
MIXED-ABILITY TEACHING AT KESGRAVE 
 

Why do we follow the ‘mixed-ability’ 
ethos at Kesgrave? 

In this way it is possible to see every pupil as a powerful 
and effective learner in a classroom where everybody needs 
to have a sense of satisfaction and success, not just the few. 

Ability labelling and grouping by ability restrict the range of 
learning opportunities to which individual pupils are 
exposed.  Research has found that in secondary schools 
children in set classes are more likely to undertake 
‘application of existing knowledge tasks’, whereas pupils in 
mixed-ability classes are more likely to undertake ‘new 
knowledge’ and ‘practice’ tasks.  In addition to this, pupils 
who are in low-ability groupings are rarely offered the 
opportunity to interact with peers in pairs or small groups.  
This ensures that their experience of learning in the 
classroom is diametrically different to the experience of 
their peers in mixed-ability classes.  Also, in many lower-
ability classes, teachers are cautious in their use of group 
work, regarding it as a potential threat to their control of the 
classroom.   

Headteachers, who have moved away from streaming due to 
their experience of ‘sink’ forms, have come to the 
realisation that the acquisition of knowledge is not the be-all 
and end-all of education; the decision to unstream is a social 
decision, not academic. 

 

The research 

Amongst many papers which have discussed the teaching of  
mixed-ability classes, the work of Susan Hart stands out: 

 

Much of the provision in schools and colleges is largely 
predicated on the ‘individual deficit view’ which suggests that 
pupils have unalterable attributes. 

Ability labelling has an effect, not just on pupils, but on 
teachers and the curriculum they teach too. 

However, things can change and be changed for the better, 
sometimes dramatically, as a result of what happens in the daily 
interactions of teachers and students. 

The forces that shape pupils’ learning capacity are to an extent 
within teachers’ control. 

Learning is constructed as a collective experience – a  
‘co-agency’ between teacher and pupils. 

Trust – Trust sustains teachers’ beliefs that young people will 
choose to engage if the conditions are right, and so sustains 
their effort to keep searching for ways to reach out and make 
connections that will free young people to learn more 
successfully; pupils trust that their teachers know how to help 
them to achieve to the best of their ability. 

Kesgrave High School attempts to 
create an environment conducive 

to learning – where learning is 
‘real’ rather than ‘passive’, and 
which has ‘variety, pace and the 

involvement of pupils at its heart’; 
learning, involving group work and 

discussion, embeds pupils’ ideas 
and allows them to learn 

independently. 

Top tips for teaching: 
 
Don’t vary your teaching or respond differently to children viewed as 
‘bright’, ‘average’ or ‘less-able’; the class expectation should be that all 
pupils should work to their best and achieve their best.  

Whole class teaching is appropriate with differentiation at the heart of the 
planning process (see further details on differentiation).  

Group work and active learning strategies should be incorporated into lesson 
planning. 

Pupils progress in an environment open to interactions devoid 
of negative judgements towards any child. 

Pupils need to understand why the work they do is relevant and 
meaningful – articulate it often. 

Pupils want to talk about their experiences as learners and to 
know that what they say will be taken seriously – ask them for 
their views! 

Less formal levelling and more formative assessment allows for 
a more positive dialogue with pupils which helps promote their 
intrinsic motivation. 


