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Abstract 
In the UK (and countries that chose to base their education system on the English one) students learning foreign languages 
(FL) at school are often divided into groups based on their performance or predicted grades. Such groups or sets are being 
implemented with the intention of providing nurturing environment to the most gifted, and a supporting, non-judgmental 
environment for the lower ability students. Most commonly, students are assigned to sets based on their SAT scores (in 
math and English), and once assigned, it is not easy to change the group one was assigned to. Moreover, students are moved 
between sets in sets not only based on their ability and performance, but also based on behavior. This practice often leads 
to teachers’ and students’ perception of lower sets as groups where hardly any learning can place, either due to extremely 
high volume of varied special needs students clustered together, or interruptions caused by students’ misbehavior. 
Simultaneously, higher set students frequently complain about unrealistic pace of the lessons, excessive volume of work 
and lack of explanations during their lessons, as the teachers tend to assume, they will simply figure it out on their own. 
This article presents the evidence from the UK and other countries suggesting that not only splitting the students based on 
their attainment or predicted grades creates unnecessary division by labelling students as “smart” and “dumb”, it also does 
not benefit students’ progress, harms their motivation, and, most importantly, limits their chances for development by 
limiting students’ future based on metrics which are not directly related to their FL performance (to in some secondary 
schools lower sets students are not allowed to take GCSE in FL not to harm schools’ statistics). 
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1. Introduction and rationale
Attainment-based grouping (also known as

“streaming”, “setting” or “tracking”) refers to teaching 
students divided into stratified, homogenous groups, 
based on their attainment in a given subject (McCoach, et 
al., 2006) and it is particularly pervasive in language 
learning (Mazenod, et al., 2019).  However, the question 
whether it is the best possible strategy to support learning 
remains unanswered. Knowing students’ perspective in 
the specific environment could lead to improved designing 
grouping and have positive impact on students’ attainment 
and motivation. 

 The enquiry aims to answer the questions: “How 
does attainment-based grouping affects students’ 
motivation and outcomes?” To do so, first, a pertinent 
literature review is presented. Then, research methodology 
is explained. In subsequent section, results are presented 
and commented. Finally, conclusions regarding the 
enquiry are drawn. 

2. Literature Review

McCoach et al. (2006) define two main categories of 
grouping arrangements: between-class and within-class. 
In within-class grouping the teachers divide students into 
more homogeneous subgroups, and divide their time 
providing adaptive instruction based on the students’ 
expected attainment, while the other groups are engaged 
with student-led activities (Kim, 2012). Between-class 
grouping is a school-level arrangement, usually based on 
students’ previous academic achievement (Kulik & Kulik, 
1982). In foreign language teaching the latter is prevalent 
– students are either placed into different advancement
level classes or placed into classes which have different
goals (Sheppard, et al., 2018).

3. Attainment-based grouping and
students’ motivation

Some scholars agree that being placed in between-
class attainment-based groups seems to lead to lower self-
esteem and have detrimental effect on low-attainers’ 
motivation (Slavin, 1990; Hallam & Deathe, 2002; Kim, 
2012) as they tend to compare themselves to other 
students. Moreover, the lack of a high achieving role-
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model might damage students’ motivation, and leave them 
questioning the equity of the education system in the 
presence of deepening attainment gap (Saleh, et al., 2005). 

By contrast, most recent studies from Japan show that 
in selective schools, where the students would have already 
been pre-grouped by the entry exams the academic self-
concept of high achieving students grouped in a 
homogenous environment is negatively affected, due to 
being confronted with the presence of other high-
achieving classmates. Consequently, the self-esteem of 
lower aptitude students rises in this context (Sheppard, et 
al., 2018). Sheppard et al., (2018) attributes this to having 
more realistic role model, reminding that low- and 
average-attaining pupils to not consider high-achieving 
classmates as role models. Thus, the success of someone of 
similar attainment level might increase others’ motivation. 
This study however does not consider that in this context 
students are grouped based on level of advancement: basic, 
intermediate, proficient; rather than on the predictions 
regarding their ability for certain attainment, which might 
result in a self-fulfilling prophecy (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 
1968). 

Moreover, according to research, teachers observe 
that lower sets are rarely truly homogeneous, and often 
aggregate students with a range of learning needs or 
learning disabilities (Sheppard, et al., 2018), thus making 
it difficult to create a “one size fits all” lesson for such 
groups. Furthermore, teachers expect lower sets to be 
disaffected and display poor behaviour (Kim, 2012), which 
is why they tend to resort to structured tasks involving 
rehearsal and repetition (Hallam & Ireson, 2005). 
Teachers also tend to have lower expectations of their 
students, which may lead to giving them little possibility 
for discussion. Additionally, difficulty with engaging the 
students from lower sets over time might lead to loss of 
sense efficacy (Kim, 2012).  Sheppard et al (2018) also 
concludes after Rogers (2002) and Darling-Hammond 
(2010) that teachers tend to be enthusiastic about 
preparing materials for gifted and talented, which is in line 
with Kim’s (2012) observation that teachers who teach low 
attainment groups consider material preparation an 
additional strain and tend to become demoralised, which 
might be sensed by the students and impact their 
motivation. 

4. Attainment-based grouping and
students’ outcomes

The main premise of attainment-based grouping is the 
belief that it facilitates collaborative learning, thus might 
increase academic achievement of the students. Kulik 
(1982) advocates that attainment-based grouping has a 
“small but significant” positive effect on achievement in 
exams. Saleh, et al., (2005) suggest that this result might 
be based on the premise that high-attaining students 
generate more cognitive conflict and in response produce 
more collaborative elaborations when grouped exclusively 
together, thus benefitting from setting. They also confirm 
following Lou et al. (1996) and Webb (1991) that average-
attaining students attain more in homogeneous classes, as 
they receive more explanations, can collaborate better, and 

in consequence play a more active role in academic 
discourse, which is crucial for effective language learning. 
However, some findings based on post-test scores of high 
and low-attaining students show that they benefit more 
from heterogeneous grouping (Saleh, et al., 2005). 
Simultaneously, high attainers would benefit from 
cognitive restructuring necessary for giving the 
explanations, and questions asked by low-attainers might 
trigger detection of knowledge gaps and misconceptions 
(Webb & Palinscar, 1996). 

By contrast, according to Robert (2010) there is no 
evidence that working in homogenous groups increases 
pupils’ attainment. Triggered by the notion of being of 
“lower ability”, students may foster dependency on 
teachers leading to “learned helplessness” (Rosenholtz & 
Simpson, 1984). In line with this theory, Chang (1990) 
observes that lower sets’ students tend to use 
inappropriate language learning strategies, which in result 
is detrimental to their learning. Kim (2012) points out that 
32% of the interviewed students notice having significantly 
less opportunities to learn more challenging concepts.  

Openly stating the expectations regarding the 
attainment has been proven to affect students’ outcomes 
(Friedrich, et al., 2015). This phenomenon is called the 
Pygmalion effect. Furthermore, once placed in the lower 
track, the students have limited opportunity to become 
proficient in the language, thus limiting students’ chance 
of academic success in the future (Sheppard, et al., 2018). 
In contrast, a Finnish country-wide case study presents 
clear evidence that mixed-group teaching can lead to high, 
yet equitable learning outcomes (Sahlberg, 2012). 

5. Methodology and Methods
The enquiry aims to answer the question how does

attainment-based grouping influence students’ motivation. 
It was based on a comparative, mixed study approach 
where the answers of the students of top and bottom sets 
in year 9. Equally boys and girls participated in the enquiry. 

5.1. Data Collection 

First, selected classes were observed during their 
language lessons to establish behaviour baseline and learn 
about behaviours and interaction in students’ natural 
settings (Bradley, et al., 2007). After that, students were 
given a set of anonymous questionnaires. This method was 
chosen to get an overview of students’ individual opinions, 
which would be free of peer pressure or fear of potential 
retaliation. To make the questionnaire equally accessible 
to all students, it was designed in a form which would not 
require much writing, the questions were kept short, and 
the number of options to choose from was also kept 
minimal. The answers were placed on a numerical rating 
scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (1 to 
5) (Appendix 1). The range of answers was chosen
deliberately to represent varied enough options, but not to
overwhelm the students with level of detail.

Finally, the students in each set were asked to 
participate in the semi-structured interview to generate 
qualitative research data. Data was acquired through 
participant observation direct, semi-structured in-depth 



 

 
3 

interviews. Individual interviews were chosen, since they 
are named to be the least anxiety-inducing, when 
addressing a sensitive topic (for example the stigma of 
being in a bottom set), and enable the students to express 
their opinions without fear of reprisal (Bradley, et al., 
2007). The interviews were guided by a list of main 
questions, however depending on the flow of interview 
some of the questions were dropped, reworded, or asked in 
different order. Students were being interviewed on two 
separate days until enough data to represent a range of 
opinions. During the interview, a great deal of effort was 
paid to establishing good rapport, as it is believed that 
participants will only talk candidly if they feel comfortable 
and secure (Bradley, et al., 2007). 

Additionally, a range pf probes were being used to 
elicit more information from the interviewees: 
 

Table 1. Types of probes used during the interview. 

Types of Probes Action 
silent Nodding, tilting head 
echo repeating the statement and asking 

respondent to continue 
direct could you tell me more about it? 
detail wh-questions 
clarifying you said this, could you please 

explain what you meant by that? 

5.2. Data Coding 

The data was then categorized into sets of alike chunks 
representing the key attributes of the verbal information 
that were similar in different ways, further referred to as 
codes, which were then gathered into a code structure. The 
following framework was followed:

 

Figure 1. Data coding process.

Code structures were applied to data from the 
questionnaires and data collected during the interviews. 
The code structure development was based on an 
integrated approach, where initial codes (start list) were 
drawn from the literature review. This approach was 
chosen, as it retains benefits of inductive coding by 

limiting the possibility of researcher forcing a 
preconceived result, at the same time acknowledging that 
certain types of codes are useful in directing data 
interpretation and analysis (Bradley, et al., 2007). Scheme 
of the code structure used for analysing the data and 
examples of use can be found below.

 

 

Figure 2. Code structures.
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5.3. Analysis of Findings 

Researchers name four factors which contribute to 
students’ motivation in the classroom: (1) class 
atmosphere and settings, (2) methods of teaching, (3) 
interactions with the teacher and (4) success rate (Yusuf, 
et al., 2020). Data corresponding with these factors were 
then analysed in context of PGCE Teaching Standards. 
Below you will find the comparison of the perception of 
teachers’ expectations in top and bottom sets, and 
information of students’ perception regarding their 
progress and available support. 

5.4. Expectations 

Results of the questionnaire suggest that both top and 
bottom set students feel well informed of teachers’ 
academic expectations. At the same time bottom set 
students feel that the teachers do not expect them to be 
successful, but rather to get by without disturbing the 
lesson. One potential explanation for the lower 
expectations might be the fact that the teachers of top sets 
are evaluated based on students’ GCSE results, whereas 
bottom set students are not allowed to take GCSE in 
languages, thus demotivating not only the students but 
also the teachers.

 

 

Figure 3. Students ‘perception of teachers’ expectations.

Most noticeable differences in terms of expectations 
are the expectations regarding behaviour for learning and 
students’ independence. In top sets students are expected 
to follow the school policy, whereas in bottom set many 
infractions are overlooked, which might lead to 
demotivating and demoralising other students losing 
control over the class as a whole (Kim, 2012), especially, if 
students were moved to lower sets based on behaviour, not 
based on attainment. Students’ comments confirm these 
observations (see Appendix 2). 

 Moreover, the results of the questionnaire and 
interviews clearly point that bottom set students in the 
school have significantly less opportunity to work 
independently. Figure 5 shows clearly that 80% of the top 

set interviewees feel encouraged to work independently, 
whereas only 25% of bottom set students feel that they 
should take ownership of their learning. Furthermore, 
none of the interviewed bottom set students mentions 
independence as a factor in their interviews (see Appendix 
2). Issues with taking initiative is in line with the data 
gathered during class observation (see Appendix 3) and 
literature points out that frequently teaching methods 
recommended for the bottom set students tend to foster 
dependency and lead to learned helplessness (Rosenholtz 
& Simpson, 1984). In our case it is the example of certain 
students not even taking the books out, unless directly told 
so. 

 

Figure 4. Students’ perception of their intellectual independence.
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5.5. Achievement and Progress 

Students use various indicators to evaluate own 
performance. to some, it might be being able to complete 
their work and receiving praise from the teacher to others 
it is completing their work fast and accurately, and some 
want to score high in the quiz. The answers to this question 

were expected to fall within Gaussian distribution. 
Interestingly, more of the bottom set students chose the 
extreme answers (below average of above average), once 
again showing that as a group they tend to be less 
homogeneous, and grouping them together in attempt to 
create a group with “one size fits all” pedagogy might not 
meet the S2 standard (Sheppard, et al., 2018). 

 

Figure 5. Students’ perception of their general performance. 

The observation and the interview suggest that such 
difference might stem from the fact that certain students 
are assigned to the low sets because of the EFL needs even 
though they might in fact be extremely high attaining 
language learners, who were simply never given the chance 
to develop their skills. A strong example for it is one of the 
bottom set interviewees with strong intrinsic motivation to 
do well in languages due to her multicultural background, 

who despite competing all the work on time was not able 
to realise her potential nor be granted the permission to 
take the GCSE. Researchers recognise this problem, 
pointing out that being assigned to a lower set might lead 
to talented students losing their motivation for studying 
due to being offered less opportunities to learn (Kim, 2012; 
Sheppard, et al., 2018), which might be reflected by the 
feeling of lack of progress presented in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 6. Students’ sense of achievement after the lesson. 

5.6. Available Support 

Availability of the support was another frequently 
mentioning factor in term of motivation for learning. 
Interestingly, the types of support quoted as helpful, and 
motivating were also different between the students of top 
and bottom sets. The main differences in this aspect 
concerned the presence of peer role models and support. 
In the top set students frequently mentioned that their 
peers appreciate their input, but also contribute to forming 

the final answer or idea by “bouncing ideal off each other”. 
In this group, students’ ambitions are amplified by the 
ambitions of others around them, which finds reflection in 
findings of Saleh (2005). At the same time bottom set 
students focus more on teacher’s direct support in form of 
pre-completed or simplified tasks (for example copying 
instead of matching). Additionally, lesson observation 
shows that where students from top sets are motivated to 
proactively seek solutions and collaborate, bottom set 
students rarely seek help from their classmates. 
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Figure 7. Students ‘perception of available support. 

 

Figure 8. Students' sense of inclusion and appreciation. 

Furthermore, for many of the students being assigned 
to top set is a form of validation (see Appendix 2, “How do 

you feel about being in this set”). At the same time, some 
of the bottom set students recognise the group as an 
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impediment to learning but the majority prefers to stay 
there, believing they “don’t deserve to be in a higher set”. 
Friedrich et al. (2015) find that students’ mindset based on 
teacher expectancy (also referred to as Pygmalion effect) 
can affect both academic outcomes and students’ self-
concept. 

Most importantly though, despite the theoretical 
framework proposing that grouping students by 
attainment level shall increase their level of inclusion in 
the lesson (Webb & Palinscar, 1996) the observation 
suggests that students in bottom set do not feel included, 
which in long term might lead to disaffection and complete 
attrition of interest in the subject ad motivation. 

6. Conclusion and implications 
Attainment-based grouping is believed to help to give 

students the access to the curriculum without 
overburdening them with the material, which might 
potentially motivate lower attainers. Some research shows 
that attainment-based grouping for language learning has 
certain potential to be beneficial, however, its positive 
results have only been confirmed in highly contextualised 
situations. Moreover, the studies from Japan, although 
confirming that attainment-based grouping has an impact 
on students’ attainment in language learning context, 
present contradictory conclusions regarding the groups 
affected, showing negative impact on motivation and 
attainment of high achievers grouped in a homogeneous 
set. Although most teachers recognise the potential 
benefits of attainment-based grouping, there seems to be a 
consensus regarding the fact that it comes at much too 
high a cost, often leading to students’ disaffection, loss of 
self-worth, and forming sink groups; but also to increased 
teacher workload and decreased morale among those 
teaching bottom sets. Furthermore, the success of Finnish 
case sets an example to be followed, by showing how mixed 
education can be effective in terms of boosting students’ 
attainment and motivation. 

Results of this study further suggest that attainment 
level is not an applicable criterion to segregate students, as 
it may lead to depriving students who are passionate about 
a topic the access to quality education in this area based on 
criteria which are not necessarily relevant for success in 
the field. Furthermore, interviews with the students clearly 
show the mechanism of forming a sink group, where the 
students slide towards learned helplessness, however a 
longitudinal study would be necessary to draw stronger 
conclusions. 

 It is also important to mention that the results of this 
study are strictly limited to the context of the two groups 
of students withing the school. It is therefore not possible 
to produce country or age-group level generalisable results 
based on this enquiry. To increase the impact of this study 
I would recommend assigning it earlier, for example right 
after the literature review assignment, to enable broader 
data collection and more time to analyse the information. 
Another visible weakness is potential bias of the author, 
which might be easier to avoid, in case of a group task, as 
such process would enable negotiating the code and debate 
analytic processes. 
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