 Setting – some thoughts

There is little research evidence on the effectiveness of setting in raising attainment, and what there is is inconclusive.

OFSTED reports that the quality of teaching is generally better in upper sets for mathematics (and is least effective in lower sets), and that attainment is raised once setting has bedded down.

Anita Straker says ‘there may be pragmatic reasons for setting pupils for maths in Years 5 and 6 because planning can be easier if the attainment range in a class is not too wide.’ (TES 07.05.99)

HMI have reported no difference in the quality of teaching in sets and non-sets.

The LEA evaluation of the first year of implementation has found evidence of good teaching and learning in sets and non-sets.

When considering which system of grouping to implement, individual schools need to take account of the needs of their pupils, staff, their local contexts and developments at a national level.

Introduction to the Framework (p20)

Larger schools with parallel classes sometimes deal with a range of attainment by organising ‘ability sets’ for mathematics lessons.  The advantage is that planning can be easier if the attainment gap in a class is not too wide.

Any setting arrangements need to be flexible to allow easy transfer of pupils between sets.  On its own, setting does not necessarily help to close the attainment gap across the year group over time.  Children are quick to spot and interpret the significance of this kind of provision.

The success of setting depends on very careful monitoring, close team work and co-operative planning among staff to make sure that expectations for all pupils are suitably high and that lower expectations are not justified simply because pupils are in a ‘lower set’.

As standards improve over time, the range of attainment in each year group ought to reduce so that it becomes possible to cater for the diversity of needs by grouping pupils within the same class.

Factors to consider

· Flexibility – How easy is it to change groups? Do children who change groups have gaps in knowledge?

· Planning – How do you ensure continuity, progression and an equality of experience within year groups? Can collaborative planning take place?

· Teacher expertise – Who teaches the lower ability group?

· Reporting to parents and parent’s evenings – Feedback to parents is complicated by setting. 

· Differentiation – There will still be an attainment gap within ability sets (although smaller) so differentiation is still important.

· Cross-curricular links – Reference in another subject to work completed within maths sets is not as easy (unless close collaborative planning has taken place).

· Timetabling – Setting can have implications on the availability of resources, and other areas of the curriculum (e.g. timetabling the hall time for PE).

Pupil-related factors

· Pace – setting allows for differentiation in pace to take place (e.g. a gentler and so more appropriate pace for the lower ability and an increased pace to ensure challenge for the more able).

· Setting can have a detrimental effect on the attitudes of pupils of middle and lower ability – this has been associated with a decrease in the levels of achievement (vicious circle).

· Lower ability groups are more likely to experience more disciplinary problems, have higher levels of absenteeism and generally have a higher percentage of boys.

· There is a danger of low expectations within lower ability groups – they don’t benefit from the challenge of role models (lower attainers often learn from seeing and hearing the answers and demonstrations of higher attainers).

· In the National Numeracy Project the progress of lower attainers in mixed ability groups was relatively better – so the attainment gap narrowed as attainment was raised overall.

· Questioning – this can be more closely tailored to ability within sets.

· Confidence – many children gain in confidence by being top of a lower ability set – older children can benefit from being taught by a range of teachers and having to move to different classrooms (something they will encounter at secondary school)

· Children can be of different abilities in different areas of maths (all sets might do very similar work within an area such as shape and space).

And finally…

Setting alone doesn’t raise standards.  The impact on pupil performance and progress needs to be reviewed, monitored and evaluated on a regular basis – without this the ‘gap’ can widen. The success of setting depends on very careful monitoring, close teamwork and co-operative planning.

