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PREFACE
As teachers and educators, we are passionate about providing the best learning opportunities for all the children 
that we teach, but we are also driven by a strong belief that learning is lifelong and we too have a responsibility 
to learn more about education to ensure continuous improvement and innovation in our field. Therefore, at Kings 
Hill School we decided to embark upon a journey of developing our very own educational research alongside 
Canterbury Christ Church University. We recognised that action research could take place in our school in the here 
and now and that research isn’t confined to university establishments. This was an exciting acknowledgement, that 
as current educators, we could help shape future educational thinking and practice.

After meeting with the experienced team from the Faculty of Education at the university, we initially learnt about 
devising research questions, methodologies and ethics. Then we worked in small groups to carefully compose 
research questions that would be meaningful to our school and inspire us to find answers and solutions. Over the 
academic year, we gathered data and statistics and finally we carefully evaluated our findings.

The whole process was exciting and inspired us to ask questions and test theories that we otherwise may have just 
accepted as existing practice. There are already several aspects of the research that we have now implemented 
across the school, for example retrieval practice in mathematics, topic knowledge organisers and pre-teaching 
for disadvantaged pupils. Fundamentally the project has ignited a passion for research that means our teaching 
staff are committed to educational research as a basis to ensure that our approaches and practice have a sound 
evidence base and are not just passing educational trends.

We hope you enjoy reading our research as much as we enjoyed being part of this fulfilling and thought provoking 
project. Thank you to Canterbury Christ Church University for their significant expertise in action research and 
encouraging us throughout.

Alice Early
Headteacher

Kings Hill School | Crispin Way | Kings Hill | West Malling ME19 4LS
www.kingshillschool.org.uk
01732 842739
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THE VALUE OF ACTION RESEARCH AND 
TEACHER-LED ENQUIRY PROJECTS ON 
CHILDREN, TEACHERS AND LEADERS
Booklets like these which seek to capture the essence of the learning engaged in by those that participate in a 
range of projects can sometimes be misleading. On first glance, it is easy to be attracted to look at what themes 
were explored across a range of school settings or perhaps the methods which were employed to complete the 
study.

I think that the deeper and rather bigger questions that we as readers should be asking ourselves are:

• What was the value of undertaking these projects? 
• To the individual researchers? 
• To their schools? 
• To their pupils? 
• And even, over time beyond the life of the project? 

It’s not possible to answer these questions in depth at the start of the booklet, but you might like to reflect on 
them as you start to consider the contents of the pages which lie ahead. 
What can be done here, albeit briefly, is to begin to explore what has already been said about the value of such 
projects in general terms.

What is understood by ‘action research’?
‘Action research is a process of concurrently inquiring about problems and taking action to solve 
them. It is a sustained, intentional, recursive, and dynamic process of inquiry in which the teacher 
takes an action—purposefully and ethically in a specific classroom context— to improve teaching/
learning. Action research is change research, a nonlinear, recursive, cyclical process of study 
designed to achieve concrete change in a specific situation, context, or work setting to improve 
teaching/learning…’ 
Pine, 2009: 29

In essence, the value of such projects lies in the person who engages. It is not the kind of work which is written 
about those who work outside the contextual situation in which it is undertaken. The drive comes from someone 
– in the pages which follow, teachers - who is captivated or intrigued by a particular set of circumstances, 
and moved to explore these in identifiable systematic, ethical and sceptical/critical ways. The drive is to both 
understand the situation better and also to make some changes, consider the impact they have made and 
ultimately pursue lasting improvement. The importance of the researcher within the actual context cannot be over-
estimated and by committing to this form of study they are actually engaging in aspects of change of which they 
may have little awareness as they begin. As indicated in the following pages, individual teachers have read around 
the topics they have explored, engaged in dialogue with themselves and their peers as they have questioned, 
reasoned and pondered over possible pathways to take. 

Why is this important for developing educational leadership?
This process of reflection-action-reflection-action can be considered as a spiralling cyclical process in which the 
research issues may change and actions undertaken are improved or discarded or become more focused. Action 
research assumes and celebrates that the teachers themselves are the agents and source of educational reform and 
not the objects of reform imposed by external agencies. 

Action research therefore empowers teachers to own, develop and refine their own professional knowledge. They 
are able to reflect on their practice to improve it, becoming more autonomous in their professional judgment, and 
able to lead a more energetic and dynamic environment where teaching and learning can take place. They also 
learn to articulate and build their knowledge, and recognise and appreciate their own expertise as an important 
part of learning to lead others.
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‘Teachers are privileged through the action research process to produce knowledge and 
consequently experience that “knowledge is power.” As knowledge and action are joined in 
changing practice, there is growing recognition of the power of teachers to change and reform 
education from the inside rather than having change and reform imposed top down from the 
outside.’ 
Pine, 2009: 31

Allowing teachers to identify, explore and evaluate their own area of interest is particularly empowering. Frost and 
Durrant (2002) commented on this approach as having a long term effect – not just on their behaviour - 

‘but rather the impact of teachers’ development work on themselves and on their colleagues. The 
development of teachers’ leadership skills, the exponential growth of confidence and self-esteem 
and the release of creative energy have a powerful effect…’ 
Frost and Durrant, 2002:157

We believe that all of these elements are clearly identifiable through the range of projects described in the 
following pages. The voices which follow are those of the researchers who undertook the studies in their own 
school. It was a great privilege to be involved in their learning journeys.

Dr Peter Gregory FRSA FCollT NLG
Faculty Director of Partnership-led Action Research and Development

Jennifer Shearman
Partnership Development Lead, Medway 

Dave Bubb 
Partnership Development Lead, Maidstone and West Kent

References
Frost, D. and Durrant, J., (2002) Teachers as Leaders: exploring the impact of teacher-led development work. 
School leadership & management, 22(2), pp.143-161.

Pine, G. (2009) ‘Teacher Action Research’ Chapter 2 in Teacher Action Research: Building Knowledge Democracies 
pp 29-61 London: Sage.
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CAN BOYS LIKE WRITING TOO?
Charlotte Genç and Rebecca Ratcliffe
c.genc@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk | r.ratcliffe@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
The primary objective of this Action Research project was to explore attainment and gender difference in attitudes 
to writing at Kings Hill School. Boys’ achievement in writing has historically been documented nationally, locally 
and also within Kings Hill School as a gap to close. There have been several reasons suggested for this gap varying 
from; quality of teaching, classroom culture, structure of writing and the purpose of writing. Caroline Daly’s (2003) 
Ofsted commissioned work ‘Literature search on improving boys’ writing’ investigates the impact of topic selection 
on boys’ writing.

‘Topic selection in narrative writing contributes to success in the primary phase, by affecting the writer’s self-
perception as ‘expert’ in the chosen topic, based on real-life knowledge and experience. At the same time, boys 
want to be creative, independent and to use their own imaginations. 

Boys’ desire to choose their own writing topics is very strong (Higgins, 2002), and reflects the impulse to find 
coherence between their (gendered) reality and imaginary worlds (White, 1996). Jordan’s concept of the ‘warrior 
discourse’ (1995) shows that empowerment and agency are potent themes, which feature in male narratives in the 
early years of school. The Bullock report’s ‘expressive’ mode of writing, which adopted Britton’s concept of writing 
‘close to the self’, informs this interpretation of early writing choices. It is not incompatible with points already 
made about boys’ resistance to exposure of a more vulnerable ‘self’.’

To enable this research project we needed to establish the following;
• What are children’s views on writing?
• Is there a difference between Girls and Boys perceptions of writing?
• What can the school learn from these findings?

As gender is a re-occurring theme across the school the focus was directed towards a Year 3 and 4 class due to 
their position as emerging and established writers.

Method
To accompany prior in school Summer-attainment data, baseline data was needed for the Action Research. 
The children in the two classes completed a questionnaire on favourite subjects, attitudes to extended writing, 
perception of themselves on ability to write and subjects that they would be interested in writing about. As a result 
of this various themes emerged for both Boys and Girls considering perception of ability, feelings towards writing 
and subjects that they would like to write about.

Results

YEAR 3 CLASS – ENTRY DATA
(Year 2) Summer 2017 - Attainment as of July 2017

Pupil Numbers 
Writing

% Working towards % Expected % Working at greater 
depth

All 28 22 59 19

Boys 11 36 64 0

Girls 17 13 56 31
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YEAR 4 CLASS – ENTRY DATA
(Year 3) Summer 201 Attainment as of July 2017

Pupil Numbers 
Writing

% Working towards % Expected % Working at greater 
depth

All 30 20 50 30

Boys 14 21 43 36

Girls 16 19 56 25

Figure 1: Year 3 & 4 Class Entry Data

Figure 2: Year 3 & 4 Average Perception Scores for Writing

YEAR 3 & 4 - WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO WRITE ABOUT?

BOYS

Year 3 Year 4

History –Romans, The War, Battles
Video Games – Minecraft, Playstation
Animals – Penguins, Hedgehogs, Sharks
Personal – My dog
Sport – How to roller skate, dirt bikes, Golf
Leg
Cars
How Things Work – The Brain
Cartoons – Pokemon
Games - Battle
Books – Harry Potter

Countries
Video Games – Fortnite, Bowmasters, Games console 
inventors
My thoughts
War – World War I,II, the Past, tanks
Animals – Penguins, Rabbits Human Evolution
Sports and famous sportsmen
Inventors

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0

1

2

3

4

5

Handwriting Word choice Amount I write Spelling Punctuation Ideas

Year 4  - Average Perception Score on Writing Ability
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GIRLS

Year 3 Year 4

School - Teachers
Fantasy – Dragons, fairies, Rainbows & Unicorns
People - Family & Friends, The Weekend, Girls
Animals – Penguins, Puppies, Tadpoles
Films – Gnomeo and Juliet
Books – Harry Potter
Sport – Football, how to get fit, exercise, Olympic 
gymnasts
The future
Space

Animals – Kittens and Puppies
Fantasy – Magical lands, make believe, unicorns, 
fairies, dragons, mythical creatures, forests, magic
Biography – my life
History – Henry VIII
The Future Space
Drama
Family and Friends

Figure 3: Topic Preferences for Boys and Girls (Year 3 & 4)

Both boys and girls in Year 3 and 4 had a lower perceived score for spelling and boys perceived score overall 
was higher. In pupil discussions girls responded more positively, showing a preference for English over Maths. 
Considering the responses from the children as to subjects to write about the next step was to introduce an 
element of Writing For Pleasure. A recent report from the National Literacy Trust has highlighted Children’s views 
on writing (Clarke, 2016) and that children who write for pleasure achieve significantly better results in the subject 
in the classroom. Those who like writing outside class are seven times more likely to write above the expected level 
for their age. While the proportion of children writing for fun has risen, the trust warns many are still not keen 
on it. 

However, more attention must be focused on writing for fun, as has already been done on reading for pleasure. 
Clarke’s study, published to mark the first National Writing Day organised by the charity First Story, questioned 
39,411 eight to 18-year-olds across the UK. The survey found almost a quarter (23%) of those who said they 
enjoyed writing were above their expected level, compared with 3% of those who said they did not like the 
activity. While the proportion of young people who do enjoy writing has risen - from 45% in 2015 to 51% in 2016 
- the NLT study suggests 
about half (49%) do not 
enjoy writing outside of the 
classroom.’

The next step in the Action 
Research at Kings Hill was to 
give children an opportunity 
to write for pleasure on 
topics that they had a 
personal interest with and 
analyse their perceptions to 
compare the results.

Question 3 - How 
do you feel on big 
write days?
Children’s attitudes to 
writing based upon freedom 
to choose their writing 
topic were overwhelmingly 
positive for both boys 
and girls. Children made 
poignant comments 
supporting this when self-
assessing their work after 
free writing activities. 
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Figure 5: Responses from children after Free Writing

Next Steps
These findings have been thought provoking for our school moving forward. Considering the work of Gary Wilson 
(2014), Catherine Clarke (2016) and Caroline Daly (2003) it is clear that topic choice and relevance/purpose are key 
factors when engaging both genders with writing and creating life-long writers who can write for pleasure. It 
would be worthwhile developing this element of writing for pleasure across all year groups at Kings Hill School and 
monitoring its impact on attainment for both boys and girls so that boys and girls can like writing too.

References
Clark, C. (2016). Children’s and Young People’s Writing in 2015. Findings from the National Literacy 
Trust’s annual literacy survey. London: National Literacy Trust. Available from: https://literacytrust.org.uk/
documents/204/2016_11_03_free_research_-_writing_2015_-_final_bjO2ljN.pdf [Accessed May 2018] 

Daly, C. (2003) Literature search on improving boys’ writing. London: Ofsted. 

Wilson, G. (2014) Raising Boys’ Achievement. 2nd edn. London: Bloomsbury. 

“I feel excited because we can write anything 
we want and I have more confidence.” 
Year 4 Girl

“I am happy because I get to write whatever I 
want.” 
Year 3 Boy

“I had all my ideas and knowledge in my head 
so my pen had to catch up with my thoughts!” 
Year 3 Girl

“I really enjoy it because I get to write my own 
ideas and put my creativity into it.” 
Year 4 Boy
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MATHS MINDSET: EXPLORING THE 
IMPACT OF MINDSET ON CHILDREN’S 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS MATHEMATICS
Holly Wilson, Jo Jewson and Caroline Hobbs
c.hobbs@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk | jjewson@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk | h.wilson@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk 

Introduction 
In our school attainment and progress for PPG pupils in Maths is often lower than that of their peers. We wanted 
to see if negative self-perception was a contributing factor to their maths attainment in comparison to their peers. 
To ascertain pupil attitudes towards problem solving in Maths, we undertook a simple Likert survey with a sample 
group of disadvantaged pupils in Years 1, 3 and 6. We then introduced them to the idea of Growth Mindset, using 
the book The Dot by Peter H Reynolds.

We read the book to the whole class, 
as well as watching Pat Malley’s (2013) 
animated version on YouTube. 

We then discussed the meaning behind 
the story and explored the idea of a fixed 
mind set and a Growth Mindset. 

We then incorporated the idea into our 
day to day teaching and monitored them 
throughout the year to see whether this 
had any impact on their attitude towards 
solving problems in Maths.

Research question
• Can the implementation of 

Growth Mindset improve how 
pupil premium (PP) pupils in Years 
1, 3 & 6 strategise when solving 
mathematical problems?

Method(s) 
We decided to undertake a survey with a Likert scale (named after the American social scientist Rensis Likert) as it 
was a straightforward way to measure the opinions and perceptions of the children. We also used simple language 
so that the questions were accessible to all the children involved in the project. 

The questions in the survey investigated the children’s opinion of their own self-confidence and their perceived 
attitude to solving problems in maths. The survey was conducted in a classroom setting by a familiar adult. 
Research shows it is vital that children are comfortable in their environment, confident with relationships of those 
around them and in position of safety and security to be able to learn well.

Fig 1. The Dot by Peter H Reynolds
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Opinion of own intelligence

Not Clever At 
All

A little bit 
clever in some 

subjects

A little bit 
clever in most 

subjects

Quite clever in 
some subjects

Quite clever in 
most subjects

Very clever in 
some subjects

Very Clever in 
most subjects

Attitude towards problem solving

Too Hard. I 
don’t want to 

even try.

Really Hard. 
I don’t often 
want to try.

Hard. I try 
but I don’t 
understand 

what I need to 
do.

It’s O.K. I have 
a go. 

I quite like it 
and try my 

best. I mostly 
understand 

what I need to 
do.

I like it and 
try my best. 
I understand 

what I need to 
do.

I enjoy the 
challenge and 
understand 

what I need to 
do.

Fig 2: Likert Scales Used

The results of the initial survey were as follows:

Fig. 3 Results of the initial survey

These results indicate that overall the pupils did not consider themselves to be particularly clever and the majority 
of them were not especially fond of maths and problem solving.
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Once we had ascertained pupils’ attitudes towards problem solving in maths, we then introduced them to the idea 
of Growth Mindset using The Dot by Peter H Reynolds (2003) as a hook and monitored them again later on in the 
year using the same Likert scales to see whether it had any impact on their attitude towards solving problems in 
maths.

Results of the final survey were as follows:

Fig 4. Results of the final survey

What did you learn?
Having conducted our final survey towards the end of the year there has been a clear shift in both the children’s 
own opinion of their intelligence and also their attitude towards problem solving in Maths. 

Out of the 9 pupils in our study:

• All of the children increased in their opinion of their own intelligence by at least one place.
• All but one child became more positive towards problem solving
• A third of the children decided they enjoyed problem solving by the end of the year compared with only 1 

child at the start of the year.
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All contributing staff noticed a general change in the pupils’ attitudes towards all of their learning within the 
classroom too. It obviously needs to be acknowledged that this may have come with an increase in maturity and 
confidence throughout the year regardless, but we are confident that introducing the children to Growth Mindset 
and to a different way of thinking has definitely had some impact, evident in the language the children are using 
and their understanding of Growth Mindset itself. 

Next steps
All staff involved in this project have become firm believers in Growth Mindset and are determined to take what 
they have learnt in to their classrooms next year. We are interested in monitoring the impact of Growth Mindset 
in a wider sense throughout the school and across the curriculum, especially if it has a positive impact on the 
children’s wellbeing and self-confidence.

References 
Allison, S. (2014) Growing our mindset. Available at: https://classteaching.wordpress.com/2014/04/12/growing-our-
mindset/ [Accessed 1 October 2018]
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THE EFFECTS OF PRE-TEACHING ON 
THE ATTITUDES TOWARDS MATHS OF 
DISADVANTAGED PUPILS. 
Alice Early, Kate Harris, Georgette Williams and Sarah Bugeja
a.early@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
‘Tens of thousands of children from disadvantaged backgrounds could have their lives transformed 
if schools matched the results achieved by similar pupils.’ 
Adams, 2014

At Kings Hill School we are passionate about improving outcomes for all pupils, with a particular focus on 
disadvantaged pupils. The purpose of this study was to examine whether disadvantaged pupils, in comparison 
to their peers, differ in their maths academic self-perceptions, attitudes toward the subject and motivation. 
Associations between emotional negativity and cognitive performance of disadvantaged children have been 
examined by some research. The Early Head Start (EHS) is a federally funded (US) early childhood development 
program aimed at low-income families. Their research and evaluation project involved 3,000 children and families 
living in poverty (Chazan-Cohen, Raikes, Brooks-Gunn, Ayoub, Pan, Kisker, Roggman, and Fuligni, 2009). Their 
study found that 1–3-year-old children who had higher levels of negative emotionality evidenced more rapid rates 
of decline of cognitive skill scores. The effect of EHS on children’s cognitive skills and attitudes however was quite 
evident. Children who were enrolled in EHS had higher cognitive skill scores at three years of age than their peers 
who were not in EHS. This provided a context for our own investigation.

In our school, the two year trend of Maths attainment and progress for disadvantaged pupils in KS2 shows that 
their performance is lower than both their progress in KS1 and the progress of their peers in KS2. This is in stark 
contrast to English in which the gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers has narrowed in reading, 
writing and SPAG for three consecutive years. As a result we aimed to analyse the barriers for underachievement 
in maths within year six to see if negative emotionality was a contributing factor to their maths attainment in 
comparison to their peers. 

During discussion with our disadvantaged pupils, it transpired that their self- perception, motivation and 
confidence levels in maths differed greatly when compared to other subjects. They felt unsure about their level of 
subject knowledge, how to improve their maths attainment and progress and felt they were not achieving well in 
lessons. This therefore formed the methodology of our action research project. 

Research question (and any subsidiary questions)
• What are the effects of pre-teaching on the attitudes towards maths of disadvantaged pupils?
• Are there particular aspects within the maths curriculum which are barriers to achievement for 

disadvantaged pupils? 
• Is there significant variation between gender attitudes towards maths for disadvantaged pupils?
• Is parental contribution a factor to consider in the child’s self-perception and confidence in maths? 

Method(s) 
To ascertain pupil attitudes towards maths, we undertook a survey with a sample group of disadvantaged pupils. 
The questions in the survey were carefully considered to investigate the children’s confidence, level of support at 
home, self-perception, areas of strength and weakness and how they envisage themselves being able to improve. 
The survey was conducted by a familiar adult in a calm setting in which children felt safe and able to be honest 
and clear in their answers. We understand that it is vital that children are comfortable in their environment, 
confident with relationships of those around them and in position of safety and security to be able to learn well. 

The children were encouraged to fully answer the questions asked and elaborate on their answers where possible, 
during a continuous dialogue between adult and pupil. In order to gain a better understanding of the children’s 
wellbeing and involvement in maths lessons, the Leuvan Scale (Laevers, 2005) was used as a measurement tool. 
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Laevers’ work shows how practitioners can use this information to account for and support children’s learning. 
Within this, he identifies two traits – well-being and involvement– as fundamental underpinnings to a child’s 
successful development. The use of the Leuvan scale was repeated throughout the research in order to compare 
any changes in the pupils’ attitudes and confidence levels. 

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR WELL- BEING THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR INVOLVEMENT

Level Well- being Signals Level Well-being Signals

1 Extremely 
low

The child clearly shows signs 
of discomfort such as crying 
or screaming. They may look 
dejected, sad, frightened or 
angry. The child does not 
respond to the environment 
avoids contact and is 
withdrawn. The child may 
behave aggressively, hurting 
him/herself or others.

1 Extremely 
low

Activity is simple, repetitive and 
passive. The child seems absent 
and displays no energy. They 
may stare into space or look 
around to see what others are 
doing.

2 Low

The posture, facial expression 
and actions indicate that the 
child does not feel at ease. 
However, the signals are less 
explicit than under level 1 or 
the sense of discomfort is not 
expressed the whole time.

2 Low

Frequently interrupted activity. 
The child will be engaged in the 
activity for some of the time 
they are observed, but there 
will be moments of non- activity 
when they will stare into space, 
or be distracted by what is 
going on around them.

3 Moderate

The child has a neutral posture. 
Facial expression and posture 
show little or no emotion. 
There are no signs indicating 
sadness or pleasure, comfort or 
discomfort.

3 Moderate

Mainly continuous activity. The 
child is bust with the activity 
but at a fairly routine level 
and there are few signs of real 
involvement. They make some 
progress with what they are 
doing but don’t show much 
energy and concentration and 
can be easily distracted.

4 High

The child shows obvious signs 
of satisfaction (as listed under 
level 5). However, these signals 
are not constantly present with 
the same intensity.

4 High

Continuous activity with intense 
moments. The child’s activity 
has intense moments and at all 
times they seem involved. They 
are not easily distracted.

5 Extremely 
High

The child looks happy and 
cheerful, smiles, cries out wit 
pleasure. They may be lively and 
full of energy. Actions can be 
spontaneous and expressive. 
The child may talk to him/
herself, play with sounds, hum 
or sing. The child appears 
relaxed and does not show any 
signs of stress or tension. He/
she is open and accessible to 
the environment. The child 
expresses self- confidence and 
self- assurance.

5 Extremely 
High

The child shows continuous 
and intense activity revealing 
the greatest involvement. They 
are concentrated, creative, 
energetic and persistent 
throughout nearly all the 
observed period.

Fig 1. Leuvan Scale (well-being and involvement)

Following our survey and use of the Leuven Scale, we undertook a term’s pre-teaching sessions 1:1 with four 
children who were underachieving in maths. This involved careful liaison between the class teacher and HLTA, 
who planned each session to give the children the confidence to tackle their daily class maths lessons with a more 
positive approach and attitude. 
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We also looked at the effects of the intervention program on attainment. In order to make expected progress, a 
child will need to make 6 steps of progress on our internal school’s tracking. In order to reach national expected 
standard at the end of Year 6 the children had to obtain a standardised score of 100- this is the equivalent of step 
36 on our internal school tracking system.

What did you learn?
We will present our findings based on the before and after pre-teaching results for the four children  
(referred to as Child A-D).

Child A

BEFORE PRE-TEACHING AFTER PRE-TEACHING

QUESTION ANSWER ANSWER
Do you like maths? No, it’s too tricky Yes I like it more

Do you feel confident in maths? Why? No, I struggle with things No but more than I did

What is easy/ difficult about maths? Tables are easy but everything else is hard If I feel confident then things are easier

Does support help you in maths? Yes Yes

Do you use maths outside of school? No, I do TT rockstars though I do TT Rockstars

Do you get help with maths at home? No No

Do you think it is important to learn 
maths? Why? Yes because you need it all the time Yes you need it when you are older

What would you like to improve in 
maths? Division and partitioning Rounding

Leuvan Wellbeing Scale Score 3 4

Leuvan Involvement Scale Score 2 4

Fig. 2 Before and after pre-teaching results: Child A

For Child A there is a clear difference in her attitude towards maths in her first answer. The confidence the pre-
teaching sessions have given her gives her a more enjoyable experience. Though still not confident in maths, she is 
more so and it would be interesting to talk to parents about how they can support her at home. The Leuvan Scales 
show increased wellbeing and involvement.

Year Start 
Attainment

Autumn 
Attainment

Progress from 
year start to 

end of Autumn 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

Spring 
Attainment  

(prior to pre-
teaching group)

Progress measure 
from Autumn 

to end of Spring 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

End of Year 
Attainment

Progress measure 
from Spring to 

end of year

Step 30 Step 31 1 step progress Step 32 1 step progress Step 35 3 steps progress

 
Fig 3. Child A’s progress

This shows that Child A made less than expected progress and didn’t meet national expected standard in 
maths. However, it is interesting to note that accelerated progress was made during the period of pre- teaching. 
Attendance was a key factor to child A’s performance- their overall attendance for the year was 87.8% and they 
took the week off prior to the Key Stage 2 SATs. 
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Child B 

BEFORE PRE-TEACHING AFTER PRE-TEACHING

QUESTION ANSWER ANSWER
Do you like maths? A bit I do now, I can answer questions in class

Do you feel confident in maths? Why? Sometimes - but when it’s hard I give up Yes I understand a lot more now

What is easy/ difficult about maths? I find times tables easy but dividing is really 
hard

I can divide now, I want to work on shape

Does support help you in maths? Yes but I wish I had more
Yes and now I can work on my own more 

because I know what I’m doing

Do you use maths outside of school? Only homework Only homework

Do you get help with maths at home? Sometimes Sometimes

Do you think it is important to learn 
maths? Why?

Yes you need it when you grow up for 
shopping and stuff

Yes, for shopping and things

What would you like to improve in 
maths? Dividing I going to work on my shape

Leuvan Wellbeing Scale Score 3 5

Leuvan Involvement Scale Score 2 5

Fig. 4 Before and after pre-teaching results: Child B

For Child B there is a clear change in attitude. All of her answers, other than support at home, shows a clear 
increase in confidence and even mentions boosting independence. Again there is a question around parental 
involvement, which is something we need to explore further. The Leuvan Scales show increased wellbeing and 
involvement.

Year Start 
Attainment

Autumn 
Attainment

Progress from 
year start to 

end of Autumn 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

Spring 
Attainment  

(prior to pre-
teaching group)

Progress measure 
from Autumn 

to end of Spring 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

End of Year 
Attainment

Progress measure 
from Spring to 

end of year

Step 30 Step 32 2 steps progress Step 34 2 steps progress Step 37 3 steps progress

 
Fig 5. Child B’s progress

Child B securely met national expected standard and made accelerated progress of 7 steps over the year. Again, 
the most progress was made over the summer term whilst the pre-teaching was taking place.

Child C 

BEFORE PRE-TEACHING AFTER PRE-TEACHING

QUESTION ANSWER ANSWER
Do you like maths? A little Yes, most of the time

Do you feel confident in maths? Why? I take longer to learn things than everyone 
else, it’s too quick

I feel more confident than I did but I still can’t 
keep up in class

What is easy/ difficult about maths? Adding and subtracting is easy but everything 
else is impossible

I don’t think anything is easy really but if I 
practice things they get easier

Does support help you in maths? Yes
Yes it helps me know what to do so I know 

how to do my maths in class

Do you use maths outside of school? No, not really Not really

Do you get help with maths at home? Yes Yes

Do you think it is important to learn 
maths? Why? Yeah you need it for everything Yes you need it in the future

What would you like to improve in 
maths? Everything, I’m rubbish at it Shape

Leuvan Wellbeing Scale Score 1 4

Leuvan Involvement Scale Score 2 4
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Fig. 6 Before and after pre-teaching results: Child C

The impact of pre-teaching on Child C is clear. He liked maths ‘a little’ and since the extra support likes maths 
‘most of the time. Whilst he still lacks confidence there is clearly an improvement in his involvement levels. 
Perhaps most striking however is the difference in what he finds easier as there is a clear change in attitude from 
everything being impossible to things being easier with practice. The Leuvan Scales show increased wellbeing and 
involvement. 

Year Start 
Attainment

Autumn 
Attainment

Progress from 
year start to 

end of Autumn 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

Spring 
Attainment  

(prior to pre-
teaching group)

Progress measure 
from Autumn 

to end of Spring 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

End of Year 
Attainment

Progress measure 
from Spring to 

end of year

Step 28 Step 29 1 step progress Step 32 3 steps progress Step 35 3 steps progress

 
Fig 7. Child C’s progress

Although Child C didn’t meet the expected standard at the end of the year, they did make accelerated progress 
over Year 6. Again, accelerated progress was made over the summer term when the pre-teaching groups were 
taking place. 

Child D

BEFORE PRE-TEACHING AFTER PRE-TEACHING

QUESTION ANSWER ANSWER

Do you like maths? Yes but it’s hard
It’s easier mow I’m finding it more fun 

because I know what to do

Do you feel confident in maths? Why? No I can’t really do it
Yes we have gone over so many areas I know 

more so I can do my class work

What is easy/ difficult about maths? Multiplying is easy but I don’t really find 
anything else easy

If I learn something in a small group it’s easier 
to have a go in class. Sometimes are still hard 

though

Does support help you in maths? Yes
Yes because if I’m struggling and someone 

shows me how to do it on my own then

Do you use maths outside of school? Yes when I go shopping Yes when I go shopping

Do you get help with maths at home? No, my mum hates maths No...

Do you think it is important to learn 
maths? Why? I guess so, it depends on your job Yes you need it all the time

What would you like to improve in 
maths?

Everything, my times tables are ok but I’m not 
really that good at anything else

Ratio is so tricky, but I think I’m ok at the other 
things

Leuvan Wellbeing Scale Score 2 4

Leuvan Involvement Scale Score 3 5

Fig. 8. Before and after pre-teaching results: Child D

Child D has a complete change of attitude towards maths and is clearly more confident in her approach and 
attitude to learning. Again it has highlighted a need to explore parental attitude and experiences of maths, which 
is a clear focus for our next steps. 

Year Start 
Attainment

Autumn 
Attainment

Progress from 
year start to 

end of Autumn 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

Spring 
Attainment  

(prior to pre-
teaching group)

Progress measure 
from Autumn 

to end of Spring 
Term (expected 2 

steps)

End of Year 
Attainment

Progress measure 
from Spring to 

end of year

Step 30 Step 32 2 steps progress Step 34 2 steps progress Step 36 2 steps progress

 
Fig 9. Child D’s progress

Child D made expected progress over the year and reached expected standard in maths at the end of the year.



20 Action Research Report

Summary
• 100% of our sample group showed an increase in involvement measure on the Leuvan Scale
• 100% of our sample group showed an increase in wellbeing measured on the Leuvan Scale 
• 50% of our sample group reached the expected standard in maths at the end of Year 6. 
• 100% of children made expected or better progress over the period of time that the pre-teaching groups were 

taking place. 
• 75% of the children made accelerated progress over this time.

Next steps
Our research showed that the pre-teaching groups carried out had a positive impact on the confident, resilience, 
involvement and well-being of our sample disadvantaged pupils. It is also very interesting to note that 75% of 
these children made accelerated progress during the time the groups took place. However, the sample that we 
used was small and our next steps would be to carry out the pre-teaching groups across the school so that we 
could assess the impact with larger groups of children. 

There are other factors that need to be taken in to account when analysing this research. Parental engagement 
and own confidence in education is a key factor that help form children’s attitudes towards school. The majority of 
our sample disadvantaged group told us that they didn’t have help with maths at home and their parent’s attitude 
towards maths was negative. It is vital that as a school we try to reach these parents in order to change mind-sets 
on school. This would be worth exploring as a piece of research in itself however, moving forward we plan to 
deliver parental workshops to support parents in the teaching of maths as well as suggesting home learning and 
activities that can be carried out at home to support engagement in maths. 

Pre-teaching groups for our disadvantaged children will become part of our teaching and learning expectations 
during the next academic year and if there is continual success then they will be part of our expectations moving 
forward. We will factor in these groups to our PPG budget setting to ensure there is adequate staffing and facilities 
to run these successfully.
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DO PERFORMING ARTS ENCOURAGE 
ACTIVE PARTICIPATION IN CLASS?
Sally McCarville and David Chadwick
s.mccarville@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk | d.chadwick@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
Within the school, over time, a theatrical production has become synonymous with Year 4. It may even be said 
that expectations of grandeur increase year on year! Although teachers therefore come and go from the process, 
some experiences are commonly reflected and remarked upon. 

They have experienced occasional resistance from parents who are concerned about the loss of curriculum time. 
Prominence of the production during the rehearsal period in terms of prioritising hall space and juggling class 
timetables is not universally shared amongst staff groups.

More consistent has been the sense of achievement and pride from children that has resulted from taking part and 
delivering performances. Perhaps professionals have a greater scope for witnessing this through their day-to-day 
roles, plus the privilege of sensitivity and insight with regards to classroom performance and attitudes to learning. 
This is where frustrations can arise in what is inherently a stressful period. With regards to curriculum, concession 
either way is avoidable through hard work, teamwork and professionalism; facilitating such a multifaceted and 
significant task with clarity of purpose and with less external concerns assists further. Not meeting the balance 
required will result in one or both goals being compromised.
 
Ensuring the delivery of a demanding curriculum alongside desires to ‘put on a good show’ and maximise 
the potential opportunities that this fully inclusive experience will inevitably provide is an achievable balance 
(Matthews, 2018). Highlighting the positive and often unseen impacts of the Year 4 production would go some 
way to allaying fears and embracing performing arts in general. What a great platform and opportunity for new 
talents to be explored or existing ones to be celebrated (Panamkat, 2017). 

This research study sought to uncover examples of improved behaviour for learning and increased engagement.

Research question
• Do performing arts encourage active participation in class where participation is a barrier to learning for 

particular pupils?

Method(s) 
Four children were selected within the year group who were identified as a purposeful sample for the study. This 
was based on current participation levels, prospective reactions to this unique opportunity and existing ‘comfort 
zones’. 

Subsequently, observing and recording through teacher judgement were the principle means of conducting 
the research. These observations were ongoing throughout the planning, casting and rehearsal periods, during 
performances and the term following the production. This constitutes three terms of ongoing observation 
commencing in Term 3, teachers therefore had a good base from which to gauge subsequent fluctuations in pupil 
performance and classroom participation.

Alongside this, Leuven scale levels - for involvement and well-being Laevers, 2005) were used at the start and end 
of this period for the pupils involved. Additional facets to observation were the pupils’ attitudes demonstrated 
whilst mixing with the wider year group (adults and pupils) and their reactions to the busy ‘off timetable’ 
performance week.

As part of a process of providing the cast with feedback, slips were left on chairs for the audience to complete at 
the end of each performance. As well as ascertaining the viewpoint of parents on the production ‘journey’, this 
was also an effective way of gleaning indications from parents as to any changes in their child’s attitude to school 
and general outlook at home.
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What did you learn?
(Key for Term column: 1 = Term 3 | 2 = Term 5)

Child A
THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR WELL- BEING

Term Level Well- being Signals

1 3 Moderate The child has a neutral posture. Facial expression and posture show little or no emotion. 
There are no signs indicating sadness or pleasure, comfort or discomfort.

2 4 High The child shows obvious signs of satisfaction (as listed under level 5). However, these signals 
are not constantly present with the same intensity.

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR INVOLVEMENT

Term Level Well-being Signals

1 2 Low
Frequently interrupted activity. The child will be engaged in the activity for some of the 
time they are observed, but there will be moments of non- activity when they will stare into 
space, or be distracted by what is going on around them.

2 3 Moderate
Mainly continuous activity. The child is bust with the activity but at a fairly routine level and 
there are few signs of real involvement. They make some progress with what they are doing 
but don’t show much energy and concentration and can be easily distracted.

Child B

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR WELL- BEING

Term Level Well- being Signals

1,2 3 Moderate The child has a neutral posture. Facial expression and posture show little or no emotion. 
There are no signs indicating sadness or pleasure, comfort or discomfort.

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR INVOLVEMENT

Term Level Well-being Signals

1,2 3 Moderate
Mainly continuous activity. The child is bust with the activity but at a fairly routine level and 
there are few signs of real involvement. They make some progress with what they are doing 
but don’t show much energy and concentration and can be easily distracted.

Child C

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR WELL- BEING

Term Level Well- being Signals

1,2 4 High The child shows obvious signs of satisfaction (as listed under level 5). However, these signals 
are not constantly present with the same intensity.

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR INVOLVEMENT

Term Level Well-being Signals

1 2 Low
Frequently interrupted activity. The child will be engaged in the activity for some of the 
time they are observed, but there will be moments of non- activity when they will stare into 
space, or be distracted by what is going on around them.

2 4 High Continuous activity with intense moments. The child’s activity has intense moments and at 
all times they seem involved. They are not easily distracted.
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Child D

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR WELL- BEING

Term Level Well- being Signals

1 3 Moderate The child has a neutral posture. Facial expression and posture show little or no emotion. 
There are no signs indicating sadness or pleasure, comfort or discomfort.

2 4 High The child shows obvious signs of satisfaction (as listed under level 5). However, these signals 
are not constantly present with the same intensity.

THE LEUVEN SCALE FOR INVOLVEMENT

Term Level Well-being Signals

1 3 Moderate
Mainly continuous activity. The child is bust with the activity but at a fairly routine level and 
there are few signs of real involvement. They make some progress with what they are doing 
but don’t show much energy and concentration and can be easily distracted.

2 4 High Continuous activity with intense moments. The child’s activity has intense moments and at 
all times they seem involved. They are not easily distracted.

Fig. 1 Set of completed Leuven Scales

Discussion of findings
Pupil A
This child’s shift upwards in both scales is highly significant. Previously, this individual found it difficult to answer 
the register confidently. It shows growth in character as well as greater participation – which was witnessed and 
commented upon unanimously by all adults entering their classroom or when working collaboratively as a year 
group. Pleasingly, this pupil began to show leadership when working in small groups too.

From the start of Year 4, the child would ‘speak through a friend’ when approaching the class teacher when 
wanting to raise a concern. A newly assertive and self-assured child, conversations with the class teacher on a 
regular basis have created a more productive relationship and happier child. 

Pupil A did not feature prominently in the production and it would be difficult to attribute success to the specific 
role performed. However, this suggests the holistic experience was of invaluable benefit to them. The impact on 
the young person was not evident during the build-up or through the performance week. Academic progress has 
been maintained; however the ‘whole’ child has blossomed since the show concluded.

Pupil B
A lack of confidence and self-esteem had on occasions led to tearful episodes in class for this child. The pupil 
often sought to be a victim or used a withdrawn state to gain attention from peers. This young person was a real 
success story – a well-earned central role was allocated following a joyfully executed audition. Furthermore, no 
encouragement was needed for this child to put herself forward.

The impact on her classroom participation was a clear growing of maturity. To fulfil the role also required a great 
deal of individual practice away from school rehearsals. This is a child that had produced little in the way of home-
learning throughout previous years. There was a clear commitment to the production and a determination to 
capitalise on the opportunity presented. This provided a great foundation for the rest of the year and a reference 
point for her to what she can achieve. It must be said that the level of maturity and confidence has since returned 
to the levels of the start of the year. However, this was an unforgettable and positive episode for the pupil.

Pupil C
This child has a continual struggle with academic schoolwork, having major speech and language difficulties, and 
has only had rare experiences of success when completing the same work as his peers. His audition was impressive 
and we all discovered his hitherto unknown lovely singing voice, although the main concern in allocating a major 
role was that he would not spend the time, or have the linguistic ability to learn all the lines. 

Although the rehearsals were somewhat slow going due to the language delay, and there were sometimes 
declarations that, “I don’t want to be in the play anymore”, he learnt his lines to perfection in the end. He was 
even confident enough to attempt the required foreign accent for one song! 
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We have seen a definite increase in confidence to answer questions in class, and less hesitation in expressing 
himself in normal speech. A further drama based activity, with improvisation based upon the current English class 
text, demonstrated that the child felt very comfortable with the task; he was the star of the lesson, outshining 
those with a performance based background. This was further evidenced in a musical assembly to parents where 
he was chosen, without warning, to be the conductor for the ukuleles. He carried this off without hesitation and 
with great aplomb. 

In summary, the confidence level established by participating in the play has continued to grow and the child has 
now found an outlet for his skills that had never been envisaged; we are now encouraging participation in a drama 
group outside school.

Pupil D
This pupil has difficulties in concentrating and settling in class, and although he appears to be quite confident, 
he finds it hard to express himself and is embarrassed to be the centre of attention at any time other than in the 
playground. 

He did not want to audition for a major part in the play, so was allocated a minor part that did not require him 
to say lines, and with his character only participating in one scene. He was still reluctant to be in the play, and 
would only accept doing so when he realised that everyone else was taking part. Despite this early reluctance, he 
was quite content in rehearsals, and although initially embarrassed to be on stage, he grew into the role and was 
enthusiastic about the whole performance at the end. We observed him taking an interest in his friends’ roles and 
participating to a greater extent than we expected. He was even suggesting amendments to his face make up for 
the actual performance!

His class contributions were seen to be more active post production, and he appeared to be less embarrassed to 
have his say in front of the class. Although he still finds it difficult to concentrate, we have seen a big step change 
in maturity and willingness to participate.

Parental quotes

“We were so impressed with the whole production, the effort of all the staff and how much our 
daughter has loved being part of it. She has been talking about it and we loved watching it.”

“They have learned many new skills. I am pleased that the school has included this in the 
curriculum.”

“What a wonderful show. The children all look very happy and I know our grandson has enjoyed 
preparing for the show very much.”

“Very enjoyable, you see all the hard work that has been put in by the staff and children - a great 
evening.”

“Unbelievable performance! She has loved the journey from auditions to rehearsals to finally 
performing. Amazing experience for kids (and parents!)”

“What a fabulous experience. Our daughter has been singing the songs all the time and we have 
seen a great increase in her confidence.”

“Excellent – so much talent amongst 9 year olds.”

“You have all worked very hard. It has been a very good confidence builder for the children.”

“The production was excellent and the children have all done an amazing job! I’m such a proud 
Mummy this evening!”

“My daughter is not overly musical or theatrical but she has thoroughly enjoyed this experience. 
We always talk about the ‘best bit’ of the day travelling home and the practices and shows have 
dominated her discussions. Thank you to all the staff and children. It looks and sounds stunning for 
a Year 4 show!!”

Informal conversations were also had with older siblings of cast members. Now audience members several years 
later, many reflected on what they saw as a turning point in terms of confidence building and their thoroughly 
positive memories of their time in Year 4 and their particular production.



25 Kings Hill Primary School | Inspiring Teaching Through Research

Fig. 2 Valuing performance

Next steps
Perhaps as a result of the growing ‘prestige’ of the production, parents/guardians attend in great numbers – some 
on a couple or all of the viewings made available. There is no escaping the dominance of the production on the 
school lives of the children over several months. Assistance with props, stage design, costumes and make-up is 
largely met through requests to parents. The subsequent levels of parental involvement, particularly where this 
has been previously low, cannot be overlooked as conducive to greater participation and impetus to learning. 
Substantiating this outcome of a shared experience would be something to capitalise on. 
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Figs 3, 4 and 5 Photos from the production

The Year 4 production was awarded the ‘Best Use of Drama to Promote Speaking and Listening Skills’ at the KM 
Literacy Awards 2018. Winning this category is indicative of the academic implications and reach of performing 
arts, further research and gauging this implication could embolden the value it holds across all parties involved.
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WRITING PROGRESS IN THE EYFS
Beth Hollyhomes and Lucie Goss
office@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
Research suggests that a language rich environment can impact a child’s outcomes in language and writing. 
We believe that this includes confidence, reading, writing, handwriting, speaking and comprehension. Connell 
(2014) suggests that by putting language in unexpected places and reading aloud every day teachers can ‘support 
improvement and progress in a child’s writing confidence’. We wanted to explore what, if any, impact there may 
be on children’s writing if language and writing opportunities are increased and more prevalent in the school 
learning environment. This report explores this idea by looking at data collated over two years as well as looking 
closely at the learning environment and adding additional writing and language prompts in the second year.

Research question 
• To what extent does a writing and language rich environment improve writing progress?

Method(s) 
By analysing two sets of existing data, we were 
able to compare writing improvement and progress 
between children starting school and entering the 
summer term between September 2016 to June 2017 
and then September 2017 to June 2018. 

We looked at the area of Writing within Literacy 
in the Early Years Framework in order to see any 
correlation of writing progress and the Increase 
of writing and language in the environment. We 
included the following in our research:

• Regular data entry sets
• Reference to 2simple records
• Survey to parents
• Work and book scrutiny
• Observations
• Learning walk

What did you learn?
By looking at the above criteria, we have been able to ascertain the impact of a language rich learning 
environment.

Fig 2. Overview of data on entry in 2016/17

Fig. 1 Example of a role play area to encourage writing

 

On entry 2016/2017

22 to 36 30 to 50e 30 to 50d 30 to 50s 40 to 60e 40 to 60d 40 to 60s ELG
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Fig 3. Overview of data on entry in 2017/18

Comparison of this On entry data (Figs. 2 and 3) shows that the majority of children starting school in the 
academic year 2016/17 were recorded as 30 to 50s (40%) whereas entry data for 2017/18 shows that the majority 
of children started school at 30 to 50d (32%) with only 25% in the 30 to 50s bracket. Therefore, the later cohort 
started school at a lower level before additional writing opportunities and language were added to the learning 
environment. Looking at the Spring 2 data, we confirmed that in 2016/17 60% of the children achieved their Early 
Learning Goal. In 2017/18 this was a slightly lower figure of 52% however, the level of achievement was improved 
from the previous year’s cohort as the children had made more steps of progress. 

Fig. 4 Information from Spring 2 2016-17
 

Fig. 5 Information from Spring 2 2017-18

These charts show (when compared to the entry data above) that the children in the second cohort analysed (after 
the language rich environment was improved and more writing opportunities were available) have made greater 
levels of achievement in comparison to their entry data. In particular, by Spring of 2017/18 20% of the children 
had achieved 40 to 60d whereas the previous cohort had achieved 17% at the point of the year. This means more 
children were on track to reach a greater level of development by the end of the academic year after the language 
rich environment had been introduced.

 

On entry 2017/2018

22 to 36 30 to 50e 30 to 50d 30 to 50s 40 to 60e 40 to 60d 40 to 60s ELG
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Looking at the writing that the children completed themselves we noticed a marked difference from September to 
May when they have been immersed in the language rich environment. 

Fig. 6 shows the writing of an able child at the beginning of the academic year and Fig. 7 shows the noticeable 
improvement across formation of letters, content, orientation, structure and independence over the research 
period. We believe that this is linked to the environment in which the child was learning and the things that they 
were exposed to in order to support their learning in writing, reading and speaking. The children also spent 
considerable time with an adult either 1:1 or in a small group and this also has a positive impact on development 
as the adults model language and encourage involvement.

We asked parents of the current cohort to respond to short survey to help us draw a conclusion about our research 
question and their answers were interesting. Overall, most parents that had been into the classroom for either a 
meeting or ‘stay and play session’ felt that that environment was ‘language rich’. They also went on to state that 
they felt their child’s development had improved due to the learning environment. One parent said ‘I have noticed 
Child A has a better vocabulary than when they started school’. Furthermore, the parent survey indicated that the 
parents felt that the environment they had chosen for their child was stimulating and challenging for their children. 

This indicates that immersing children into a learning environment full of language can help to develop and 
improve their communication in writing and speaking over time. The impact of people cannot go unnoticed in 
this early stage of a child’s academic life. Stinton (2015) has suggested that adult interaction and role modelling 
can hugely impact a child’s communication. She says ‘When planning your session, make sure you have allocated 
practitioners who are free to play alongside children, as this is when the best language development will take 
place’ (Stinton, 2015). By working with the children one on one and in small groups, as well as in whole class 
sessions, we feel that the children in our school are being given the best opportunity to progress with writing and 
reading through exposure to a vast array or language across the learning environment. 

Next steps
‘We often think that a “language rich environment” means buying specialist resources for your 
setting, but practitioners who have a good understanding of child development and use effective 
strategies to promote every child’s communication skills are the best resource any setting could 
hope for.’ Stinton, 2015

• To ensure that the Early Years practitioners in our school have up-to-date training and share their knowledge 
to continue to develop the children’s communication skills.

• We will continue to expose children to a language rich environment including a variety of reading and writing 
opportunities and a multitude of fonts and methods.

• We will ensure that language linked to topics is obvious to the children, as this will inspire progress and 
achievement.

• To continue to make our role-play area have opportunities for children to write. Firstly to model to the children 
how to use the area to encourage more language.

Fig. 6 Writing of an able child at the 
beginning of the academic year

Fig. 7 Improved writing noted from the research period



30 Action Research Report

References 
British Association for Early Childhood (n.d.) Early Education Available from: www.early-education.org.uk [Accessed 
September 2018]

Foundation Years (n.d) Great Early Years and Childcare Available from: www.foundationyears.org.uk [Accessed 
September 2018]

Kings Hill School (2018) Data 2016/17 and 2017/18 

Stinton, K. (2015) How to create a language rich environment. Available from: https://www.parenta.
com/2015/07/16/how-to-create-a-language-rich-environment/ [Accessed September 2018]

 



31 Kings Hill Primary School | Inspiring Teaching Through Research

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE – A WAY FORWARD 
WITH ARITHMETIC 
Lloyd Williams-Jones and Laura Patel
office@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
Given the current shift towards research-informed practice in schools across the country, as a school, we felt 
that engaging with the research process seemed a sensible and viable option when considering how to continue 
developing best practice. Increasingly, teachers are connecting and engaging with research, helping inform their 
teaching and in turn benefitting the children we teach. Our particular focus in Year 6 was arithmetic, particularly 
aimed at pupils who have low attainment in maths. There was a particularly high number of children in the cohort 
who were lower attaining in arithmetic and after some initial reading, it seemed appropriate to focus improving 
this. One of the authors has a particular passion for the principles of retrieval and working memory, having spent 
time at conferences recently. They were particularly interested with cognitive science and its effects on learning; 
this has grown from reading research and books, alongside engagement with social media in particular. They have 
found the opportunities to network and connect on this platform empowering. 

Research question
• To what extent does retrieval practice improve attainment in arithmetic for low-attaining students in 

Mathematics? 

Method(s) 
What is Retrieval Practice?
Retrieval practice is the process of testing content that has already been covered in an organised way, in order to 
support long-term learning. Typically, this would involve low-stakes quizzing that encourages learners to retrieve 
stored information and apply it. The process of successful retrieval at the point of forgetting strengthens schema 
and encourages retention. Each successful attempt learners make, the stronger the transfer of knowledge to the 
long-term memory. The process of quizzing in this way allows learner to revisit content thereby automating recall, 
which results in a reduction of the cognitive load in the working memory. There are also other benefits according 
to Roediger, Putnam and Smith (2011) including ‘retrieval-induced facilitation’ (P17) which encourages the 
retention of non-tested material; however, although these conclusions are promising, this study focusses purely on 
test material alone. Karpicke and Roediger (2008) state that the effects of retrieval practice are positive: 

‘Repeated retrieval induced through testing (and not repeated encoding during additional study) 
produces large positive effects on long-term retention.’  
Karpicke and Roediger, 2008: 968.

Overall, it is a very simple strategy to facilitate and research demonstrates that it yields positive results. 

How did we implement it?
In the first instance, it was important to establish a baseline in order to track performance against it. We set the 
children an arithmetic paper with 36 questions, recording the initial scores. Having completed this test, we then 
engaged with the process of retrieval practice in the following 9-week period, carefully tracking performance each 
day. Using the principles of the testing effect, it was important that we engaged with the ‘overlearning’ process 
and the focus was to automate the arithmetic processes in order to free up space in the working memory, allowing 
better application to problem solving and reasoning. The process was easy to facilitate; this is supported by 
Roediger et al (2011) 

‘Retrieval practice from testing provides a potent boost to future retention. Retrieval practice 
provides a relatively straightforward method of enhancing learning and retention in educational 
settings.’  
Roediger et al, 2011:31
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It was very clear, from the research, that the method has proved effective, so in order to ensure that we were 
robust in our delivery, we implemented five arithmetic questions, completed on a daily basis. Each of these 
questions were drawn from calculations that had already been covered, with the first question being from the 
previous day, the second and third from the previous fortnight and finally the fourth and fifth questions from 
earlier in the term or beginning of the year. 

Once the children had completed the quiz in silence (we called it a quiz to reduce the stakes – an important 
element of the retrieval practice process), we went through the answers on the interactive whiteboard and the 
children marked their own tests. Finally, at the end of the 9-week period, we administered the same arithmetic test 
as the beginning and collated the results. The retrieval practice happened at a frequency of 4 sessions a week. 3 
sessions were lost due to inclement weather. 

What did you learn?
In the absence of a control group, we understood that the nature of the research was contextual; it was also 
important to consider that the retrieval process alone was not the sole contributor to the development of 
arithmetic attainment as lessons themselves were also a factor. However, the results we gathered were largely 
positive. Below is a table outlining the improvements in attainment on the tests:

ASSESSMENT SCORE

Entrance Exit % Improvement

13 32.5% 27 68.00% 35.50%

17 42.5% 23 58.00% 15.50%

5 12.5% 20 50.00% 37.50%

20 50.0% 30 75.00% 25.00%

18 45.0% 24 60.00% 15.00%

27 67.5% 38 95.00% 28.00%

23 57.5% 30 75.00% 17.50%

6 15.0% 11 28.00% 13.00%

16 40.0% 26 65.00% 25.00%

31 77.5% 32 80.00% 2.50%

23 57.5% 26 65.00% 7.50%

11 27.5% 25 63.00% 35.50%

11 27.5% 20 50.00% 22.50%

27 67.5% 37 93.00% 25.50%

15 37.5% 19 48.00% 10.50%

8 20.0% 23 48.00% 28.00%

Average: 21.5%

Fig. 1 Improvements in test results
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Fig. 2 Improvements in attainment over time (Jan-Mar)

It is evident that the average improvement in attainment was 21.5% across the board, with some children making 
as much as 35.5% improvements in their scores. Given the context of the research, this demonstrates that the 
children have made positive progress in arithmetic across the period. The children showed a real improvement 
in confidence and as a teacher, there were definite gains with relational links and embedding these skills into 
the main body of teaching. In all, for a largely easily prepared strategy, the overall effectiveness seemed to be 
high. After speaking with the students, they clearly communicated that they felt like they had improved in their 
arithmetic. 

Next steps
Moving forward, an additional test, much earlier in the year could also have helped reduced threats to internal 
validity. Considering the wealth of positive research available on retrieval practice and its proven impact, we would 
consider expanding the process to include retrieval of other concepts and structures studied including problem 
solving and reasoning. The whole process was easy to facilitate and we think it can be easily rolled out to other 
year groups with little effort for large gains. 

Having only introduced this method half way through the academic year, we feel starting from September would 
have an even bigger impact and, in consequent years, the attainment of arithmetic across the school should 
hopefully rise. 
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WHAT IS THE EFFECT OF DIFFERENT 
TYPES OF FEEDBACK ON PUPIL RESULTS? 
(INCORPORATING CLASS OPINION  
ON FEEDBACK) 
Simon Gosling 
office@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
Marking plays a huge part in the life of a teacher, but who is it for? The teacher, the leadership team, parents, 
Ofsted? Or should we put children at the centre of our teaching and see what is best for them? This would then 
feedback on the well-being of teachers. Feedback is essential to the role of the teacher and for the progression of 
the children, so how best to spend finite time on making it the best it can be…

The main purpose of this Action Research project was to explore how different feedback types would affect the 
outcomes of the work of children and to explore how children’s responses to feedback and what they consider 
“good feedback” from a teacher. 

The involvement of the children was central to this process as they are the users of each type of feedback on a daily 
basis and are best placed to comment on its usefulness to them as learners, whilst we as teachers look to improve 
children’s work.

To enable this research project we wanted to establish the following:
• What are children’s views on feedback?
• Will there be a change in attainment if there is a change in feedback?
• What can the school learn from these findings?

Research question
• What is the effect of different types of feedback on pupil results?  

(Incorporating class opinion on feedback) 

Method(s) 
Children were surveyed on the different types of marking we use in class, they wrote down the list of types and 
then voted to say which their most useful method to help them was. 

Fig 1. Pupils’ views on the most helpful forms of feedback
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Immediately we see that from the perspective of the children what takes us longest as teachers has some of the 
smallest impact on them, so who is it for and why spend nights doing it?

Following this the children were asked a series of questions regarding the feedback the children receive in their 
books, their results are below.

 

 
Every day No time

3. How often do you have time to 
complete the questions set by your 
teachers or do corrections?

Fig. 4 Frequency of opportunities

Children knew that they have time 
to complete their feedback either 
at the start of the next lesson or 
the beginning of the day in guided 
reading time (if the feedback was to 
be unsupported).

4. When you have completed your 
questions/corrections, do you get 
feedback on this?

 
Every day Never

Fig. 5 Opportunities for feedback

Children knew that the dialogue in 
their books was important to the 
teacher, but wondered why we kept 
returning to a conversation on a piece 
of work they’d felt had been finished 
weeks ago. 

 
Lots In the middle Not really

1. How well does the marking in 
your books help you?

Fig. 2 Helpfulness of marking

This result reflects what a child’s 
response is in order to please a 
teacher, with the children sometimes 
unable to say why they felt it helped, 
but knew that it was important to 
their teacher. 

 
Yes No

2. In your books does your teacher 
set you questions to develop your 
learning?

Fig. 3 Are questions set to develop 
learning?

Children felt confident answering this 
as they knew that their ‘think pink’ 
comment was there in order to move 
their learning along and help them 
either edit or improve their work. 
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5. How often do you receive targets to help you improve the quality of your work? 

Fig. 6 When targets are given

Children knew that they had targets on their reports and we had targets on the classroom walls, but only really 
saw targets as day to day items to complete i.e. their learning objectives for the lesson. 

6. How would you prefer to correct spellings? Remember your teacher will indicate a spelling error by 
writing ‘SP’ in your work.

Fig. 7 Preferences for spelling corrections

Children knew the class routine of correcting a spelling and writing it out to help consolidate their learning, they 
preferred this to checking in their dictionaries as they felt this was too long-winded and if they found the spelling 
tricky, why would they look it up. 

Over the 4 week period that this was project was carried out the children wrote 4 pieces of long writing. Each 
piece was marked differently and are listed below.
 
1. Deep close marking, feedback in class given, all spellings corrected, success criteria ticked by children and 

teacher, think pink and great green comments given, other written comment also given. 
2. Child marked against a set of key words and a set list of success criteria.
3. Not marked at all, but read through. 
4. Lightly marked during the lesson, child marked at the end of the session, both for improvement. 

Pupil attainment in writing did not drop due to these marking differences and the children preferred to reflect on 
their own work as they progressed through the term. The children could be pushed on however to achieve more if 
they received comments during the session that would make them instantly reflect and edit for improvement. 

This process has enabled the teacher to conclude :
• Verbal feedback during the session, giving the children the chance to talk to an adult and to have 

improvements demonstrated was the most powerful tool. It was no good just marking children’s work at the 
end, they need time to act on the feedback and make changes to their work whilst working on that project. 

• Good feedback helps the children know what children have done well already, but better feedback (when 
possible) comes in the middle of the writing process, so children have the opportunity to act on it and improve 
their work.

• Building in reflection time at the end of a session for the children to self-check helps them to become self-
sufficient and take responsibility for their own writing.

 

At the start of a new topic

After every piece of work

Sometimes

Never

 

By the teacher writing the correct
spelling and then I write it out

three times

By using a dictionary to find the
correct spelling
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• Using adult and children’s work, ‘What does a good one look like?’ (WAGOLL) as examples (in a sensitive way) 
sends a clear message that every piece of work in the room can be improved upon. 

• Good teacher marking will pinpoint a few key areas to address, often expressed as targets, action points of 
things to change, or as questions to prompt thinking and reflection.

• If the writing needs more than a few pointers to move it to an improved standard, then it might well be a 
better use of time to work through the piece with the child, providing oral feedback and addressing any 
errors together. However, it must be remembered that there are thirty individuals in the room and a restricted 
amount of time to process this undertaking. 

Next steps
Following from this action research project it is interesting to note that children will still work hard and attempt 
their best work even without the thought of a written comment, tick list or corrected piece of work; as long as the 
teacher has looked at the work with the child, valued it and commented upon it and made the feedback personal 
to the child and not in any way crushing for that child’s self-esteem.
 
As the school marking policy currently stands it would be good for this teacher to mark in depth when necessary 
in order to further the child’s learning and mix this with child marking and instant, quality oral feedback from the 
teacher and class TA.
 
It was interesting to read this in the OFSTED handbook (2005: 45) and reflect on how teacher lives are dominated 
by interpretations of directives…

“While inspectors will consider how written and oral feedback is used to promote learning, Ofsted 
does not expect to see any written record of oral feedback provided to pupils by teachers. If it 
is necessary for inspectors to identify marking as an area for improvement for a school, they will 
pay careful attention to the way recommendations are written to ensure that these do not drive 
unnecessary workload for teachers.”
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DO KNOWLEDGE ORGANISERS HAVE 
AN IMPACT ON ATTAINMENT IN TOPIC 
LESSONS?
Hannah Jordan and Sarah Francis
h.jordan@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk | s.francis@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction 
This research project aimed to answer the question, ‘do knowledge organisers have an impact on attainment in 
topic lessons?’ Knowledge organisers are a useful tool, which lay out the core information about a topic in a clear 
and concise way. They are becoming increasingly popular as a tool to embed key knowledge within foundation 
subjects. 

‘This knowledge organisation (KO) approach helps in building a framework for curriculum 
development, and also to understand the transformation (conceptual change) of novice into an 
expert.’  
Kharatmul, 2004:7

At Kings Hill School, we decided to introduce topic knowledge organisers within our geography and history 
subjects and focused on the impact they had on the children’s ability to understand, recall our and apply facts and 
information- this therefore being the focus of our research project. 

Our research took place in year 5, and we considered the views of 61 children within our study. 

Research question (and any subsidiary questions)
• Do knowledge organisers have an impact on attainment in topic?
• Are children motivated to learn from knowledge organisers?
• What other things have an impact in topic lessons?

Method(s) 
We compiled our first knowledge organiser on the topic of ancient Greece, providing key dates and information of 
what life was like in ancient Greece. Prior to sharing the organisers with the children, we asked them to complete a 
pre-assessment sheet of ‘what I know about ancient Greece,’ which included the subheadings of Greek events, 
buildings, life (food/drink/leisure), Greek Gods and other. Our intention was to return these to the children at the 
end of the topic so they could add additional information that they had learned on the topic of ancient Greece (in 
a different colour). 

Fig. 1. Knowledge Organiser: 
Ancient Greece 
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This was displayed in the classrooms and children had their own individual organiser, which they were encouraged 
to read and learn, and discuss further with their parents and peers. We questioned and discussed with the children 
the information on the knowledge organiser and were able to gauge which children had actively used these at 
home. The children also completed a questionnaire at the end of the topic on the impact of these knowledge 
organisers and the impact of other resources that were used in conjunction. As mentioned, the children then 
added to their ‘what I know about ancient Greece’ sheet. From this, we would be able to recognise information 
that had come straight from the knowledge organiser. 

Using the information gathered from the questionnaires completed from the children, we took their views and 
adapted the knowledge organiser for the next topic, crime and punishment. We then felt we would be able to 
gain a more accurate picture and the children would be more motivated to learn as their views and opinions had 
been recognised. We asked all children a number of questions regarding the layout and what they liked about the 
organisers. 

For this project we have chosen three children’s opinions which we felt gave us a good reflection of the overview 
of opinions.
 
Question 1- What is your opinion on the layout of the ancient Greece knowledge organiser?
Child A - ‘I think that the layout was very helpful and it helped me learn more.’
Child B - ‘I found that the knowledge organiser had too much writing.’
Child C - ‘It could look more fun like space it out and add more pictures and colour.’

Question 2- what did you like about the knowledge organiser?
Child A - ‘I liked all the information that they gave us.’
Child B - ‘I liked the timeline.’
Child C - ‘It helps you learn it educated you and it has a Greek time line.’

Question 3- Did it help you learn more about the topic?
Child A - ‘It did.’ 
Child B - ‘Yes because of the timeline and the different paragraphs.’
Child C - ‘Yes it helped a lot, I liked learning from it.’

Question 4- How could it be improved in your opinion?
Child A - ‘It could have been coloured, had pictures, had a bit less information.’ 
Child B - ‘You could have put pictures.’ 
Child C - ‘By putting pictures of Gods and temples to make it more exciting.’

These quotes reflected the views of the majority of the year 5 children. We took all thoughts on board and 
compiled a new organiser.

Fig. 2 Year 5 Knowledge 
Organiser: Crime and Punishment 
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What did you learn?
Do knowledge organisers have an impact on attainment in topic?
In conclusion, we felt our studies showed that knowledge organisers had a positive impact on children’s 
attainment within these topic areas. The questionnaires showed that 85 percent of children gave positive 
comments about the knowledge organisers helping them ‘learn more about the topic.’ When we looked back 
at the ‘what I know’ sheets, most children had added information, which had been on the topic organisers, 
suggesting children had absorbed the information from them. 

Are children motivated to learn from knowledge organisers?
Taking on board the children’s opinions, we can deduce that the children were very motivated by the topic. 
However, we cannot say that this is purely down to the knowledge organisers alone. The introduction of 
knowledge organisers did gain their attention and enthusiasm, however it could also be argued that this is due to 
the fact knowledge organisers were a new concept introduced to the school. Would the children still show this 
motivation and enthusiasm once topic organisers are fully established in the curriculum so are no longer a novelty?

We did however feel the children showed more enthusiasm to learn from the knowledge organiser once it was 
more visually appealing and included pictures. Through teaching the second topic of crime and punishment the 
children often referred to and acknowledged pictures which they had seen on their knowledge organiser. They 
also asked lots of questions and were keen to find out more about the pictures. We felt this had a positive impact 
on their motivation. 

What other things have an impact in topic lessons?
From the questionnaire, our results clearly showed the impact of other variables in increasing the children’s 
knowledge, understanding and enjoyment of the topic. Throughout the topic we explored ancient Greece through 
a drama project, creative homework, art, ICT and English. 

Child D: ‘I feel like the play was more useful than the knowledge organiser because I got to be familiar with the 
characters feelings and emotions.’ 

Child E: ‘I think that the English helped me learn the most about ancient Greece and the Greek Gods. I think ICT 
was the least because it didn’t help me learn much about ancient Greece.’

Child F: ‘I really liked drama because I learnt about Greece in a really fun way. I really enjoyed the creative 
homework because I enjoyed arts and crafts and that is what I like doing. I really like the travel brochures that we 
made in English because we had to describe the Greek hotels and houses in detail so it really got stuck in my head 
what they were like.’

Overall, we feel knowledge organisers have a place in the classroom. They have proved to be a successful tool in 
engaging children’s enthusiasm and have a positive impact on attainment of key objectives. However, the children 
still need a variety of experiences and learning opportunities and resources in conjunction to topic organisers to 
reach their full potential. We can also conclude the more visually appealing the organiser, the more motivating and 
engaging it is for the child. 

Next steps
Our research project has only been a small study of something we have recently introduced to the school. This will 
be interesting to research further as topic organisers become more established in classroom practice and their use 
has been explored, developed and experimented with over time. It would also be interesting to look at their use in 
different key stages and to see how they can best be utilised with younger children. 
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DOES MINDFULNESS AFFECT 
BEHAVIOUR FOR LEARNING OF 
DISADVANTAGED PUPILS?
Karen Marshman and Carol Garner
office@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction
‘Young people’s mental health and wellbeing has never been so important.’ 
(Young Minds, 2018a)

This is a message that is firmly in the spotlight, with CAHMS (Youngminds, 2018b) reporting that it is a big and 
growing problem. The taboo nature of the subject has meant that, until recently, we would not even consider 
discussing or offering a view on the subject for fear of recrimination. Britain is in somewhat of a crisis, with the 
mental health of children and young people in dire-straights. Nevertheless, if we are to believe the media hype, 
there is a general consensus that swift action is paramount in order to mitigate the escalating crisis. It could be 
said that this ‘media hype’ is in fact compelling the British public to force the hand of those in charge and demand 
the transparency required to deal with mental health and support those in need. Some people will agree that the 
subject is at least getting some attention now and that the long process of change has finally started. However, 
before we get carried away with this positivity, it is important to remain aware of the facts… and that is that 
almost a quarter of all children and young people referred to CAHMS are turned away due to lack of resources or 
staffing – ultimately a lack of funding (Frith, 2016).

With this in mind, educational practitioners are considering ways in which to provide support in the setting.
Given the current and growing impetus surrounding mental health and wellbeing across the UK, it inevitably 
draws attention to the children in our charge and their personal status. How can we support them at school; 
strengthening their mental health to deal with the challenges they may face in life? 

Mindfulness is part of everyday life at many schools (Mindfulness in schools, 2018) and the ‘teaching’ of it straight-
forward and inclusive for all. According to Ager et al (2014) there is scientific evidence to suggest that mindfulness 
is an essential life skill that can enhance the wellbeing of both the child and practitioner. At its most basic level, it 
is thought to train the attention; allowing children to focus on the moment. A simple programme of mindfulness 
techniques was therefore considered the catalyst to help us establish whether behaviour for learning could be 
affected at our school. 

Method 
Recognising this, we were keen to establish what this meant for children at our school, and in particular how 
this might affect their behaviour for learning. There is a plethora of literature, across a wide spectrum about the 
subject; therefore we only selected resources pertinent to our specific focus of ‘mindfulness.’ 

For ease of practicality, we used our own classes, identifying three Year 3 children and three Year 6 children who 
met our criteria for the investigation; that being that they were categorised as disadvantaged.

Prior to investigation
Leuven scales were used to measure their involvement in lessons. 
Children were observed prior to maths lessons and a tally made of their distractions. These were conducted over a 
1 week period. 
At the end of the maths lesson, the volume of work that they produced was recorded and compared to their 
peers. These were conducted over a 1 week period.

Implementation of mindfulness techniques
We used a combination of practices from ‘Mindfulness for Kids’ (Kluge, 2014) and calming music directly before 
the start of maths lessons, continuing this for a six week period. This was practised with the whole class.
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After 6 weeks 
Leuven scales were used to measure their involvement in lessons.
Children were observed during maths lessons and a tally made of their distractions.
At the end of the maths lesson, the volume of work that they produced was recorded and compared to their 
peers. These were conducted over a one week period.

Findings 
The Leuven scale for involvement showed that all 6 children scored 3 or less at the start of the investigation. 
This indicates that their well-being was considered to be extremely low, low or moderate. No child had a high or 
extremely high well-being score. This was repeated after 6 weeks and 5 out of 6 children had moved up one level, 
with 1 child moving up 2 levels. This showed that their involvement and well-being had improved. 

The observations highlighted a number of repeated distractions, most commonly - day dreaming, asking questions, 
finding stationery/resources. It was noted that most of the focus children were not ready for the start of the lesson 
because of these distractions. In addition, their behaviour for learning impacted some of their peers, often causing 
them to become less focussed and ready to learn. This was in contrast to most of their peers. 
 

Fig. 1 Minutes taken to start the lesson

It was clearly evident that a significant amount of time was wasted at the start of the lesson, with the focus group 
taking considerable time to settle. The chart shows that over a one week period, the combined learning time lost 
was 43 minutes. Child 4 was the most distracted and observations show that this impacted on his peers – Child 5 
and Child 6. 

There was a significant improvement after the mindfulness techniques were implemented, with four of the children 
taking less than 1 minute to start their work. This was notably in line with their peers in the class. 
All 6 children produced less volume of work compared to their peers at the start of the investigation. In some 
cases this was considerably less. This improved greatly by the end of the project, with all children completing more 
work, and in many cases completing the workload given to them. General observations showed that they were 
more likely to remain focussed throughout the lesson, and that implementing music midway through a lesson also 
helped them re-focus to a task.
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Next steps
• Continue to implement mindfulness strategies in the classroom, adopting a whole class approach. 
• Consider staff training on mindfulness techniques, and implement classroom strategies across the whole 

school.
• Share good practice with parents and carers. 
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WHAT ARE THE EFFECTS OF MIXED 
ABILITY GROUPING ON LOWER 
ATTAINING PUPILS’ INDEPENDENCE?
Helen Moore and Anna Clayton
hmoore@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk | aclayton@kings-hill.kent.sch.uk

Introduction
According to Rachel Wannarka and Kathy Ruhl (2008:92):

‘Seating arrangements are important classroom setting events because they have the potential 
to help prevent problem behaviours that decrease student attention and diminish available 
instructional time.’ 

Others have commented that they are ‘one of the easiest, most cost-effective classroom management tactics 
available to teachers’ (Bicard, Ervin, Bicard, and Baylot-Casey, 2012: 408). With this in mind, it appears that how a 
teacher organises their classroom is a crucial element that should not be taken too lightly. It can almost become 
detrimental to a child’s education if not utilised to its fullest. As stated previously, it is cost-effective and easy to 
implement and, when done positively, can have notable results.

However, every teacher is aware of that first moment when they realise that their careful planning and placing of 
each individual child based upon meticulous scrutinising of their previous data has been obliterated by that one 
scan of the classroom and seeing that the dynamics are just not intertwining in supportive ways. Having this same 
realisation, we began to form the basis of our research project. We really wanted to understand the learning and 
social theory behind classroom arrangement and consider how this could be improved.

Not too dissimilar from most current classroom layouts, the classroom seating of our classes had been arranged 
as the result of pupil attainment data previously collected. We had sat the children in groups based upon their 
attainment and judgements of their ability. Initially, the rationale of this type of seating was to enable resourcing 
lessons to be quick and efficient and it allowed for teaching and misconceptions to be addressed in a targeted 
style to meet the needs of that particular group. There has been lots of positives with this placement however, 
the main issue that seemed to be arising was the dependency our lower attainers had on an adult. They were 
becoming increasingly more reliant on having each step of learning supported and directed and their enthusiasm 
and focus would quickly wane if left to continue with a task independently. Now, it seemed that having a less 
confident child placed with another less confident child had a negative effect on each other. The children were 
almost mirroring the behaviour of their fellow peers that they were being sat with. 

Research question
• What are the effects of mixed ability grouping on lower attaining pupils’ independence?

Reflecting on the literature
Initial research did prove challenging. There have been countless studies on the effects of seating arrangements 
within the classroom. However, finding a range of studies that focused solely on how to arrange children in order 
to develop different social aspects i.e. independence seemed to be less prevalent; our study is quite contextually 
specific. There are studies that explore the impact of seating on behaviour concerns yet, the behaviour of our lower 
attainers wasn’t our concern. These studies also didn’t regard the pupils in relation to their attainment, which is 
the area we were focusing on. Another prominent area was the arrangement of the seating and tables, rather 
than the pupils themselves. This did have interesting views as it looked deeper into the positioning of children and 
how “different classroom seating arrangements and seating locations on question-asking. Specifically, an article, 
by Marx, Fuhrer and Hartig (1999: 250) suggested that the influence of different classroom seating arrangements 
had on the frequency of question asking and the characteristics of the questions. This lead us down route of 
Kagan’s theory (n.d.) and his principles behind group pairing to promote social interaction. In brief, Kagan’s theory 
promotes that effective grouping is when children are mixed but he is specific in how they are mixed. Using 
Beatty’s (2015) interpretation, pupils are organised into groups as depicted in Fig. 1 below.
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Fig. 1 Organisation of pupils in groups (Beatty, 2015 after Kagan, n.d.)

This allows for children to be sat with others from a different attainment background but not too fair from their 
own. This approach to grouping has shown to ‘enhance social interaction . . .[and] students learn how to interact 
with their peers and increase involvement with the school community’ (Beatty, 2015.) Heterogeneous seating 
and done in this manner allows for the lower attaining pupils to develop their learning behaviour through the 
modelling of their peers, who are ultimately showing the ‘correct’ learning attitudes. We therefore used a similar 
approach to this structure in our own grouping.

Method(s) 
We followed Beatty’s (2015) interpretation of Kagan’s approach and changed our classroom practice by grouping 
pupils in a heteronomous fashion rather than homogenously. We organised the children by ability and numbered 
them 1 to 30. We then began pairing the numbers: 1 with 15, 2 with 16 and so forth. This enabled us to ensure 
children were not being sat with another child on the extreme scale of their ability or too close to their own 
ability. We did not want a high ability child becoming a support to a lower attainer or our lower attainer to feel 
overshadowed. Our groups also maintained having two high attainers near each other to develop challenge within 
their ability. This pairing and grouping allowed for pupils to be sat in a more diverse set based on their abilities 
without it being detrimental to their own progress.

What did you learn? 
Heidi Conner, head teacher of Jubilee Park Primary in the West Midlands, states: “We favour mixed-ability teaching 
because of its social and equitable benefits, and the fact that we encourage our teachers to see all of our pupils 
as having different needs, abilities and working styles” (in O’Connell, 2013). The results we saw were supportive 
of this. The main finding was the huge impact on our lower attainers’ self-esteem and learning behaviour with 
children commenting on feeling “less distracted” and “happier to try new things.” We were interested to find 
that the lower ability children were the ones who said they were ‘less distracted’ once seated with children of a 
higher ability to themselves. An observation that we also found. One particular child who struggled to maintain 
concentration became surprisingly immersed in their activities. This was perhaps due to the role models they were 
now seated with, the encouragement being seated with different children gave or the boost in self-confidence 
knowing he was seated with children of a higher ability. We noted that the language children were exposed 
to when seated in ability groups was at times limited, mainly for the lower ability. Once mixed, children had 
the opportunity to listen, contribute and be involved in discussion using high level language, expanding their 
vocabulary and in turn their understanding of new words – a vital tool for any child.

One observation that was of particular interest, was the reliance the lower ability children originally had on an 
adult to complete or even begin their activity. Once seated with children of different abilities, the lower ability 
children began to show a huge increase in self-confidence and would attempt to complete their activities 
independently. This observation was similar to findings of Sukhandan and Lee (1998: 76) “Mixed ability classes 
reduce labelling of pupils, allowing pupils to learn at their own pace. … Lower ability pupils benefit from having 
high ability role models, especially in relation to their attitudes and behaviour.” 

HMH

LLM

KEY
H - High attainer
HM – A high/middle attainer
LM – A low/middle attainer
L – Low attainer
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Although Sukhandan and Lee also concluded that high ability pupils’ motivation and achievement were adversely 
affected by mixed ability grouping due to the lack of sufficient challenge, this is not a pattern we observed as 
we still had high attainers seated with other high attainers, just not in such numbers. They, therefore, appeared 
unaffected throughout the period of the research and we did not find the progress they made decrease in 
any way.

In addition to this, it became clear that over time pupils grouping would change regularly as their abilities were 
different depending on the subject. It was thought that this could be unsettling for the children however, through 
observations we found the exact opposite. Children relished the chance to sit with different children stating, “I 
enjoy the chance to sit with children I wouldn’t normally sit with.” This in turn gave children the opportunity to 
work alongside others, communicate with others and discuss their work with children of differing abilities.

Limitation(s) 
At the end of our research we did find several limitations that could affect the implementation of mixed ability 
grouping. There is little data you can use to support your findings as it is not solely about academic progress but 
that of behaviour for learning and self-esteem, two areas that are increasingly hard to monitor. Whilst this model 
has been trialled in both year 2 and year 5, it does hugely depend on the maturity of the class, if a whole class 
needs additional support from adults and are of a lower ability, there will not be role models for children to mirror. 
This could in turn affect the higher ability children as there wouldn’t be the middle ability children for them to be 
seated with. The gap of abilities are therefore too large.

Next steps
• Repeating the same method this year in different year groups
• Developing other teachers’ understanding of how mixed ability grouping could work in their class
• Undertaking more research into Kagan’s work and how this might further develop our practise.

Conclusion 
In conclusion, we found this approach was largely successful. Relating our study to our focused class, mixed 
ability grouping had a positive impact on the independence of our lower attainers and it would be beneficial to 
implement this style of grouping in future classes to see if it has similar results. Nathaniel Branden, theorist and 
psychologist, who wrote a popular book called The Six Pillars of Self-Esteem (Branden, 1995: 59) stated that 
‘Self-Esteem is the disposition to experience oneself as competent to cope with the basic challenges of life and as 
worthy of happiness.’ We feel that this was clear from our own observations. If we can develop children’s attitude 
towards learning, their motivation to do better, they will strive to challenge themselves and in turn increase the 
happiness they feel whilst doing all of this, then we have succeeded in our roles as educators.
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FINDING OUT MORE
Action Research projects
If you, your school, Federation, Alliance or Multi Academy Trust would like to explore undertaking similar research 
activity, in the first instance please discuss your ideas with one of the team of Partnership Development Leaders 
(PDLs) at Canterbury Christ Church University.

www.canterbury.ac.uk/education/pdls

A non-committed, informal discussion with the Faculty Director for Partner-led Action Research and Development 
would normally follow prior to agreeing a costed proposal and timeline. 

Dr Peter Gregory can be contacted directly by email peter.gregory@canterbury.ac.uk

Potential accreditation of Action Research projects 
Further information on MA studies and registration with the Teaching and Learning Academy can be obtained 
from Linda Leith - linda.leith@canterbury.ac.uk 

Thanks to all the participants for their interesting research projects and to the school community for their 
participation. Thanks also to those who gave permission for the use of their photographs and other materials.
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