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What is Year 4’s teachers’ and teaching assistants’ perceived effectiveness of talk partners to improve children’s learning and social skills in the classroom in regard to EAL and ALN pupils?
Introduction 
This research question interested me as it is something that is used often in my placement class and I wanted to discover whether this was the best way to support pupils learning and their social skills in the classroom. 
The purpose of this research study is to examine and improve my understanding of teachers and teaching assistants regarding the effectiveness of talk partners in enhancing children’s learners. It will assess the impact of the talk partner strategy on collaborative learning and communication skills among year 4 pupils. It will also explore the teachers’ perspectives on the implantation and effectiveness of talk partners.  It will aim to discover whether the use of talk partners contributes to enhancing children’s social skills, collaboration, critical thinking, and confidence levels in a Year 4 classroom. The factors that contribute to the effectiveness of talk partners will also be explored and if anything could be put in place if found not effective. 
In this research I want to find out the role of talk partners in collaborative learning and children’s communication skills. I also aim to investigate the impact of talk partners on pupils’ academic performance and engagement, to examine the perceptions of teachers and teaching assistants on the effectiveness of talk and lastly to identify the barriers faced by implementing talk partners. 
The school that I am currently based in is a school in Swansea. I am completing my second placement in a Year 4 class which has 37 pupils, 19% of these pupils being EAL and 5 that are awaiting diagnosis of various additional learning needs. These children receive interventions in school, 3 take part in toe by toe, 1 is in speech and language therapy and 2 are involved with the read write inc program. The percentage of free school meals in the class is relatively high at 44%. The class staffing is 1 teacher and 1 teaching assistant, there is another year 4 class which I also plan for and plan for the pupils in the STF class. 

Overview of relevant literature 
Over the years there has been various research that has been completed capturing the ideas and opinions of the effectiveness of talk partners in the classroom for children’s social interactions and their academic achievement. Research conducted by Dr Robin Alexander (2010) found that talking in class is a positive way of learning due to it improving collaborative dialogue in the classroom. He found that talk partners can improve critical thinking skills, language development and social interactions. This research was carried out in 2004 so can be criticized in the sense that times have changed and the range of children and cultures in the class has increased. Data from the government claim that around 15% of the children in English medium schools are referred to as having English as an additional language. According to data from EAL and EM pupils, 2004, only 8.8% of pupils whose first language is known to be another other than English. This figure has almost doubled over the years. In my classroom, 19% of pupils who are EAL and cannot always contribute to their talk partner discussions as a language barrier is very apparent. In this research carried out by Alexander, 2004, it was stated that language development was improved by using these social interactions. 
However, I question whether this is beneficial to a child who has English as an additional language as it may affect their wellbeing when they cannot interact and add to the discussion as much as other children. A 3-year qualitative- interpretive study from the years 2008 to 2011 by Hamilton., 2013, was carried out focusing on the wellbeing of EAL children when moving to a new school. It was found that children who are EAL have many anxieties when moving to a new school, and even more when the language that is natural to them is not the one natural to the rest of the class. However, this study emphasized that to develop the children’s wellbeing their English language had to also be developed and a beneficial way of doing this is to interact with others. From interacting with other children EAL pupils are more able to access the curriculum and improve their ability to gain academic achievements. 
Talking with others should be something that is promoted in school, but this nature of talk may not be academic. Zwiers & Crawford focused their research on the importance of Academic Conversations and found that children love to talk but it isn’t always academic and therefore not beneficial to their academic attainment. 
Research that was conducted by Lee, 2021, found that talk partners were an inclusive strategy which enhanced academic progress and social integration for students who had more diverse learning needs such as children with ALN. Peer interaction is a common positive theme that is mentioned when it comes to the integration of ALN and EAL pupils into the classroom. Brown, 2020, also mentions the importance of social interaction and the use of talk partners in their research for children with ALN and EAL. Talk partners is a strategy in classrooms that is used to promote collaboration, communication and learning for children who struggle with their learning in an independent setting. 
However, whilst most research on talk partners is massively positive, a few common themes have been noticed in literature which indicates it may not be as much as a beneficial intervention in all classrooms. Wilson & Smith, 2019, found that there are a minority but adequate number of challenges which teachers may face when implementing talk partners into the classroom. Two main factors which teachers face are language barriers and the varying skill levels among the students in the class. I have noticed in my practice that the children who are sat with a pupil who is EAL or ALN do not have a discussion with their partner as they are aware of their differences and do not communicate as they would with another pupil. This could be down to the lack of understanding and the awkwardness a child may feel if they say something their peer doesn’t understand due to the language barrier, or the skill of the topic being spoken about. Talk partners may not be the best solution to integrate these diverse pupils into education and to get them involved with group discussions. (Garcia & Martinez, 2018) 
I personally agree with research that was carried out by Lee, 2020. This research purely states that the teacher needs to model and facilitate effective collaborative learning experiences. When talk partners are being introduced into most lessons the pupils have to be given guidance, structure and feedback from the teachers and other professionals in the class so that the benefits are worthwhile. Pupils who are EAL and ALN need a lot of guidance in class, but it has to be recognized that the pupils who are neither also struggle with this concept and when they are paired with a child who is unlike them, they will find it hard to interact. They must be given guidance and shown how to create an inclusive environment so that all involved are given a sense of belonging in the classroom. 

Discussion of research design
For the research topic a case study approach was adopted to investigate the chosen topic of talk partners.  Case study research is a research method that incorporates in depth observations and analysis of behavior in these observations. Case study research approaches can provide detailed qualitative information from observing how individuals act in scenarios and situations. I was able to observe children’s behavior daily in the classroom, analyzing how they interacted with their talk partner and how it affected their educational outcomes.  They allow the researcher to investigate in more depth than other forms of research. A researcher can see firsthand from face-to-face observations the outcomes of implementing different interventions into an individual’s day to day life. From carrying out an exploratory case study I was able to see the difference different talk partners made to children and how their behavior and class interaction improved or declined depending on who they sit next to and converse with.  They can also raise awareness of other areas of interest that play a role in the person’s outcome of behavior. After looking primarily at the effect talk partners have on all children, I wanted to narrow my research down to children who have ALN and are EAL and how different talk partners affect their social interaction and their learning.  These behaviors allow researchers to study behavior that may not be as easy to easy to test by other methods of research. Observations with pupils I believe is much more telling and beneficial as they are likely to suffer from social desirability when it comes to questionnaires, they want to say the right answer but when they do not know they are being observed a researcher can truly get their raw reactions and behavior. 
However, it must be noted that this type of research method can have its limitations. Due to the topic being chosen by the researcher they will often have their own subjective feelings about the research question prior to the research taking place, therefore causing researcher bias when analyzing the results and sometimes unconsciously choosing what they want to view in the observation stages. When picking the topic of talk partners, it is something that I had an interest in from seeing my class mentor use it in every consistent lesson. I had my perceived opinions on the topic, however when analyzing research and observing the pupils I kept my bias out of the equation and focused purely on the facts. These types of research methods can also be very time consuming and may be hard to complete when that is not the only focus of the researcher’s time. As this research was carried out alongside my teaching and focused on an intervention which was used in every lesson it was easy to analyze as the children were consistently using this method in the classroom and was easy for met o grasp the different objectives of what made a successful talk partner pairing and what didn’t. 
The sample that I used in my research was the pupils in my placement class and the staff in the school that were relevant to my research question. Even though this is a small research study the pupils in my class range in ability, culture, and gender so I have ensured this is a representative sample for Year 4 children.

Being ethical 
When carrying out any research project there must be ethical considerations applied throughout the collection of the research. I gave questionnaires to teachers and teaching assistants and explained that they were for a research question I was exploring for my university assignment. They were told that they did not have to answer any of the questions and could withdraw at any point. I also communicated to them that anything they said would stay confidential and I would purely use their responses to aid me with my research. The questionnaire that I used to aid my research was completely anonymous, there were no ages taken, no names and no personal details where it would be easily traceable back to the person who submitted the questionnaire. I did not explain to the pupils that I was researching into talk partners as I felt this would affect their behavior when it came to using this intervention in the classroom. I did not interview the children in any way or ask them why they spoke and interacted with their partner in that way I purely observed their behavior and their interactions toward each other and how having different partners affected the concept of their conversations. Throughout this assignment it is not possible to discover what children were observed as I do not mention any names or the school that the pupils attend, the research is completely confidential, anonymous, and ethical considerations have been applied. Before being able to carry out any research in the classroom, I filled out an ethical considerations (appendix 1) form which was informed by the BERA Guidance on Educational Research (2018), where I had to state what I was going to be doing in the research and how I was going to carry it out. This process was approved and therefore allowed me to carry out the research ethically for my research question. 

Research methods. 
During my study I used 2 forms of research methods, these being observations and questionnaires. I asked staff within the school and my year group to answer the questionnaires based on talk partners which had both open ended and closed questions, there were multiple choice questions and agree or disagree questions in the questionnaire as well as questions were participants could write their answer in as much detail as they wished. 
Questionnaires are a useful way to gain research data efficiently. They allow researchers to gather large amounts of research from any size sample the researcher desires and is a quick and easy way to analyze behavior, attitudes, and opinions on a certain topic, for myself the effectiveness of talk partners. In my questionnaire I used open-ended questions and closed questions. These types of questions have their positives and negatives but if used correctly can give a huge insight to how people view a certain topic. Open ended questions allow the participant to write an in-depth response to a question. The answers have the opportunity to be detailed, which offers a deeper insight into their thoughts and opinions on the chosen topic. Using these open-ended questions also develops the opportunity to retrieve additional information apart from the one that you set out to find. Respondents may bring other things to light which changes the way the researcher views the research study. Open ended questions can also be more engaging to the reader as they can truly express their feelings and opinions, which has been found to lead to higher completion rates and more in-depth, knowledgeable responses rather than just yes or no. However open-ended questions can have drawbacks such as they can be very time consuming, which can have the opposite effect and lead to a lack of engagement and therefore not gaining the answers thar are desired. They can also be difficult to analyze as the data is more complex and widespread rather than a set of simple answers that a participant has had to choose from. The reliability and validity of open-ended questions must also be questioned due to open ended answers may be subjective by the individuals’ perspectives. However, for my research question I wanted to gain an understanding of different opinions on the topic of talk partners, so this was not a drawback in my case. 
Closed questions were also used in my questionnaire, these additionally have both positives and negatives. They are easier to analyze than open-ended questions as there are set standard responses which the participant has to choose from. This promotes consistency and comparability in the data that is collected. Closed questions are also very time efficient; they do not require as much thought and can be more desirable to answer than a long open-ended question. However, insights into topics are limited due to the lack of opportunity to engage with questions and speak openly about a topic. They only allow for brief, concise responses which may not capture the participants’ true opinion.
I also used observations when researching into the effectiveness of talk partners. I observed how the children interacted with each other and how having different partners affected the conversations that they had. Observations alike questionnaires have both positive and negative aspects. Observations allow the researcher to gain rich data as they can see first-hand people’s behavior in a natural environment. They reduce the likelihood of bias due to the fact they do not know they are being observed so cannot change their behavior to suit the nature of the research study. However, there can be implications when it comes to the observer such as observer bias. The observer will have an idea of what they want to find from the observations and therefore may influence how they perceive certain behaviors. They can also be very time-consuming and cannot always be generalizable due to the fact only one target group is observed and cannot be generalized to worldwide characteristics. 
The children that I observed were 8 and 9 years old, this did not bring many issues to the study, but their age and attainment may cause problems which affected the research. Pupils who are higher academic performers were able to showcase more of what they knew when observing the talk partner conversations. Also, the motivation and engagement of the pupils during this talk partner conversations may also affect the results. Rather than the children not interacting due to the talk partner task it could be that they may not have been engaged or motivated that day and therefore corrupts the data as it cannot be seen the true reason for the ineffectiveness. 

Data presentation and analysis methods 
In my questionnaire (appendix 2) I used both open ended and closed questions. The data that was created from the responses of closed questions is easy to analyze using graphs showing the data. The data gained from these responses is quantitative data as there are limited responses. This data can be counted and measured and given a value. It is able to give an overall idea on the topic using a set of responses. Using quantitative data alone is not reliable and as respondents cannot give their raw, true opinions as they are limited to a set of responses. However, in my research I also used open ended questions where participants could note their feelings and ideas toward the questions. The responses from these questions are qualitative and can be split into different themes according to the answers. This is called thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is able to identify themes throughout different qualitative responses. Thematic analysis allows the researcher to gain an in depth understanding and can group answers according to the similarity of opinions. 

Results and discussion 
This part of the report will discuss the results found from a questionnaire that was completed by 6 members of staff, teachers, and teaching assistants, on their opinions on the effectiveness of talk partners. 
There are 6 questions in the questionnaire that will use quantitative analysis. Firstly, I looked at how often the staff used talk partners in their teaching. They were given 5 multiple choice options to choose from and asked to select the one that they felt best suited them. 33.3% of responses claimed that they used talk partners daily, 33.3% claimed that they used this intervention a few times a week, 16.7% in most of their lessons and 16.7% said once a week. These results can be seen in a graph (appendix 4). 
The next question asked whether staff thought that talk partners were effective in the classroom, 100% of respondents answered with yes. This can be seen in a graph (appendix 5)
The next question questioned whether they thought that talk partners were beneficial for EAL pupils. 83.3% of respondents answered yes and 16.7% answered no. This is shown in a graph (appendix 6)
The next quantitative question was asking whether talk partners benefit the ALN pupils in the classroom. 100% of participants answered yes. This can be seen in a graph (appendix 7)
The questionnaire also asked whether staff thought children’s talk partners should change weekly, 16.7% answered no, 33.3% answered maybe and 50% answered yes. These results can be shown in a graph. (appendix 8)
The last quantitative data question asked whether the pupils should be able to choose their own talk partners, 66.7% answered maybe and 33.3% answered no. These results can be shown in a graph (appendix 9)
These quantitative results are able to give me as a researcher the understanding of talk partners are commonly used in classrooms across the year group and school and all participants agree that when they do use them that they are effective in the pupils learning and their social interactions in the classroom. The overall opinions of talk partners on the benefits on children with EAL and ALN is that it is a valuable tool for supporting the learning needs of these children. Another key element that can be picked up from this data is that rotating talk partners has potential benefits as students are getting used to communicating with different peers. The results for pupils choosing their own talk partners are inconclusive and would need to be explored further to assess the potential benefits and drawbacks of the children being able to choose their own partners. Overall, the quantitative results show that talk partners are widely used throughout the school and all that completed the questionnaire believe that they are useful and a successful tool to use in the classroom to encourage children’s social interaction and to support with their learning. 
To gather more in-depth data, I used thematic analysis to group the qualitative data that was collected. The themes that were apparent through the qualitative data are listed below.
Language development and communication skills 
EAL pupils benefit from talk partners to improve their language skills and also familiar themselves with the spoken language in the school. Engaging in conversations with other pupils promotes the development of communication skills for EAL students. Helps ALN children with the interaction with peers. Talk partners increase communication skills and teamwork within the class. 
Confidence building 
Talk partners help EAL pupils to express their ideas in a safe space before telling the class their thoughts and ideas. Help ALN children get involved with group discussions.  
Engagement 
Talk partners help ALN children be part of a discussion and therefore improve their engagement. 
Key elements for successful pairings 
They have to be taught how to have a good discussion. Although some staff believe swapping and changing partners is beneficial it can be found that children being able to choose their own partners can be more productive and eliminates anxieties children may feel about their answers and they are able to discuss prior to someone they know and trust. Children must be on task when using successful talk partners. Some responses also stated that talk partners should not be friends as they can get distracted so a mix of opinions. 
Other methods 
Talk partners are the best in some people’s opinions. However, some responses had different ideas of ways to encourage social interaction and benefit learning. These are sitting in groups and not rows, group discussions, small groups in the classroom, children always having a friend close by, so they are comfortable when sharing ideas. Also, role play areas, especially for younger children to encourage authenticity in the classroom and being able to communicate educationally in an engaging setting. 
All of these themes give a good and in depth understanding of the perceptions of the effectiveness of talk partners, especially for EAL and ALN children, which were a group I targeted this research towards. 
Overall, from the results it is apparent that talk partners are thought of very highly of and are seen as beneficial in the classroom. However, it has to be sure that they are used in the correct way and pairings are successful for these to benefit the children’s social and educational skills. It must be noted that staff believe that talk partners think that talk partners are extremely beneficial for children who have EAL and ALN as it is an intervention which they can use to increase their social and communication skills whilst also progressing in their learning at the same time. 
Conclusion 
This research paper set out to understand the perceptions on the effectiveness of talk partners. I feel that the research I carried out did address this research question as I was able to collect both qualitative and quantitative data to understand the opinions of staff in the school. I used questionnaires and observations to collect my data which I found was a very useful way of collecting this data. My research question set to find out how effective it was for children in Year 4 which I believe I was able to get a good grasp of, however this cannot be generalized to different ages, different areas, and different cultures due to only one class being observed and staff from one school being questioned. In the future I would like to further this research by looking at other interventions that can be put into place to promote student social interaction and their learning in a social context.
To improve this research I would ask the teaching assistants a different questionnaire as the questionnaire was very focused on the teaching side and perceptions and therefore wasn’t a true reflection of how the teaching assistants felt around the topic. 
Recommendations 
Throughout this research it is clear that talk partners are commonly used in schools and do have many benefits to assist with social interaction in the classroom and educational attainment. However, it must be noted that one size does not fit all, and they may not be as beneficial in all classroom settings. Social interaction can also be encouraged in “golden time”, where the children are free to play and interact with who they like. I have noticed in my placement that a child who is EAL and very rarely speaks in class, especially during talk partner time, has started to interact with a few chosen friends during golden time. I believe this is because it is something that this individual enjoys doing and something they feel comfortable talking about. I think children need to be able to communicate with their close friends in the class before asking them to sit be a peer they rarely talk to and then have an academic conversation with. 
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