Learning and inclusivity via Interactive Groups in Early Childhood Education and Care
in the Hope School, Spain

Abstract

Access to high-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC), particularly for
disadvantaged children, is critical to ensuring that future learning is more effective and more
likely to continue throughout life. A wealth of research has provided extensive information
about the key factors that impact the quality of ECEC and improve cognitive and social
outcomes. Despite the European priority to make high-quality ECEC available to all children,
accomplishing this goal remains a challenge. The present article discusses a specific type of
inclusive classroom organisation called Interactive Groups (IGs). IGs were studied in the
preschool classrooms of an urban school located in a disadvantaged area of Spain that has high
levels of unemployment, poverty and marginalisation. Empirical data from interviews with
teachers, daily life stories from mothers and children, and classroom observations shed light
on the perceptions of the potential of this particular classroom setting, where children are
placed in small, mixed-ability groups coordinated by one volunteer from the community, to
benefit children and promote their cognitive, social and emotional development. The findings
suggest that this particular form of inclusive classroom organisation can reach children from a
minority background while providing high-quality ECEC.

Keywords: Interactive Groups, Early Childhood Education, Successful Educational Actions,
Early Classroom Leaving.

1. INTRODUCTION

School failure is a problem that OECD countries are addressing—through policies that are
designed to reduce failures and improve equity in education—because reducing school failure
can be a key factor in social development and economic growth (OECD, 2012). Educational
research has demonstrated that if solid foundations are laid in the early years, later learning is
more effective and more likely to continue throughout life (Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, &
Masterov, 2005; Elffers, 2012). Therefore, education is a powerful tool during the very early
stages of life, particularly if quality early childhood education is provided to all students
(OECD, 2012). Several studies (Belfield & Levin, 2007) indicate that investment in ECEC is
even more beneficial for socially disadvantaged children including migrants, ethnic minorities
and those living in poverty. It helps to close the achievement gap and reduce the costs to society
of lost talent and public spending on social, health and justice systems (Levin, 2009; W6Bmann
& Schiietz, 2006). In particular, Roma children would benefit from high-quality ECEC, as it
constitutes one of the five models of intervention for achieving inclusive education established
by the Roma Education Fund (2015). Therefore, the key role of high-quality early childhood
education and care (ECEC) programmes in reducing school failure is particularly important for
disadvantaged children, for whom the vicious cycle of failure and exclusion is repeated from
one generation to the next (Garcia, Girbés, & Gomez, 2015).

The recommendations of the European Commission (2011a; 2011b) to the Member States
about early childhood education and care build on this evidence. There seems to be a consensus
regarding the importance of increasing children’s access to ECEC, but the most relevant point
of agreement is that ‘access is not enough’; rather, it is quality that can actually make a
difference. Interventions in the early years that provide such high-quality education are those,



which aim to achieve efficiency and equity for all. In particular, this concept suggests that
ECEC should be “designed and delivered to meet all children's full range of needs, cognitive,
emotional, social and physical” (European Commission, 2011a, p. 6). In this context,
evaluating the quality of ECEC is increasingly important and educational research can
contribute to determining which programmes boost and sustain children's achievement
outcomes over time (Ishimine & Tayler, 2014).

In seeking to identify the classroom interventions that may provide high-quality ECEC and
make ECEC available to all children, this article draws on the analysis of one Successful
Educational Action. Successful Educational Actions (SEAs) were analysed by the INCLUD-
ED Project', which aimed to identify practices that address the issues of school failure and
student dropout in Europe. These actions are founded on dialogic learning and, based on this
concept, they have been successful in engaging families and communities in school spaces
(Flecha, 2015). Using the communicative methodology of research (Gémez, Puigvert, &
Flecha, 2011), these successful actions were identified by analysing 27 case studies of
successful schools that serve families with low socioeconomic status and migrant or minority
backgrounds across the European Union (Elboj, 2015).

SEAs are not merely good practices that have shown good results in specific contexts; rather
they have led to the best results in many diverse contexts, achieving positive progress both
academically and socially, without additional resources, by using existing resources in the
school and the community more efficiently. Essential to SEAs is the scientific evidence on
which they are built and that results in two fundamental characteristics that differentiates them
from any other school practice. SEAs are universal and transferable to different contexts that
achieve increased academic performance and improved social relations at school. Interactive
Groups (IGs) are one of the SEAs identified by the INCLUD-ED project and are characterised
by two main features: 1) the organisation of students into heterogeneous groups and 2) the
reorganisation of human resources to manage student diversity within shared learning
environments (Flecha, 2015). IGs are based on the idea that it is important to enrich the
communicative processes in learning environments by increasing and diversifying learning
interactions. To accomplish this, heterogeneous groups of pupils are created and a volunteer
adult is assigned to each group to encourage peer interaction around the learning activity
(Garcia, Girbés & Gomez, 2015).

The present article focuses on an exploration of IGs in the preschool classrooms of children
aged 3, 4 and 5 in Hope school in Spain, and analyses the potential of IGs to improve education
for minority groups. The school selected for this study is an example of a school which
experienced an important process of transformation—from a ghetto to a magnet school—and
which has improved both academic achievement and social cohesion (Diez-Palomar, Santos-
Pitanga, & Alvarez-Cifuentes, 2013). Flecha and Soler (2013) outline some demographic
details about Hope school and its social context: the school is located in a very deprived area
of the Spanish city of Albacete, where residents face hard living conditions and have high rates
of unemployment. Ninety percent of the population in the neighbourhood is Roma and almost
50% of them have had only basic education. The rate of illiteracy among adults is

' INCLUD-ED. Strategies for Inclusion and Social Cohesion in Europe from Education
(European Commission, FP6, 2006-2011. Grant agreement: 028603) is the only research in the
SSH that was selected by the European Commission as one of its 10 success stories in research
that have an added value for society. Retrieved on October 2" 2015 from
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release. MEMO-11-520 en.htm



approximately 25%. Hope school used to serve children from minority backgrounds, most of
them Roma, from ages 3 to 12 (i.e., preschool and primary education) until they started offering
secondary education in 2008. Before 2006, when the school was transformed into a learning
community, the educational context was one of school failure, with 36% of students not
achieving minimum academic standards and truancy rates of 74% (Diez-Palomar, Santos-
Pitanga, & Alvarez-Cifuentes, 2013). Furthermore, the neighbourhood is geographically
marginalised by a highway that separates it from the rest of the city. Social marginalisation is
also strong and the population living there includes vulnerable groups such as ethnic
minorities—primarily Roma—and immigrant populations that live in poverty and suffer from
unemployment, low educational levels (Flecha & Soler, 2013) and deprived health conditions
largely due to poverty (Brown, Gémez, & Munté, 2013). The Roma population is one of the
most disadvantaged minority groups in Spain and beyond, and the challenges that Roma
children encounter in the educational system are considerable (OECD, 2012). However, in
Hope some of these challenges are perceived as being tackled.

The present article is divided into four main sections. First, contextual research on the
contributions of high-quality ECEC is presented. Second, the methodology used to conduct the
case study is described, followed by the data analysis and the implementation of IGs in ECEC
in Hope school. Then, the results are presented detailing the perception of the research
participants of positive outcomes by IGs on the academic performance of the children in ECEC
at Hope school as well as on children’s social and emotional development. To conclude the
article, the main ideas of the results are discussed.

2. RELEVANCE OF HIGH-QUALITY ECEC

Education during the early years provides the best opportunity for investment in human capital
due to its impact on later opportunities during schooling at the primary and secondary levels
(Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, & Masterov, 2005). Many researchers in different countries have
shown the positive impact of ECEC not only for children but also for their families and society
as a whole (OECD, 2011; Flecha, Soler, & Sord¢, 2015). However, these benefits depend upon
the quality of the education and care that children receive from an early age. According to
research, children benefit more when educational curricula in early years are focused on social
and emotional development as well as on the development of academic skills (Rhoades,
Warren, Domitrovich, & Greenberg, 2011; Stipek, 2006). In particular, several studies have
examined the mechanisms by which children's social-emotional skills are associated with later
academic success (Denham, Bassett, Mincic, Kalb, Way, Wyatt, & Segal, 2012; Hall, Sylva,
Sammons, Melhuish, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2013; Stipek, 2006; Welsh, Parke,
Widaman, & O'neil, 2001). Some of these studies have analysed successful ECEC
programmes, especially for disadvantaged children. Overall, there is consensus for curricula
that create a rich and stimulating learning environment in ECEC, which is critical for a high-
quality education in early childhood. By addressing social development and competencies in
math, reading and writing at the same time, the curricula contribute to reduced disparities
between children from more privileged social environments and those from more deprived
backgrounds (Graves, 2011; Ladd, 2012).

In these curricula, the importance placed on learning aspects such as reading and mathematics
is noteworthy (Graves, 2011; Zigler, Gilliam, & Jones, 2006). Developing school readiness in
mathematics and reading has a strong positive relationship with maths scores obtained in
elementary and middle school, especially for students from minority backgrounds (Bodovsky



& Youn, 2012). Teachers can encourage children’s engagement in learning and task-focused
behaviour in their early years, before formal education starts, in a very stimulating and joyful
learning environment (Sairanen & Kumpulainen, 2014). Furthermore, teachers can create
learning environments where all students can feel successful and experience a sense of
achievement. This means that teachers acknowledge children's individual differences and
needs and provide appropriate tasks and activities to help them move beyond their zone of
proximal development (Pakarinen, Kiuru, Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, Ahonen, & Nurmi, 2011).
Vygotsky (1978) developed this concept, which describes the important role that adults can
play in helping children develop their existing abilities so that the children can improve their
capacity for solving problems by themselves. Adults’ cultural knowledge can contribute to
children’s development and adults can help children improve their learning by participating in
schools.

In most countries of the European Union, early childhood education is focused on ensuring the
quality of the ECEC curriculum. To boost the benefits of ECEC, the Quality Toolbox for Early
Childhood Education and Care (OECD, 2011) established five policy levers® which each
individual country should address when deciding how to tackle this issue. These policy levers
are primarily focused on quality: the improvement of teacher training, the design of new
curriculum, the engagement of families and communities and the importance of evidence-based
action. Thus, the policy orientation is clearly directed to the quality of ECEC rather than to
educational access from an early age. Taguma, Litjens and Makowiecki (2012) noted a
comparison between American and European researchers, stating that while European scholars
are most likely to support non-cognitive learning areas, researchers in the United States tend
to support an academic ECEC approach. Despite the policy implemented by each country,
multiple analyses agree on the need for more research focused on disseminating alternative and
evidence-based curriculum models which have already been adapted and successfully
implemented in specific places.

2.1. Interactions for successful cognitive, social and emotional development

Interactions play a key role in the quality of learning and social behaviour in the school context;
in this regard, research has found that the quality of dialogue and interactions in the classroom
is essential to creating a rich learning environment (Engevik, Hoelland, & Hagtvet, 2015;
Garcia-Carrion & Villardon-Gallego, 2016; Howe & Abedin, 2013; Meacham, 2016; Mercer,
2008). The interactions and everyday relationships that are established in educational spaces
are particularly critical in schools that are located in disadvantaged urban areas and that serve
pupils with minority backgrounds, including immigrants and Roma, among others (Garcia,
Girbés & Gomez, 2015). Grounded in socio-cultural theory, these studies describe the
importance of interactions among peers, and between students and many diverse adults, in
addition to teachers (Carr, Barned, & Otumfuor, 2016). We find the basis of this premise in
Vygotsky's works (1978, p. 86), in which the relevance of adult guidance for learning and
development is established: “the level of potential development as determined through problem
solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” highlighting
especially the importance for the development of the myriad abilities children are learning and

* Policy Lever 1: Setting out quality goals and regulations; Policy Lever 2: Designing and
implementing curriculum and standards; Policy Lever 3: Improving qualifications, training and
working conditions; Policy Lever 4: Engaging families and communities; Policy Lever 5:
Advancing  data  collection, research and  monitoring.  Retrieved  from
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/startingstrongiiiaqualitytoolboxforecec.htm



developing. While children engage in a learning process, the adult guidance will enhance the
developmental process. Later research has indicated that the role of adults (mainly parents) in
facilitating children's development by impacting children’s zone of proximal development is
unique and cannot be replaced by more capable peers (Radziszewska & Rogoff, 1991). An
important body of literature focuses on the impact of adult-child interactions on children’s
cognitive and non-cognitive development, indicating the relationship between the richness of
interactions and stimulus and better or worse development (Cooper, 2010; Fram, Kim, & Sinha,
2012; Galindo & Sheldon, 2012; Huntsinger & Jose, 2009).

Some studies have demonstrated that encouraging high-quality language interactions at the pre-
school level is very important for children with language difficulties, especially for those from
disadvantaged situations (Piasta, Justice, Cabell, Wiggins, Turnbull, & Curenton, 2012; Bae,
2009). Other research has found that the quality of ECEC depends on the type and quality of
interactions that children have with diverse adults such as professionals, relatives and other
community members (Urban, Vandenbroeck, Van Laere, Lazzari, & Peeters, 2012), mainly
because those communicative interactions are crucial to acquiring functional skills (Popp &
Wilcox, 2012). Yet the benefits extend beyond language gains. The quality of interactions at
an early age and the relationship of those interactions with children’s well-being and emotional
development has also been studied by Whitebread (2012), who provides evidence-based
resources and methodological tools, especially for practitioners, to implement an excellent
practice in early childhood classrooms. Similarly, research on the role of peer interactions and
friendships has shown that these activities foster positive feelings in children which help them
to be happier at school and perform better in school-related tasks (Hartup, 1996). In addition,
these interactions have the power to strengthen children’s acquisition of social skills, which
can later help them to manage their social relationships effectively and achieve better
coexistence (Danby, Thompson, Theobald, & Thorpe, 2012).

Emphasising the effects of high-quality ECEC, Bennett (2011) defends an integrated
curriculum in which cognitive and social development are elements of equal importance.
Having a strong curriculum contributes to reducing the need for special education, increasing
class quality and providing better transitions to primary school (Eurydice, 2009). Highlighting
the benefits of interactions for all children in an analysis of pupil participation in northern
Norway, Bae (2009) emphasises the importance of encouraging children to participate and
express themselves in different types of school interactions. Studying two cases of everyday
situations in class, he found that children from minority backgrounds also benefitted from
participating in dialogic interactions, through which they improved their communication and
friendship opportunities.

If interactions with adults and peers constitute critical experiences for children’s learning and
development, it is also vital to create environments that are rich in terms of interactions that
lead children towards higher levels of development. Consequently, family and community
involvement in ECEC is a core issue for children’s development (Cooper, 2010; Garcia-Yeste,
Redondo-Sama, Padros, & Melgar, 2016; Urban, Vandenbroeck, Van Laere, Lazzari, &
Peeters, 2012). Recent studies have indicated that the involvement of family and community
members in children’s learning spaces in schools has a positive influence on academic
achievement (Abenavoli, Greenberg & Bierman, 2015; Flecha, 2015; Galindo & Sheldon,
2012; Morla Folch, 2015). When family members participate in classrooms to help children
with their school learning, the number of educative interactions between children and adults
increases and learning is accelerated (Gatt, Ojala, & Soler, 2011).



2.2. Inclusive classroom organisation vs. ability grouping at very early ages: the case of
Interactive Groups

In spite of the existing evidence that segregating children by ability does not increase
educational attainment (Boaler, Wiliam, & Brown, 2000; Braddock & Slavin, 1992;
Chorzempa & Graham, 2006; Hallam, Ireson, & Davies, 2004; Ireson, Hallam, & Hurley,
2005; OECD, 2012), structured ability grouping of very young children seems to be on the rise.
In some European countries such as England, this is performed even among 5-year-olds and
primarily in literacy and mathematics, where children are put into different classrooms or in
groups inside and across classrooms according to their perceived abilities (Hallam & Parson,
2013). Children living in environments with high levels of deprivation and those who are from
minority backgrounds attain less in school when early educational segregation is practised, and
in these cases social segregation tends to be higher (Sammons, Sylva, Melhuish, Siraj-
Blatchford, Taggart, & Grabbe, 2007). The earlier this type of segregation takes place, the
greater are the inequalities created among the students, and the more likely students are to leave
school early in the future (Flecha, 2015; OECD, 2012).

Building on the theoretical contributions of the importance of quality interactions, especially
in ECEC, Interactive Groups (IGs) not only offer an alternative to segregation by ability groups
but also offer the possibility of increasing and diversifying interactions between children from
an early age. This method of classroom organisation creates an inclusive learning environment
by distributing students in small heterogeneous (in terms of gender, ability, ethnicity, etc.)
groups of 5 or 6 students within the same classroom. This classroom organisation also has other
positive effects, as for instance, it tackles the gap between different learning environments at
home, in preschool or in primary education (Hedegaard, 2014). The school further leverages
the human resources that are already present in the community by placing adults in each of the
groups and thereby increasing interactions among peers and between peers and adults. Adults
such as parents or other family and community members enter the classroom as volunteers and
are distributed over the different groups (one adult per group). They do not need to have a high
academic level because their main role is not to solve tasks, but to promote learning interactions
among the students in each IG so that the students can find a solution to the activity by
themselves and with the help of others within a limited time. The role of the volunteer is to
encourage the child who knows the answer to explain how to solve the task. This interaction
not only benefits those who are helped, but the child who explains can also consolidate his or
her knowledge and learn different strategies and skills while helping someone else. For this
reason, the role of the adult is essential to guaranteeing quality peer interactions and mutual
support to succeed in the task, but does not include making a particular subject-knowledge
contribution. (Valls & Kyriakides, 2013)

Once each group finishes the first activity, the groups rotate and change activities (usually
spending approximately 20 minutes for each activity). In this type of classroom organisation,
all students perform all of the activities that have been previously planned by the teacher for
one session: there are as many activities as there are Interactive Groups (normally four or five),
primarily focused on instrumental learning.

Language and interaction play an important role in the process, and interacting with different
adults from different backgrounds gives the children an opportunity to encounter different ways
to use language, different cultural codes and different strategies or skills. The community
participation of volunteers constitutes an irreplaceable component in the implementation of
IGs. For instance, having a mother from a Muslim country volunteering in class gives students



the chance to indirectly learn specific traditions from that culture, as well as to know and to
respect it. Within this dynamic, the work that all the teachers, children and volunteers do
together is important to increasing interactions and accelerating the learning process.

Research has tested IGs in primary education prior to studying their use with ECEC populations
and has demonstrated that this form of classroom organisation increases expectations for the
students’ success among teachers, families and students and that these high expectations
contribute to strengthening the learning process, improving the learning environment and
coexistence, and increasing the learning outcomes of all children involved (Valls & Kyriakides,
2013).

Considering the significance of the early years of education later in children's development
(WoBmann & Schiietz, 2006), the fact of putting into practice the already mentioned elements
that an inclusive classroom organisation involves—i.e., heterogeneous grouping, peer
interaction, reallocation of resources including family and community members and promoting
instrumental learning—becomes crucial. Along these lines, our analysis is oriented by the
overarching research question: Can Interactive Groups, when used in ECEC as well as in a
disadvantaged area (such as the area where Hope school is located) help prevent what has been
called early classroom leaving®? This concept defines the process of segregating children,
especially those from vulnerable groups such as ethnic minorities or migrants, at the very early
stages of schooling into groups that present low expectations for educational attainment. In
order to respond to this research question we enquired, first, how IGs develop, if any, a rich
and stimulating learning environment that promotes a cognitive development. Second, we
attempt to find out whether it promotes a positive social and emotional development among
young children. The article, thus, focuses on enquiring the potential that IGs have to create a
learning environment that enhances interactions among peers and between peers and adults,
and which avoids initiating a process that segregates children by background or ability.

3. METHODS

The communicative methodology used in this analysis (Gomez, Puigvert, & Flecha, 2011) has
been acknowledged by the European Commission to be especially appropriate for research
with vulnerable groups and for having “significant social and political impact on the European
educational and social systems” (European Commission, 2010). The communicative
methodology of research is aimed at social transformation; therefore, it not only describes a
reality but also analyses how the reality can be improved (Schulz, 2016) and which specific
actions have to be implemented to improve the living conditions of a particular community
(Padrods, 2014). This methodology builds on a wealth of theoretical contributions from the
social sciences analysing the dialogic turn in our societies and emphasising the role of dialogue
in most of the social processes and especially in social change (Beck, 1992; Elster, 1998;
Giddens, 1991; Habermas, 1987). For this purpose, an intersubjective dialogue between
researchers and the research participants is established and based on egalitarian dialogue.
During fieldwork the researcher has the responsibility to contribute with the scientific
knowledge while the stakeholders bring in the context-specific knowledge. Connecting the
lifeworld of the people and the scientific knowledge provided by the researcher, they jointly
analyse and interpret the reality that is under investigation. The power relations between the

> The concept early classroom leaving was coined and first used by Ramon Flecha. Retrieved from
http://amieedu.org/debate/index.php?topic=130.0



researcher and the people being subject of research are minimised in this dialogue, as both
contributions are crucial for the progress of the analysis of the problems. (Gémez, Puigvert, &
Flecha, 2011).

The results presented in this article are from a case study conducted as part of the EU-funded
INCLUD-ED Project. Although funding for this project ended in December 2011, the
agreement with the European Commission includes an extension for dissemination and
knowledge transference which enabled us to conduct this case study in one of the participating
schools, Hope school, with a specific focus on ECEC. Therefore, in May 2013 the fieldwork
for this case study was conducted in three classrooms with children who were 3, 4 and 5 years
of age. Before Hope implemented Successful Educational Actions, conflicts, absenteeism and
early school leaving were routine (Flecha & Soler, 2013). After implementing SEAs, academic
performance significantly improved. This can be seen in the student enrolment, which had
decreased to less than one third over the decade from 1994-1995 (334 students) to 2005-2006
(100 students) but was being recovered since the reopening of the school in 2006 and finally
led to a total of 236 students in 2012-2013. Because students in the neighbourhood were no
longer failing or dropping out, but rather wanted to continue their studies, the school began to
offer secondary education in 2008 (Girbés-Peco, Macias-Aranda, & Alvarez-Cifuentes, 2015).
IGs were first implemented in ECEC classrooms in 2010, and the results of this practice have
not been analysed thus far. Consequently, the successful evolution of the school and of the
academic performance of the students in primary education, as well as the positive trend
towards overcoming the persistent social exclusion of the neighbourhood, made this school an
appropriate candidate for a case study of the implementation and impact of IGs in ECEC.

3.1. Data collection techniques

To achieve the purpose of this study three qualitative data collection techniques were used:
communicative in-depth interviews, communicative daily-life stories and communicative
observations. All three techniques are embedded in the communicative methodology and, thus,
incorporate the previously mentioned features such as egalitarian dialogue between the
researcher and the research participants. The research participants are an active agent in the
research and it is the responsibility of the researcher to make this very clear in the beginning
of either technique used (Gémez, Puigvert, & Flecha, 2011). In the present study the three
communicative in-depth interviews were carried out with teachers of the 3, 4 and 5-year-old
children’s classes. Their perspective of the potential of IGs in ECEC is discussed with them as
teachers, interpreting the reality of this classroom organisation and its outcomes jointly and
contrasting it with the scientific evidence pointing at venues for preventing early classroom
leaving by promoting the cognitive and positive social and emotional development.

Six communicative daily-life stories with mothers and children were conducted with the
purpose to jointly reflect on their reality and consider specific aspects from the past or present
that are related to the classroom organisation, academic performance and social and emotional
well-being to assess the implementation of IG in ECEC. In these reflections the focus is set on
any aspect related to 1G also future expectations that arise through this new reality, rather than
on the biographical description of the research participants’ lives.

Lastly, three communicative classroom observations were carried out in IGs, one in each class.
A communicative observation implies that the researcher beyond the commonly known
observations shares the interpretation of the observed actions with the participants and again
taking the scientific evidence into account. Therewith the conclusions of the observation are



the result of a jointly constructed interpretation of the reality observed. Misinterpretations by
the researcher can be clarified through the dialogue on the meaning of their actions.

To understand the contributions of IG in ECEC, we sought a comparative narrative by the
participants highlighting the differences within the same school before and after the
implementation of IG in ECEC. The communicative in-depth interviews, observations and
daily-life stories, were aimed at assessing the cognitive development of the children as well as
at collecting evidence of the children’s social development between the two periods of time.
The different techniques used make it possible to triangulate the information obtained and thus
provide significant data of and insight into the reality of IG being implemented in the ECEC
programme at Hope school and are interpreted appropriately (Bergman, 2008). If data collected
in these techniques shows disagreements between the diverse profiles, incoherence between
the observations and interviews or life stories, or misinterpretations by the researchers these
are discussed with the participants to clarify their meaning. Therewith we can assure that data
gathered corresponds with the reality analysed and that the statements made here with the
quotations represent the general perception of the people involved in the reality being
investigated.

At the time of the fieldwork the ECEC programme in Hope school counted with one class per
year group due to the low number of children enrolled in each year group and in the whole
ECEC programme. We opened up the participation to the people involved in the ECEC
programme -children, teachers and volunteers who were family members- and finally
interviewed all three teachers for the 3, 4 and 5-year-olds, respectively, some of the volunteers
and several of the 5 years old children. The profiles of the people involved in each of these
techniques are summarised in Table 1. Every person involved participated voluntarily, and only
after informed consent was obtained from parents, teachers and children for both the interviews
and the observations. To protect their identities, the names used in the article both for the
participants and for the school are pseudonyms. The interviews took place in the school
building and generally lasted for about one hour, although in the case of the communicative
daily-life stories with children, they were approximately 30-45 minutes. All interviews were
tape recorded for the later analysis.

Table 1: Data collection techniques and participant profiles

Techniques No. Pseudonym Profile
Communicative in- 3 Elisa Teacher in the 3-year-old class. Teaching at
depth interview the school for 6 years

Marta ESL (English as Second Language) teacher in
the 3-, 4- and 5-year-old classes. Teaching at
the school for 6 years

Teresa Teacher in the 4-year-old class. Teaching at
the school for 3 years
Communicative daily- 6 Raquel Mother and volunteer in ECEC since 2010
life story
Susana Roma mother and volunteer in ECEC since
2010
Noelia 5-year-old girl
Sergio 5-year-old boy




Mar 5-year-old girl

Lucia 5-year-old girl
Communicative 3 3-year-olds’ classroom
observation 4-year-olds’ classroom

5-year-olds’ classroom

TOTAL 12

3.2. Data analysis

The data analysis was guided by the communicative methodology, which as already mentioned,
has a transformative character -in this case, improving the reality of the individuals
participating in the school. Therefore, the methodology distinguishes in the analysis between
two distinctive dimensions -exclusionary and transformative-, between those elements that
provide information on the barriers for social transformation and those elements that represent
opportunities for overcoming these barriers. Under the INCLUD-ED project, in which the
present analysis is framed, these dimensions were aimed at identifying those elements that
provide information on the barriers that prevent people or collectives from having access to
certain benefits (exclusionary dimension), and those components of reality that help in
overcoming such barriers (transformative dimension). For this specific case study, the
transformative dimension refers to the components of IGs that encourage the inclusion of the
children from the neighbourhood in ECEC, promoting their cognitive, social and emotional
development, while the exclusionary dimension refers to the components of 1Gs that prevent
those benefits from occurring. The analysis, through communicative in-depth interviews,
observations and daily-life stories, was aimed at assessing the cognitive development of the
children as well as at collecting evidence of the children’s social development between two
periods of time, before and after the implementation of 1Gs.

In addition to the exclusionary and transformative dimensions two categories of analysis were
used, which correspond to some of the essentials for high-quality and inclusive ECEC
identified in the literature review. In this regard, particular attention is placed on the importance
of interactions and especially those with adults such as family and community members and
those among peers. For the purpose of the article, we analysed the data according to those
elements that evidence the impact of IGs on academic results and on emotional and social
development. The evidences on cognitive development refer to data that show the participants’
perception of either a barrier to a proper cognitive development, or an improvement in the same
direction. In a similar vein, the category of social and emotional development focuses on those
elements that support or hinder children’s progress in these terms. We analysed the
transcriptions of the communicative daily life stories and communicative interviews as well as
the notes of the communicative observations for meanings of sentences and interactions that
could shed light on these dimensions and categories.

To provide an example of the categorisation of the evidence into the exclusionary and
transformative dimensions and one of the two categories —social and emotional development,
the following explanation by Teresa, an ECEC teacher, of the importance of adequately
implementing IGs in order to obtain the expected results will be helpful. To the question
whether she has noticed differences in the academic achievement of diverse generations, she
explains how role of the adult volunteer in IGs, when misunderstood, shows no positive results.
Yet, when children in middle school classes start participating as volunteers in IGs in ECEC

10



following the principles of IGs, they suddenly show a social and emotional development related
to their younger peers. Thus in the example provided we have evidence for both the
exclusionary and transformative dimension and for the category of the social and emotional
development.

Do you think that these children who are in ECEC now will pass with a good
level to elementary classes?

Yes, with a very good level, a normalized level. (...)

Have you noticed any differences to previous generations who have not done
interactive groups and those who have done them? Does it show in their level?

Yes very much. As I told you the groups in elementary and middle school have bad
habits. (...) Especially the middle school teachers, who are less trained in learning
communities. I understand that in their case it is more difficult to do interactive
groups, they have more difficulty in doing well, because if they understand that the
role of the volunteer is to know about the subject, how is that person supposed to know
about physics or chemistry? It’s like putting me as a reference, but I don’t remember,
and I don't have to know. Then, students were also more used to simply copying, to
have as a volunteer teachers who would provide them with the solutions, and they
have realised when they came down to ECEC, and saw that it is nothing alike. And
that this was not IGs. (...) Due to the interactive groups with middle school students
participating in ECEC a huge emotional bond (...) And for this trip to the sea, the
middle school students have decided to join us, to go together [instead of on their
own]. So imagine the empathy that interactive groups generate. (Teresa, teacher)

We can see in this excerpt that quality interactions as outlined in the literature review is crucial
for the positive social and emotional development. If interactions with the volunteers in IGs do
not promote solidarity among the students, but rather focus on the cognitive development, the
result is that they have more difficulties achieving the goal of IGs. On the contrary, when the
same students learn how IGs should be working and engage in this educational practice as
volunteers they, as well as the younger children, develop greater social and emotional bonds.
As this quotation refers to middle school students in relation to IGs in ECEC it only serves as
an example of the categorisation of the information.

In line with the aim of social transformation set forth by the communicative methodology, in
this article we shed light on those elements that characterise IGs in ECEC in Hope school and
their potential for multiplying interactions to help overcoming these general barriers and make
it possible for the children in ECEC at Hope school to thrive academically and personally.
Accordingly, data presented in the results section focus on those elements that could shed light
on the success of the implementation of IGs in ECEC. Thus, we were looking for evidencing
the impact of IGs on academic results and on emotional and social development taking a
comparative narrative of the experience before and after the implementation of 1Gs in ECEC
in Hope school into account.

3.3. The case study: How IGs are implemented in ECEC in Hope school enhancing
interactions in small mixed-ability groups facilitated by diverse adults
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The communicative observations and interviews revealed that the ECEC classes (3, 4 and 5-
year-old children) start every morning with an assembly. Unlike typical assemblies where
families are only the audience, in this school, they are participants in the discussion and
decision-making. The teacher creates a dialogic space in which families, children and teachers
prepare themselves for the learning activity which is about to begin. They explain and discuss
the ground rules for developing IGs successfully, such as how they will be distributed, what
the activities are about, how to help and support each other in the group and the role of the
adult volunteers in class and how they can foster peer interactions. For the children, the
assemblies are useful for establishing a routine that helps them to be autonomous in their
learning process from a very early age. Marta teaches English as a second language to children
aged 3, 4 and 5. She describes the dynamic of the IGs:

We do all of the routines in the assembly and explain the groups; what group n°1 will
be doing, and group n°2 and group n°3. We give a sticker to each child to identify to
which group he or she is assigned to and on which table [he or she has to be], and then
everyone goes to the group to which they belong. And then, after the 10-15 minutes
that each activity lasts, well, they rotate. (Marta, teacher)

The students know that they will first stay for some time (between 10-20 minutes in most cases)
at one table with an adult who may be a family member or any other volunteer from the
community. The main role of the volunteers is to ensure that everyone is focused on the task,
learning and helping others and meeting the learning objective. Volunteers are expected to
encourage children to help each other by playing and learning with numbers, letters, or stories
or speaking in English. In addition, when volunteers are parents they become a positive role
model for their children as well as for the other students. The activities are carefully designed
to promote learning interactions according to the time available and the structure of IGs. They
are in line with the learning curriculum for ECEC in Spain and focus particularly on
instrumental learning, such as introduction to literacy, logical or mathematical skills as well as
communicative skills. The communicative observations further revealed that these activities
are usually developed in a playful way with games or manipulative tasks, rather than with
books or index cards, which would be more frequently used at later years.

In the classrooms observed, the IGs are as heterogeneous as possible in terms of learning
ability, gender, cultural background, and other factors to maximise learning opportunities.
Volunteers are aware of the inclusive approach of this activity, which takes advantage of
diversity to benefit every single child. Susana, a mother volunteering in an IG in Hope, explains
as follows:

We try to put those who are performing better with those who have the lowest
academic results, so that those who are worse can learn from those who are better. But
they always learn from each other; what one doesn’t know the other one does. They
help each other mutually. (Susana, Roma mother)

In her words, Susana, a Roma woman with no education, explains what Vygotsky (1978)
defined as a critical part of children’s learning and development: the guidance provided by
more capable peers. It is important to emphasise that IGs help the children involved; working
in mixed ability groups, even more capable peers have the chance to improve their skills by
helping and influencing each other towards higher levels of cognitive development. In addition,
in Interactive Groups, children also benefit from Susana’s guidance as she facilitates and
encourages dialogic interactions, by, for example, telling those who finish first to help another
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child or encouraging them to ask and answer all the questions they have among each other, if
they can. Therefore, teachers and volunteers foster a crucial element for promoting high-quality
ECEC: the active engagement of the children in the whole learning process (Gonzalez, Pollard-
Durodola, Simmons, Taylor, Davis, Fogarty, & Simmons, 2014; Hall, Sylva, Sammons,
Melhuish, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2013).

The teacher, responsible for the pedagogical practice, organises suitable tasks and guarantees
that the adults are promoting learning interactions in each group. Elisa, who teaches 3-year-
olds, highlights the importance of clearly explaining to these adults how to facilitate children’s
dialogue and interaction. They do not have to teach them. She provides examples to volunteers
to guide their role in the IG: “‘Come on! Get up and help him/her!” or if you see that he/she
will do the exercises for him/her say: ‘No, don’t do it for him/her! Well, try to explain how to
do it’” (Elisa, teacher). Volunteers can then encourage an environment for rich interactions
among the children in which each of them learns, responding also to the specific needs of each
child to further their skills in the zone of proximal development. Furthermore, it evidences the
importance of distinguishing between adult guidance and the interactions between more
capable peers. The role of the adult in IGs is to promote positive interactions, thus focuses on
values such as solidarity, taking care of the other, solving problems together, and asking others
for help, while the interactions among children also include the cognitive aspects of explaining
others how to solve problems.

An example of how children incorporate these enriching interactions is also given by Elisa. For
instance, Elisa states that in maths children use the explanations given by her to help another
student solve the problem, thus, multiplying dialogic and positive interactions among the
children, which is further corroborated in the communicative observations.

In maths they are able to pose a problem to one another, to ask the other: ‘well if you
have... then is it more or less? What do you have to do if you receive? What do you
have? More or less?’ Then they say ‘more’. ‘So, if it is more, what do you have to do?
Add or subtract?’ They all imitated me in what I had explained before and then little by
little they start using these resources themselves. (Elisa, teacher)

4. RESULTS

This section presents an analysis of the implementation of IGs in ECEC in Hope school from
the perspective of the different participating collectives in this research: parents, teachers and
children. We discuss the acceleration of the cognitive development and the promotion of
positive social and emotional development.

4.1. Perception of an acceleration of the cognitive development and high expectations

One of the main results identified in the analysis is that the participants perceive an acceleration
in cognitive development due to the multiplication of interactions in IGs. According to the
teachers’ interviews and the mothers’ life stories, IGs seem to be effective in promoting
interactions and dialogue among the children involved as they enhance reading acquisition and
language development as well as mathematics and English as a second language.

While differentiation by ability could start at very early stages due to the wide range of ability
levels existing in the same age group, IGs effectively prevent ability grouping, because
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according to this type of classroom organisation all children enrolled regardless of their ability
levels, backgrounds, disabilities, and other diverse features are placed in heterogeneous groups.
In IGs in ECEC in Hope school no child is taken out of the classroom, but they work together
in heterogeneous groups. However, having students together in groups does not always lead to
equal results. What makes IGs particularly successful is the fact that they are multiplying
learning interactions among children and between children and adults, which accelerates the
learning process and helps students obtain the required results. This is particularly important
in this school since most of the children are Roma and come from highly marginalised families
in which adult illiteracy rates are especially elevated.

The students’ assessments and usual school evaluations reported on by the teachers confirm
their perception of the acceleration of cognitive development through IGs in ECEC in Hope
school. For example, Teresa, the teacher of a 4-year-old children’s class, explains that in 1Gs
the children complete more tasks than they do in other types of classroom organisation because
less time is spent making the children focus on the activity: “In IGs, in just one hour, they are
doing three times more than they would do in language corners™” (Teresa, teacher).

Also the children evidence their increased learning compared to previous generations of
children in the same school. For instance Mar, a 5-year-old girl who, when asked about the
English classes, started counting in English to explain the classroom dynamics and the contents
they learn.

And what do you do in the spider nets?

There are holes and every spider has to climb it and... we have to throw the dice and if
we have a 2 we do: One, two! And we talk in English.

Ok. And if you have a 6, what do you do?

I count to... one, two, three, four, five, six! (Mar, girl)

This excerpt was taken into account as the mere utterance and words pronounced in English by
the 5-year-old girl already show her cognitive development. The context of the communicative
daily life story did not require showing her cognitive skills, but these competencies are already
interiorised and together with her pride and joy about her knowledge, she is happy to share this
naturally with the researcher. Considering the situation of previous generations who remained
almost illiterate even in their mother tongue at later ages, this behaviour is striking and can thus
be categorised as evidence for the transformative dimension of IG in ECEC in the category of
academic achievements.

The perceptions of the academic performance of children through teachers’ assessments of the
S5-year-old children were that they were higher after the first three months of participation in
IGs than before IGs were introduced, especially for reading and writing. The teachers point to
some results being higher compared to other schools in the same region despite the social
deprivation in this community. One of the teachers expresses her perception as an improvement
in the school’s assessment data, particularly in terms of reaching the level of other schools:

The assessment of the first three months has been so much higher, and it has reached
normal levels that had not been reached [in the school] until now. In regard to other
schools, for example, if | compare it to the assessments that I did in the schools where

* Language corners are spaces in the classroom where children can play autonomously with learning material for
literacy in ECE, without the interaction of adults.
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[ worked, (...) the contrast is, well, in some aspects the results are [in this school] even
better than for those students [of other schools], especially their reading and writing
skills. (Marta, teacher)

According to the teachers’ observation of the children’s learning development throughout the
ECEC courses, IGs contribute particularly to consolidating reading proficiency. Elisa started
implementing IGs in her class three years ago, and she emphasises the results obtained and the
impact of this practice on children at the age of 5:

What amazed me the most was the acceleration of learning (...) they were reading at
5. However, reading, not st-st-stick, no. Reading, (...) at the age of 5 they read
perfectly. They took what you have here [a text with printed letters] even with italic
letters, any kind of texts, calligraphy, anything. And all this was thanks to IGs at age
3. (Elisa, teacher)

The quote evidences the teacher’s perception of children reversing their social and educational
exclusion. Whereas many of the family members had no or only very low educational levels,
and high illiteracy rates, Elisa tells us that children are able to read at the age of 5. The mothers
also explain how the development of their children and the whole group has been accelerated
since IGs were introduced. Raquel, a mother who volunteers, explains that in the beginning she
thought that this type of grouping would benefit only those children without any difficulties.
Later she perceived that all children made progress and that it contributed to reducing the
achievement gap:

The first time I thought: this works with the smart ones (...) When the school year
was over they were all the same. All the same [they all had learned the same]. That’s
why I’m saying this is great and they will equal up little by little. (Raquel, mother)

This indicates the perception that the implementation of IGs may contribute to breaking the
link between socially disadvantaged children and educational failure. The families and teachers
explain the differences in progress between children who participate in IGs from an early age
and those who do not. Raquel experienced that difference in her own family. Her older sons
attended preschool in the same school before the implementation of IGs. They still have
difficulties with reading and writing, even in the third grade of primary education (age 8-9).
Now, the difference is that her youngest child already recognises letters, sounds and words in
more than one language: “My 9-year-old son didn’t know how to read. Now my 3-year-old
daughter already knows English [as a second language]” (Raquel, mother).

The improvement that Raquel saw between her older and younger children is not an isolated
case; it has been a trend in the school since IGs were introduced. Susana, the Roma mother,
relates a similar difference when talking about her children:

My 12-year-old boy, at the age of 5, as my daughter is, didn’t know all the things that
she knows now. There is a difference (...) The 10-year-old has done IGs since he was
6, not before. And you can also see the difference to the girl (...) a big difference.
(Susana, Roma mother)

Awareness of their own children’s improvements seems to be a motivation for families to be
involved in the school and to volunteer to help with children’s learning in the classroom. This

15



participation allows them to understand the benefits of having children work with diverse
adults in mixed-ability groups, in which children are encouraged to challenge each other to
learn together. By preventing children from being segregated based on ability at very early
stages and by creating inclusive classrooms where high-quality education is provided for the
children in ECEC in Hope school, the general perception is that they all are able to become
school ready. Both the mothers and the teachers interviewed emphasise their perceptions that
IGs lead to more successful transitions from preschool to primary school facilitated by reading
skills that are more than appropriate for the children’s age. Raquel and Susana, as mothers,
have experienced how their youngest children have benefitted from participating in IGs during
this transition:

It’s true, if you start at the age of 3 you won’t see the difference at all. Not at all. When
they start primary education, they won’t say ‘This child is behind and this one is more
advanced’ because they will be equal. (Raquel, mother)

With regard to those in early childhood education, now they have it much easier [to
pass to primary education] than the older ones [who did not participate in IGs in
ECEC]. Yes, it’s much better that they start in early years. (Susana, Roma mother)

The positive effects perceived by the participants that children experience from participating
in IGs from early childhood have influenced the families’ academic expectations. After many
years of failure and exclusion, school had no meaning for families that were socially
marginalised. However, their experience in IGs has restored their hope in education, and that
might open the possibilities for a better future. Teresa, a teacher for the 4-year-olds, has
observed this shift herself: “The expectations [of the families] are very high now; they have
seen the difference, especially the families [whose children] have [older] brothers and sisters.”
According to the teachers and based on our observations, children are enthusiastic about
working hard and learning. Marta, an ESL teacher, explains that feeling when talking about
children’s perceptions that “I can make it” and that “many of them want to become teachers
like us” (Marta, teacher). Transforming families’, children’s and teachers’ expectations has
made a great difference in the school. It has enabled students and families of this school to
dream of a better education and a better life. In 2007, children in the school had never heard
about university; that word had no meaning for them. In 2013, Noelia and Mar, both 5 years
old, had high expectations for themselves: they wanted to become “either a teacher or a doctor
for little children... paediatric.” (Noelia, girl). When Mar was asked why she wanted to become
a teacher she said: “Because also I want to explain things to the children... the cards (...) and
also, I want to be a teacher for the things in English (...) an English teacher (...) and a mother
as well.” (Mar, girl). When they were told that they would have to continue studying for many
years, they replied: “Yes, I like that!” (Mar and Noelia, girls). This dialogue was once
impossible in a context where, for so long, labelling and failure excluded children from
education.

4.2. Perception of the promotion of positive social and emotional development

Given that high-quality ECEC should address cognitive, social and emotional development,
our analysis of IGs also focused on the two latter spheres of development in the learning
environment. However, these dimensions appeared to be related to the cognitive aspects and
tightly linked to each other. Help and support were very much related to improving other
children’s learning and at the same time increasing positive interpersonal relationships. In
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addition, children as well as the teachers emphasise the well-being of children in school since
IGs were implemented. Noelia illustrates these multiple aspects in her life story:

And do you like them [the IGs]?
Yes, because I want to help.

Who do you want to help?

All my mates.

What for?

So that they learn. (Noelia, 5-year-old)

When asked why he likes IGs, 5-year-old Sergio also indicates that he likes them because in
IGs the children help each other:

Why do you like I1Gs?

Well, for example, if you do not know how to do some letters or if you cannot paint
something, any of your mates helps you, so you know how to do it.

And you also help others?

Yes, I like to help them. I help my friend in mathematics, but it is she who has to
practice, I just help her. (Sergio, 5-year-old)

According to Teresa the children in general enjoy participating in IGs and even states that
parents end up taking their children to school because these ask for it: “once you have the child
here (in 1Gs), it is the child who asks for coming to school. And the mother has no other choice
than bringing him!” (Teresa, teacher). But as we can see in the excerpts of the life stories with
Noelia and Sergio, they not only enjoy IGs, but they enjoy learning and helping others
evidencing a positive social and emotional development.

In our observations of IGs, adults promoting interactions among peers is the common dynamic.
As a result, the children understand and share an attitude of solidarity that becomes common
in their daily life. Children there learn to develop supportive relationships and experience
solidarity from an early age. This study’s observations and interviews revealed that, in IGs, the
perceived acceleration of learning has a positive influence on social development. Marta, the
teacher, points to the fact that the children learn to pay attention to those who may have more
difficulties and they offer help: “One child that is a little bit behind sees that in IGs he is doing
the same as the rest. And there are even some children that are concerned about it [and say:] ‘I
will help you!”” (Marta, teacher).

The general perception that we draw from the fieldwork is that children participating in IGs
from ECEC onwards develop much more empathy for their peers as well as being more
attentive to another person’s needs. Through the interactions with the adult volunteers they
learn to look out for the other children and help them when they need it. The data points to the
perception that if one child has more difficulty in solving a problem it is no longer seen as a
deficit of that child but a problem for the whole group. The peers are asked to respond to this
situation using their resources to help the child develop. We can thus see how the zone of
proximal development described by Vygotsky (1978) receives much greater stimulation in this
context than in other educational settings and especially in classrooms that are segregated by
children’s ability levels. According to the research participants, this solidarity and these
supportive relationships seem to expand beyond the IGs and appear in other school spaces
where friendship is promoted. Teresa and Susana explain the following:
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It improves how they coexist. As they learn to help each other in IGs, they then
transfer it to other contexts: in the assemblies, on the playground, when mediating
conflicts among mates. (Teresa, teacher)

It improves friendship greatly. They are much more united. They help each other
more. They talk to each other, they mediate among one another. Interactive groups are
everything. (For example before they would have said) ‘I have done this puzzle before
you did!” But not anymore, now they help each other and the group has done it, it
wasn’t ‘me’ neither ‘you’. (Susana, Roma mother)

The interactions taking place in IGs through the use of language to solve the tasks that children
are working on are reproduced in these other spaces. Children enrolled in ECEC at Hope and
involved in IGs learn to use their resources to argument their position in any of the contexts
mentioned by Teresa. As a result, it appears that emotional development is also reinforced. As
Susana explains, children develop stronger ties among each other, which results in greater self-
confidence to express one’s needs and to try to help a friend meet these needs. Self-esteem and
motivation are essential in the process of development for all children, but they are particularly
important for children from deprived contexts so that their learning and their life can still be
successful. Another aspect that was observed and that emerged in the interviews with mothers,
teachers and children is that the enthusiasm for IGs is also transferred to their general attitudes
towards learning. Elisa and Marta express it as follows:

(...) the emotional development, because, especially here, so that all the children work
well, they need to be motivated, to push their self-esteem (...) They are much more
motivated there (in IGs), but this motivation is not lost in other places. Now they are
enthusiastic about learning (Elisa, teacher).

Something that motivates you is something that leaves a mark for the rest of your life.
(Marta, teacher)

Both teachers emphasise the deep feelings of motivation and enthusiasm that their pupils
develop and internalise while working in Interactive Groups. The general perception here is
that students in ECEC in Hope school are studying and learning, while at the same time
socialising in a motivational environment that makes a positive difference in their lives.
Contrary to previous generations at the same school, where children used to drop out even
before completing primary education, the fieldwork conducted for this study shows that
participants perceive that children involved in IGs in ECEC are enthusiastic about learning and
demonstrate this enthusiasm with an increased cognitive, social and emotional development.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study shows that the families, teachers and pupils of the ECEC programme at Hope, an
urban school that implemented IGs in ECEC agree that, since IGs were introduced as part of
the school’s pedagogical practices in early childhood education, children have gained academic
skills in different competencies while at the same time they have increased their engagement
and improved their social relationships. By leveraging language as a cultural and psychological
tool (Vygotsky, 1962) for children’s development, IGs promote interactions in mixed-ability
groups and are perceived to be an effective response to the challenge of early classroom leaving
by transforming the classroom into a complex, heterogeneous, rich and stimulating learning
environment. Instead of segregating children by their ability or ethnic background they
participate in the classroom activities and are requested to interact with and help their peers if
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they can. The engagement of adult volunteers in each of the interactive groups helps promote
positive peer interactions, as they encourage children to ask for or offer help to their more or
less capable peers respectively. The opportunities for interactions that stimulate the zone of
proximal development thus increase and help these children transform those skills that are less
developed into consolidated knowledge. The explanations given by the research participants
on their experience with the implementation of IG in early childhood education in Hope school
underline that these skills can be very diverse and refer to cognitive skills but also to social and
emotional development. For each of these dimensions we found that the general perception of
the research participants is that IGs promote positive results in academic performance and in
the children’s social attitudes with other children and their general emotional well-being.

In this regard, the participants express their appreciation of improvements of the cognitive
development. For instance, the teachers and mothers emphasise that children who started 1Gs
during ECEC achieved greater reading levels than those who started IGs in later years
preparing them for being school ready to smoothly transition to primary education. They
emphasise that suddenly in a school, where school failure and dropout rates were standard, now
they see similar, or even greater reading skills than their peers in other schools. In a similar
vein the life stories with 5-year-old children revealed in a very natural way their English skills.
While explaining the classroom dynamics in English classes they started counting in English.

The analysis shows the importance of IG in promoting a context in which children who need
more attention and support to understand or assimilate certain knowledge can express their
situation and find support in their peers. The teachers in the case study created the space for
acknowledging difficulties and for receiving support, which was enhanced by the volunteers.
Since children have many different zones of proximal development according to the skill
contemplated, the case study shows that the children participating in IGs in Hope School find
the optimal space to have interactions that help them develop.

Concerning the social and emotional development the fieldwork in this case study evidenced
that teachers, mothers and children agree on their perception of improved social and emotional
attitudes. Whereas the teachers and mothers interviewed emphasise that children care more
about their peers, the children state that they enjoy helping each other while appreciating others
helping them as well. Mothers and teachers perceive the positive social attitude as a result from
implementing IGs in ECEC and the fact of encouraging children to look after each other and
help those who need it and let themselves be helped.

This analysis of Interactive Groups shows that teachers, mothers and children perceive that this
classroom practice promotes cognitive, emotional and social development. Some of the key
factors that emerged from the observations, interviews with teachers and daily-life stories with
mothers and children were: (a) the multiplication of dialogic interactions as a result of
organising mixed-ability groups facilitated by family members and diverse adults; and (b) the
perception of accelerated learning and cognitive skills (i.e., reading) through mutual help and
peer support which promote social and emotional development at the same time. The results
obtained, though limited in their scope, are important as the positive effects perceived by the
research participants involves people belonging to some of the most disadvantaged groups,
such as Roma, and this practice seems to the eyes of the research participants to be helping to
prevent their educational exclusion from an early age.

Finally, we acknowledge the limitations of this study. Although we accounted for data
triangulation in our sample by analysing several sources of information, the findings stem from
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a single case study in a particular context. To address this limitation, the study could be
replicated in other schools that are implementing IGs in ECEC. In addition, case studies with
a longitudinal perspective (including quantitative and statistical analyses) could contribute
evidence of the effectiveness of this intervention and its influence on schooling at later stages.
More systematic results analysis can also help to track the outcomes of the intervention, or
similar interventions. Moreover, conducting in-depth analysis of the debates and discussions
that take place in each Interactive Group would provide more detailed information about why
those dialogic interactions have benefited children in this school, as well as how this particular
classroom organisation can open the door to a better education and a better future.
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