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Does mixed ability grouping impact engagement?


	
	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn.

What I have done in this assignment.

	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	1. Try to synthesise the literature you include

	Used more references to help synthesise.

	Targed/Target 2
	Reduce the use of conjunctive adverbs to achieve a more academic writing style


	Used a variety of sentence starters.

	Targed/Target 3
	
	




Introduction
The aim of this research is to find out if mixed ability grouping impacts children’s engagement. The main reason why my research partner and I decided to look closely at this question is due to our placement school regularly using mixed ability grouping throughout lessons, as the head teacher is passionate about the positive impacts it brings to pupil’s development and we hope to explore these positives in this research. The placement school where the research will be held at is a city based school which contains an estimate of 470 pupils with English being an additional language for most (Estyn, 2017).
In my year 2 class of 26 pupils, mixed ability grouping is the most common form of grouping children for lessons. Although, ability grouping is used for the teaching of Mathematics. Similarly, year 6 (28 pupils) follow the same structure where mixed ability grouping is used for most subjects, excluding Mathematics and Science (Estyn, 2017). As part of this research, we will be focusing on mixed ability grouping in the teaching of a topic lesson to identify the positives and potential negatives it has on children’s engagement. 

Background literature
When discussing engagement in this review, I will refer to Birch and Ladd (1997) cited in Fredricks et al. (2004) definition who claim that it is the involvement of attention, concentration, resilience and communication to complete a task.
Over many decades there has been a wide debate whether ability grouping or mixed ability grouping is more effective for improving student engagement and achievement (Steenbergen-Hu et al. 2016 and Becker et al. 2014). Findings dating from 1930 seen in The Primary School Report cited in Hallam et al. (2003) suggest placing children in ability groups, whilst more recent views held by Miell and MacDonald (2000) cited in Kutnick and Kington (2005) suggest placing children in mixed ability groups due to the positive impact it has on children’s engagement. 
Tereshchenko (2018) and Henry (2015) reveal that ability grouping is when children are placed into groups according to their levels of ability in the specific subject and are usually divided into three groups, lower, middle and higher. However, in mixed ability grouping, children are divided into a group which contains a range of abilities McKeown (2004) cited in Bremner (2008). According to Ireson et al. (1999) schools are now reassessing the way they group children. One reason for this this may be due to the findings from Tereschenko (2017) who share that mixed ability grouping can improve the learning of the less able pupils. In order for this to occur, Murray (2004) argues that children need to be fully engaged within lessons so that they can develop skills to complete the task. However, a barrier to this learning and engagement is the difficulty of the task, since the work being too easy or too challenging can disengage children (Buck, 1992 and Deci and Ryan, 1985). Such challenging tasks within a mixed ability grouping can have a negative impact on children’s engagement as findings from Tereshchenko (2018) reveal that middle attaining students, displayed feelings of embarrassment and frustration when faced with work that was too challenging for their ability, especially when their partner could complete the task easily. These findings may suggest that ability grouping is more effective since Sellgren (2017) notes that grouping children by ability benefits all learners as the work can be tailored to their needs. Research from Tereshchenko (2018) and Donelly and Val (2009) also agree with this as they claim that children from high ability sets held a negative view towards mixed ability grouping, since the work was often easy and this led them to become bored in lessons. In spite of this, it remains unclear if mixed ability grouping is the main problem for this engagement as many authors share that the problem lies on the teacher’s ability to differentiate well. Smith and Sutherland (2003) report that due to mixed ability grouping usually consisting of a large number of children in the class, this requires the teacher to spend more time planning in order to differentiate for the pupils. Views held by teachers in Taylor et al. (2017) reveal that this requirement of planning is unrealistic given the work load that they already face. As a result, this leads to the views of Ireson and Hallam (1999) cited in Henry (2015) who believe that ability grouping is more effective at raising standards since teachers can adapt activities to meet the needs of children. The argument against ability grouping for engagement and achievement is that it is not a fair way of teaching since Grant (2019) reveals that teachers are more focused on challenging the higher ability students as opposed to the lower ability students. Similarly, Slavin (1990) cited in Francis et al. (2017) adds that this low level of expectation presented to lower ability students can negatively impact their attitudes to learning and this is clearly shown in Sellgren (2017) where a parent describes their son’s negative attitude to learning since being labelled as a lower ability student. In the same view, Henry (2015) and Smith and Sutherland (2006) add that low expectations shown to lower ability students is represented by the allocation of less experienced teachers working in the low ability groups, which as discussed earlier, could suggest that ability grouping favours the more able and talented students and may not be an effective method for improving engagement and achievement in all learners. This further leads the way to use mixed ability grouping in classrooms as HMIE (2007) cited in Henry (2015) and Ireson et al. (2002) reveal that the argument of extra planning is not valid as children in ability groups are not all at the same level and therefore, differentiation should be seen.
Referring back to engagement and achievement, Smith and Sutherland (2003) argue that mixed ability grouping benefits the less able pupils as they are able to receive help from the higher able pupils. This view is similar to the findings of Miell and Macdonald (2000) cited in Kutnick and Kington (2005) who found that children working with friends showed high levels of communication in order to complete tasks. In the same vein, Kutnick and Kington (2005) believe that providing such opportunities allow for strong connections to be made between pupils and this is needed for scaffolding to occur as a more knowledgeable other can extend the learning of their partner (Vygotsky, 1978 cited in Henry, 2015). It must be noted that teachers should not over rely on this scaffolding process within mixed ability grouping as Ofsted (2015) cited in Tereshchenko (2018) share that middle attaining students found the process of receiving help from their peers embarrassing when they acted as the role of the teacher. In addition, Allan and Feldhusen (1991) claim that the higher ability pupils should not always be given the responsibility of helping the less able pupils, since they should be given challenges that can extend their learning. This again, links back to the argument that the effectiveness of grouping is more related to the teacher’s ability to differentiate. 

Methodology
In order to explore and measure our research question, both quantitative and qualitative methods were used. The reason for this triangulation was due to the desire to achieve rich and holistic data that can allow us to make trends with data, as well as understand the interactions through the voices of children themselves (Holtzhausen, 2001 and Murray, 2004). The core of our research came from the method of a lesson study which opened the way for other methods of research to be used such as observations and interviews. The term ‘lesson study’ is used by Dudley (2011) and Ozdemir (2019) to describe the process of teachers collaboratively working to answer a research question. To achieve this, we observed each other’s lesson and focused on three children from each class using the focus group method and focused on children’s engagement when working in a mixed ability group. In order to aid our reflections, Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (1984) cited in Healey and Jenkins (2007) was used. This cycle consists of four stages, concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation and these four stages help to translate experience into learning. Part of the reflection requires the teachers to identify areas for development through observing each other’s lesson and with this in mind, my partner and I agreed that we would provide honest feedback to each other in order to achieve accurate results. This agreement is acknowledged by Perry and Lewis (2009) as they highlight that one challenge of a lesson study is that teachers are too afraid to give honest feedback to avoid any confrontation and the ability to deal with honest feedback is one of the features of a professional learning environment.
From reflecting on the first observation with the year 6 class (appendix 7), my partner and I decided to keep the lesson structure the same as most children displayed positive behaviours during the lesson and we wanted to examine if the same behaviours would be shown in a lower year group (year 2). In order to measure these behaviours, the Leuven scale of involvement was used. Arnerich (2018) shares that the Leuven scale uses a scoring table that ranges from 1 meaning that the child is not engaged, to 5 meaning that the child is fully engaged (see appendix 5 for a further explanation of the ranges). During each lesson, scores were recorded every few minutes for each pupil and at the end of the lesson, we used the mode to find the most common level of engagement within the lesson as seen in appendix 6 and 8.
Non-participant observations were conducted after each lesson and this involves the process of a researcher observing individuals without interacting with them (Given, 2008). The reason for choosing this type of observation was due to the belief of Kawulich (2012) who notes that they allow researchers to record how children naturally engage with others which would provide us with valuable data. When taking notes during the observation, my partner and I both confirmed that we would record the results accurately to avoid researcher bias which is a common limitation of this method as highlighted by Kawulich (2012). Ostrower (1998) also suggests recording as much information as possible since the notes may not hold much value at the time, but after analysis, they may provide value to the research. As seen in appendix 6 and 8, we followed the advice from Kawulich (2012) to write short sentences to avoid wasting time writing, as opposed to observing. From doing this, we ensured that we did not miss any key interactions that may prove useful in the research.
Lastly, interviews were conducted at the end of the day after both lessons had been completed. Although, a focus group was chosen during observations, we decided to avoid conducting interviews in this style to avoid some children dominating the discussion as found by Cohen et al. (2011). Furthermore, it seemed more appropriate given that we already know the students and are aware that some of the children will not feel comfortable speaking in a group, linking with the findings of Winter (1997) who notes that focus groups can put too much pressure on the less confident individuals. Having a strong relationship with the pupils already gave as an advantage in this particular method as Irwin and Johnson (2005) convey that a difficulty of conducting interviews is the process of building a rapport with the participants so that they feel comfortable sharing their thoughts. However, we are aware that this could also have a negative impact on the reliability of our results since Ibid (2009) and Dornyei (2007) cited in Alshenqeeti (2014) reveal that children may share answers that they think the researcher wants to hear. Therefore, we have identified that it is extremely important that we make children aware that there is no right or wrong answer, we only require an honest response. 

Ethical considerations
Before beginning the research, many ethical issues were considered in order to comply with the British Educational Research Association (2018) and to protect the personal information of participants (Resnik, 2015).
In order to select participants, informed consent was required from parents through the signature of a letter that we sent prior to the research (appendix 4). In the letter, parents were informed about the purpose of the study and the role their child will play within it. Children were made aware that they have the right to withdraw at any point in the research and all their responses will be listened to, in order to comply with article 12 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, no date). If they wished to withdraw, all data would be removed, complying with the General Data Protection Regulation (2018) cited in BERA (2018). 
Throughout this research, participants will be referred as ‘Child A, Child B, Child C, Child D, Child E and Child F’ to ensure that data is kept confidential and anonymous (BERA, 2018). The further ethical considerations in this study can be seen in appendix 3.

Results
Lesson 1 (appendix 1)
The first part of the lesson study involved me observing my research partner teach a year 6 class. The subject was a topic lesson with history links, as it involved children working together in trios to work out a code. To calculate the overall level of engagement the method of mode was used.

Child A
As seen in appendix 6, child A showed high levels of engagement throughout the task (4) overall. This result was not surprising as the activity was at the appropriate level of challenge for the child and the two other children (child B and child C) looked to this student for support throughout, since it was more difficult for them. At the beginning of the activity, the child scored the highest level on the Leuven scale (4) three times as the pupil showed effective listening to respond to questions and successfully explained the instructions to the group. Continuing from this, the pupil showed high levels of engagement during the problem-solving part of the task as a score of 4 was given five times. This part of the activity was really challenging and child A who is a more able and talented pupil, took the role of a teacher as she supported child B and C to complete part of the activity. Effective communication was evident during this part of the lesson as Child A needed the attention of child C in order to explain the instructions to them. Following on from this, a score of 2 was given to child A as the child became distracted when Child C took over part of the activity. This suggests that the lesson structure was to blame as it was the type of activity where children had to perform one role at a time. 
During the interview process, we asked child A six questions that would help us to collect more information about the child’s interactions and perceptions on mixed ability grouping. The full questions can be seen in appendix 10. The child’s responses revealed that the idea of working with friends is something that the child enjoys and the idea of supporting others who need help is valued highly. However, the separation of working with her usual friends was an area for improvement within the lesson and it could suggest that the pupil prefers to work with friends that are in her ability grouped subjects. 

Child B
Child B is a middle attaining student who also displayed high levels of engagement throughout the task. The levels of engagement throughout the activity are very similar to those from child A where a score of 4 was given three times during the beginning of the task and a score of 4 was given 5 times during the main part of the activity. A score of 3 was also given three times in the main part of the activity as the child took a step back from the activity and listened to the instructions from child A. The child’s overall level of engagement totalled to a 4 and this shows that the level of challenge was appropriate to the child’s level as she enjoyed problem solving.
 These results are also supported from the child’s response in the interview (appendix 12) as it was revealed that the pupil enjoys working in a group due to being able to ask others for help. Although the pupil enjoyed working in this particular group, the child did reveal that her preference for mixed ability grouping did depend on the people that are in the group. Therefore, this could suggest that behaviour and ability could impact student’s preference for ability or mixed ability grouping.

Child C
Scores varied with Child C as an overall engagement level of 3 was given. At the beginning of the lesson, the child displayed high levels of engagement by listening to the teacher’s instructions and responding to questions. However, this level of engagement appeared to lessen during the main activity as scores of 2 (frequently interrupted activity) was given four times. These scores were given because the child became disruptive as the instructions were too difficult to understand and therefore, lost concentration. This could suggest that the teacher’s pitch of the instructions at the beginning of the lesson were more suited to the higher able students. The level of engagement did increase towards the end of the main activity as the child was given scores of 3 and 4 due to child A encouraging the pupil to complete part of the activity. Although the child showed engagement during this process, it is difficult to measure their understanding of the task since child A was giving all the instructions, instead of allowing the child to solve the problem independently. 
During the interview process (appendix 13), it was revealed that the child enjoyed working in the mixed ability group as lots of support was given. It was pleasing to listen to the positive view the child held towards working with peers that he does not usually work with and suggested that working with these pupils improved the level of engagement in the task and sometimes working with friends can be a distraction. From this comment, we believe that by ‘’friends’’, the pupil was referring to peers that are in the ability group that they usually work with and we confirmed this by asking the child to clarify what they describe as ‘’friends’’.
In order to improve the lesson, we agreed that during my lesson, I should instruct children to work as a team and to complete individual roles within the task, so that they do not become disengaged. 

Lesson 2 – (Appendix 2)
The second lesson involved myself teaching a year 2 class with the topic of history as the focus. Children were required to work as a group and individually, to think of questions they can ask to find out more information about an image. 

Child D
Child D is a more able and talented pupil who displayed an overall level of 4 (sustained intense activity) during the activity. The pupil showed high levels of engagement throughout the lesson as she actively responded to questions during the beginning of the lesson and was able to complete her role in the main activity, whilst supporting Child F (appendix 8). However, at one point of the activity, child D scored a 1 for the level of engagement as she became distracted due to the work appearing to be too easy for the pupil. The pupil completed the task a lot quicker than expected and this led to her talking to other pupils about topics that were not to related to the activity. However, I identified this early and instructed the pupil to help support others who needed help which led to the pupil scoring higher levels of engagement. 
In the interview process, the wording of questions was adapted to enable children to understand the question (appendix 14). From the interview conducted with child D, it was revealed that they enjoyed working in the group and enjoyed supporting others with their work (appendix 15). 

Child E
Child E is a middle attaining pupil who also displayed an overall level engagement of 4. As seen in appendix 8, this child showed similar results to child D, which was not surprising since child E is considered as a high middle attaining pupil and also found the activity easy. This lack of challenge resulted in child A achieving a low score (1 and 2) at the main part of the activity as the child lost concentration by talking to pupils who were seated on the carpet. As discussed previously, Child D took my advice and regained the attention of child E by instructing her to help the less able student spell a particular word and this resulted in the child scoring higher levels of engagement (3 and 4). 
Responses from child E in the interview process were similar to those of child D (appendix 16), where a desire to help others was something that she also enjoyed about working in a group. Furthermore, the child shared that they enjoyed working with child D and F because when they work with friends, they sometimes get distracted. 

Child F
Child F is a lower attaining pupil who scored an overall level of 2 (frequently interrupted activity). At the beginning of the lesson, the child scored levels of 1 and 2 on the Leuven scale as she did not want to respond to questions and became distracted by talking to pupils sat next to her. However, unlike lesson 1 where the teacher’s pitch was to blame for the lack of interaction from child C, the lack of interaction in this lesson may be due to the child’s confidence at answering questions. Moving onto the main activity, the child showed high levels of engagement at the start as she wrote questions onto the worksheet. However, the pupil lost engagement towards the end of the main activity as I instructed the group to complete the last box of the activity as a group. This resulted in child D and E dominating this part of the task and led to Child F losing concentration. Although teamwork was not effective during this part of the activity, child D and child E did support child F throughout most of the activity, particularly with spelling.
In the interview, child F experienced difficulty in sharing her answers and provided short responses as seen in appendix 17. However, the child did share that asking for help is something that she avoids and this could link to the findings from Tereshchenko (2018) as discussed previously, who notes that children may feel embarrassed asking for help if the task is difficult for them.

Discussion of results with literature
From the results between both lessons, it is clear that children enjoyed working in a mixed and children highlighted receiving support and helping others as one of the main features they liked when working in a mixed ability group. In our study, the two lower attaining students from the two-year groups were the children that required the most support throughout the tasks. This suggests that the middle attaining student and more able and talented student were the knowledgeable other as they supported the children and this links to Kutnick and Kington (2005) research as discussed previously that such scaffolding can extend the learning of others. However, during lesson one especially, we saw child A become focused on helping child C with the task and it makes me question whether this was extending child’s A learning or holding it back. Especially when research by Allan and Feldhusen (1991) as highlighted previously, claims that more able and talented pupils should be given challenges to develop their learning, as opposed to taking on the role of a teacher. A further consequence to this support was that it appeared to have a knock-on effect as it eventually led to a lack of engagement from child A. This was because she lost concentration after giving instructions as there was no other task she could complete whilst waiting for child C to complete his task. However, it is difficult to suggest that mixed ability grouping is fully to blame for this disengagement since the blame could rely on the teacher’s approach to the activity as children had to wait for each other to complete their role.
When reflecting on children’s engagement, it is clear through appendix 6 and 8 that the mixed ability grouping was more effective for the higher and middle attaining pupils. The main reason for this was due to the challenge of the task, since the activities in both lessons were more suited to the ability of these pupils. However, although engagement was consistently high, this does not confirm whether they developed skills past their ability as the children became distracted due to the activity being too easy. A similar case can be seen by Tereschkenko (2018) and Donelly and Val (2009) where findings revealed that children displayed poor concentration during mixed ability grouping due to the work being too easy for them. These findings confirm the views held by Sellgren (2017) that higher ability students require challenge in order to remain on task and may be the reason why Ireson and Hallam (1999) cited in Henry (2015) and Freeman (1999) cited in Dunne et al. (2011) believe that ability grouping is more effective at raising standards since teachers can more easily adapt activities to meet the needs of children.
The findings in our study has shown the difficulties of providing a task that meets the needs of all learners as the activities were too easy for the higher attaining students and too difficult for the lower attaining pupils. From this, I have identified that differentiation in lessons needs improving. However, I am conscious of the extra work load this requires and this may interfere with my ability to differentiate appropriately (Taylor et al. 2017). As a result, the effectiveness of mixed ability grouping would depend my ability to differentiate and the lack of differentiation provided in both lessons could be one limitation of this research study (Ireson et al. 2002). This may also be the reason why findings in appendix 6 and 8 show contradicting results to those by Ireson and Hallam (2001) cited in Tereschchenko et al. (2018), who found that mixed ability grouping promotes greater engagement to the lower attaining pupils.
Limitations
The first improvement of this research would be to allow children to respond in different ways, as opposed to only having one option of verbally responding. Providing a variety of methods to respond such as drawing as recommended by Merriman and Guerin (2006), could have given us more information about the views child F had towards mixed ability grouping. As seen in appendix 17, child F did not speak much during the interview and this is considered as one of the limitations of interviewing children, as not all children feel confident at responding to questions (Marshall and Rossman, 1995 cited in Kawulich, 2012). Although this did not have a significant effect towards the collection of data since we carried out observations to collect information, it did however, provide us with improvements about our approaches to future research. 
Another improvement that remains clear from this interview process is the wording of questions as child F struggled to understand what was being asked. To combat this, Kortesluoma et al. (2011) cited in Danby et al. (2011) suggest adapting questions to the child’s ability, in order to increase the child’s confidence and engagement in the interview and Irwin and Johnson (2005) advise avoiding the use of open questions to reduce the pressure on the child. Upon reflection and research, it appears that the questions we asked (appendix 10 and 14) were too focused on children’s opinion of the scaffolding process and did not consider their opinions of challenge in mixed ability grouping, a feature that has proved to be one of the main factors of engagement in this study and previous research. As a result, the questions resulted in us collecting information that answers half of the question we hoped to answer. The main issue of these limitations presented appeared because we did not pilot this study and if we had done so, these limitations might not have existed since Anesthesiol (2017) and Cresswell (2009) cited in Alshenqeeti (2014) share that a pilot study allows researchers to identify methods that may require improving before conducting the research. From this experience, I will ensure that a pilot study is conducted before the research to support the collection of data.
A further limitation of the study is the reliability of results. The focus group in both lesson studies were a small sample and were only observed once. As a result, Sagor (2000) would argue that facts about the data collected cannot be generalised and therefore, retesting the study multiple of times with more pupils would increase the reliability of the results and allow us to make clearer assumptions about the effectiveness of mixed ability grouping (Research Methodology, 2019). Adding to this, results would have been more reliable if the effectiveness of mixed ability grouping was tested with other subjects such as Maths and English, since Hallam et al. (2003) report that these subjects commonly use ability grouping. This would have made way for some interesting research as the school currently uses ability grouping for those subjects and testing the effectiveness of mixed ability grouping against ability grouping would have provided a wider range of contrasting results. 
A final limitation of the study was my relationship with the children. Although, this proved to be beneficial during the interview process because children felt confident sharing responses, it did have an impact on the observation and this may reduce the reliability of the results. For example, because I had taught the year 6 pupils previously in the year, they asked me to help them the task. Due to my desire of wanting to see the pupils succeed, I gave them little prompts that enabled them to think of how they can solve the problem. Therefore, my presence could have impacted the results since the prompts may have encouraged children to stay concentrated in the task. Secondly, my presence in the room may have disengaged children as they wanted to know about my experience in year 2, which is a question that was not related to the task. As a result, it could be suggested that my method of observation moved from non-participant observation to participant observation due to interacting with the participants (Williams, no date). Another issue with my presence in the room is that the Hawthorne effect might have occurred as McCambridge (2014) notes that participants having an awareness of the researcher in the room can have an impact on their behaviour. Consequently, this has an impact on the reliability of results, especially when findings from Mercatoris and Craighead (1974) showed that a researcher present in the observation led to a low rate of misbehaviour from older children. Due to this limitation, in future practice I will inform children before the research that they should distract themselves from my presence and avoid interacting with me. 
Recommendations
From the results, we have identified that mixed ability grouping appeared to have a positive impact towards the engagement of all learners with regards to scaffolding. Although, there were a combination of factors impacting this such as the work being too difficult for the lower attaining pupils and too easy for the higher ability pupils, the results showed that it benefitted the higher able pupils more. As discussed previously, we learnt that this was more influenced by the level of differentiation, as opposed to factors such as behaviour and group size. As a result, I will use these findings to improve my practice to ensure that all children are engaged when in a mixed ability group by asking them questions regarding the task. I will also share the findings with colleagues in order to improve their practice and this sharing of research is one of the key components of improving education in Wales (Welsh Government, 2017) since they believe research can change the beliefs of teachers which can lead to improvements within the classroom. For further support, I will follow the advice from Warwick (no date) cited in Seeber (2017) who notes that differentiating for pupils requires the teacher to take alternative approaches to the way they deliver the lesson such as providing a combination of individual tasks tailored to the child’s preferred way of learning and group tasks (Bremner, 2008). 
Finally, it can be concluded that this research has improved my teaching practice as I am more aware of the potential drawbacks mixed ability grouping can have on children’s engagement and achievement. This supports the claims by BERA (2014) cited in Welsh Government (2017) that research can lead to improved student outcomes. With regards to this research, it has been clear from the results, research and interview responses that the method of a lesson study for conducting research and improving the practice of teachers is an effective tool, confirming the claim by Dudley (2011) and Ogegbo et al. (2019) that lesson studies are becoming more popular due to the success it brings to teaching and student outcomes as seen in Japan. 
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