Mixed Ability Teaching—A Challenge For Secondary RE Teachers

Most secondary RE departments teach mixed ability classes throughout Key Stages 3 and 4. The decision to group pupils in this way may be made by the department may be a faculty policy or sometimes a school policy, although it rarely applies to subjects such as mathematics and science. It has never been altogether clear to me why pupils’ learning in some subjects requires that they be taught in similar ability sets while in other subjects that rule does not apply. Recently I asked a group of RE teachers why they chose to teach mixed ability groups. Their main reasons were:

· so that lower ability pupils can learn from others 

· to promote social inclusion 

· to avoid ‘sink’ classes 

· mixed ability classes promote a sense of equality 

What is immediately clear is that most of these arguments are based on social rather than educational principles and they focus on the needs of low ability rather than high ability pupils. In practice higher ability pupils are particularly disadvantaged by mixed ability teaching in RE, as Ofsted has reported consistently over the last decade, although this does not have to be an inevitable consequence.

It is not my intention here to rehearse the arguments for and against mixed ability teaching but rather to address the issues arising for those who have decided to go down the mixed ability route. In particular I will address three issues that are fundamental to mixed ability teaching: groupings, resources and tasks.

Grouping

One of the most frequent arguments for mixed ability classes is that less able pupils learn from the more able. Collaborative working is a prerequisite if this is to happen, which implies regular group work. Well planned group activities benefit all pupils.

When productive group work is a regular feature of lessons, pupils: 

· fully develop their understanding of an idea because they have tried to explain it to others or argue a point of view; 

· are more likely to develop social and team-working skills. 

Group work gives pupils opportunities to: 

· practice and to learn from each other; 

· develop a sense of empathy and to understand other views; 

· develop problem-solving skills. 

There are several ways of grouping pupils. Decisions have to be made on the ‘fitness for purpose’ principle; i.e. what grouping will best enable all pupils to achieve the learning outcomes for the lesson and complete the learning activities in line with their ability. The main options, which can be used in whole or part of lessons are:

· mixed ability groups 

· similar ability groups 

· gender groups 

· friendship groups 

The key issue for deciding whether or not to split abilities is whether or not it is possible to set work for a mixed ability group that is capable of producing the range of outcomes expected. The following table illustrates the advantages and limitations of different groupings and suggests how they might be used effectively.

	GROUPING
	WHEN TO USE
	ADVANTAGES
	LIMITATIONS

	Mixed ability
	Oral work/discussion is generally effective since most low ability (LA) pupils’ weaknesses are in reading/writing

Carefully structured presentations/research based work when teachers give members of the group a task and resources commensurate with their ability.
	Likely to include a wide range of opinions

Inclusive – enables all pupils to contribute to the communal task

Social benefits
	High ability may dominate

Can only succeed where activities are carefully planned to be inclusive

	Same ability
	When tasks are set specifically to challenge pupils to work at their target level. 
	Easier to set, e.g. a L7 task for a whole group.

Easier for pupils working to the same level to achieve their target when working together rather than with pupils working to a different target.
	Abilities of all pupils are made public.

	Gender
	In situations where in mixed groups one sex tends to dominate or lose out e.g. boys compete to control the computer keyboard.

Where subject matter is more popular with one gender than the other e.g. Abortion.
	Sometimes preferred; when there is no seating plan pupils tend to form same sex groups
	Increases the gender divide and limits the advantages of boys and girls understanding gender viewpoints. 

	Friendship
	When discussing sensitive issues that may involve personal accounts.
	Secure and unthreatening
	Less likely to produce a range of views


	Preferred learning style 
	When a topic or activity benefits from multi-dimensional resources and outputs e.g. The Mosque
	Pupils work in their comfort zone
	May result in same gender groups

If used too often prevents pupils developing skills in less preferred styles.


In my experience mixed ability groupings are the most common. The last school I taught in, back in the 1980s, had a ‘non-negotiable’ mixed ability policy for all subjects. The humanities faculty resolved the issue by creating two groupings based on shapes (ability sets) and colours (mixed sets). Pupils knew what groups they were in and followed efficiently the simple instruction ‘colour groups today’. The system worked well, although I have never seen it in operation since. The following examples illustrate how this system might be used today with a mixed ability Year 9 class (HA = high ability; AA = average ability; LA = lower ability).

What is spirituality? The context is set by a brief class brainstorm on the different aspects of being human, e.g. physical, intellectual... In mixed groups pupils have twenty minutes to suggest meanings for ‘spirit’ and ‘spirituality’. In each group a HA pupil is given the task of recording the group’s ideas but he/she must negotiate with the group about their preferred mode of presentation e.g. list, mind map. The following plenary identifies the key ideas suggested; the teacher suggests significant omissions. The teacher or a pupil creates a whole class mind-map, which is copied for all pupils. 

Expressions of spirituality. Working in ability groups pupils have two weeks to prepare presentations on Christian expressions of spirituality. 

LA group, if possible working with a well-briefed TA or 6th form student, use visual resources to create a display of a range of ways Christians put across/communicate/express their spirituality (e.g. art, poetry, artefacts, vestments, rituals, supporting charities, work in the community...). Those who can suggest meanings for the examples they find (L3/4). 

AA groups using resources available, prepare a presentation that illustrates some of the differences in the way that different Christian groups express their spirituality (e.g. use of ornamentation, art and vestments, ordination, monastic traditions, worship...). Some will be able to explain what these differences mean and why they are important. (L5/6) 

HA group research contrasting examples of two chosen aspects of religious expression (e.g. the ‘Dies Irae’ from Verdi’s Requiem and a section from Pilgrim’s Progress) and explain their significance for their creators and for believers, explaining similarities and differences of meaning. A few may be able to explain why art, music, poetry etc. are important sources of evidence for religious belief, with a few other illustrations (L6/7) or may be able to select one or two resources and explain why they are particularly powerful expressions of spirituality (L8). 

An advantage of this procedure is that in the final plenary (third lesson) the presentation from each group will be significantly different. 

Resources

In the school I mentioned earlier, a deputy head scrutinised all requisition forms. Any head of department who had ordered a set of 30 or so text books was summoned and had to give an account of their actions. Draconian as this may appear it was a rigorous policy that supported the school’s commitment to mixed ability teaching. Mixed ability teaching will never work for teachers who plan their curriculum or indeed any lesson around a single textbook.

I am still alarmed at the number of lessons I see where the single textbook is in use. There are three reasons why this is generally an unsatisfactory practice; firstly any book’s reading age is likely to be too hard for some and too easy for others; second its conceptual challenge will not be appropriate for all pupils in the class; and third many pupils, particularly boys, do not generally like working from textbooks. There are exceptions; for example the use of a picture or diagram as a stimulus may sometimes be appropriate.

The mixed ability classroom must be a multi-resource environment where books, posters, DVDs, videos, music, artefacts and whenever possible people from faith communities are available as resources. When ordering books, it is better on principle to buy four or five of a wide range of publications at different levels of literary and conceptual difficulty.

To summarise, there are some basic principles that must be followed

· A single textbook for the whole class is not an option. In a Year 9 class reading ages may vary from 6-18 and pupils’ conceptual understanding and ability to learn information varies from L2-L8. 

· Books are the least interesting resource for most boys (and several girls). In addition you need to think about the implications of preferred learning styles. 

· The key to success is the availability of as wide a range as possible of written, visual, audio, and digital resources, accessible to pupils of different abilities. 

Only by following these principles will the sort of group work suggested above be possible.

Tasks

So-called ‘differentiation by outcome’ is an evasion of the issue; any collection of work, unless identical, can be differentiated by outcome. One of the greatest weaknesses in RE is the setting of identical tasks to mixed ability classes, with perhaps a writing frame provided for LA pupils. Neither is extension work an option; why should a pupil who has clearly achieved L6 have to carry out a L4 task (which is about the level of most tasks I see in RE) before they are allowed to move on to a task set at a higher level? Some AT2 tasks may be accessible to pupils of a wide range of abilities, but this will rarely apply to AT1.

The following principles should be observed 

· It is not possible to achieve L6/7 on a L3/4 task. Therefore at a general principle different tasks should be set for pupils of different abilities. 

· If MA groups are working on an AT1 assignment, ensure that a range of related tasks is set so that all are sufficiently challenged. 

· If groups are similar ability, it can be easier to provide tasks and resources that facilitate collaborative working. 

· As with resources, let the learning outcomes for the lesson/series of lessons dictate the extent to which tasks need to be differentiated. 

You may have concluded by now, rightly, that mixed ability teaching is hard work. The teacher who is committed to mixed ability classes must also be committed to developing teaching and learning strategies that enable every pupil in those classes to achieve to the best of their ability. Nothing else will do.

Barbara Wintersgill - March 2007

Thinking styles and learning styles

Definition of concept & theory
People learn in many different ways. The brain is the source of who we are and how we learn. Ned Herrmann combined research on right brain/ left brain differences with research on the Triune brain to create a metaphorical model that illustrates that each person basically has four brains when it comes to the process of thinking and learning. Depending on which quadrants we engage, our learning processes can be very different. Brain dominance leads to thinking style preferences, which impact what we pay attention to and how and what we learn best. Each of these four “brains” or quadrants is listed below with words that typically characterize a person who uses that thinking style. 

The four thinking styles are:

A:   The Rational Self (Upper or Cerebral Left Brain)
B:   The Safekeeping Self (Lower or Limbic Left Brain)
C:   The Feeling Self (Lower or Limbic Right Brain)
D:   The Experimental Self (Upper or Cerebral Right Brain) 

	A Rational Self

knows how things work 
knows about money 
likes numbers
is realistic
is critical
is logical 
quantifies
analyzes
	D Experimental Self

infers
imagines
is curious/plays
likes surprises
breaks rules
speculates
is impetuous takes risks

	B Safekeeping Self 

plans
timely
is neat
organizes
is reliable
gets things done
establishes procedures
takes preventative action
	C Feeling Self

feels
talks a lot
is emotional 
is expressive
is supportive
touches a lot
likes to teach
is sensitive to others


You may see yourself in more than one quadrant. The research indicates that people may use more than one style primarily. In fact, a majority of people have at least two primary quadrants. Each person can have primary preferences (areas of the brain he/she goes to easily and enjoys), secondary preferences (areas of the brain that can be and are accessed when necessary) and tertiary preferences (areas a person may have difficulty accessing or may even avoid). You also don’t need to identify with everything in the quadrant to have some strength there. People have varying degrees of dominance in the quadrants.

Teaching and Learning Theory: This model allows students to see the full potential of the brain and their abilities and to take an honest look at where their preferences and avoidances are without confining themselves to simply one style or label as a thinker and learner. The model also proclaims that preferences are wonderful and knowing our preferences can give us powerful information about who we are and what type of work we might enjoy. But having a certain thinking or learning style does not excuse us from interacting with a world of varying styles. We need to understand how to communicate and learn from and teach others with different styles.

Each quadrant has preferred learning activities. The A quadrant thinkers prefer quantifying, analyzing, theorizing and processing logically. The B quadrant thinkers prefer organizing, sequencing, evaluating and practicing. The C quadrant thinkers prefer sharing, internalizing, moving and being involved. The D quadrant thinkers prefer exploring, discovering, conceptualizing and synthesizing. 

Benefits
Instructor

By learning about our own preferences and understanding the diversity of thinking styles our students possess, we are able to insure that students understand what we are teaching even if they have very different styles from our own. We can do this by incorporating elements and activities that reach all learning styles. For instance, an English teacher who assigns a paper and tells students the paper should be “as long as it takes to effectively make your argument” will be well received by students with primary preferences in D. But a student with a B preference is likely to be immobilized by the lack of specific direction. The instructor could alleviate much of the B student’s fear by simply giving a range of pages for the assignment and an outline of what makes an effective argument. Instructors who incorporate all learning styles into their teaching will find more receptive students experiencing less difficulty in their courses.

Student

It’s a diverse world, and probably the greatest diversity our students will ever encounter is the diversity of thinking styles because there are literally as many ways of thinking as there are people in the world. Collaboration and the ability to work effectively in a team environment are continually reported as top attributes employers are looking for in college graduates, and are often ranked above professional content knowledge. The key to collaboration is effective communication, and the key to effective communication is to understand both yourself and your colleague. A student who learns to understand and appreciate all styles will more easily adapt to new challenges in college, at work and in his/her personal relationships.

Thinking Styles Assessment for Educators

Choose a topic that you will be teaching in the next few weeks and integrate elements and activities that represent all four learning styles. Use the information below to assist you.

	“A” Learner
Expects:

Precise, to the point, information 

Theory and logical rationales 

Proof of validity 

Research references 

Textbook reading 

Quantifiable numbers, data sets, problems 

Opportunity to ask challenging questions 

Subject matter expertise

Struggles with:

Expressing emotions 

Lack of logic 

Vague, imprecise concepts or ideas
	“D” Learner
Expects:

Fun and spontaneity 

Playful, surprising approaches 

Pictures, metaphors, overviews 

Discovery of the content 

Freedom to explore 

Quick pace and variety in format 

Opportunity to experiment 

New ideas and concepts

Struggles with:

Time management and deadlines 

Administration and details 

Lack of flexibility

	“B” Learner
Expects:

An organized consistent approach 

Staying on track, on time 

Complete subject chunks 

A beginning, middle, and end 

Opportunity to practice & evaluate 

Practical applications 

Examples 

Clear instructions/expectations

Struggles with:

Risk 

Ambiguity 

Unclear expectations/directions
	“C” Learner
Expects:

Group discussion & involvement 

To share & express feelings/ideas 

Kinesthetic, moving around 

Hands-on learning 

Personal connection with teacher/group 

Emotional involvement 

A user-friendly learning experience 

Use of all the senses

Struggles with:

Too much data and analysis 

Lack of personal feedback 

Pure lecture, lack of participation


Appreciating religious differences
Most religions have tended to operate on a one-size-fits-all mentality. It was a “my way or the highway” attitude. Sometimes people as they grow older find that their religion no longer meets their spiritual needs. Here is where an understanding of personality type can help the individual find the kinds of experiences that are spiritually nourishing, and help the various religious faiths meet the needs of their adherents. 

According to Jung and Myers personality has four dimensions and we each have a specific preference for one pole of each of these four dimensions: either Extraversion or Introversion, Sensing or Intuiting, Thinking or Feeling, and Judging or Perceiving. The emphasis is on the word ‘preference,’ for although we do prefer one pole from each dimension we are still quite capable of using the other poles as well. 

Extraversion-Introversion

The Extravert will become excited by being part of a large assembly of people. They are energized by others around them. Some religious ceremonies last for hours and are enjoyed by the Extraverted faithful. Introverts will be more nourished by quiet times alone, or in the silent times in a worship service.  Another thing to take into consideration is that as we move into mid life we find that both Extraverts and Introverts are drawn to finding more time to be alone to ponder their life, what it has meant and where they are going on their spiritual journey. 

Sensation-Intuition

The major faiths of the world all have elaborate ceremonies that are a feast for the senses: the colours of the sacred place itself, the vestments of the officials, music, incense, taste of special foods that are part of the ceremony, the embrace of one another and the laying on of hands. This is what the Sensor enjoys. It brings back past memories that evoke emotions that they relive. The Intuitives look for meanings in what is experienced. To them symbols are more than objects or drawings. They evoke an appreciation of the Divine. 

Thinking-Feeling

The Thinker is nourished by a theology that tells them what the Supreme Being(s) is like and how the world operates. The great theologians of the ages have had a strong Thinking preference. Thinkers want to study the sacred writings and from them have an intellectual grasp of the Divine. Feelers want to know they are cared for by their faith. Does the Supreme Being know they exist and cares about them? Do they have to perform certain rituals to please this Supreme Being? Is there an opportunity within their faith to reach out and care for others? Do they only care for their own or is all humanity to be included in that caring? 

Judging-Perceiving

Some religions follow elaborate rituals that must be precisely executed to be considered a proper act of worship. Others are very spontaneous, following an inner calling. This is the Judging-Perceiving dimension. How structured do you like your religious experience to be? Does it have to be the same for every ceremony? Or can it be open to change? Judgers tend to want everything to remain the same. New ideas are viewed with unease. They feel more comfortable when the order of the ceremony is the same each time they go to their place of worship. Perceivers want more variety. They see the Divine in the novel presentation. Bring in the clowns! In fact some groups have used clowns to spread the good news. Remember the movie Godspell? 

What we all need to remember is that people are different, in fact sixteen ways of being different according to psychological type. Those that are in charge of worship, either the religious leaders and/or the laity, tend to prepare a worship service according to their needs. There has to be more input to find a format that meets the needs of everyone. The format itself is not the spiritual experience but is only a vehicle to help people have the spiritual experiences that nourish them. 

Our spiritual experiences come in many forms. Even as our society is becoming more secular, there seems to be a longing to have our spiritual needs met. Knowing your personality can help you understand why you are drawn to certain experiences. Religious communities also have a responsibility to help meet these needs. When we realize that our differences are mainly because of our personalities and that we all see the world differently, we can become more tolerant of the many faiths of the world. We will be able to see the value in certain ceremonies and beliefs, if not for ourselves then for other personality types. We can see the Divine in ourselves and in all those around us. That is when religion and spirituality become one and the same. 

Learning styles and RE: notes
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