Mixed Age Learning
Project Report

What were we trying to achieve?

There is a need to raise the profile of language learning, in order to increase uptake for Key Stage 4, in order to sustain motivation and engagement during Key Stage 4 and also amongst those in the wider community.  This project targeted both adult and student learners (in Year 9 and Year 10) and aimed to stimulate higher levels of attainment and interest in the language learning process.  

To our knowledge, this type of mixed age learning had only been done (and this, rarely) with A level classes.  The innovative approach in this project was to apply the concept of mixed age and experience learning to Key Stage 3 (specifically Year 9 classes) and Key Stage 4, where we believed the impact on learner motivation might be very much more significant.  

Our overall aims were broken down into three main areas:
Our aims for learners

· Students will adopt a more mature approach to their language learning through collaboration with adult learners

· Students will have higher expectations of their achievements and envision higher career aspirations as a result of their joint learning experiences with more mature learners

Our aims for teachers

· Teachers will begin to extend their teacher repertoire to meet the needs of a wider range of learner needs presented by learners of different ages, experiences and abilities

· Teachers will develop approaches which support these mixed-age classes

· Teachers will collaborate in the creation of new resources to support the teaching and assessment of mixed age and experience classes

· Teachers will be led to reflect on their teaching through inter-project observations and feedback on project class teaching

Our aims for schools/colleges

· Project schools will address the community cohesion agenda by offering language learning opportunities to locally-based adults in the community

· Project schools will raise the profile of adult learning in their communities, and language learning in particular
What did we do?


The two schools opened up classes to adults in the local community, one school with a Year 10 NVQ class and one with two classes of Year 9 students, aiming to teach mixed age classes.   

Originally there were 3 other schools committed to taking part in the project.  Two had to withdraw before the project began, due to unforeseen circumstances.  However, one school was not ultimately able to take part, owing to the difficulty of recruiting adult interest to the course. These schools remain committed to the idea of mixed age learning and to implementing the approach in the future. 

To enable teaching to start in September the following preparatory steps were taken during the summer term:
· Initial letter drafted to recruit adult interest to the mixed age/experience courses in the project schools

· Letter sent out to local communities

· Parents of students in the relevant classes informed by letter of the project plans

· Appropriate safeguarding measures put in place (CRB checks if required – in one school this was felt necessary, in other it was not, although other guidelines were put in place to meet safeguarding guidelines. i.e. meeting adult students at reception and escorting them to the classroom)
· Introductory meeting held with adult learners 

Teaching of the mixed age learning classes began in September.  This phase involved the following:

· Ongoing creation of materials to support the delivery of mixed age/experience teaching
· Reflective practice involving regular contact between project teachers to evaluate and share experiences
· Inter-school observations
· Gathering feedback from adults and students 
· Additional ‘out of lesson’ support for adult learners
The teaching of the classes is ongoing; adults involved in the Year 9 classes will continue for the full academic year. Commitment to the NVQ class is for two years, leading to the completion of NVQ Level 2 Spanish.  However, the project evaluation phase included:

· Production of this written report
· Reflection on progress to date

· Further feedback from adults and students

· Collation of successful teaching materials 
How well have we have achieved our aims?

For the students, the principal aim was to increase engagement and achievement, and improve behaviour for learning.   


Despite the difference in learner age, Key Stage, and nature and purpose of the language course, both Northgate and Comberton teachers noticed a significant impact on their students’ attitude to, and behaviour for, learning.
The effects on the students noted include the following:


· greater maturity and focus compared to previous years

· high levels of behaviour right from the outset (rather than gradual improvements over the year)

· students approaching their work with greater purpose and concentration
· consistently high achievement (in the NVQ class all learners (adults and students) are on track to complete NVQ Level 2 Spanish and in the Northgate class beginner Year 9 Spanish learners are producing evidence of Level 7 in speaking and writing tasks
· a knock-on positive effect in their French lessons (Northgate)
The presence of adults in the classroom had further benefits for both schools:

· the feedback adult learners give on their learning is highly reflective and instructional for teachers

· adults bring world, cultural and linguistic knowledge to their language learning that contributes to the students’ learning experience

· adults model good study skills and good learning habits and students benefit from this modelling

· adults are adept at using the Spanish they learn creatively and personally from the outset

· the appetite for learning that adults display has exposed short-comings in the materials we offer in terms of homework and independent learning

Teachers in the project found that the presence of adult learners put them under real pressure to make sure that every lesson really counts. Quick progression, snowballing of language, formalisation of language and linguistic understanding, proper consolidation, opportunities for using language, opportunities for learners to direct the learning in terms of what they want to express, are all aspects of the teaching and learning agenda that are heightened by adults being in the classroom.

In conclusion, despite the difference in the models implemented by Northgate and Comberton, they share many successful outcomes, including:

· Personal commitment of the adults to learning Spanish and the positive effect this has on the students’ attitudes, behaviour and therefore progress.

· The contribution this project has made to parent-whole school liaison and the community cohesion agenda overall.  Adults from our classes are spreading positive messages about their learning experiences.

· The quality of adults’ feedback that has pushed teachers in the project to improve their provision, creating tightly focused learning and maximising the opportunities for creative language use, as well as focusing on developing more opportunities and supplying better resources for independent learning and homework.

· The role of the school within the community has been strengthened through this project and the school’s reputation within the community enhance.

NB:  The model has been so successful that both Northgate and Comberton intend to continue the model next year.

Useful tips for establishing a mixed age learning approach

Planning stages

· Plan early.  Plant the seed by mentioning the idea to several colleagues that you think would find the idea interesting, making sure that one is your line manager.

· Think of a class and a teacher (if not you yourself) that you can foresee this project working well with.

· Use some of the information in this project report and accompany materials to draft a proposal for SMT.
· Decide whether your best approach to members of the community is to send a letter out to all parents, to advertise through your adult education channels, to post an advertisement on your school website, to approach individuals in your institution (two of the adults in the NVQ class are members of the school admin department who are seeing this as a professional development opportunity) or a combination of any or all of these
· Meet face to face with interested adults as soon as possible to explain the opportunities but also the commitment involved.  It is likely that if you have a high level of interest, some adults will drop out of the course over the first few months and this can result in quite a lot of additional work for the teacher at the start of the course, which is not compensated for by the presence of the adults right to the end.

· Don’t forget to inform parents and take guidance from your school about the preferred way of doing this.  A simple letter may suffice or you may feel that a short parents evening is better.

Teaching 

· Be proactive when organising group and pair work.  Students and adults will not naturally integrate so where you want this to happen, have an effective system.  For example, give out numbered cards and then simply display the pairing on a PPT slide. 1 + 12, 2 + 17 etc..

· Many activities are done very effectively with one adult in a group of 2-4 students.  Reading, grammar or quiz activities, where you want learners to find patterns, make educated hypotheses, use prior or world knowledge or common sense are particularly well done in these mixed groups

· Try to keep the learning conversations going between lessons.  In the NVQ class this was particularly crucial as they were only present in 2 of the 3 weekly lessons, attending the double lesson but missing out on a single lesson in between.  Emails informing the adults of the work that was covered in the single lesson, useful links for further online practice, and even the setting of homework were all appreciated by the adult learners in the NVQ class

· Competition between adults and students can also be a positive motivator at times.  Learners in the NVQ class use Vocab Express and can see their progress in a league table at the start of each lesson.  This has stimulated a lot of additional learning outside the classroom.  (see the PPT Mixed Age Learning Overview Presentation slides for more information)
· Although the behaviour is much more mature as a result of having adult learners in your classroom, don’t assume that your most popular teaching activities will be too childish for them.  Adults enjoy songs, games, gestures, miming, speaking lines, and quizzes in the same way as younger learners.

Report written and compiled by Rachel Hawkes, Comberton Village College and Vincent Everett, Northgate High School.

