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Aim

This project is being carried out to explore the effectiveness of extended challenges that
aim to improve literacy skills specifically for more able and talented (MAT) pupils. It aims to
understand how extended challenges can be tailored to engage and challenge pupils. The
research addresses current interests of the school in which it is being conducted as well as
the interests of the researcher who believes that MAT pupils should be given further
opportunities to thrive with the appropriate resources and challenges. This relates to the
overarching values and dispositions of the Professional Standards for Teaching and
Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019) which acknowledges the need for teachers to
continuously prioritise literacy development and support learners in acquiring skills across all
areas of learning whilst taking every opportunity to expand their skills and competence.

MAT pupils have been shown to struggle with decoding words and have difficulty blending
sounds and recognising common sight words. Difficulties displayed in phonics and phonetic
awareness often translate to spelling and formation challenges, MAT children may struggle
to form sentences that are grammatically correct, use punctuation effectively and express
their ideas clearly in their writing. Frustration with the challenges of reading and writing can
lead to a lack of motivation and engagement with literacy tasks. Reading in the early years
sparks creativity, curiosity and stimulates children’s imaginations, Hasbrouck (2023)
suggested that children who developed literacy foundations early were more likely to excel in
reading, writing, and overall academic achievements throughout their life.

According to Estyn (2017) school A is based in the Vale of Glamorgan with 471 pupils on
roll. The school identifies 31% of pupils as having additional learning needs (ALN) and very
few pupils as having English as an additional language. The class in which this research is
based is a Reception class of 25 pupils. The question being asked for this research is ‘How
effective are extended challenges in improving literacy skills in the context of more able and
talented (MAT) pupils?’

Literature Review

More able pupils are defined as those who have the potential for high attainment, they
demonstrate high levels of performance and are more able in comparison to their peers in
their year group (NACE, 2021). The Department for Education (2008) however defined
talented pupils as those with particular abilities in sport, design or creative and performing
arts. In most schools, there is little distinction made between the terms ‘more able’ and

‘talented’, they both share equal meaning. The term ‘MAT’ as a whole is defined by a



Module Code: ECAD7004 Student Number: 2306654

labelling theory much like the theory of Howard Gardner (2001) who suggested that humans
have significant intellectual capacities. This multiple intelligence (MI) theory offers a
framework for understanding pupil potential beyond traditional labels, it encourages teachers
and teaching staff to consider the strengths of a child and tailor the learning to their
individual needs. Potential drawbacks of this theory involve teachers focusing too heavily on
developing intelligences that are valued within their curriculum, which then neglects others
that are just as important for pupil development. The consequences of this include pupils
feeling as though their strengths are not valued, disengagement and a sense that learning
styles are not being catered to. An alternative perspective to this theory is one of Carol
Dweck (2017), who focuses on the growth mindset. This is a concept that emphasises the
belief that the intelligence and abilities of a child can be developed through effort and
perseverance, contrasting with a fixed mindset which views intelligence as a trait one is born
with. With a growth mindset, individuals believe that their intelligence can be developed over
time with dedication and learning, challenges are seen as opportunities to grow and
setbacks are seen as ‘temporary roadblocks’. Pupils that have a growth mindset were seen
to be more likely to be intrinsically motivated to learn, they found enjoyment in the learning
process rather than achieving high results; these pupils were more likely to persevere
through challenges and viewed their mistakes as opportunities to improve rather than
failures (Boylan, et al, 2018). Whereas growth mindset can develop a foundation for pupils to
believe that they can improve, Ml provides a roadmap to identify areas for that improvement.
When completed together, these theories can create an approach to education that
empowers pupils to reach their full potential: labelling pupils as MAT is not about being elite,
but rather about challenging learners to progress.

This research is focusing on challenging pupils who are MAT in their literacy skills. Aziz et
al (2021) claimed that MAT pupils may become bored in a classroom that lacks challenge
which can then lead to disruptive behaviours and underachievement. The article went on to
state that there is a need for provisions for positive progress in learning as MAT pupils learn
and grasp concepts at a faster pace than their peers and traditional curriculum and teaching
methods may not be stimulating enough to keep them engaged and challenged. The stigma
of teachers alongside negative peer attitudes may also hinder the progress of MAT pupils in
literacy, which emphasises the need for tailored educational interventions. Reis and Renzulli
(2011) stated that personality, environment, school, and home factors interact with potential
and the ability to translate it into demonstrated ‘gifts and talents’. Reis and Renzulli would
agree with Aziz in suggesting that there is a need for further challenge for MAT pupils; they
identified that teachers were providing little to no differentiation for more able pupils and the

reason for this came down to a lack of training, resources and materials to assist teachers.



Module Code: ECAD7004 Student Number: 2306654

This article suggests services that aim to challenge MAT pupils; instructional grouping
practices and acceleration.

Instructional grouping refers to the practice of separating pupils into smaller groups within a
classroom for specific learning purposes, rather than having one large class of mixed
abilities the pupils are placed into temporary groups based on their performance ability in
that subject area. Slavin (2008) carried out research on this strategy and concluded that
evidence for its effectiveness in boosting pupil achievement was context-dependent and an
essential aspect of its implementation would be to ensure high quality differentiation and
ongoing monitoring to ensure positive outcomes. However, more recent research conducted
by Lechuga and Doroudi (2023) explored the use of algorithms for grouping pupils in
classrooms and whilst they acknowledge the importance of personalised learning, it is also
suggested that grouping methods can be beneficial for tailoring instruction to the different
and various needs of pupils. Whilst there is research to support the use of instructional
grouping, including policy imperatives that promote it as an effective pedagogic tool (Welsh
Government, 2023), it has also been argued as a ‘symbolically violent process’, McGillicuddy
and Devine (2020) suggest that the use of instructional grouping impacts learner identity
along with their perceptions of their ability to learn.

Acceleration refers to pupils moving through the curriculum at a faster pace than typical,
this could include early entrance into the next year group. Colangelo (2004) considered it to
be ‘appropriate educational planning’ and described it as optimising the curriculum to align
with the students' individual learning needs and motivational state. Steenbergen-Hu and
Moon (2010) found through a meta-analysis of research on acceleration’s effects on
high-ability learners that acceleration has a positive impact on this population, specifically on
academic achievement. Pupils who were accelerated were more likely to outperform those
who were not and developed higher levels of self-concept, self-esteem, self-confidence and
social relationships. Bernstein, et al, (2021) however believed that the academic acceleration
of children was more likely to harm their psychological well-being, this research paper went
on to suggest that accelerating pupils early on led to deficits in psychological wellbeing later
on in life; however there was little evidence to support this idea. Although, Pekrun, et al,
(2019) did conclude that pupils in low achieving groups had better emotional well-being
compared to that of high achieving groups and stated that by putting more able learners in
separate groups practitioners were impacting their emotional development negatively.
Gladwell (2013) expressed similar opinions to Pekrun when implying that when put in high
achieving groups, MAT pupils found it harder to succeed and more difficult to feel happy,

fulfilled or content, usually fuelled by achievement motivation.
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Explanation of case study

Miles, et al. (2014) refer to case study research as “a phenomenon of some sort in a
bounded context”, indicating that a case study delves deeply into a recent, real-wrold
phenomenon. This research method is ideal when understanding the context is crucial to
fully comprehending the phenomenon itself. In this project for example, investigating further
challenges would be the phenomenon, and carrying out the investigation with a group of
MAT pupils would be the context. Yin (2018) suggested that the boundaries between the
phenomenon and the context were not always obvious and therefore there is a need for
multiple data sources for evidence. Case study research refers to the in depth analysis of a
specific person, group or situation: it focuses solely on a subject, analysing the various
aspects of it in detail. Case study research will often examine the subject in its natural
environment to gather a realistic perspective of its patterns, causes and individual
characteristics and this type of research uses multiple sources to gather information
including interviews, documents, observations or statistics (Schoch, 2020). Crowe, et al.
(2011) questioned the use of case studies and explored their uses as well as their pitfalls, it
was identified that the case studies are well-suited for investigations that aim to explain the
relationships and processes underlying complex phenomena, such as how an intervention is
being implemented and why. It was also noted that the case study approach can offer further
insights into the gaps that exist in research or why certain strategies are implemented over
others. As with all research, the case study approach is not without its limitations, Crowe, et
al. (2011) commented that case study research has been criticised for its lack of scientific
rigour as well as for providing little basis for generalisation. In addressing these concerns,
Crowe explained that through theoretical sampling, respondent validation and transparency,
readers could judge the trustworthiness of the study more positively. Glette and Wiig (2022)
expanded on these criticisms, quoting the research of Yin (2014), it was suggested that the
claim that case study research lacked scientific rigour stemmed from the lack of systematic
methodological texts that guide the researcher. In regards to generalisability, Yin (2014)
argued that while generalisation in case study research was possible, it was not the same as
generalisation in statistics. Flyvbjerg (2006) claimed that studies that could not be
generalised carried individual value, the generalisability that arose was due to a
misperception of theoretical knowledge being more valuable than practical knowledge.

The participants in this case study will be a group of five more able and talented literacy
pupils of Reception age (five/six years old). Due to the specific nature of this case study
(studying how to provide further challenge for MAT pupils in literacy), purposive sampling
was employed. Participants were selected based on their knowledge and skills in literacy,

involvement in the phenomenon as well as consideration of the expected involvement of
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parents, to ensure that the sample provides rich and insightful data. As this research has
selected participants based on the judgement of teachers, it could be argued that there is a
risk of introducing researcher bias. To mitigate this limitation it would be appropriate to
explain that these children have been carefully selected based on their literacy abilities
observed by teachers as well as through assessments. Due to the limited sample size of five
participants, it is important to acknowledge that the study may not fully capture the diverse
experiences and perspectives present within the broader population of MAT literacy pupils.
This could potentially lead to a less comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under
investigation. Further studies that involve a larger and more diverse sample could provide a
more comprehensive understanding of how to effectively challenge MAT pupils in their

literacy.

Research Methods

To gain an extensive insight into how to effectively challenge MAT pupils in literacy, this
research has utilised a combination of questionnaires and an intervention. Questionnaires
were given to teachers to gain an understanding of how they plan to challenge their MAT
pupils; to parents to develop an awareness of how they seek to support their MAT children;
and lastly to children, to identify the types of literacy challenges and reading materials that
they enjoy. This study involved a targeted intervention aimed at enhancing MAT pupils’ skills
in letter formation, punctuation usage, sentence structure and handwriting fluency. The
intervention consisted of three sessions per week over a three week period with active
participation from both parents and their children. This research incorporated parental
involvement as a strategy to encourage children’s engagement with literacy materials at
home.

Questionnaires are a structured technique for collecting primary data, they involve a series
of questions relating to a specific subject and are given to selected respondents to provide
answers. Beiske (2002) commented that when a questionnaire is well-designed, it will
motivate respondents to provide accurate and complete answers, which should provide
reliable and relevant data. A growing body of research would suggest that questionnaires
serve as a useful tool in allowing larger populations to be assessed; however whilst they are
a valuable resource it would be appropriate to acknowledge the need to account for potential
limitations such as lost questionnaires, non-responders and inaccurate answers. This will
ensure that the final sample accurately reflects the target population and minimises the risk
of biased data (Jones, et al. 2013).
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Intervention research can also be referred to as experimental research, it involves trialling
strategies to determine which are likely to improve outcomes and make a difference.
Intervention studies allow the researcher to draw conclusions about cause and effect
relationships between an intervention and an outcome. Melnyk & Morrison-Beedy (2012)
identified the three factors that determine the successful completion of intervention research,
these included impact, significance and innovation. Impact was described as the likeliness of
whether or not the study will generate significant and lasting influence within the field; the
discussion around significance involved questioning whether the study addresses an
essential problem or a critical barrier to progression; and lastly innovation questioned
whether the research employed novel concepts, approaches or methods and whether it
challenged existing opinions, methodologies or technologies. Aransiola (2019) claims that
intervention studies are crucial in assessing the effectiveness of interventions and informing
evidence-based practice, they identify potential mediators and moderators, explore
long-term effects and conduct sensitivity analyses. Chandrasekaran, et al. (2020) considered
the point that intervention based research focuses on applying theoretical knowledge to
real-world situations. However, there is also a disconnect between the theoretical

frameworks used by academics and the practical realities faced by practitioners.

For this research project questionnaires were first carried out with the participants to clarify
what their interests were in literacy based activities (Appendix 1). Questionnaires were also
given to the parents of the participants to query how they support or seek to support their
children who are MAT in their literacy development (Appendix 2). Another questionnaire was
given to teaching staff to gain an understanding of how they support their MAT pupils and the
interventions that may already be in place to improve the literacy skills of these pupils
(Appendix 3). The questionnaires were all given to respondents before the intervention took
place to gauge initial perceptions and perspectives on the participants' literacy development.
The questionnaires were all open-ended for the researcher to be able to explore this topic in
depth and understand processes. With the participants, the questions were asked by the
researcher and then scribed to document each child’s answer, in some circumstances the
researcher would provide a probing question or provide options of answers for the children
to choose. Weller, et al. (2018) suggested that the effectiveness of questionnaires in
gathering valuable data might be less dependent on the number of participants interviewed
and more reliant on the use of probing and prompting techniques during the interview
process.

An intervention was conducted three times per week over a three week period, totalling
nine sessions. The intervention primarily focused on the participants' engagement with letter

formation, punctuation usage, sentence construction and handwriting fluency during literacy
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activities. Detailed notes were taken during each session, capturing specific behaviours,
interactions, and the overall learning environment. For the second session of each week, the
participants' parents were invited to join the intervention session. Parents play a crucial role
in shaping their children’s attitudes towards literacy and providing consistent practice
opportunities outside of the formal intervention setting. Foster (2022) suggested that parent’s
understanding of literacy was crucial in influencing their child’s reading habits, it supports
cognitive development, improves language skills, improves concentration, focus, creativity
and imagination as well as builds a strong bond that helps to establish trust, essential for the
child’s wellbeing. During this intervention, parents were provided with the resources used to
support their child’s writing and reading and were given all details of the intervention
strategies and techniques that were being used. Parents were equipped with specific literacy
activities and materials to practise with their children at home and regular communication
with the researcher and the parents was available to provide ongoing support.

The age of the participants (five/six years old) influenced the choice of research methods,
due to their development stage it was necessary to use shorter intervention periods, simpler
interview questions and more engaging activities during data collection. Their cognitive and
motor development influenced the types of intervention and assessments that were
appropriate for them as young children are still developing their cognitive skills including
attention, memory, problem-solving and language processing (Institute of Medicine and
National Research Council, 2015). Attendance rates during the intervention sessions may
also affect the sample size and limit the generalisability of the findings, even with offers of
flexible scheduling during the final week of the intervention some participants were unable to
attend due to illness. This may cause potential bias as there will be missing data points for
certain participants which can lead to skewed results, particularly when those who missed

the session were more likely to have experienced certain outcomes.

Data Presentation and Analysis Method

This research project will use narrative analysis to interpret the data collected, narrative
analysis is a qualitative method that focuses on interpreting the stories and experiences that
are shared. This method has been selected as the research aims to understand the
experiences of MAT pupils in their literacy development as well as the parents' perspectives
and teacher’s strategies of how to support further challenges. Narrative analysis has been
identified as capturing the nuances and complexities of individual experiences, it allows the
researcher to understand the context, emotions and motivations behind participants'

experiences. In focusing on individual narratives, the researcher is able to appreciate the
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uniqueness of each experience and avoid homogenising their experiences into a single
category (Wright, 2015).

Wong and Breheny (2018) highlighted the strengths of narrative analysis in understanding
individual experiences, although claiming that applying a narrative approach to interviews
can be challenging, they also concluded that it provided a broader perspective of
experiences. Yuzhen, et al. (2023) suggested that narrative analysis shared the concept of
knowledge transmission, a theory that looks to communicate ‘unquantifiable qualities of
knowledge’ such as experiences and life stories. Both articles highlight the strengths of
narrative analysis as enriching findings and engaging a wider audience; they demonstrate
the strong theoretical foundation and widespread acceptance of narrative analysis as a
valuable research method.

While a widespread acceptance of using narrative analysis is prevalent, there are critiques
and limitations that should be considered. Riessman (2002) implies that narrative analysis
relies on the researchers interpretation of the experiences and views that the participants
share meaning that the researchers own background, theoretical framework and personal
biases could influence how they identify themes and construct meaning from the narratives:
different researchers will interpret the same narratives differently which could lead to varying
conclusions and therefore highlighting the subjective nature of the analysis. To conduct more
vigorous and trustworthy narrative analysis it could be suggested that researchers employ
strategies such as reflexivity whereby researchers actively reflect on their own biases and
assumptions as well as triangulation where the researcher combines narrative analysis with
another qualitative research method (Holley and Colyar, 2009).

To ensure trustworthiness during this research project it would be vital to address key
criteria including credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. With regards to
credibility the researcher has ensured to spend a sufficient amount of time with the
participants as well as the parents to build a rapport and develop a deeper understanding of
their needs and experiences. The researcher has continued the data collection until no new
themes have emerged, ensuring transferability and has outlined the research design and
data collection methods to allow readers to understand the approach that has been taken,
ensuring dependability. In relation to confirmability, the researcher will need to acknowledge
own biases and discuss interpretations and emerging themes with colleagues to identify

potential biases, ensuring a balanced analysis.

Ethical Considerations



Module Code: ECAD7004 Student Number: 2306654

In accordance with BERA (2018) and the Education Workforce Council (EWC) (2024)
guidelines this research project will ensure that all participants remain anonymous and that
confidentiality is to be considered a high priority. The personal data of participants will not be
collected or stored and respondents to the questionnaires will remain anonymous: it will not
be possible to identify any particular person from their responses to the questionnaires. The
school will also not be identified and any identifying features of the school will be removed
from the raw data, the school will be referred to as School X in notes and data analysis. The
notes collected during the intervention and for questionnaires will use pseudonyms to
prevent identification and participants or their parents can withdraw from the project verbally
at any point throughout the intervention. All data will then be stored confidentially and
destroyed as appropriate.

For this research project consent forms were provided to the parents of the intended
participants along with a detailed explanation of what the purpose of the research was and
its aims and objectives. Parents were fully informed of their child’s involvement in the
research and were made fully aware that their involvement and any communications
between them and the researcher would also remain anonymous and kept confidential. The
consent process was conducted in a sensitive and age appropriate manner and both pupils
and their parents were given ample opportunities to ask questions and raise any concerns
before providing their consent.

As noted in the ethics approval form (appendix 5), this research project would aim to
minimise any potential harm to the pupils; this included avoiding sensitive topics that may
cause distress, ensuring that the research activities were not overly time-consuming and
providing support resources where needed. Tasks were adapted to accommodate particular
children and the researcher observed any signs of frustration or overwhelm and ensured
flexibility to accommodate these pupils appropriately and allow them extra time, additional
resources or freedom to stop if they chose.

In following these ethical principles, this research project respects the rights and well-being

of the pupils and parents involved and adheres to best practice in research ethics.

Results / Analysis of results / Discussion

This research project aimed to explore the effectiveness of extended challenges on the
learning and development of MAT pupils in literacy sessions. As part of this project, an
intervention was carried out to identify the types of challenging activities that the pupils
enjoyed as well as focus on improving handwriting, sentence structure and punctuation.

Pre-intervention questionnaires were given to pupils, parents and teachers for the
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researcher to develop an awareness of pupils' interests, thoughts and feelings around
literacy, to understand how parents seek to support their MAT children and how teachers aim
to challenge their MAT pupils. The three week intervention featured a progressive
exploration of different story types, with each session building upon the previous one to
enhance the pupil’s literacy skills. Week one: pupils orally told their stories, which the
researcher scribed. Week two: parents participated, writing key elements (e.g. ‘mum and
dad’) and supporting their child with pencil grip, storytelling and sounding out words (using
sound mats). Week three: the researcher discussed sentence structure and guided the

children to transform their one-word answers into sentences.

Participant questionnaire responses (appendix 1)

Question 1 Question 2

Pictures

Reading along with
20.0%

Looking at pictures

Listening to the story
20.0%

Question 4 Question 6

Reading different Writing own stories

Yes, with adult support
80.0%

Sounding out

Responses from the participant questionnaire highlighted that MAT pupils were very
engaged and motivated to learn during their literacy sessions, the pupils were enthusiastic to
discuss their interests and showed great motivation in telling their own stories and being able
to write their own stories. When asked if they preferred to read books with more pictures or
more words, the general response was that they preferred books with more words, two of
the five pupils preferred books with more pictures. Strouse, et al. (2018) suggested that
picture books aimed to build a shared interaction between adults and children, this research

goes on to suggest that the different types of picture books do actually shape the
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interactions that take place between two people. Michaels (2021) expands on this,
commenting that ‘good’ picture books should peak curiosity and teach subtle lessons to the
children reading them. Pupils preferred pictures and listening to stories when reading, only
one pupil enjoyed reading independently. Most wanted to try reading trickier words with adult
support, while one pupil preferred independent practice. For literacy activities, most pupils
chose writing or reading new books/stories, with one pupil opting to sound out new letters

and words.

Parent Questionnaire Responses (appendix 2);
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Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development highlights the interrelationships
that exist between individuals and their families. Bronfenbrenner believes that various layers
of a child’s environment interact with and influence their development, this framework helps
to explain how parental engagement plays such a crucial role in the literacy development of
children. As the family is the primary microsystem for a child, the parents directly influence
their child’s literacy development through engaging in shared reading, storytelling and writing
activities, providing encouragement, support and a sense of value towards literacy skills and
through demonstrating their own enjoyment of reading and writing (Sengonul, 2022).

An analysis of the parental questionnaires conducted for this research project revealed a
high degree of engagement from the parents of the participating MAT pupils in their
children’s literacy development. This engagement manifested in active participation during
each session, with parents readily utilising the provided resources and actively seeking
advice and guidance on how to best support their child’s literacy journey. Although none of
the parents had previously spoken to their child’s teacher regarding differentiated instruction

for their literacy skills, all of the parents claimed to be interested in collaborating on
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strategies to challenge their child’s literacy skills further and attend after school programmes
to further their development.

Responses from the teacher questionnaires allowed the researcher to gain an
understanding that through an effective learning environment that provides a diverse range
of experiences to cater to individual needs, teachers were able to challenge and extend the
learning for MAT pupils. This involved tailoring activities to pupil’s interests, allowing them to
take ownership of their learning journey, and recognising that some pupils may progress at a
slower pace. By offering various learning styles and materials, following pupil’s curiosity and
providing ample time for exploration, teachers were able to create learning spaces where all
pupils feel empowered and supported in their learning process.

The data collected during this research project suggests that the implemented literacy
intervention yielded positive outcomes for the participating MAT pupils. Specifically,
observations indicated improvements in handwriting, sentence structure and letter formation.
However, it is noteworthy that some pupils exhibited signs of frustration and overwhelm,
particularly during this second session where independent writing took place, often with their
parents present. This observation might suggest that the pupils felt more comfortable

expressing these emotions in the presence of their parents.

Conclusions

The employment of questionnaires within this research project provided valuable insights
into the participants’ perspectives on literacy development. The data gathered offered
information regarding the parents’ and teachers’ perspectives on the challenges and
strategies for supporting the literacy skills of MAT pupils. However, it is crucial to
acknowledge the inherent limitations associated with this methodology. The relatively small
sample size potentially restricts the generalisability of the findings. Additionally, the potential
for observational bias during data collection and the possibility of leading questions
influencing responses within the questionnaire interviews require consideration.

Despite these limitations, the findings from this project hold potential for broader
applicability to a wider population or context. Specifically, the insights gained could be
applied to support the literacy development of more able pupils within low-ability groups.

This research project can contribute to various aspects of the professional teaching
standards by providing evidence for effective practices in literacy development, highlighting
the importance of catering to diverse learners, emphasising the value of parental

collaboration and demonstrating the use of scaffolding techniques.
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Recommendations

Based on the research findings, it could be recommended that similar literacy interventions
be implemented for MAT pupils. This would further emphasise the importance of parental
involvement strategies observed in this project. Additionally, the intervention should
incorporate scaffolding techniques to provide targeted support during independent writing
tasks. Given the observed instances of frustration and overwhelm experienced by some
pupils during independent writing, future interventions should be designed to provide
additional emotional support. This could involve incorporating strategies like positive
reinforcement, acknowledging their efforts and creating safer, more encouraging
environments for independent practice. To build upon these findings, further research with a
larger sample size could explore the long-term impact of the intervention on MAT pupils’
literacy development. Investigating the effectiveness of similar interventions within different
context, such as with different age groups or socioeconomic backgrounds could provide

valuable insights into the generalisability of the intervention’s benefits.
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