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DIVERSITY AND DIFFERENTIATION IN A PRIMARY SCHOOL CONTEXT

Begoiia Clavel-Arroitia & Barry Pennock-Speck (Universitat de Valéncia, Spain)

ABSTRACT

Diversity and differentiation are of the utmost importance in the language learning classroom. In the
words of one of the teachers in this study, not taking diversity into account can lead to frustration
and lack of engagement in the classroom. This study centres on a virtual exchange (VE) between a
group of pupils in an infants and junior school in London (St. Joseph's Camberwell Catholic Schools'
Federation), UK and another group in a primary school (Santo Angel de la Guarda), in Badajoz in
Extramadura, Spain. The pupils’ ages ranged from eight to nine in Spain and ten and eleven in the
UK. Both the teachers involved have extensive experience in VE. The teacher in the UK, Oscar
Balseiro-Mayi, teaches Spanish while the teacher in Spain, Concepcidon Gonzédlez-Acedo, teaches
English. The exchange was proposed by the teacher in the UK and the Spanish partner was found by
an E-LIVE coach. Both teachers took into account the diversity in their classes and tailored their
activities to suit the needs of their pupils. Both teachers reported that the exchange was a success as
VEs offer pupils a chance to put their target language to use with peers from the countries where the
languages were spoken and thus converted a subject into a real tool for communication.

RESUMEN SEGUNDA LENGUA

La diversidad y la diferenciaciéon son de suma importancia en el aula de aprendizaje de idiomas. En
palabras de uno de los docentes de este estudio, no tener en cuenta la diversidad puede llevar a la
frustracion y a la falta de compromiso en el aula. Este estudio se centra en un Intercambio Virtual (1V)
entre un grupo de alumnos de un colegio de infantil y primaria en Londres (St. Joseph's Camberwell
Catholic Schools' Federation), Reino Unido, y otro grupo de un colegio de primaria (Santo Angel de la
Guarda), en Badajoz en Extremadura, Espafia. Las edades de los alumnos iban de los ocho a los nueve
afios en Espafia y entre los diez y once en el Reino Unido. Ambos docentes implicados tienen una
amplia experiencia en IV. El docente en el Reino Unido, Oscar Balseiro-Mayi, es un profesor nativo de
espanol que ensefia dicho idioma, mientras que la docente en Espafia, Concepcidon Gonzalez-Acedo,
es una profesora espafiola que ensefia inglés. El intercambio fue propuesto por el docente en el Reino
Unido, y la profesora espafola fue encontrada por un coach de E-LIVE. Ambos docentes tuvieron en
cuenta la diversidad en sus clases y adaptaron sus actividades para satisfacer las necesidades de sus
alumnos. Ambos informaron de que el intercambio fue un éxito, ya que los IVs ofrecen a los alumnos
la oportunidad de usar el idioma meta con compafieros de los paises donde se hablan dichos idiomas,
convirtiendo asi una asignatura en una herramienta real de comunicacion.

1. Introduction

The objective of this case study is to analyse how diversity and differentiation are taken on
board in a virtual exchange. Virtual Exchange (VE) can take many forms, including synchronous
communication via video conferences, encounters in virtual worlds, live written chats or
asynchronous communication through emails, video presentations.

This case study focuses on an exchange conducted via video conference between two cohorts
of primary school pupils. One group consisted of children aged 10 or 11 from St. Joseph's
Camberwell Catholic Schools' Federation in Camberwell, London, UK, while the other group
included pupils aged 9 or 11 from Santo Angel de la Guarda, a charter primary school in
Badajoz, Extremadura, Spain.



Both teachers involved in the exchange have extensive experience with VE. The teacher in the
UK, Oscar Balseiro-Mayi, teaches Spanish, while the teacher in Spain, Concepcién Gonzalez-
Acedo, teaches English. The exchange was initiated by Balseiro-Mayi, who proposed the idea,
and Gonzalez-Acedo was invited to participate by one of the authors, an E-LIVE coach.

2. Diversity and Differentiation
1.1 Diversity

There are several types of diversity and they are found in both the traditional classroom
and in VE. One type that usually increases with age is psychosocial maturity. Its
development aids in a child's ability to interact respectfully with others and the capacity
to take on board the other person's perspective during social interaction (Hickey, et al.,
2003: 67). Other types include cultural, racial, and linguistic diversity (Gearon et al., 2009:
3).

Clavel-Arroitia et al. (2023: 35), who analyzed initial survey data from the E-LIVE project,
found that teachers often highlighted the challenges of teaching in culturally diverse
contexts and managing the multilingual backgrounds of their learners. Among the various
types of diversity, linguistic proficiency was the most commonly mentioned. When
discussing mixed-ability classes, teachers typically refer to the varying linguistic skills of their
students. This factor often plays a critical role in designing pedagogical activities and
determining the level of scaffolding required for tasks.

In the E-LIVE survey mentioned above teachers highlighted the problems caused by the
diverse competence levels of their students. This was one of the major findings of
(Pennock-Speck & Clavel-Arroitia, 2022). The survey also mentioned how heterogeneous
classes caused difficulties in the design of language tasks. The diverse competence levels
and different interests of students also proved challenging. These difficulties were further
exacerbated by the large class sizes, with as many as 35 students in a classroom.

One of the teachers, Mr Balseiro-Mayi who is one of the subjects of this case report
expressed a very positive view of diversity during the TeCola project (Balseiro-Mayi,
2022). He argued that diversity should be viewed as a significant and positive asset.
Differences in backgrounds and cultures provide valuable opportunities for children to learn
mutual respect; they come to understand that in order to be respected, they must also
respect others. This process fosters personal growth.

In the context of differentiation, he emphasized the importance of recognizing that not all
children possess the same capacities or skills. Teachers must consider the knowledge and
abilities that students need to develop while addressing the diverse needs of high-, average-
, and low-ability learners. Flexibility, he noted, is essential, particularly during the input
phase of instruction.

Balseiro-Mayi (2022) stated that teachers should tailor their approach during the
instructional phase by addressing varying levels of understanding. For instance, while some
children may require no additional support after an explanation, others might benefit from



supplementary resources such as word banks or visual aids. These tools help students grasp
concepts more effectively.

The overarching goal, as emphasized by Balseiro-Mayi (2022), is to ensure that no child feels
excluded or frustrated, thereby fostering a sense of belonging and enhancing their
engagement in the learning process.

1.2 Differentiation

Differentiation is a complex and multifaceted term, and it is not the only one used to
describe the concept explored in this case study. For instance, Lombardi (2017: 150) notes
that the terms adjustments, accommodations, and differentiation can often be used
interchangeably. Riordan and Convery (2022: 3) further add that adaptation is another
synonym. Nevertheless, this study will primarily use the term differentiation, as it is the most
frequently cited in the literature.

A more significant issue surrounding differentiation is its limited empirical support. Riordan
and Convery (2022: 3) point out that evidence supporting its effectiveness is relatively
scarce. One reason, according to Bondie et al. (2019: 353), is the lack of "systematic
replicable research on differentiated instruction." Furthermore, Raveaud (2005: 474) argues
that differentiation is highly dependent on the national context:

While differentiation appears as the starting point for classroom organisation in England on
the basis that adapting the task to the pupil is a pedagogic necessity, it is an exception in
France, where the ideal of equal entitlement leads to simultaneous work on identical tasks
geared at a single goal for all.

Raveaud (2005) further explains that in France, a child is primarily seen as a social being who
is part of a class, whereas in England, a child is viewed as an individual. Throughout the
TeCola and E-LIVE projects, our perspective on differentiation aligns more closely with the
English model. This approach is consistent with Conery and Coyle’s (1993: 7) definition:

Differentiation is the process by which teachers provide opportunities for pupils to
achieve their potential, working at their own pace through a variety of
relevantlearning activities.

Conery and Coyle's definition is reinforced by Tomlinson’s (2001: 5) perspective, which
highlights the need to tailor instruction in mixed-ability classrooms to ensure appropriately
challenging experiences for all students.

In the context of Virtual Exchange (VE), Jauregi et al. (2019: 3) outline practical ways to
implement differentiation:

The tasks that have been developed in TeCola address differentiation (by suggesting a
different tool, communication mode, topic, more or less cultural & linguistic support,
different assessment forms, etc. in the task description), to encourage participation
from everyone and foster success by personalising the tasks to meet the learners’
needs, interests and learning styles.



However, differentiation is not without its challenges, many of which stem from class
diversity. During a focus group interview in the TeCola project (Vilar Beltrdn and Melchor-
Couto, 2017), one teacher observed that differentiation "takes a lot of time" and noted that
providing "three or four levels of difficulty for each activity is very time-consuming."
Additionally, it was highlighted that "[m]ost teachers have an assistant to support them with
differentiation once a week, not during the lesson"

Ms. Gonzélez-Acedo also addressed this issue in a discussion about a VE with a French
primary school. She emphasized that it is possible to include children of mixed abilities
in VE by using differentiated instruction (Gonzalez-Acedo et al., 2024).

3. Subjects and context of the study

The exchange, which is the focus of this study, took place in 2024 and involved two primary
schools. One was a Catholic school located in a borough of London, while the other was a
Catholic charter school in the city of Badajoz, Extremadura, Spain. Both teachers involved in
the exchange had extensive experience in VE prior to the E-LIVE project. As a result, they
were well aware of the importance of addressing the diverse needs of their students.

In Spain, 25 children aged eight and nine participated in the exchange. Some of these
students had special educational needs, but the teacher was strongly committed to ensuring
their inclusion in the activity. In the UK, 20 children aged ten and eleven took part. Over 50%
of the pupils had special educational needs.

Prior to the video conference activity, the two cohorts exchanged letters. Most of the
English children wrote their letters in Spanish, while the Spanish children composed theirs in
English. The letters included personal introductions, descriptions of their families and
friends, hobbies, and accounts of activities they had enjoyed during their summer holidays.

Figure 1: Mr Balseiro-Mayi and Ms Gonzalez-Acedo introduce the activity

During the videoconference activity, the children took turns asking and answering questions
in English and Spanish. Each child came to the front of the classroom to participate. The
Spanish students used a headset microphone, while the British students spoke into the
webcam microphone, which was connected to the screen on the wall. Both teachers
positioned themselves at the front of their respective classrooms to coordinate the activity
and ensure that the children were clearly seen and heard by the other group.



The students had had time to prepare for the delivery of the questions and they had been
paired beforehand. On some occassions the UK teacher repeated the questions in Spanish as
they were somewhat difficult to understand when asked by some children. Similarly, the
Spanish teacher prompted some students to repeat their questions more loudly to ensure
clarity.

Figure 2: A pupil in Badajoz (above) answering
a question from one of the pupils in London

Examples of the questions included:

e What is your favorite color? / ¢ Cual es tu color favorito?

e Does your school have after-school activities? If so, which ones? / éTiene tu escuela
actividades extraescolares? Si es asi, écuales?

e What is your favorite subject? / ¢ Cual es tu asignatura favorita?

e What is your favorite book and why? / ¢ Cual es tu libro favorito y por qué?

e What game do you play during break? / ¢ A qué juegas durante el recreo?

At the end of the question and answer activity, the children introduced themselves. This
gave them the opportunity to see the person they had sent letters to.

Figure 3: Meeting pen pals

The two activities lasted around 70 minutes.

1. Inthe future, the teachers plan to get the children to send each other letters and to
carry out an activity in the FrameVR virtual world.

4, Teachers' feedback

3.1 Ms Gonzalez-Acedo's class
Regarding diversity, in Ms Gonzalez-Acedo's class there are children with special
educational needs. Moreover there are low-performance pupils. To foster inclusivity, these
students were paired with high-performing peers. The special education needs pupils and



low-performance children were chosen to ask and answer questions in Spanish, ensuring
their active participation and emphasizing the importance of inclusivity in the activity.

Regarding preparation, the students wrote down the questions they were going to ask in
their notebooks and practised asking and answering the questions. As some of the kids did
not take the activity seriously enough which would jepordise the exchange activity with
the British cohort, she recruited pupils from other classes. She emphasized that the
vocabulary learned during this process would benefit the students in the future.

Reflecting on the experience, Ms. Gonzalez-Acedo described it as highly enriching, as it
allowed the students to apply what they had learned in a practical context. She noted that
this approach gave greater meaning to their learning, boosted motivation, and helped the
students understand the value of learning a language by actively using it. She also shared
that her overall experience with VE programs had been overwhelmingly positive. Finally, she
expressed pride in seeing her pupils successfully keep pace with their older counterparts in
the UK.

3.2 Mr Balseiro-Mayi's class

Regarding diversity, Mr. Balseiro-Mayi tailored tasks to accommodate his students' varying
abilities. Special educational needs pupils, as well as native Spanish speakers, were assigned
the task of asking questions and providing answers in English. This approach was taken
because completing the activity in English was more manageable for the former group, while
for the latter, Spanish being their native language made working in English a more
appropriate challenge. On the other hand, the focus for the rest of the non-native speakers
of Spanish was on questions and answers in Spanish.

For students with lower proficiency in Spanish, the same questions were used as for their
higher-proficiency peers, but their responses were expected to be simpler, which proved to
be the case. To make the activity more engaging, students were encouraged to come up with
guestions related to topics of personal interest, such as their favorite band or football team.

Preparation time was limited, as the students only had one 45-minute Spanish class per
week. Additionally, these classes occasionally clashed with other subjects, such as physical
education, making it difficult to dedicate time specifically to preparing for the exchange
activity. Despite these challenges, the students practiced both the questions and their
answers, with Mr. Balseiro-Mayi reviewing them to ensure correct pronunciation.

Reflecting on the experience, Mr. Balseiro-Mayi deemed the VE exchange a resounding
success. He noted that the opportunity for students to see the peers they had exchanged
letters with was an exciting and motivating experience that enhanced their engagement in
the activity.

5. Discussion and conclusions
The teachers expressed great satisfaction with the outcomes of the activities their students
participated in. Ms. Gonzalez-Acedo, the teacher in Spain, highlighted that, despite her
pupils being younger than their UK counterparts, they were able to hold their own during



the exchange. She emphasized the importance of her students using English as a practical
communication tool rather than merely treating it as an academic subject. Similarly, Mr.
Balseiro-Mayi, the UK teacher, stressed the emotional impact on his students when meeting
their foreign peers and noted how this significantly boosted their motivation.

These results show that VE can be a very useful tool as pupils are able to use the target
These outcomes demonstrate the potential of VE as a powerful tool for language learning.
Through VE, students are given the opportunity to use the target language with peers of a
similar age and become aware that the language they are learning is not just an academic
subject but a practical means of communication. Furthermore, the exchange highlighted the
genuine joy students felt when connecting with their foreign counterparts—an experience
that cannot be replicated in a traditional classroom setting. VE also offers an accessible
alternative for children from low- or medium-income families to engage with peers from
other countries without the financial burden of traveling abroad.

Unlike in the study by Pennock-Speck and Clavel-Arroitia (2022), both the UK and the
Spanish teachers used similar classroom management strategies during the activity, that is,
they closely monitored the performance of each of the pupils who were asking and
answering questions and provided scaffolding. In the 2022 study, all the French students
were involved in the exchange activity throughout the class. While one was asking and
answering questions, the others were listening to him or her. On the other hand, in the case
of the Spanish cohort, while one of the group was involved in the exchange activity, the rest
of the class were doing another. This meant that the Spanish pupil doing the activity was
mostly left to his or her own devices as the teacher was monitoring both activities. Less
monitoring was needed to the much greater proficiency of the Spanish pupils (from a CLIL
school) who were able to perform more autonomously.

The teachers’ feedback highlights several unanticipated forms of diversity within their
classrooms. Beyond the challenges of mixed-ability groups, which were expected due to
varying levels of language proficiency, Mr. Balseiro-Mayi mentioned the presence of native
Spanish speakers in his Spanish class—a factor that had not been anticipated by the authors
of this study. Ms. Gonzalez-Acedo raised other critical aspects, including the psychosocial
maturity of some pupils, as certain students did not take the activity “seriously.” Both
teachers also addressed the importance of including special educational needs (SEN) pupils
in the exchange, ensuring their full participation and integration.

Regarding differentiation, both teachers adopted similar strategies. In the UK, native
Spanish-speaking pupils were given activities focused more on English, while less proficient
and SEN pupils in both the UK and Spain were tasked with communicating in their native
language to support their participation. The Spanish pupils had more opportunities to
practise for the exchange as they had more instruction periods in the foreign language.

Above all, this exchange underscores the immense effort teachers put into fostering
inclusivity in their classrooms and their recognition of the unique opportunities that VE
offers. It is important to highlight the dedication and extra time invested by teachers like Ms.
Gonzalez-Acedo and Mr. Balseiro-Mayi in designing and implementing innovative activities.
Without their commitment, such exchanges would not be possible.
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