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Abstract 
 
The aim of this study was to investigate what challenges more able students in the 
classroom.  Nine Year 9 students with MIDYIS scores between 130-148 were invited 
to participate in the study, which lasted three terms.  The initial “voice” of the 
students, was recorded in two 50 minute, semi-structured interviews.  These 
interviews were then followed by four lesson observations, a further five semi-
structured interviews and a piece of action research in two year 9 groups over a 4 
week period. 
 
The results of this study indicate that the factors which increase challenge for the 
most able are replicable across the curriculum.  The types of activities the students 
found most challenging are more open-ended tasks which gave them more 
autonomy and freedom.  However, these were not challenging unless they included a 
significant proportion of high order thinking, for example manipulation or application 
of data or information.  The students felt that many open tasks were not challenging, 
as they simply required the students to present information they had found rather 
than evaluate or use it in some way.  Furthermore, tasks which had a clear outcome 
and a clear utility were felt to be more challenging.  The utility could be in the form of 
a “real world” issue or the use of transferable skills for example creating a persuasive 
argument.  These tasks could be made more challenging still by skilful intervention 
by the teacher or a more able peer, through questioning, discussion or peer critique. 
 
The relationship with both the teacher and peers was important in creating challenge.  
When the students felt more relaxed they were more open to experimentation and 
were more willing to try out new ideas or thoughts.  The most challenging teachers 
were described as being in control, organised and possessing good subject 
knowledge.  They taught well-planned and focused lessons, were relaxed and open, 
but also had established and clearly set boundaries.  The teacher appeared both to 
respect the students and enjoy being with them.  Challenging teachers were also 
identified as having high expectations of the students and were enthusiastic about 
their subject.  They regularly did activities that stimulated and engaged the students.  
The students felt more challenged in set situations, as they felt more comfortable and 
relaxed with their peers.  They also felt the lessons moved at a faster pace and that 
the teacher was able to challenge more effectively through the type of activity they 
used and through whole group intervention. The students felt most challenged in 
collaborative work as they learnt and developed ideas together; this was another 
reason they felt more challenged in set situations as they always worked with peers 
of a similar ability. One strategy which appeared effective for increasing challenge in 
mixed ability settings was to use ability pairs or groups for some activities.  
Encouraging reflection of multiple intelligences in conjunction with using projects 
which require a range of skills also appeared to have some merit in increasing 
challenge and establishing more positive peer relationships in mixed ability groups.   
 
School and Practitioner Context 
 
Easingwold School is a mixed, rural comprehensive situated 9 miles north of York.  It 
draws from a wide geographical area and includes a large number of children from 
the farming community.  The ability profile of its intake is slightly above the national 
average.  The A-C value has been between 66-72% for the last 4 years.  The number 
of students with free school meals is 2.1%.  It does not have a wide mix of different 



ethnic groups.  The school has just gained Language College status.  The research 
paper comes from the Teaching and Learning working party and is led by the G&T 
coordinator who is also a Fast Track teacher. 
 
Aims and Purpose of the study 
 
A lack of challenge in lessons is the most frequently mentioned cause of boredom 
and ultimately underachievement for more able students in schools (Delisle, 1992; 
Gallagher, Harradine, & Coleman, 1997; Plucker & Mclntire, 1996; Whitmore, 1980).  
Practitioners have received much guidance on the issues surrounding gifted and 
talented student identification (for example George, 2002 and 
www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/giftedandtalented/) and there have also been many 
pedagogical and educational psychology papers and books published on how more 
able students like to learn and indeed what sorts of activities challenge them 
(www.nagty.ac.uk).  However, as a practitioner I have often felt that I was using 
resources or techniques such as De Bono’s 6 hats (De Bono, 1985) or activities 
described as “creative problem solving” without being confident that they were indeed 
increasing challenge as the students appeared to find the ideas and tasks relatively 
easy.  After consulting with a wider practitioner sample, I found that this feeling was 
widespread. 
 
With this in mind the aims of this study were threefold.  The first part of the study 
aimed to harness the “student voice” to research what factors they felt led to 
challenge and engagement in the classroom and why.  It was hoped to investigate 
whether these factors were replicable across the curriculum and also if challenge is 
different for each individual or if there are generalities.  Challenge throughout this 
study is defined as “Something that makes you think hard but in a good way”.  This 
definition came from an earlier and much smaller study investigating challenging 
lessons which was carried out by the author and a colleague at Easingwold School in 
2004.  In this study students were asked to describe which lessons they felt were 
challenging and also how they would define the term “challenge”.  This later focus led 
to the definition used in the present study.  The second part of the study was to 
attempt to use the findings of the initial research to identify teaching and learning 
activities and strategies which could be used by teachers across the curriculum to 
enhance challenge for the most able students.  Finally the research aimed to 
investigate if the type of activity a teacher used was enough to ensure challenge or if 
other factors were integral in its creation. 
 
Study Design 
 
Ten year 9 students were identified via MIDYIS and SAT scores as being the most 
able students in the year based on statistical data, i.e. they have the top ten scores.  
Seven of these students were also identified by teachers as being outstanding in one 
or more subjects. These students were chosen over others as there was a variety of 
personalities, and recognised subject “abilities” in addition to the similar MIDYIS 
scores which gave a more independent value of their ability.  It was also interesting 
to note that two of the students had not been recognised as being “able or gifted” by 
any teachers, despite, in one case, having the second highest MIDYIS score in the 
year.  The students were invited to be part of the project via an initial meeting which 
explained the aims of the project and via a written letter to them and their parents.  
Nine students chose to participate. One year group was chosen as it was felt that a 
number of shared teaching experiences would be beneficial when discussing 
teaching styles and activities which the students felt created challenge. 
 



The first part of this study is case study based and tries to understand what creates 
challenge in the classroom for these 9 students. Initial semi-structured interviews 
focused on eliciting from pupils their ideas about what created challenge in the 
classroom.  After a pilot test with a mixed group of year 9 students two initial semi-
structured interviews of 50 minutes were carried out with 4 or 5 students in each 
group using a pre-defined interview schedule (appendix 1).   The interviews were 
audio-taped and a summary written. The interviews were then analysed and 
interpreted with the aid of previous literature.  Certain themes became apparent 
during the analysis and the literature reviews, for example the effects of peer 
relationships on learning. 
 
The second part of the study included four lesson observations and a further four 
structured interviews of 50 minutes duration.  This approach aimed to test new 
hypotheses which had arisen from the initial interviews, investigating in more detail 
what the students had felt created challenge in the classroom. The Four classroom 
observations were carried out using a predefined observation schedule (appendix 1) 
and the analysis of the observation was carried out using the triangulation approach; 
this is where results from both the observation and the follow on interviews are used 
in the interpretation of results. Two of the observations were videotaped, two were 
not. The follow-on semi-structured interviews, again following a predefined interview 
schedule (appendix 1) were carried out with between 2 and 4 students. These 
interviews were carried out as soon as possible after the lesson. The classroom 
observations were in Maths; MFL; English and ICT.  These subjects were chosen for 
their diverse skill base. The observed teachers were also asked to comment on what 
they felt they did to increase challenge in their classroom.   
 
Analysis of the observations and interviews highlighted a number of issues with 
challenge in mixed ability settings.  A small piece of action research was carried out 
to try to address these issues with two mixed ability Y9 Geography groups, focusing 
on the use and introduction of different types of activities and also experimenting with 
different student groupings.  The two groups included seven of the nine students and 
the groups were already taught by the author. A final semi-structured interview was 
carried out with the students to clarify and develop a number of points and issues 
that had arisen during the observations, interviews and action research.   
 
The final part of the project focused on discussions with teachers across the 
curriculum to provide exemplars of strategies and resources which support the 
findings of the research. In addition, a collection of tips about how to increase 
challenge were given by practitioners and students. This good practice will be shared 
across the school and will form the basis for training and development over the next 
academic year.  The success of this phase of the work will be evaluated by 
qualitative teacher and student feedback at regular periods throughout the year.  
Future plans involve trying to quantify the affects of heightened challenge through 
student attainment. 
 
As with any study there are strengths and weakness in the design.  Many of the 
results of this study are qualitative, based on interpretation of what the students said 
or what was seen in a lesson and then discussed.  The potential weakness in this 
type of study is that the students may be inadvertently led down a quite narrow path 
by the interviewer and the true student views are subsequently not recorded.  In an 
attempt to stop this happening, the semi structured interview schedules were 
designed to be as open as possible and the main focus was on the student talking 
rather than being asked questions.  The interviews were also piloted beforehand to 
ensure the questions yielded broad responses.  The follow-on observations and 
interviews also allowed the students further opportunity to clarify and discuss their 



views on the same topic after having time to reflect on the issue and also more 
concrete and recent examples to discuss and exemplify their opinions with.  The use 
of lessons observations was allowed considered important as it allowed the 
researcher to observe and interpret first hand aspects of challenge seen in the 
classroom setting.  The lesson observation schedule was piloted with a group of staff 
and was subsequently modified to ensure the data collected was broad but also 
focused on distinct hypotheses.  Analysis and interpretation were not only carried out 
with detailed reference to previously published studies but were also discussed with 
other colleagues within the school and an impartial academic mentor in an attempt to 
keep a balanced and unbiased interpretation of the students’ views. 
 
Results and discussion 
 
Students felt that in lessons where they felt challenged, the teacher was in control, 
organised and had good subject knowledge.  They taught well-planned and focused 
lessons, were relaxed and open, but also had established and clearly set boundaries.  
The teacher appeared both to respect the students and enjoy being with them.  
Challenging teachers were also identified as having high expectations of the students 
and were enthusiastic about their subject.  They were also more likely to do activities 
that stimulated and engaged the students.    
 
With these teachers the students described feeling personally relaxed and motivated.  
They described feeling happy to contribute to lessons and to “think aloud” and 
experiment with ideas rather than feeling that they had simply to “give the right 
answer”.  They felt this experimentation of ideas was a key element in establishing 
challenge as they felt it extended their understanding and knowledge.  There is 
evidence to suggest that when students are more relaxed and experiencing positive 
emotions they are more open and receptive to learning and also more motivated 
(Long, 2000). The students were also confident that the teaching and learning within 
the subject would lead to high attainment in assessments and exams.   
 
The student’s relaxation and motivation are related to both the interpersonal 
relationship with the teacher and also a professional confidence in the teacher.  
Kanevsky & Keighley, (2003) believe that a “caring” teacher is possibly the most 
powerful ingredient in motivating students.  They described a caring teacher as “non 
judgmental, fair, flexible and humorous” and described how these teachers “gave 
students control over some aspects of their learning relevant to students’ skills, 
abilities, and interests, allowing individual explorations and group work with 
substantial in-class interaction”.  Many of these characteristics reflect not only those 
described in this study but also a study investigating student views of their “best 
teachers” (Levy, Creton & Wubbels, 1993).  This study, which included data from 
three countries, found a strong link between teacher-student inter-relationships and 
student attitude and achievement (Brekelmans, Wubbels & Levy, 1993).  The study 
found that the majority of secondary aged students described their best teacher as a 
strong leader who was friendly and understanding and allowed the students a little 
more freedom and autonomy (Levy, Creton & Wubbels 1993).  The latter two 
characteristics were linked in particular with a positive student attitude.  However it is 
interesting to note that the study found that, without strong leadership or some aspect 
of teacher dominance, the achievement of the students was decreased (Brekelmans, 
Wubbels & Levy, 1993). This evidence is supported by Brophy & Evertson (1976) 
who looked at 165 teachers who showed the most “academic gain” with their 
students.  These teachers were described as “business like” and were also identified 
as being “task orientated”.  They also appeared to enjoy being with the students and 
had good teacher-student relationships.  Less effective teachers were described as 



being “orientated towards more personal and social objectives” or “largely concerned 
with discipline and authority”.   
 
The students in this study were very aware of the link between student-teacher 
relationship and student attitude and attainment.  Whilst they had positive attitudes 
towards a number of teachers they did not feel they achieved sufficiently with them 
which over time led to dissatisfaction, de-motivation and some anxiety, all of which 
impact on their openness and ability to learn.   The students need to feel confident 
that a teacher would help them develop appropriate knowledge and understanding 
that would ultimately lead to higher attainment.  This confidence relaxed the students 
and made them more open to learning.  Awareness of attainment and a need for 
confidence in a teacher’s skill for exam and assessment preparation is, possibly, a 
reflection of the number of assessments these students have been through since 
being young.   National Curriculum levels etc. form the basis for many in-house and 
external judgments on their ability and inherently affect their academic and personal 
self esteem. 
 
In addition to student-teacher relationships the students also felt peer relationships 
played a large part in the construction of challenge.  Part of this relates to how the 
students feel they learn and part of it relates to social construction.   
 
The students felt that they were challenged most in set situations.  They explained 
that this was because they were able to “bounce ideas off each other” which led to 
more developed ideas and a greater understanding of what they were doing.  This 
cognitive development can be explained in terms of Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of 
proximal development where students extend and develop their knowledge and 
understanding by working with either more able peers or adults.  This is also a key 
factor in the cognitive development approach of CASE and CAME (Adey & Shayer, 
1994). To extend understanding successfully within the zone of proximal 
development the student must be supported or “scaffolding” must be in place (Wood 
et al, 1976).  A skilful teacher can engineer this “scaffolding” through questioning or 
through task development (Adey & Shayer, 1994).  These skills were evident in the 
more challenging lessons observed in this study.  In these lessons the students were 
aware that a progression in complexity of questioning or task occurred and felt that, 
in set situations especially, teachers often asked questions or introduced discussion 
to further understanding and thinking on a particular topic.  The students felt that this 
progression happened more in set situations, as everyone was about the “same 
level”, so the teacher was able to “move things on faster” in a whole class or small 
group setting. They explained that in mixed ability situations, whole group 
discussions generally focused on more simplistic ideas and there was little high level 
questioning which encouraged the more able students to evaluate their own thoughts 
and opinions or develop their understanding.  They also felt that the teacher had less 
time to spend talking and questioning them individually as they had to focus on the 
less able or those with behaviour issues.  They resented time being spent on 
behaviour issues but felt that it was more important for the teacher to help those who 
were struggling than help them further develop their work as ultimately they felt they 
could do the task they had been asked to do on their own.  One suggestion that was 
made and trialled was the use of ability pairs or groups in mixed ability settings, in 
addition to ensuring that the teacher does make time to “scaffold” for the more able 
students with higher order questioning and the establishment of cognitive conflict 
(Collins & Stevens, 1982; Shayer & Adey, 2002) or through more challenging initial 
tasks.  The students felt that these methods did increase challenge in the mixed 
group. 
 



It is a concern that all 9 students felt they were more challenged in top set situations 
than any other groups.  One hypothesis that was explored was that students felt 
more challenged simply because it was “a top set” and socially the perception is that 
top sets are “the best” and therefore you will be challenged in them.  The students 
were adamant that this was not the case and from personal and peer experience 
described the difference in moving sets.  They felt that each successive set worked 
at a faster pace and contained more in depth work and the level of attainment you 
were expected to achieve increased.  A study by Boaler et al (2000) supports the 
students view.  This poses a question about teacher expectations:  how much do our 
expectations affect the motivation and attainment of the students? Should there really 
be a noticeable difference between, for example, a set 1 or 2 out of 8? Brophy & 
Good (1974) and Boaler et al (2000) both found that teachers do indeed modify their 
classroom behaviour and their teaching strategies in accordance with how they 
expect students to achieve which may ultimately have an affect on student 
aspirations, motivations and achievement.  Interestingly the study by Boaler et al 
(2000) found that many students in top sets were de-motivated due largely to 
anxieties caused by they the pace of the lesson being too fast.    
 
A further reason the students gave for preferring and feeling more challenged in set 
situations to mixed ability is based on peer social acceptance.  In mixed ability setting 
the students did not like to “stand out” as different from their peers and felt less 
relaxed and less open to experimenting with new ideas, especially in front of others 
in either whole class or group situations.  The conscious decision of able students to 
hide their ability in order to “fit in” is not a new finding and is supported by many 
studies (Gross, 1993; Pomerantz & Pomerantz, 2002). 
 
In an attempt to address the social issue, a whole class discussion was held with two 
year 9 groups about multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983) before starting a group 
project.  The aim was to highlight the diverse range of talents that individuals could 
bring to a group in an attempt to enhance a positive attitude of achievement within 
the class and also make each individual feel they had something to offer a smaller 
group.  With one class the able students felt that thinking about each other’s talents 
did take emphasis and pressure off them, especially as the project was designed to 
incorporate a number of skills, such as communication, leadership, art, drama etc. A 
whole class questionnaire directly after the task also showed that 70% of the class 
preferred working in mixed groups, compared to ability or friendship groupings.  
However, with the other class, the project was less successful.  Initially, the class 
were positive and excited but very quickly the influence of a small group of mid-lower 
ability (based on attainment in external and internal assessments and MIDYIS tests) 
disaffected boys appeared to overpower much of the sense of achievement and 
inclusion.  The negativity of these students affected the culture and climate within the 
group and adversely affected challenge. The students who did want to learn and 
experiment with ideas commented that they were felt awkward and felt socially it was 
not acceptable to be excited or try to experiment with the project. During a discussion 
with the students in this study they felt one of the problems of de-motivation lies 
partially with the value placed on academic subjects over other areas where students 
may have talents. They commented that from an early age students spend more time 
on reading, writing and maths and that these are the skills that are rewarded, 
assessed and celebrated.  This is highlighted at secondary school when the majority 
of the timetable is taken up by the “core subjects” and these are the only subjects 
that are compulsorily examined at GCSE and SAT level.  They hypothesised that 
many students were de-motivated because, as individuals, they felt less valued, due 
to years of not achieving success at the more academic subjects.  De-motivation is 
then reflected in a more negative attitude to learning which can affect the culture and 
climate of the group which has significant implications for the groups learning and for 



the construction of challenge as the social environment and how relaxed the students 
feel is key to them being open to experimentation.  It would be interesting to actively 
promote and highlight multiple intelligences throughout a year to see if this has any 
positive affect on the more disaffected students. The reasons behind disaffection are 
diverse and beyond the scope of this project, however, for those interested, an 
overview can be found in Long (2000).  
  
The types of activities that the students initially said they found most challenging 
were generally pupil led and more open ended, allowing the more able students 
freedom to explore and develop ideas.  Examples of such tasks include science 
experiments, drama activities, decision-making exercises in humanities and problem 
solving in Maths.  Within these more open-ended tasks, students liked variety in the 
skills they were using, for example, practical, auditory or written work.  They were 
aware from sessions lower down the school that individuals may have preferred 
learning styles but also felt that it was important to develop all skills areas “I don’t 
really like having to write long essays but it does make me think hard and I know I 
have to in exams”.  The students also appreciated an element of autonomy and 
choice, for example in Maths they can often assess themselves if they need to do 
more examples or move on to something new or more complicated.  More open-
ended tasks that give students more freedom offer a student control over their own 
learning, which may increase challenge (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003).  The tasks 
were only challenging however, if they had a clear aim and outcome so the student 
knew what they needed to do to succeed.  The students enjoyed playing games in 
lessons and felt they were challenging and disliked the fact that some teachers 
thought of these activities as “treats”.  One game that the students felt had been 
challenging was a Geography based activity called “The Trading Game” (Christian 
Aid, 2003) where students are put in groups representing countries.  Each country 
receives different resources based on their economic development.  In order for the 
students to make the required product, they have to trade with other countries.  
During the task the teacher, acting as the World Bank, introduced quotas, aid and 
incentives to try to simulate the realities of world trade.   
 
After the initial semi-structured interviews, it was decided that the types of activities 
and how a teacher initiated and managed these activities would be the main focus for 
the rest of the study.  The justification was that it was felt that this aspect of a lesson 
is easier for practitioners to receive training and support in and for positive action to 
be taken with relative ease; although it remains to be seen how effective such 
training and support is in enhancing practice.   
 
During the lesson observation and following semi-structured interviews it became 
apparent that the use of more open-ended tasks even when there was a clear 
outcome was not sufficient to create challenge.  The most challenging lessons did 
indeed have an element of student autonomy to them and were generally more open 
and less prescriptive.  However, to really be challenging they needed to include 
higher order thinking skills, for example a need to evaluate or justify a statement or 
action or to manipulate information before applying knowledge to a problem.  This 
was seen in a German lesson introducing the word “because/weil” the students were 
given dominos with different phrases on which they had to order to create their own 
sentence.  They were then encouraged to extend the sentences or group them 
together to see who could come up with the longest line.   
 
A less challenging, open-ended project may be one which focuses on a student 
collecting lots of information and presenting it but which has little analysis or 
application of information and no evaluation.  An example of an open-ended activity 
which did not create significant challenge was a group activity where students 



designed and planned an expedition to Antarctica.  The project began with a whole 
class discussion about why people might go on expedition to Antarctica and what 
information would be required before this expedition could take place.  The students 
then worked as groups to plan an expedition using books and the Internet for 
information.   The final project was presented in the form of a report.  Whilst the 
majority of the students enjoyed the project, they did not find it challenging.  They 
explained that much of the information they were required to include could be simply 
found on the Internet and included in their report without them having to think about 
much.  Even when they had to justify why they were taking certain items, the 
reasoning needed to do so was not difficult.  They felt the project could have been 
more challenging if they had been given information or had to find information and 
had then been asked actually to “do something with it”.  For example, they could 
have been given information about an expedition which ended in disaster and then 
use information to try to work out why it happened and what could have been done to 
solve some of the problems. 
 
Whist the use of higher order thinking skills undoubtedly contributes to challenge the 
use of them alone also did not automatically create challenge as many of the more 
able students were already very adept at using higher order processing skills in every 
day tasks and could use them with ease and little thought.   However the skilful 
handing and management of tasks by the teacher increased the challenge by adding 
“cognitive conflict” which is a term used to “describe an event or observation which 
the student finds puzzling and discordant with previous experience or understanding” 
(Adey and Shayer, 1994; Shayer and Adey, 2002).  Cognitive conflict can be created 
through leading questions and suggestions to look at the problem from different 
angles. This leads to more in depth and lateral thinking which develops 
understanding and cognitive development (Shayer and Adey, 2002).  This is 
especially true if the students are offered opportunities to work collaboratively as they 
can discuss their ideas and to justify their views and opinions to others which 
generally encourages them to develop a more complex understanding and 
reasoning. For example in one lesson observation a teacher whom the students 
identified as being particularly challenging began the lesson by asking the question 
“When exactly does the murder take place? Is it in act one, act 2, do we know?”.  The 
students replied that it happened in between the acts which led to a discussion 
peppered with the following teacher questions: “How does this add to the drama of 
the play?”, “what are the advantages and disadvantages of doing it this way?”; “why 
did Shakespeare choose to do it this way?” “How does it make you feel?”; “What do 
you imagine?”; “Can you think of a modern film which employs similar tactics?”.  
Whilst the students were doing the majority of the discussion and some of the 
questions had time for them to discuss in pairs the teacher was supporting them and 
encouraging them to think in more detail and laterally which the students felt 
increased their understanding and really made them think hard.     
 
In all types of activities students felt that challenge was established most often 
through collaborative work.  This included group and paired work and also 
meaningful class discussions and dialogues (In the most challenging lesson the 
teacher simply became the facilitator). In “meaningful” discussions many aspects of 
Dialogic Teaching (Alexander, 2004) were evident which highlights the importance of 
language in cognitive development.  As mentioned earlier and exemplified above, the 
students felt particularly challenged when they were thinking aloud and 
experimenting with ideas rather than simply being expected to “give the right 
answer”.  In a maths lesson this was exemplified in the starter problem-solving 
puzzle which the students worked on, in pairs, to solve. In collaborative situations the 
students learn from each other and the teacher as Vygostky’s “more able peer” within 
their zone of proximal development.  Learning is developed within a social context 



and the students inherently reflect and discuss as they solve problems.  This 
approach has proved to be successful in both science and maths lessons (Shayer, 
1996; Askew et al, 1997).  In the same English lesson described above the students 
had to work in groups to create and defend an argument to explain why Macbeth 
killed.  Their arguments were based on different statements that individuals had 
chosen for homework.  For example Macbeth is evil or Macbeth does not know right 
from wrong.  The students had to support their argument with text, and after 
presenting their arguments to the rest of the class, they had further time to prepare 
counter arguments to other groups.  During these tasks it was noted that every pupil 
in the group participated and the discussions and counter arguments were very 
detailed.  During the task the teacher went round each group asking questions such 
as “what if….”, “yes but have you considered….”.  This intervention described by 
Sayer and Adey (2002) as “challenge-plus-support”  is further enhancing a student’s 
development within their aforementioned zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 
1976) or, as Newman et al. (1989) describe it, “working in the construction zone”.   
The students thought that this task was very effective in creating challenge as the 
group work led to more diverse ideas being shared.  They also commented that 
much of the formulation of the discussion came from an element of conflict within the 
group with person x saying one thing and then person y disagreeing and explaining 
why and then person z suggesting a middle ground.   
 
A clear sense of purpose and utility was also an important facet of challenging 
activities.  The students were more engaged and motivated when the task had a 
meaningful outcome, i.e. something they valued and could see the point in producing 
and also had a “real world” perspective.  Ainley, Pratt & Hansen (2002) found similar 
results when researching focus and engagement in maths lessons.  In tasks which 
use “real world” skills or scenarios there is an element of play evident which research 
has shown helps develop learning in early years environment (Schweinhart & 
Weikart, 1993) so why not with older students?  The task must, however, involve 
making meaningful decisions and be well focused (Ainley, Pratt & Hansen, 2002). 
This is exemplified in the Antarctica project where a “real world” perspective was 
evident but there were no meaningful decision to be made.  A more effective 
example can be given from Technology where a simplistic robot was being designed 
and built.  The task was introduced by looking at robotic toys on the market and then 
the students created their own simplistic toy.  The students felt they were given 
information about how to carry out a task but then had to make decisions relating to 
their own robot which they felt made the work challenging.  The students were 
motivated and engaged with the project and liked the relevance of the task.  They 
did, however, comment that the task would be more challenging if they were given 
more choices about the type of robot to make and its features.  They felt that this lack 
of choice was because it would be difficult for the teacher to manage if everyone was 
doing something very different and that it needed to be kept quite simple so 
“everyone could do it”.  This highlights again a potential problem managing challenge 
for the more able in mixed ability lessons.  
 
Whilst the students categorically felt that more open-ended tasks increased 
challenge, it has been found that some teachers are not confident or happy with 
these types of tasks (Noss & Hoyles, 1992; Ainley, Pratt & Hansen, 2002).  The 
findings indicated that teachers are uneasy as they perceive a loss of control in what 
is learnt during the lesson.  This is especially an issue when a large amount of 
knowledge is required by an exam board, for example. 
 
When asked if the students would like to be challenged to their maximum capability 
in every lesson, they unanimously agreed that they would not.  They explained that 
they liked being challenged and they thought that challenge did lead to enhanced 



learning and enjoyment but that they would be too tired and not capable of 
performing well if every lesson in a day was designed to be as challenging as 
possible.  They suggested that the best way to challenge and motivated all students 
is for teachers to use a variety of teaching and learning activities and strategies in 
their repertoire, in order to cover and develop different skills and to include on a 
regular basis, but not every lesson, activities especially designed to promote 
challenge. 
 
Summary and conclusion 
 
This study concludes that in order to maximise challenge for more able students, 
activities must include higher order thinking skills, have perceived utility and also a 
meaningful outcome. The tasks should ideally be student centred and they should 
have some freedom and autonomy in their work.  Collaborative work can be very 
effective in increasing challenge especially when there is amble opportunity for 
discussion. However, in order to be really effective the tasks must also be supported 
through teacher intervention.  All of these different factors are not subject specific 
and can be used across the curriculum.  In addition, the types of activities which 
increase challenge can focus on different skills and therefore appeal to the majority 
of students.  Questionnaires with a mixed ability group also indicated that these types 
of more open activities are both enjoyable and challenging to all abilities, although 
the type of teacher intervention may differ. 
 
The relationships within the classroom are also vital in the creation of challenge as 
without positive relationships the students do not feel relaxed and are less likely to 
open up and experiment with their thinking.  The relationships are also important as 
the interaction between an individual and their peers and teacher is an important 
factor in developing their cognitive processing and deeper understanding of an issue.  
When successful and positive relationships are developed, one of the most effective 
tools for creating challenge is through paired and group work as the students 
inherently share and develop ideas through discussion.  The study found that 
students were more challenged in set situations and this is an area where more 
research could be focused.  However, challenge in mixed ability settings can be 
increased through offering opportunities for ability or pair groupings, in addition to 
individual projects with the above criteria, as long as teacher or peer intervention or 
support is given.  
 
The teacher-student relationship is obviously a very important factor in the creation of 
a positive and motivated class.  However, whilst teachers can read and reflect on the 
comments made by the students, they may find the idea of changing their teaching 
style uncomfortable or difficult. However, it is the opinion of this study that if teachers 
experimented with the other finding of this study, in particular the effective 
intervention via questioning and the different types activities and collaborative 
groupings, the motivation of the students would increase and the relationship would 
also develop.  Furthermore, carrying out student evaluations and reflections on 
projects or tasks is an effective way of developing a relationship and also allows the 
teacher to tailor teaching activities more effectively to an individual group, which 
again increases challenge and motivation. 
 
The outcomes of this study are being shared with teachers via departments and also 
staff training sessions.  An initial paper shared good practice (appendix 2) and each 
half term of the next academic year will also see one of the findings of the study 
being a teaching and learning focus for the staff.  The aim of this “drip” effect is to 
give teachers one thing to concentrate on at a time but for a sufficient period with the 
hope that new practice will become embedded in their teaching repertoire.  Teacher 



and student evaluations will be carried out over the course of the year to try to 
establish how effective both parties feel the project has been in broadening challenge 
within the school.  Through further student interviews it should also become apparent 
if the findings of this study are the views of a wider majority of the school population.  
It would also be interesting to carry out a similar study in a different school to 
compare the results. 
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Appendix 1 
First Interview 
This interview is the first part of the study that I am carrying out in school trying to find 
out what challenges and engages you in the classroom so we can report back and 
work with teachers within the school in an attempt to enable you and other students 
to be really stretched in all your lessons.  In this particular interview I will be asking 
you to think of specific lessons and teachers where, in your opinion, really good 
learning and teaching takes place.  When we are talking about positive practice you 
may, of course, mention a teacher’s name.  However, whilst I realise you may want 
to give examples of lessons where certain activities are not challenging I would prefer 
it if you simply talked about the activity and did not mention the name of the teacher. 
The interview will be taped because that allows me to focus on what you are saying 
rather than having to make lots of notes but I would like to assure you that anything 
you say will be treated with confidence and no teachers will find out what you 
personally said. 
 
What subjects or teachers are most challenging? 
 
Q: What subjects or teachers do you find make you think hard but in a good 
way for example where you really have to use your brain but you enjoy it? 
 
Q: Can you think of a recent lesson in one of those subjects and describe the 
lesson and what it was within the lesson that made you think hard? 
 
Probe: What exactly was it about Task x that made you think hard? 
Probe: What was it that the teacher did that made you think hard? 
Probe: Did the teacher do anything in particular which made the lesson more 
challenging? 
Probe: Does this teacher/lesson always challenge you? 
Probe: Is there anything else that goes on in the lesson on is present within the 
lesson that you think makes things more challenging? 
Probe: Why do you think that is/not? 
Probe: Can you explain that a little more please? 
Prompt: Anything else you found challenging? 
Prompt: Do you agree (to other interviewees)? 
 
(Ask them to consider a couple of lessons?) 
 
Summary of main points 
From what you have said I understand that the following things lead to your 
challenge and enjoyment in a classroom? 
 
Q: Do you agree with what my summary or have I misunderstood some things 
you said? 
 
Prompt: Is there anything you wish to elaborate on (say more about) or clarify (say in 
a different or clearer way?) 
Prompt: Is there anything you think I/we have missed? 
 
Q: Do you think any of these things are more important that others in creating 
challenge and enjoyment? 
Probe: Can you explain that in more detail? 
Probe: Can you tell me a bit more about that? 
Probe: Why do you think x is more important than y? 
 



Q: When a lesson is not challenging do none of these things occur? (Think 
about a lesson which you did not find challenging) 
 
Probe: What is it about x that is not challenging/does not makes you think hard? 
Prompt: any other reasons..? 
Prompt: anything else that makes the lesson more/less challenging? 
Probe: Do the teachers do anything differently in these lessons compared with the 
more challenging lessons? 
Probe: Are the activities different in these lessons compared to the more challenging 
lessons? 
 
Q: Is there anything else you want to say about this topic, that I haven’t asked 
you? 
 
Q: Is there anything else you want to ask me? 
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
Second Interview  
This is the second part of the study trying to understand what challenges you in the 
classroom.  As you are aware I came into x lesson and this will be the focus for the 
discussion.  I would just like to reassure you that anything you say will be treated with 
confidence in so much as the results, when published, will not be specific to one 
subject and any examples will be anonymous I.e., no one will find out who said what.  
Are you happy to continue and do you have any questions? 
 
Q Can you describe the lesson to me please 
 
Q Did you find the lesson challenging? 
Prompt: can you explain why? 
Prompt: were there any other reasons? 
Probe: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Q Can you think of the activity/part of the lesson you found most challenging, 
what part did they teacher play in that activity? 
Prompt: can you explain exactly what they were doing? 
Probe: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Q I there anything else you, the teacher, or other students could have done to 
make the lesson more challenging? 
Prompt: can you explain what? 
Probe: why do you think that? 
Prompt: were there any other reasons? 
Probe: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Q Could you describe for me another activity which you have done with this 
teacher that you have found challenging? 
Prompt: can you explain why? 
Prompt: were there any other reasons? 
Probe: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Q Can you think about one of these activities you have told me about.  Can you 
explain to me how you were learning during this activity? 
Prompt: were there any other reasons? 
Probe: why do you think that? 



Probe: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Q Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
Thank you for your time and contributions 
 
Third interview 
 
This is the final part of the research and for part of this session we will be talking 
about some things that have happened in Geography.  I want you to remain as 
honest as you normally are when we are talking about the subject.  I wouldn’t ask if I 
couldn’t take criticism or suggestions and I can not improve my own teaching  if you 
don’t give me accurate picture.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Q1: In the initial focus groups and observations you said you felt more 
challenged when there was a more open task, especially if there was relevance 
to the real world or you were using skills that you need in the real world.  You 
also said you were not as challenged in mixed ability settings.  In recent Geog 
lessons you have been doing a project planning an expedition to Antarctica.  
You have been working in different groups which were planned deliberately.  I 
would like each of you to comment on  

a) What you thought of the project in general and did you find it challenging? 
b) What you thought of the group you were working with.  Did this make it more 

or less challenging? 
c) What could have been done to make this particular project more challenging? 

Prompt: can you explain why? 
Probe: why did you think that? 
Prompt: any other suggestions? 
Probe: why do you think that would have worked? 
 
Q2: You have said during the project that you are more challenged in set 
situation, can you explain to me what is different in a top set compared to other 
sets or mixed ability classes? 
Prompt: can you explain why? 
Probe: why did you think that? 
Prompt: any other suggestions? 
Probe: how do you think that would worked? 
 
Q3: Focusing on mixed ability settings.  What, in your opinion could be done to 
make these lessons more challenging? 
Prompt: can you explain why? 
Probe: why did you think that? 
Prompt: any other suggestions? 
Probe: how do you think that would worked? 
 
I would now like to move onto something a little different and explore you perception 
of ability 
 
Q4: Can you think of someone you think is really able.  Can you describe what 
that person is like? 
 
Probe: what characteristics do “able” students have in your opinion? 
Probe: are these people able across the board? 
Probe: does everyone think this person is able 
Probe: does an able person have to be in top sets? 



Q5: Do you think being outstanding in something other than academically is as 
valued? 
Prompt: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
Probe: why do you think that is? 
Probe: what affect do you think that has on people? 
 
Q6: When you are working in mixed groups do you take varied intelligences 
into account? 
Prompt: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
Prompt: do you think that is important?  
Probe: why do you think that is? 
Probe: would that make a difference? 
 
My final two questions 
 
Q7: Would you want every lesson have to be challenging? 
Prompt: why do you think that? 
Prompt: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Q8: Be honest here..has being involved in this research made you think about 
your own learning or reflect on anything you experience in more detail? 
Prompt: why do you think that? 
Prompt: can you explain that in a little more detail? 
 
Lesson Observation proforma 
 
Observation recording sheet 
Lesson (period/subject/teacher initials) 
Pupils observed 
Observer initials 
 
Introduction of lesson/starter activity 
Description 
 
Things to look out for: 
Is it mainly information/knowledge giving; Closed questioning to illicit knowledge; 
Open questioning to illicit ideas; Lots of questions to develop ideas; Clear success 
criteria given. 
 
Main Activity  
Description of how activity is introduced and what the activity involves (please 
collect any resources if used)  
 
Things to look out for: 
Are the skills developed during the task low order (Knowledge, Comprehension, 
Application) or high order (Analysis, Synthesis, Evaluation).  
Others ; Is their a timed element to the work?; Is their a competitive element to the 
work?; Is it group work or individual? 
 
 
Teacher input/intervention during activity (either to whole class or individual).   
For example does the teacher go round to each group/individual? Do they stop the 
whole class to add or discuss something?  Do they sit at the front whilst the students 
work? Do they ask questions which will help further the cognitive process either on 
an individual or group level.   



Description of end of lesson/plenary 
 
Metacognition 
Does any metacognition take place?  For example are the students asked to 
consider what they have just done and how they did it?  If yes please give examples 
of the questions asked to illicit the reflection. 
 
Anything else to note? 
For example Relationship with teacher or Relationships within group? 
 
Other Activities  
Description of how activity is introduced and what the activity involves (please 
collect any resources if used)  
 
Things to look out for: 
Are the skills developed during the task low order (Knowledge, Comprehension, 
Application) or high order (Analysis, Synthesis, Evaluation).  
Others ; Is their a timed element to the work?; Is their a competitive element to the 
work?; Is it group work or individual? 
 
Teacher input/intervention during activity (either to whole class or individual).   
For example does the teacher go round to each group/individual? Do they stop the 
whole class to add or discuss something?  Do they sit at the front whilst the students 
work? Do they ask questions which will help further the cognitive process either on 
an individual or group level.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The National Academy for 
Gifted and Talented Youth
The University of Warwick
Coventry CV4 7AL United Kingdom

Tel: +44 (0)24 7657 4213
Fax: +44 (0)24 7657 4221
Email: gifted@warwick.ac.uk
Web: www.nagty.ac.uk


	frontpage.pdf
	Easingwold School.pdf
	master-backpage.pdf

