's perceptions of mixed ability grouping in the classroom. This will be done through gaining insight into how they feel about support levels from peers during learning, as the social learning theories proposes that children learn from those around them (Mcleod, 2024; Gelman, 2010). This topic is of significant interest due to varying practices in educational settings, where some institutions organise children based on ability while others do so randomly, as ability grouping (within class and setting) is most common (Hallam et al., 2010) . Ability grouping has been found to create a fixed mindset for children, where children who are in the “low” group, will begin feeling that they precisely that, which can have detrimental effects to well-being and achievement (Dewitt, 2016). Therefore, as this setting in which research will take place groups children mixed, it is of interest to this case study to delve into. Also, there appears to be limited research exploring children's perspectives on this matter, therefore, the reason for interviewing children firsthand is to gain a deeper understanding of mixed ability grouping effects. The school where the research will take place is in an urban area. The classroom in which the research will take place consists of a range of abilities, from low, middle, to high. One child in the classroom has medical needs and receives one-to-one support, another child has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and another child has Autism and ADHD. Overall, there are thirty children within the classroom, whom are between the ages of six and seven. In relation to the aim of this research, the research question at hand ‘How does classroom layout effect learners’ learning?’. With the aim of answering the research question, a focus group of five children will be interviewed, using open and closed-ended questions, to gain deeper insight into children's views on learning in a mixed ability setting. 
Literature review
UNICEF explains that “inclusive education allows students of all backgrounds to learn and grow side by side, to the benefit of all” (UNCRC, 1990), although The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) proposes that attaining high-quality equitable education for all learners throughout education is a noted challenge, but an important one to tackle, as if children don't receive the opportunity to reach their full potential in education, it can cause detrimental effects to academic outcomes, development, and risk of falling into poverty (Canton, 2021). Researchers propose that learning occurs throughout one's lifetime, and this happens largely through social context such as parents/carers, teachers, and peers (Felice et al., 2022), therefore all people surrounding individuals are important in relation to academic development, which supports Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, that explains those in a child's immediate environment (microsystem) influence a child’s development (Crawford, 2020). Such research and theory also hold significance in relation to the constructivist learning theory that proposes that learners are active participants in their learning progression, and that the knowledge they acquire is based upon experiences (Kurt, 2021). Whereas others explain that when children learn with and alongside their peers in the class, whilst encouraging and supporting development in areas such as cooperation skills, and development of morally considered social behaviours (Gillies, 2004). Placing both the environment and peers together, creates a community, therefore, relating to Vygotsky’s Theory of Cognitive Development which explains that a more knowledgeable other (MKO) whether it be a teacher, parent, coach, or a peer, are central to children acquiring new skills, and furthering their academic progress, in their zone of proximal development (ZPD) (the gap between what a child can do independently and what they can achieve with guidance) (McLeod, 2024).
Though research suggests that children learn from interaction with one another, there is a divide in findings on whether children learn best from those on similar academic levels as them, or from those of different levels. These differences have caused a divide across opinions on if children should be grouped at mixed ability (heterogeneous) or grouped with those at similar ability (homogeneous) (Mugabi, 2019). A study conducted by Byers et al. (2004) discovered that children perceived homogenous classes to be beneficial towards their academic progress, but detrimental to their social needs and development. Overall, in this study the children appeared to value having similar peers in homogenous classes for support in academic progression, and the social diversity of being in heterogeneous classes.  Although, a government press release based on Ofsted results (Ofsted, 2013) discovered from lesson observations to secondary schools, that many students were not reaching their full potential. They explained that students were performing lower than they were capable of, as the work was challenged at a middle level, and not extended to the most able, therefore there was no challenge for the more able and talented (MAT) children, more challenge based around those of lower ability (LA). Though these findings are based on secondary school results, it still holds relevance in primary education, as when children aren’t encouraged across all their education journey, this can cause precipitate adverse consequences such as diminished self-esteem, motivation, and academic achievement. In relation to ability grouping, Marsh et al. (2018) discovered over a six year period, that children who were labeled as the ‘low ability group’ in education, have been found to hold lower self-concept, and those in ‘high ability group’ who hold higher self-concept, as children labelled as the lower groups, tended to internalised the belief that they are not as capable as their higher achieving peers. Although Marsh et al. (2018) research was conducted mainly from the first five years of comprehensive school, this research is still important to consider as the effects of ability grouping may be prevalent across age ranges, such as in primary school children, which may cause a detrimental start academic and well-being development. For example, in some settings, teachers organise groups based on ability within the class setting, for example different abilities placed on different tables to cater for different needs (Hallam and Parson, 2013), which may cause the low-self concepts that Marsh et al. (2018).
A distinctive feature of primary schools is that one each teacher holds responsibility for the delivery of the whole curriculum (Ridley, 1982), which in recent years, primary schools in Wales have been provided with increased autonomy in determining methodologies and approaches to curriculum delivery, whilst aligning with provided government guidance (Welsh Government, 2023). In my years of classroom experience, primary school classrooms have been traditionally, grouped by academic levels, whereas my more recent experience in the classroom practiced different, wherein pupils are assembled in heterogeneous, mixed ability groupings, exhibiting weekly variations where at the start of every week, these groups are altered at random. 
Drawn from research, theories, and practice, this topic of mixed versus ability grouping has sparked an interest for my professional development and understanding, therefore has l impelled me towards a dedicated research endeavor, where I will seek to investigate the dynamics of a mixed-ability classroom by employing a qualitative approach through semi-structured interviews with a focused group  of students, aiming to gain insight to how children feel about classroom organisation, and how they perceive it to be support/unsupportive towards their overall academic development.
Case Study
A case study stands out as one of the prevailing methodologies in social research (Priya, 2021). It is an empirical investigation that looks closely at a given phenomenon, in a real-life context. Yin (2009) claims that case studies are not merely data collection methods, but more so a research strategy aimed at studying distinct entity within society. Yin (2009) also explains that case studies aim to explore and/or identify research questions, in a comprehensible way. Although, a challenge may arise within a case study involving children, as there may be a perceived power difference between adults and children (Ponizovsky, 2019), which may drive children to become more reserved during the interview process, hence the importance of keeping preconceptions from interfering. Therefore, the shift from research “on” children, to research “with” children has created an impact, where the power can be deemed as handed over to the children, where they hold power in their interaction with the researcher, and research (Jørgensen, 2021). 
Literature explains that interviews and open-ended questioning strengthens researchers' ability to discover rich and interesting feedback from children, which may not yet be explored. Clark (2010) suggested that the challenge is evident in selecting appropriate questions and expressions for children to be provided with the opportunity to share their ideas, Dunphy and Farrell (2011) places importance on listening to learner's ideas, as well as noticing body language, in oppose to solely listening to what they communicate. Dunphy and Farrell (2011) discussion relates to Parker (1984) who explains that case studies allow for researchers to delve into the perspectives of children, when they are listened to, and their rights are respected throughout.
Regarding the strengths of using case studies when conducting research with children, benefits are prevalent and arrays. An identified benefit can be that case studies allow for new hypotheses and variables to be identified through a combination of deduction and induction, expanded explanations on historical contexts, and attain high levels of validity (Bennett, 2004). Opposing to strengths of case studies, there are clear limitations. Yin (2009) explains that during case studies, the chance of unaccounted factors arising and causing research to be interrupted can cause detrimental effects in relation to the results. This then falls into the limitations of external validity, which causes issues regarding whether the research findings will not be generalised, causing it to in ineligible to be transferred or carried over to future research. 
Within this investigation's scope, a group of five children, aged six and seven, will be interviewed using open and closed-ended questions, intending to uncover their perspectives on mixed ability grouping. As random selection could lead to a lack of diversity, and not capture relevant feedback to the research project, the participants will be selected and diverse, ranging from different gender, ethnicity and ability to ensure a representative sample. By selecting participants, this will enable valuable insights into the phenomenon, with the possibility of a diverse range of research outcomes.  Although, prior to the case study, as it involves minor who cannot provide full consent for self, in line with the National Health Service [hereafter NHS] (2024), consent will be requested from guardians, and assent from participants will be gained prior to interviews taking place (Sheyab, 2019), along with all involved being made aware of the right to withdraw 
Overall, this case study will delve into a given phenomenon, in a real-life context, to discover the perspectives of children, provided consent and assent is received, in line with NHS (2024). The case study will follow multiple guidelines from research, ranging from maintain validity, excluding preconceptions and creating a positive and open environment to exclude the child-adult power difference. Throughout, ethical guidelines will be followed, provided by the British Educational Research Association (BERA).
Research Methods
[bookmark: _Int_YqhVWBkC]Qualitative research involves collecting and analysing non-numerical data, to gain in-depth insight on a range of concepts, opinions, or experiences, around a chosen research area (Bhandari, 2023). Mandy techniques are used to collect data for a qualitative study, such as observing participants (actively or passively), semi-structured interviews, and organised focus groups. Following data collection, a common practice involves transcribing both field notes and audio recordings into textual transcripts. This process ensures that all information is accurately captured and documented. Once transcribed, the research data undergoes comprehensive analysis and coding utilising qualitative data management methodologies (Busetto et al., 2020). This rigorous analytical phase enables researchers to identify patterns, themes, and insights within the dataset, thereby facilitating the extraction of meaningful conclusions and interpretations from the research findings. Over the course of several years, there has been a noticeable increase in the utilisation of qualitative data collection methods within research focused on children, encompassing a range of approaches, including both group-oriented methodologies such as focused group interviews, as well as more individualised interview techniques, as highlighted by Heary and Hennessy (2012). A qualitative approach to research, using interview questions provides benefit to researchers through supporting the development of rich data drawn from encouragement, open-ended questions, and question requests (Bergelson et al., 2019). It has been suggested that children may feel overawed and nervous when speaking one-on-one with an adult (McCrum and Hughes, 1998, p. 8) and that group discussions can create provide a more positive experience for children as they benefit from the social interaction and collaboration, as well as benefit the researcher as group discussions provide higher sources of information, and a deeper understanding into the research focus (Salvin, 1996). In qualitative interviews, open/closed ended questions are common. In this research, there will be a range of open and closed questions, though some closed questions may lead to follow-up questions. Open ended questions provide benefits such as gaining a wide range of answers and allow participants to think out loud as noted by Hammer and Wildavsky (1993, p. 45), with disadvantages such as the inherent potential for researcher bias, and the challenge of accurately capturing and documenting participants' responses (Hyman and Sierra, 2016). As Robson (2011) advises, the process of creating questions will be carefully monitored, as posing lengthy questions can diminish the interviewee's comprehension of the overall question. Likewise, he advises against using double- or multi-barreled questions, as these types of inquiries can pose challenges for the interviewee in providing accurate responses.
It is important to note that interviewing children stands as the prevailing methodological approach, primarily due to its efficacy in facilitating a comprehensive comprehension of children's perspectives (Moir and Kwansa, 2000). Moreover, given the heterogeneous nature of the focus group participants in terms of their abilities, the use of a verbal approach is deemed the most suitable choice. This consideration stems from the potential for misinterpretation of questions or challenges related to reading comprehension, thus opting for a verbal approach is the most suitable means of engagement. 
Utilising a combination of open and closed questioning techniques, as seen in Appendix 2, throughout the interview process offers an opportunity to explore and comprehend children's perceptions and constructions of meaning regarding their classroom dynamics and structure. This approach enables an investigation into their attitudes towards peer support, experiences within mixed-attainment groupings, and their perspectives on the inclusivity or exclusivity of classroom routines, as outlined in the study by Tereshchenko et al., (2019). The decision to conduct interviews with a mixed-ability focused group not only shapes the research approach but also emphasises the rationale that such methodology offers participants an inclusive platform to articulate their personal narratives and perspectives, thereby creating a rich and diverse exchange of experiences and opinions, as discussed in the findings of Adler et al., (2019). Also, according to the social constructionism theory knowledge and meaning are perceived as socially constructed phenomena.  Within this framework, interviewing children is a way for researchers to elucidate how social interactions contribute to shaping their experiences and perceptions, as Vinney (2019) explains. However, if this theory is present during the interview, it could potentially introduce a challenge during data analysis, as children might echo their peers' responses to maintain conformity, potentially compromising the reliability of the results.
[bookmark: _Int_383dUTzx][bookmark: _Int_qvvvlLBz]Given that the focus group comprises young children of mixed abilities, communication and questioning will be impacted, as the interview will be conducted at a basic level, ensuring clarity and simplicity in language to facilitate understanding and efficient responses from all participants (Gibson, 2012). To minimise pressure on children, and ensure they are comfortable, the interview will be conducted within a classroom setting, a place with which they are familiar. The interview will be audio recorded, alleviating any concerns regarding the presence of a camera, thus minimising potential pressure or self-consciousness among participants. Focus group interviews offer notable advantages by fostering an environment conducive to open discussions where participants can freely exchange perceptions, ideas, opinions, and thoughts (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). Despite the challenges associated with organization and logistical effort, the benefits are conspicuous, manifesting in the enhanced generation of ideas and the attainment of deeper insights into the research question (Tausch and Menold, 2016).
As part of the planning involved in the case study process, the interview session has been strategically scheduled to coincide with the school assembly time. This decision has been made with careful consideration to ensure minimal disruption to both allocated learning periods and leisure time, thereby maximising the opportunity for children to participate fully without any conflicting obligations. By aligning the interview with this designated time, children will be provided with an environment that encourages their undivided attention and engagement. Moreover, conducting the interview during school assembly time aims to create a relaxed atmosphere conducive to open and candid dialogue, facilitating the exploration of children's perspectives and experiences of mixed ability grouping in greater depth. This thoughtful approach underscores the commitment to methodological rigor and ethical considerations outlined by UNICEF (2019).

Data Presentation and Analysis Methods
[bookmark: _Int_jMkd6UsN]As this piece of work is defined as research, it is exploratory driven, where codes are generated from careful reading and understanding of responses, to identify key themes that will support the outline of analysis (Guest, 2019). Therefore, regarding reporting data, the audio recording of the interview will be transcribed onto the secure university drive, including pauses and filler words. Regarding the format, each individual who communicates as part of the interview will have a separate line, and code name, for the purpose of clarity of who is speaking at a given time. Once the audio is transcribed it will be coded, meaning that relevant responses, phrases, or words, will be identified. Following coding, relevant and significant codes will be placed into key themes, meaning that reoccurring topics, concepts or opinions that emerged will be categorised to allow for patterns to be identified.  This approach to reporting qualitative data is defined as thematic analysis, as it allows for close examination and understanding of data (Caulfield, 2023). Similarly, Parker (1984) explains that adults can delve into the perspectives of children through conducting interviews.  Despite the temporal context of Parker (1984) statement, its significance is prevalent as interviews remain a never-ending way to gather information. 
Although as Parker (1984) explains the benefit of conducting thematic analysis, Naeem et al., (2023) recognise it’s complications. Naeem et al., (2023) propose that representing and communicating the final results of the anaysis can cause difficulty in capturing the conceptual essence of research, as biased preconceptions may arise and interfere while identifying themes (Morse et al., 2002). Therefore, to avoid facing any preconception interferences, it’s important to analyse data in a precise and consistent manner, and ensure recording, coding, and creating themes is conducted in enough detail to provide future audiences with the recognition of credible research in order to be trustworthy (Nowell et al., 2017). To ensure this thorough and trustworthy approach to data analysis is consistent throughout, I will follow Guest (2019) and Caulfield (2023) approach to thematic analysis, stated previously.
To ensure credibility, I will spend enough time and effort delving into the research context, in relation to the study's purpose. For the research to be eligibly transferred into a different project I will ensure to maintain sufficient detail and description in regard to the research context, methods and participants, which will provide future readers to assess the relevance and importance of data presentation and analysis within research. Regarding dependability, I will explain in depth how the research was conducted, and how the findings hold relevance, which will support the consistency throughout. Conformability of data analysis will be prevalent throughout, through seeking feedback to validate interpretations, diminish biases that may arise, and maintain a formal approach (Shenton, 2004).
Ethical Considerations
When conducting this research, ethical considerations will be followed (appendix 3). When conducting research that involves children, I will follow the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that grants children with the right to privacy, have their wishes known, listened to, and respected, whilst ensuring that the children and their rights are safeguarded (Clark, 2005). Throughout the research project, I will focus on and follow ethical guidelines for educational research, provided by British Educational Research Association (BERA), where ethical decisions are active and ongoing in assessing and reassessing situations and issues as they may arise. I will also adhere to the University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD) code of ethics and research standards, and standards of good practice.
To prioritise anonymity, when creating the transcript of the audio recorded discussion, I will not use any names, and refer to the children by, for example, ‘Child 1’ (appendix 1). Following the marking of this research project I will delete the audio recording. Only I will have access to the raw data, and all data will be encrypted and stored in password safe cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. No USB sticks will be used, and data transferred will be password protected, to ensure confidentiality. 
Consent procedures will be followed to ensure that all relevant stakeholders, including schools, parents/guardians, and children, are fully informed and have given their consent prior to participation Gaining pupil assent in an educational setting in research is crucial for ethical and effective interaction. Using age-appropriate language, I will explain the research purpose, provide clear and concise information about what will be expected of them, whilst respecting autonomy by providing them with the option to decline participation without consequence and make it clear that they can withdraw at any time. I will foster a safe environment for both the pupil/pupils and I, where visibility is clear. 
An information sheet and consent form (appendix 2) was provided to the parents/guardians of all children within the class. Information such as project aim, research method, and allocated signature area, were presented on these sheets. Consent forms were signed by a parent/guardian and handed to me over the week, which provided me with pupil assent. Regarding pupil consent, I offered children the chance to participate in an interview during assembly time, so that learning was not disrupted, and this was agreed to by all. Prior to the interview, using age-appropriate language, I expressed that the children could stop participating at any time they requested (appendix 1)
Results
Data was collected through interviews conducted with a focus group comprising five children representing diverse ability levels, genders, and ethnic backgrounds. In summation, the insights garnered from this focus group interview offer valuable perspectives on the interplay of peer interactions and their impact on the learning experiences of children. As a diverse range of preferences and experiences were discovered, in relation to the classroom these findings are important as understanding these dynamics can inform educators' approaches to fostering positive learning environments that cater to the diverse needs and preferences of students.
Within appendix 1, a common theme that arose was that the effects of having a learning partner varies, as some children support learning better than others, which may suggest the effects of mixed ability grouping, and being paired with a child who may be of lower ability in comparison to themselves. Findings here, relate to Byers et al., (2004) who found that children favoured homogenous grouping in the classroom in comparison to heterogeneous, in topic of their academic progress. This study resonates with the findings of Byers et al. (2004), as participants in both investigations favored homogeneous grouping for its perceived benefits to academic progress. However, they also recognized its limitations in promoting social diversity. Conversely, heterogeneous grouping was seen as fostering a diverse range of social groups and skills, although it was perceived as less supportive of academic development. Combining both findings and research, they align with the proposal of the social learning theory, which suggests that children acquire knowledge and behaviors through observation and interaction with their social environment (Evans, 2024).
The themes highlight varying levels of support for learning among children as it became evident as participants emphasised the significance of accessing a diverse range of knowledge and assistance from their peers. Though the negative effects of being seated next to a child whom may be of lower ability in comparison to self, instances were reflected upon of where children helped and assisted others in the class, which provides evidence through research that some children have a willingness to their peers with lower abilities, although with potential adverse effects on their own knowledge advancement, stated by Canton, (2021), similarly to Byers et al., (2004). These findings also parallel those of Ofsted (2013), which highlighted that children labeled as 'more able and talented' often weren't sufficiently challenged to advance their academic development. This resonates with our study, where children discussed their perspectives on being grouped with peers perceived as 'lower ability,' expressing concerns about their own limited opportunities for advancement and instead focusing on providing support to their peers, potentially hindering their ability to reach their full potential. This also raises concerns regarding the discrepancy in the level of assistance offered by various peers, prompting inquiries into the effectiveness of social learning theory in promoting academic development within this specific context.

In regard to group work opportunities, children expressed diverse attitudes. It was discovered that some children perceived benefits in both ability and mixed grouping. For instance, they appreciated the ease of collaboration and the opportunities for learning that come with interacting with peers who possess similar expertise (heterogeneous grouping). Similarly, they acknowledged the value of being in a group with a diverse range of skills, perceptions, and abilities (homogeneous grouping). However, when considering the practicality of group work within classroom, concerns were raised regarding noise levels and feeling overwhelmed in larger group settings. Despite these challenges, the children recognised the benefits of grouping, such as providing opportunities for collaboration and receiving assistance from multiple peers.
Overall, by listening to and acting upon students' preferences, challenges, and needs, educators can create a more responsive and inclusive learning environment that fosters student engagement, motivation, and academic success. By aligning these efforts with the principles of autonomy outlined in the Welsh Government guidelines, educators can ensure that curriculum development reflects the unique needs and aspirations of students in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023).
Conclusion and Recommendations
The data method collection (recording and reporting teaching standard), through interview, was tailored well to the age and abilities of the children, although, in future practice, it may be more beneficial to summarise the questions into a smaller amount, as the interview process exceeded the anticipated duration, it became evident that more time was required than initially planned. Interview training was not necessary within this context, as the children were familiar with me, therefore there was no issue regarding expression or comfort. Although, interview training may be a benefit to have, if faced with the context again, for self-responsibility and skill development. The use of open and closed-ended questioning around perspectives and feelings was a success in allowing children to express themselves freely, with no lead to specific responses. Moving forward, children may have benefited from more closed questions, for quicker responses and more ease in data analysis. While this study primarily focused on gaining children's perspectives within the educational context, the depth of insight could have been enhanced through the inclusion of staff perspectives. Engaging staff members in discussions regarding their viewpoints on instructional practices and their perceived influence on learning outcomes could have provided a more comprehensive understanding. The heterogeneity within the focus group of children, was characterised by a diversity of cognitive abilities, facilitated a broad range of perspectives towards the phenomenon. While this composition rich opinions and insights, it is acknowledged that altering the sample size and adopting smaller questioning techniques could have potentially yielded more in-depth reflections, particularly across varying levels of cognitive abilities.
In light of this research, it has placed emphasis on the fact that not all children perceive and think the same way about how their learning is supported, in relation to teacher practice (grouping choices) and diverse peer support. It is therefore of great importance to listen to learners (professional standard) and consider ways in which they believe that their learning can be best supported, which is now doable in the autonomy that has risen in the new curriculum in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). 
Overall, this research has found sufficient evidence in relation to children's views on how they believe their learning to be impacted by their peers and their environment. Moving forward, these findings may support the setting in which research took place, in how they can create an environment that supports all children's needs and abilities. Specifically, it offers overall valuable insights into the mechanisms by which educational settings can be tailored to accommodate the diverse needs and capabilities of all children.
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