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Ability Grouping and Children’s
Psychosocial Wellbeing:
A Matter of Children’s Rights?
Dr Deirdre McGillicuddy
University College Dublin
@deemcgillicuddy

Defining Ability
Grouping
• Streaming
• Banding
• Setting
• Cross-Grade Grouping
• Within-Class Ability Grouping

@deemcgillicuddy

Ability Grouping –
A Matter of Children’s
Rights?
Article 29
1. States Parties agree that the education of
the child shall be directed to:
(a) The development of the child's
personality, talents and mental and physical
abilities to their fullest potential
General Comment 1 (2001)
8. Thus, efforts to promote the enjoyment of
other rights must not be undermined, and
should be reinforced, by the values
imparted in the educational process.
This includes not only the content of the
curriculum but also the educational
processes, the pedagogical methods and
the environment within which Education
takes place
@deemcgillicuddy

Teachers Framing Learning
▪ Teachers were more likely to use ability grouping if
younger children, boys and minority ethnic/migrant
children were in the classroom.
▪ Assumptions around learner readiness and capacity –
“turned off” or “ready to fly”

▪ Views are not neutral – symbolically violent – no other
way

@deemcgillicuddy

(McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018)

Teachers as Meaning Makers
▪ Variation in expectations according to ability group level
“you would get more in depth with the top group and you
would challenge them a bit more. With the middle group you
might talk a bit more freely with it .... And then the bottom
group, you know, it is just a case of reading the text and not
going too far into it and not too much writing or anything
involved around it” (Ms Byrne, Pinehill Senior School).
▪ Lower ability – more challenging behaviour; more
structured, repetitive methods and work
▪ Higher ability – well behaved; more independent learning

▪ Glass ceiling on how teachers teach and how children learn
@deemcgillicuddy

(McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018)

Ability Grouping as Structured Social Spaces
▪ Valu(able) structured social spaces – Dichotomy of
Learner Identity
Low Ability
Not smart

Last

Smart

Advanced

Lower

Slow

Good

Fast

Bad

Not well

Bit higher

Well

Low People

Not liked

High people

Liked

Poor

Not brilliant

Ahead of us

Dumb

The dyslexic
ones

The smarter
ones

Not Intelligent
@deemcgillicuddy

High Ability

Intelligent

(McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018)

The ‘Invisible Hand’ on Peer Interaction
▪ Patterns of interaction between peers shaped by the
ability grouping

▪ Higher social status – Majority ethnic and children
assigned to the high ability group
▪ Marginalised and excluded – Minority ethnic, girls and
children assigned to the low ability group

▪ Propinquity – mutual friendships shaped by ability
grouping; strong within high ability group/weakest
within low ability group
@deemcgillicuddy

(McGillicuddy, forthcoming)

Ability Grouping, Affect and the Psychosocial
▪ Deeply emotional work when navigating social world
intersected by the structured space of ability groups

▪ Lower ability – lower status and more likely
disassociate themselves from assigned group. More
likely to experience consistent and ability group related
teasing teasing.
– Evoked feelings of sadness, anger, shame – preying on their
psyche and how they define and see themselves as learners in
the classroom

▪ Higher ability – higher status
– Evoked feelings of happiness and pride
@deemcgillicuddy

(McGillicuddy, forthcoming, McGillicuddy and Devine, 2020)

they say, 'oh you are in a lower class than me, ha, we don't even get
reading… it makes me feel sad and it makes me feel like I don't want
to come to school (Joyce, Low ability, Mountaingrove)
any time you tell them about your reading group and you tell them
that you finished your book in 2 days they do be saying, 'ha, ha, you
get an easy book,' and all…it makes me feel like just hopping me fist
off someone’s head (Mikey, Low ability, Mountaingrove).

…they [low ability] would grow up and they would have it in
their head that they are stupid and if somebody asked them a
question they would be like, 'don't ask me I am stupid'…they
could grow up thinking I am never going to amount to
anything…I’m not going to get a job, I will probably get a job of
being a hobo. (Tom, mid ability, Pinehill)

Ability Grouping - A Matter of Children’s Rights?
▪ Ability grouping impacting on how children experience
learning in the classroom and navigate their social worlds
▪ Framing Learning and Meaning Making is impacting on
children’s psychosocial wellbeing
– Defining how children see themselves and others
– Impacting on the socioemotional work of learning in the classroom
– Evoking strong psychosocial response and impacting wellbeing

▪ Using Ability Grouping as Pedagogy Contravenes Article 29
(1) of the UNCRC
– Limits possibility for children to reach their potential
– Harmful to children’s wellbeing
– Serves to exclude rather than include

Children’s
Rights in
Crisis?

“Human rights are under fire right across the
world, not just from those who wish to avoid them but
also from within the academic community, with many
scholars challenging their value and efficacy…. it
appears to be perfectly acceptable to deny that
children are, should or can be rights-holders
when there are very few who would publicly assert
that they do not “believe” in human rights”
(Lundy, 2019, p. 595)

#CovidUnder19 initial findings indicating that
children’s right to education, play, safety and basic
needs have been impacted during the pandemic

@deemcgillicuddy

@deemcgillicuddy

Right(s) at the Heart
• Pandemic presents opportunity to bring
children’s rights to the heart of decision
making when responding to this crisis
• Revision of national curricula
• Move beyond teaching about children’s
rights to teaching how to enact these rights
as citizens
• Integration of a rights-based approach to the
curriculum being taught and the methods
being used to teach across the school day
• Can we embed a pedagogy of child rights at
the heart of teachers’ work in Irish
classrooms?

Go raibh míle
maith agaibh!
McGillicuddy, D. (forthcoming) ‘They would make you
feel stupid’ - Ability Grouping, Children’s Friendships
and Psychosocial Wellbeing

McGillicuddy, D. (2019) Schools need to put children’s
rights at the heart of education, Irish Times,
November 20th 2019
McGillicuddy, D. and Devine, D. (2020), ‘You feel
ashamed that you are not in the higher group’—
Children’s psychosocial response to ability grouping in
primary school. British Educational Research Journal,
46(3) 553-573
McGillicuddy, D. & Devine, D. (2018) ‘Turned off’ or
‘ready to fly’ – ability grouping as an act of symbolic
violence in primary school, Teaching and Teacher
Education, 70, 88–99.

Deirdre.mcgillicuddy@ucd.ie
@deemcgillicuddy

