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Abstract 
 
This paper evaluates the effectiveness of peer coaching as a method for identifying 
the causes of underachievement amongst gifted students and for tackling this 
underachievement. 14 able underachievers in year 8 were each given a gifted year 
10 student as a coach for a period of 3 terms. With the support of these coaches, 
they evaluated their attitudes, perceptions and performance at school and identified 
experiences and skills which they required to improve, which were subsequently 
provided.  
 
The coaches gathered data from questionnaires and interviews to identify the causes 
of underachievement. Data was collected from the grades, comments and rewards 
that teachers gave to students for their attainment and effort. This was analysed to 
measure changes in the performance of able underachievers who had been 
coached. 
 
This paper concludes that peer coaching is an effective method for identifying the 
needs of able underachievers. It illuminates many of the reasons why able and gifted 
students do underachieve. It confirms the findings of earlier studies that key reasons 
for underachievement include a lack of challenge in the classroom, a mismatch 
between teaching and learning styles and differences between teacher and student 
expectations about levels of attainment. It suggests that educationalists and teachers 
might have over emphasized the importance of negative peer attitudes to high ability 
and the trend of able students sacrificing achievement in order to fit in socially. It 
identifies as causes of underachievement additional factors which have not 
previously been explored. In particular it establishes a link between 
underachievement and the lack of key learning strategies or study skills that enable 
students to translate their abilities into achievement.  
 
The paper concludes that peer coaching produces mixed results as a method for 
tackling underachievement. It was most successful in the minority of cases where 
underachievement was due to students choosing to sacrifice achievement in order to 
fit in better socially. It was also effective where the underachievement was due to 
friendship issues, feelings of loneliness, low self esteem and fear of failure. It was 
less effective where the underachievement was due to students’ lack of study skills 
or basic learning competencies and it was ineffective where the lack of challenge in 
the classroom was the main problem. 
 
School and Practitioner Context 
 
Twynham School is a mixed 11-18 Comprehensive in Christchurch, Dorset with 1550 
students. Its intake is similar to the national average though it is skewed towards the 
lower end of the attainment spectrum because of a variety of factors. It is located 
near 2 single sex grammar schools and a variety of prestigious independent schools 
and there is a creaming off of female able students in particular. The school also has 
the only speech and language base in the east of the county and so attracts a 
disproportionate number of SEN students (22%) compared to the county averages. 
The school is a Leading Edge School, a Training School and a Technology College, 
indicating the innovative nature of the school. The research paper comes from the 



school’s gifted and talented working party which is led by the school’s AST for 
Learning and Teaching who is also a Lead Practitioner for the Specialist Schools 
Trust on provision for able, gifted and talented students.  
 
Aims and Purpose of the Study 
 
This paper tests the hypothesis that older gifted students, when trained to serve as 
academic coaches, are effective at identifying the causes of underachievement in 
younger gifted students and effective at implementing strategies to tackle this 
underachievement. Implicit in this hypothesis is the idea that peer coaches are able 
to understand many of the causes and consequences of underachievement more 
effectively than teachers are able to. It is based upon the implications that have 
arisen from a combination of existing research papers which when taken together 
suggest that peer coaching could be an effective method for tackling 
underachievement. 
 
Sehlan (1981) found that children form friendships not primarily on the basis of 
chronological age but due to similarities in developmental stages especially the stage 
of mental development. O’Shea (1995) concluded that mental age was the most 
important factor in explaining children’s choice of friends. O’Grady (1995) found that 
able underachievers are happier asking for help from older brothers and sisters than 
from their peers at school, maybe implying that for underachieving students, the 
classroom environment where peer approval and disapproval is articulated is a more 
threatening learning environment than the safer and less public environment of 
working individually with a familiar older student.  While Pomerantz and Pomerantz 
(2002) concluded that “able underachievers did not want to associate with able 
achievers” this was in the context of same age relationships and therefore within the 
more threatening of these two learning environments. The context for their work is 
very different from able underachievers associating with older students who are both 
gifted and recognized within their year group as popular. This piece of research is 
based upon the premise that able underachievers would like to be associated with 
this type of able achiever because it confers the right type of status upon them and 
gives them credibility in the eyes of their own year group. This in turn helps create a 
culture where it is “cool to achieve” and therefore tackle the issue of able students 
sacrificing their attainment in order to fit in socially due to negative peer pressure. 
 
Review of the Literature 
 
Many studies have identified boredom and the lack of challenge as the main reason 
why able students underachieve (Whitmore 1980, Silverman 1989, Delisle 1992, 
Plucker and McIntire 1996, Gentry Gable and Springer, 2000, Kanevsky and Keighly 
2003). Others have shown that this is often linked to a lack of teacher expertise in 
identifying which students need to be challenged and in providing strategies that 
deliver challenge (Davis and Rimmer 1996). In particular, schools’ response to gifted 
students is often to accelerate the curriculum and increase the pace of learning yet 
this is exactly the opposite of what gifted students need in subjects where the 
knowledge content is dense because they want to take longer on topic areas to 
consider it at a deeper and more complex level (Delisle 1992). Acceleration does not 
in itself take students to a higher intellectual level in the same way that the inclusion 
of critical/creative thinking, problem solving, decision making, evaluation, hypothesis 
testing and enrichment does. It is the lack of teacher expertise in these forms of 
differentiation that leads to the lack of challenge identified by Whitmore et al. 
Fehrenbach (1993) suggests that the National Curriculum has limited the learning 
experiences that stimulate achievement for gifted students because of its rigidity and 
lack of flexibility. These studies help educationalists identify able underachievers and 



some of the causes of this underachievement but their limitation is that they don’t 
break down these conclusions into an analysis of the factors that lead some students 
to underachieve with a lack of challenge while others (who are just as able and who 
are exposed to the same lack of challenge) do not. Lupart and Pyrat (1996) 
concluded that underachievement is most prevalent in year 7. Gross (1993) found 
that this was particularly true of profoundly gifted students who find it harder to make 
friends in their year group because their peers have little in common with them. The 
transition to secondary school provides an opportunity for them to mix with students 
who are on a similar intellectual level and so friendships issues take priority over 
learning. Again, the same limitation applies to this research: why is it that some 
students are able to overcome this problem while others seem unable to? 
 
This is also true of those studies that define the behaviours associated with able 
underachievers in the classroom (Teare 1997, Pomerantz and Pomerantz 2002). 
Again, the research does not make it explicit about why some able students behave 
in the negative, apathetic or disruptive way they describe while others choose to 
behave in very different, and indeed totally opposite ways. These studies have been 
right to define the negative characteristics which help us identify able students 
because so many lists used by schools and in fact those used on the DfES website, 
consist of purely positive characteristics and seem to suggest that able students can 
be identified by a positive attitude to work and imply that those with a negative frame 
of mind do not “deserve” to be identified at all. Yet the research still has to go 
beneath the general explanations for able underachievement onto a more 
psychological level about why some able students exhibit the negative characteristics 
of being able, while others exhibit the positive characteristics and why most able 
students choose to exhibit some of the positive ones and some of the negative ones. 
What is needed is an explanation of the factors that determine which students will 
and which will not underachieve when exposed to these influences. 
 
The need to understand the psychology of able underachieving students has 
prompted some (Baum, Renzulli and Herbert (1995) to examine the role of learning 
styles and they have found that able underachievers are often kinaesthetic or 
auditory learners in classrooms where there is a mismatch between these learning 
styles and the teaching style. Others (e.g. Aoki 1988) have urged educationalists to 
take a phenomenological approach which seeks to strip away the educationalists’ 
work of formulating theories about underachievement and of generalizing from 
research samples in order to see the case studies in their purity. These will enable 
educationalists to appreciate the complex thought processes that able 
underachieving students have. This approach is designed to provide “a voice for the 
participants, not to interpret or subjugate meaning through the lenses of perception, 
expectation or the prior experience of the researcher.” While there is certainly a need 
to achieve this and to learn from the case studies of able underachievers, general 
conclusions can and should be drawn on the ways that these voices are engaged. In 
other words, because of the need to draw out from individual students their personal 
experiences and thought processes, there is also a need to generalize about the 
effectiveness of the methods used in achieving this. 
 
Pomerantz and Pomerantz (2002) emphasise the importance of what has now 
become known as “student voice” in order to understand the underachievement of 
able students. As with the phenomenological approach, they also argue that 
quantitative research needs to be replaced by qualitative research that “captures the 
voices, thoughts, feelings and ideas of people traditionally under-represented in 
published studies. In what is perhaps the most comprehensive survey of able 
underachievers in the UK, they undertook 30 minute interviews with 26 students from 
11 schools. They present their work as the mouthpiece of able underachievers. 



However, their methodology highlights the problem of student involvement in 
evaluating the effectiveness of the educational experiences they are given; namely 
the problem of how to prompt students to reflect on their experiences without actually 
defining the outcomes of what they say. Pomerantz and Pomerantz asked individual 
students 36 questions plus follow up questions to these in the space of 20-30 
minutes. As a result, the students themselves had little ownership of the information 
they gave to the researchers. The researchers had defined the agenda through their 
questions and as such, the students were able to provide information about this 
agenda with important results. Certainly, this work has enabled educationalists to 
understand students’ perceptions of curriculum provision, desirable teacher attributes 
and influences on their attitudes to learning. Because of the methods used, however, 
this piece of research cannot define the issues that able underachievers feel most 
influence them as in schools. What is needed is a more authentic student voice 
methodology that prompts students to talk freely about their experiences with enough 
of a prompt to generate ideas but without too much of a prompt to define what will, 
and what will not, be said. The prompts need to enable the students to move the 
discussions in the directions they feel are important. The role of the researchers here 
should be more about listening and limiting their questions to responses to what 
students have said. In this way, discussions are created where researchers respond 
to the issues, concerns and interests of the students and not the other way round. 
There also needs to be an opportunity for students to return to the discussion after a 
period of thinking and reflection on what they have discussed because they are likely 
to refine their ideas or change the emphasis of what is important by thinking about 
the relevance and importance of what they said. This piece of research tests the 
hypothesis that peer coaching can provide these opportunities.  
 
There is a lack of research on the role that peer coaching has to play in supporting 
able underachievers. Many educationalists have used adult mentors and there is a 
wealth of research on the effectiveness of these projects (e.g. Boston 1978, Torrance 
1984, Beck 1989). These identify the benefits of adult mentors in terms of raising 
aspirations, offering enrichment, supporting reflection of experiences and in helping 
focus career plans. Torrance (1984) suggests that adult mentors teach students to 
focus their strengths on worthy goals while Beck (1989) concludes that they also 
encourage students to take risks and develop technical expertise. These benefits 
suggest that adult mentoring can tackle underachievement and certainly mentoring 
has been used in a variety of forms to tackle underachievement in schools. Most 
schools in the UK today have some form of mentoring scheme which often involves 
individual staff providing personalized support to students (often on the C/D 
borderline in several subjects) to help them tackle the obstacles to their learning.  
 
The role of peer coach is distinct, however, from that of peer mentor.  While it has 
been defined in many different ways, mentoring within schools normally provides 
some form of listening ear where students are encouraged to talk about the obstacles 
to their learning such as personal pressures or social problems. It often involves 
discussion about the areas where the student is doing well and the areas where 
he/she is not doing as well and this can then lead to targets being set in order for the 
student to improve these weaker areas. Many schools have also introduced 
academic tutoring as part of their assessment processes whereby students meet with 
their tutor to review their attainment and effort across their subjects and set targets 
for improvement. What seems to be missing from many of these schemes is an 
ongoing evaluation of learning (as opposed to grades), the identification of learning 
needs and discussion about possible learning strategies to meet these needs. This is 
the role of the peer coach. 
 
 



 
Methodology 
 
15 able underachieving year 8 students were identified from the school’s register of  
able, gifted and talented students. This paper will not dwell on the definitions of able 
underachiever and the various models that can be used for identifying them. 
Teachers in the school have received training on the behaviours associated with able 
underachievers (appendix 1) as well as the characteristics that might indicate a 
students as able, gifted or talented in their subject areas. Their judgements about 
which of their students they feel are underachievers is recorded on the register and 
where students were judged to be underachieving in several different subject areas, 
they were invited to participate in a peer coaching scheme. This involved them being 
attached to a year 10 gifted student who also possessed very good inter-personal 
skills. Throughout three terms they met with their coach for 20 minutes per week to 
reflect on learning needs and strategies. The coaches received training and were 
careful to listen and empower rather than to question, judge and fix. After one term of 
meetings where the year 8 students had set the agenda and decided the issues, the 
team of coaches was asked to draw up a learning questionnaire (appendix 2) which 
would enable the school to record the year 8 students’ evaluations of their 
experiences at school. The coaches designed it based on the information they 
already had about the year 8 students so that the survey was a conclusion of 
dialogues that had been going on for 2 terms. They also logged the key points of 
discussion in their meetings on mentor cards (appendix 3) which were then analysed 
with the questionnaires to categorise reasons why students underachieved. 
 
Results 
 
The table below has been produced to categorise the information yielded by the 
mentor cards and coaching questionnaires. It shows the reasons why underachieving 
students think they underachieve. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Category of reasons 
for underachievement 

Boys Girls Total 

Students’ learning or 
thinking styles are 
incompatible with the 
main teaching styles. 

 
5/7 

 
3/7 
 

 
8/14 

A lack of challenge in 
learning activities  
results in a lack of 
engagement with 
learning. 

 
7/7 

 
5/7 

 
12/14 

A lack of the learning 
skills that are necessary 
for the completion of 
work. 

 
6/7 

 
4/7 

 
10/14 

Students choose to 
sacrifice achievement 
due to negative peer 
pressure. 

 
3/7 

 
1/7 
 

 
4/14 

Students are more 
motivated by 
friendships and 
relationships than by 
learning. 

 
2/7 
 

 
5/7 

 
7/14 

Students are affected 
by inappropriate 
expectations from 
teachers, parents or 
themselves. 

 
3/7 

 
5/7 

 
8/14 

 
The table below shows the changes in attitude and attainment levels throughout the 
10 months of the research. The first set of effort and attainment data was produced 
at the end of April 2005 in the form of year 7 reports. The second and third sets of 
data were produced in November 2005 and March 2006 respectively as part of the 
termly assessment and academic review procedures in the school.  

Student Yr 7 
Attend 
Terms 
1&2 

Ave 
Attain 
Level 
04/05 

Ave 
Attain 
Level 
 11/05 

Yr 8 
Attend 
Terms 
1&2 

Ave 
Attain 
Level 
04/06 

% 
Change 
in Attend 
yr.7-yr.8 

Change 
in Ave 
Attain 
Level 

 Attend Attain Attain Attend Attain Attend Attain 
SC (1)      M 97.8% 4.1 4.9 96.7% 5.3 -1.5% 1.2 
ST (2)      M 97.3% 4.6 5.3 93.5% 5.5 -3.8% 0.9 
ES (3)      F 93.1% 4.3 4.9 98.2% 5.2 +5.1% 0.9 
SLS (4)  M 94.4% 4.3 4.8 94.9% 5.1 +0.5% 0.8 
TJ (5)     M 97.1% 4.3 5.0 96.4% 5.4 -0.7% 1.1 
TC (6)    M 96.8% 4.4 4.8 94.2% 5.3 -2.6% 0.9 
SM (7)    F 85.5% 4.5 4.6 90.5% 5.3 +5.0% 0.8 
AN (8)   M 95.4% 4.4 4.7 96.4% 4.7 +1.0% 0.3 
YG (9)    F 85.3% 4.3 4.9 97.4% 5.2 +11.9% 0.9 
DA (10) M 98.9% 4.3 5.0 100% 5.7 +1.1% 1.4 
BC (11)  F 88.2% 4.0 4.4 89.9% 4.6 +1.7% 0.6 
HD (12)  F 93.1% 4.5 5.3 92.4% 5.7 -0.7% 1.2 
JW (13) F 100% 4.4 5.0 100% 5.3 0% 0.9 
BG(14)  F 97.6% 4.3 4.5 98.2% 4.8 +0.6% 0.5 



The table below shows the results of the self evaluation undertaken by the year 8 
students in dialogue with their coaches.  

Student % lessons 
where work is 
too easy or too 
slow: 

Is the school 
right to identify 
you as an able 
student? 

Top 1, 2 or 3 obstacles to 
learning  
(in rank order):  

Have these 
obstacles been 
removed? 

 Jul 05 Mar 06 Jul 
05 

Mar 06 Jul 05 Mar 06 

SC (1)      M 0% 0% N Y Negative peer pressure 
Friendship/relationship 
issues 

Y 
Y 

ST (2)      M 40% 40% Y Y Lack of challenge in 
classroom 
Lack of learning 
strategies 

N 
Y 

ES (3)      F 25% 25% Y Y Friendship/relationship 
issues 
Lack of challenge in 
classroom 

Y 
N 

SLS (4)  M 0% 0% N Y Lack of learning skills 
Teacher expectations 

Partly 
 

TJ (5)     M 0% 0% N N Negative peer pressure 
Parental expectations 

Y 
N 

TC (6)    M 0% 10% N Y Lack of learning skills Partly 
SM (7)    F 10% 10% Y Y Self pressure 

Friendship/relationship 
issues 

Y 
Y 

AN (8)   M 33% 25% Y Y Teaching/learning styles 
Lack of challenge in 
classroom 

N 
N 

YG (9)    F 25% 20% Y Y Friendship/relationship 
issues 
Lack of challenge in 
classroom 

Y 
N 

DA (10) M 10% 10% N Y Negative peer pressure 
Friendship/relationship 
issues 

Y 
Y 

BC (11)  F 5% 10% N N Lack of learning 
strategies 

N 

HD (12)  F 15% 15% Y Y Self pressure  Y 
JW (13) F 25% 25% N Y Friendship/relationship 

issues 
Y 

BG(14)  F 50% 40% Y Y Lack of challenge in 
classroom 
Teaching/learning styles 

N 
N 

 
The students with the highest grade improvements (SA, DA, TJ) were also the 
students who had identified negative peer pressure as the main reason for 
underachieving. The students who identified friendship and relationship issues as 
barriers to their learning felt that these had been successfully resolved and where this 
was the main reason for underachievement  (YG, SM, ES) big improvements were 
made in attendance and, where there were no other issues, in academic achievement 
too. The smallest improvements in attainment grades were made by those students 



(AN and BG) for whom a lack of challenge in lessons or the absence of essential 
learning skills were the main reasons they were de-motivated and underachieving.   
 
Analysis and Discussion of Results 
 
Learning styles theories (e.g. Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences, Honey and Mumford, 
Sternberg’s thinking styles, the VAK model) are based on the idea that if the student 
is required to learn in a style which in incompatible to their natural ways of thinking or 
processing information then they will become disengaged with learning and this in 
turn will lead to disaffection and underachievement. 57% of students were very clear 
that they had lost the motivation to do well in at least one of their subjects due to a 
clash of the teaching styles with their preferred learning style. The most common 
complaint was that learning activities in the classroom provided students with little 
choice when it came to deciding how to complete them. There were few opportunities 
to be original or creative and to develop their own ideas. There was a feeling that 
they were told what to think and say in order to do well. Students felt they were 
unable to define the scope, breadth, depth, direction and format of their work and 
were unable to choose a method of working they liked to meet the learning outcomes 
of the lesson.  
 
When education is seen from the students’ perspective in these terms, is it really that 
surprising that they display behaviours which lead teachers to conclude that they are 
choosing to disengage from the work and underachieve? Three students felt they 
were often punished for asking awkward questions when in fact what they felt they 
were doing was seeking alternative ways of working. One of these students admitted 
that he was openly critical of class activities and questioned their relevance. 
 
The second of these students underachieved in English and Humanities more than in 
other subjects because she was expected to complete lots of short, structured 
answers and was not given the opportunity to write longer pieces which provided the 
creative space to explore open ended questions. She was enthusiastic to tackle the 
big issues and analyse the period of History as a whole and the piece of literature as 
whole rather than only ever working on different sections or parts of the whole.  
 
The third student has a passion for Art but underachieved in this subject because he 
was quick to question conventional ways of doing things and wanted to be more 
explorative and innovative in the techniques and materials he used in his work. 
Because his teacher would not allow him to veer from the approaches he had 
planned for the lesson, he disengaged and opted out. This a typical response by 
students to teacher inflexibility and it’s particularly true of students in the subjects 
they are most able in. 62% of those who felt constrained by the mismatch between 
teaching and learning styles recognised that their underachievement was most 
marked in a subject they felt was one of their strongest. When gifted students have a 
broad knowledge of a subject they develop a deep understanding of what a it can 
offer. They can become disillusioned with it when it focuses on the parts which they 
believe are less important and less interesting than their preferred bits. 57% of the 
students who were critical of the learning styles they were forced to work in admitted 
that they spent at least one hour a week working at home on their own projects which 
related in some way to a subject at school but which they had generated themselves 
and which they would never share with their teacher. This included a boy who had 
learnt to speak Elvish, a fantasy language based entirely on an alien alphabet, 
syntax, and structure yet who was placed in set 3 for French because he did not 
engage with NC level 1 vocabulary. A distinction clearly needs to be made between 
underachievers and non-attainers. It would be wrong to conclude that these students 
are underachievers when in fact they have chosen not to engage at all with the 



learning that teachers seek to measure, yet they have chosen to engage in other 
areas and achieved a great deal. Educationalists need to be very careful about 
identifying able underachievers according to the amount of work that gets produced 
in class and by the way it has been presented.  
 
There is a profound difference between learning and work and the teacher’s inability 
to distinguish between the two can be the reason why some students are labeled as 
underachievers when in fact they are not underachieving at all. This is particularly 
true of auditory learners and it seems, especially of boys. Four of the five male able 
underachievers who identified learning styles as an obstacle to attainment, said that 
they saw no point in making notes and writing down factual information which they 
had read about in the textbooks and which they had heard the teacher explain at the 
start of the lesson. They agreed that where lessons are dense in subject content and 
where this is presented in a traditional style of teacher explanation, followed by 
reading then by writing, they were able to remember the key information from what 
they had heard and said. They felt that writing it down did not enable them to 
remember it any better and in fact interrupted their thinking about the subject. These 
students felt they could gain far more by discussing the subjects in greater depth and 
complexity rather than recording the information on paper. For these boys, the issue 
of learning styles is therefore linked to the unmet need of able students to be 
challenged. Underpinning this and most of the issues relating to teaching styles is the 
need of able students to be independent in their work and that the types of work they 
are being given is de-skilling them of the initiative, creativity, questioning, analysis 
and collaboration (in other words the very things that bring learning to life for them.)  
 
Implicit in the students’ comments is a stereotype of what teachers expect a more 
able or gifted students to be like. The problem with these narrow expectations is that 
teachers, if they are not careful, can assume that these students will be interested, 
self-motivated, keen to impress and that they like written work more than other types 
of work. Assumptions can also be made about the skills and competencies that 
students have. 71% of students felt this was an issue with at least one of their 
teachers. Both boys and girls said that their teachers did not prepare them for tests 
and exams by teaching revision skills. Some felt they were able to get by without 
revision but others found it hard to learn key information in a focused way that 
prepared them for the tests. Similarly, students felt they would benefit from a wider 
range of strategies for note taking, reading, writing and research. They also hoped 
that the wider range of strategies might enable them to adapt pieces of work to their 
preferred styles of learning and thinking.  
 
Gross 1993, Plucker and Levy 2001, Delisle 1982, Pomerantz and Pomerantz 2002 
suggest that gifted students make the decision to hide or sacrifice their ability in order 
to fit in socially with their peers. Socialisation issues were important factors for 
explaining underachievement in this study too – half the sample confirmed this, 
especially the girls. Yet the issue was not so much negative peer attitudes to high 
ability or high interest in academic subjects but to friendship issues linked to 
transition from the junior school. When the students were chosen as the sample of 
able underachievers to receive coaching, they were in the third term of year 7. The 
coaching system has unpicked a morass of friendship issues which have had a 
negative impact on learning.  Two female students said that at junior school they had 
excelled at most subjects but had found year 5 and year 6 particularly lonely because 
there were few other students who were similar in terms ability and interests. At 
secondary school in year 7, they found many new students who they could relate to 
much better and their priority was no longer just school work but working on 
friendships. This led both girls to be regarded as underachieving students because 



they chatted their way through lessons and did not prioritise the work which they felt 
able to do anyway.  
 
The explanation that students sacrifice achievement due to negative peer pressure 
was the least relevant factor overall to the students in this study. Nevertheless there 
is a big gender division here with almost half the boys (43%) saying that it affected 
their attitude and attainment in some way while only 14% of girls said it was a 
relevant factor to them. Interestingly, the biggest improvements in grades were 
recorded by these students, suggesting that the peer coaches scheme is most 
effective at tackling the issue of negative peer pressure. In many ways this would 
make sense. The coaches were selected on the basis of being gifted and also 
popular with their own peer group due to a range of personal qualities or sought after 
achievements. For the gifted underachieving boy in year 8, the term gifted no longer 
meant being seen as one of the “boffs” but, on the contrary, as being seen as one of 
the “in” set in the school, associating with the “cool” people in older year groups. 
From such associations they gained status in the eyes of their own year group and in 
this way the good example of the coaches was cascaded across the year group of 
the student they were supporting.   
 
The peer coaching scheme was also effective at raising student effort and attainment 
grades where the students’ underachievement was largely explained by relationship 
issues, and this was especially true of girls. These students found in their 
relationships with their coaches, understanding (enabling them to overcome feelings 
of loneliness and isolation), acceptance (enabling them to overcome the fear of 
failure and to feel more self confident and so make and keep their own friends) and 
objectivity (enabling them to analyse and reflect on relationship problems). Just as 
the influence of year 10 boys stretched beyond the students they were directly 
coaching to a wider group of boys in year 8, the same was true of the girls’ influence. 
They were able to refocus underachieving students on their learning by helping them 
gain a sense of perspective about the relationship problems that were 
overshadowing their learning. This had repercussions for a wider group of year 8 girls 
who were introduced to more mature ways of dealing with unstable friendships and 
the teasing, labeling, jealousy and back biting that seemed to arise when students fall 
into and out of friendships regularly. Maslow (1948) showed that self actualization 
(developing one’s talents and achieving success) is only likely to occur when one’s 
self esteem has been created and that this in turn is only likely to occur when more 
basic needs, such as the need to have close accepting relationships have been met. 
The relationships between coaches and underachieving students can fulfill the needs 
that lead to self actualization. They can also play a very important role in helping 
establish a school culture where the focus is on learning and where it is positive to be 
bright and fashionable to achieve.  
 
The peer coaching scheme was less effective where the underachievement was due 
to students’ lack of study skills or basic learning competencies. Even though the 
coaches received training on the study skills and learning strategies that the year 8 
students needed, and even though they did a good job at passing these skills and 
strategies on to the year 8 students, there was little improvement in terms of 
attainment. The reason for this was because the coaching relationships were taking 
place in a de-contextualised setting. In other words, the skills that students were 
taught by their coaches needed to be reinforced by their teachers and embedded in 
the context of their subjects. This linking of the classroom learning environment and 
the coaching learning environment did not occur – it was not planned because this 
problem was not foreseen and it would not have occurred naturally or accidentally in 
this study.  
 



Peer coaching was totally ineffective where the lack of challenge in the classroom 
was the main factor causing underachievement and this factor was the most common 
cause of underachievement. The 14 year 8 students were asked by their coaches to 
reflect on the percentage of lessons where they were bored due to lack of challenge 
and they kept a tally of lessons for two weeks. On average, the year 8 students rated 
47% of lessons as frustrating due to lack of challenge or the slow pace of working. In 
the absence of intellectual challenge, these students responded in a variety of 
different ways. The most worrying response was when students created their own 
challenge in the form of activities that distracted the class from their learning and 
which showed that they had become disinterested and disaffected in the absence of 
challenge. One of the students in the survey, for example, devised an elaborate team 
game which divided the entire class into two teams. Throughout the day’s lessons 
the teams would compete to take equipment from each other and different items 
were worth different points. At the end of the day the teams would compare the 
pencils, rubbers and sharpeners they had acquired, add up the points and return the 
equipment to their owners, ready to begin again the next day. The game became so 
compulsive that able achieving students were swept up into it and it continued in the 
lessons they enjoyed. The classroom was out of the range of influence of the coach 
for three reasons: firstly because the coach would physically furthest away from the 
students in lesson time – in different classes in different year groups in different 
subjects in different areas of the school - and secondly, because the classroom is a 
learning environment controlled by the teacher. While coaches were seen as hugely 
influential in a positive way by the students they supported, teachers were seen as 
more influential (in a negative way in lessons where there is little challenge). The 
implications here, are that underachievement when caused by a lack of challenge in 
lessons cannot be tackled by peer coaches but only through a programme of ongoing 
teacher training. 
 
Summary and Conclusions 
 
This paper concludes that peer coaching is an effective method for identifying the 
needs of able underachievers. It illuminates many of the reasons why able and gifted 
students do underachieve. It confirms the findings of earlier studies that key reasons 
for underachievement include a lack of challenge in the classroom, a mismatch 
between teaching and learning styles and differences between teacher and student 
expectations about what the student can achieve. It suggest that educationalists and 
teachers might have over emphasized the role and importance of peer pressure as a 
cause of underachievement and in this study, while there was some evidence of 
students sacrificing educational achievement in order to fit in socially, this was not 
the case in the majority of cases. Above all, it is suggested that the involvement of 
able underachievers in assessing the influences on their attitudes and learning needs 
to be a process of reflection and dialogue with other students rather than an event 
with an unknown adult.  
 
The paper concludes that peer coaching produces mixed results as a method for 
tackling underachievement. It was most successful in the minority of cases where 
underachievement was due to students choosing to sacrifice achievement in order to 
fit in better socially. It was also effective where the underachievement was due to 
friendship issues, feelings of loneliness, low self esteem and fear of failure. It was 
less effective where the underachievement was due to students’ lack of study skills or 
basic learning competencies and it was ineffective where the lack of challenge in the 
classroom was the main problem. It also seemed to be effective at helping students 
respond to the problems created by their own inappropriate expectations of 
themselves but not at coping with the problems associated by inappropriate parent or 
teacher expectations. To be more effective, peer coaching needs to work in 



partnership with teachers. On the one hand, the coaches need to communicate to 
staff what they have found out about students’ learning needs and the learning 
strategies they have been coaching them on, and on the other hand the teacher 
needs to take count of these needs and strategies when planning and delivering 
lessons. 
 
Further research needs to be conducted on the effectiveness of peer coaching for 
older able underachievers such as those in key stage 4 being coached by A-level 
students. It would also be interesting and important to assess the impact that 
coaching has on the effort and attainment of the coaches themselves. Peer coaching 
might have different results for other groups in the gifted and talented population 
such as exceptionally able students and twice exceptional students.  
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Appendix 1: school identification criteria for able underachievers. 
 
Characteristics of Able Underachievers 
 

Able, gifted and talented students who underachieve do so for a wide variety of reasons. Just as 
the reasons for their underachievement are complex and unique, so are the characteristic 
behaviours of their underachievement. The following lists are therefore far from definitive and 
should serve only as a summary of some of the most common negative behaviours associated 
with underachievement. 

 
Behaviours Possible Reasons for Behaviours 
Poses deliberately awkward questions to the 
teacher. 
 
Challenges the relevance of the topic area and/or 
the activities set. Critical of the teaching and 
learning styles in the classroom. 
 
Spars with and argues with the teacher. 
 
Likes to be seen as outspoken and provocative in 
class discussions. Might take an extreme or 
contrary view to dominate or destroy the focus of 
the debate. 
 
Contributions to lessons are nearly always 
negative, rarely positive. They are critical of what 
others say rather than providing a positive idea for 
moving forward discussion. 
 
Scornful of other people’s ideas. 
 

“I’m better than you and everyone else in this 
school and I’m going to prove it” 
OR 
“I simply can’t learn like that. I like doing things 
differently…” 
OR 
“The work is so easy that I feel frustrated and 
bored.” 
OR 
“I’m given no opportunities to develop my own 
ideas and to be original.” 
OR 
“I have a passion for this subject but get 
frustrated because we can’t study the really 
interesting bits that I like.” 
OR 
“You tell me what to think and say; you make 
me jump through hoops and never challenge 
me. You give me no ownership or 
independence, no freedom or choice.” 
 

Comes alive in class discussion and says brilliant 
things in oral work but written work shows a total 
lack of effort, care and pride. 
 
Wants to discuss the work with friends and the 
teacher when they should be writing. 
 
Will ask an excessive number of questions. 
 
Won’t see the point of written work. Instead will 
want to discuss with the teacher the tangents and 
related issues to the lesson’s focus. 
 
Extension work shows little effort but there is 
evidence from what the student says that they have 
spent time on another, vaguely related area of 
work.   
 

“I easily remember things the teacher says and 
things I read in books so I don’t see the point of 
having to write them down as well.” 
OR 
“I see no point in that piece of work but I really 
need to learn about so many other things that 
fascinate me. That’s why I spend hours on 
personal projects” 
OR 
“Why do I have to write it all down? I’ve listened 
to you and read the book. I can remember it. 
Note taking stops me thinking about it all.” 
OR 
“I want to slow this lesson down and discuss it 
in more detail and complexity. You’re moving 
me on before I’ve finished with these ideas.” 
 
 

Finds it difficult to start a piece of work. Finds it 
even harder to finish it – because they want 

“I’m a perfectionist. I’m never happy with 
anything less than perfect marks. If I can’t 



perfection straight away.  
 
Cannot see the wood for the trees. Incapable of 
seeing the bigger picture. Has no sense of 
perspective about pieces of work.  
 
Will become upset by the thought of getting less 
than perfect grades – hence most of these other 
points! 
 
Apologises and/or makes excuses for the quality of 
their work even though it’s very good.  
 
Struggles to meet deadlines. Misses most of them 
but when work is handed in on time, the quality is 
excellent.  
 
Finds it hard to accept praise and rewards. Can’t 
see why pieces of work are good – only sees what 
needs to be done to improve them. 
 
Dependent on constant reassurance and 
encouragement. 

produce perfection, I won’t hand anything in.” 
OR 
“I over-think everything. I spend hours thinking 
about the consequences and outcomes of all 
possible ideas and options. I just don’t know 
what to think.” 
OR 
“I can’t live up to the expectations that my 
parents or teachers have of me. I can’t live up 
to the standards set by my older brother/sister.” 
OR 
“I’m not coping with the pressure. Please help 
me.” 
OR 
“You think I’m clever but I know I’m not. I was 
lucky with that last piece of work. If I’m not 
careful you’ll find me out to be the fraud that I 
am.” 
OR 
“I’m afraid to try hard in case I get low marks 
because that will mean I’m not very good. I 
would prefer not to try so that when I get low 
marks I know it’s because I haven’t tried.” 
 

Hides their ability – won’t show it for fear that 
others will see it. 
 
Says they don’t know the answer to questions even 
if they do. 
 
Chooses not to get involved in any activity during 
lessons.  
 
Might copy the behaviour of those who get told off. 
 
Spends most of the time in class talking to friends. 
 
Might try hard in assessments but not at other 
times. OR might deliberately underachieve to get a 
more normal grade. 
 
Withdraws from the lesson. 
 

“I can’t do as well as my teachers expect me 
to.” 
OR 
“I deliberately underachieve in an effort to gain 
acceptance or at least tolerance from peers. It’s 
a survival strategy.” 
OR 
“In my class there a lots of people who will 
make fun of me if I am keen and get high 
marks.” 
OR 
“I just want to chat to my friends – people like 
me need to work harder at fitting in than others. 
I can catch up at home or at revision time.” 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Appendix 2: learning questionnaire 
 
 
This interview involved the following students:                             
Date: 
 
 
 
1. How happy are you at Twynham School on a scale of 1-10.  
Put a circle around the number the student says. 
 

Miserable         Unhappy            Okay          Fine         Content              Happy                 
 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
2. Why have you chosen this number? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Which of the following statements do you agree with?  
    (Please tick the one you agree with most). 
a) I can’t do as well as my teachers think. 
b) I can do much better than my teachers think. 
c) I can do as well as my teachers think. 
 
4. The school thinks that you are capable of achieving better marks and grades 
than most other students in your tutor group, learning group and year group. Do 
you agree with this view? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5a. How long do you spend on homework? (You can either say how long it takes 
you on an average  night or how long it takes you in an average week or how long the 
average piece of work takes you to do.) 
 
 
 
 
5b. What sort of marks and comments do you teachers give you about your 
homework? 
 
6a. Do you ever feel frustrated because the class is working too slowly or 
because the work is too easy?  
 



 
 
6b.  If you have answered yes to the question above, in what percentage of 
lessons is this the case? (Give a rough estimate and specify subjects if you’d 
like) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. What are your 3 most favourite types of work or types of activity in class?  
 
MOST:                                                                             

  
 

  
 

  
 
LEAST: 

  
 

  
 

  
 
 
8. Look at the list in question 7. Write next to it the things you do the most of in 
lessons and the things you do the least.  
 
9. Would you like to improve any of the following skills? (Tick any of the 
following) 
    a) Making notes 
    b) Doing research 
    c) Remembering information. 
    d) Revising for exams and tests. 
    e) Answering different types of questions. 
    f) Writing long pieces of work. 
    g) Using different writing styles. 
    h) Using different reading strategies. 
    i) Doing problem solving and decision making activities. 
    j) Spelling. 
    k) Any others………….. 
10a.  Are there any subjects where you feel you are not doing very well?  
      (If so please say which ones)  
 
 
 
 
10b. Here is a list of reasons why you might not be doing so well. Tick the ones 
you think apply to you. (Tick as many or as few as you like) 
 
a) I can’t do as well as my teachers expect me to. 
 



b) I can do much better than my teachers expect me to.  
 
c) The work is too hard. 
 
d) The work is so easy that I feel frustrated and bored. 
 
e) The work is about right. 
 
f) I’m happy doing what I’m doing. I’m just no as good at this subject as my others. 
 
g) I easily remember things the teacher says and things I read in books so I don’t 

see the point of having to write them down as well. 
 
h) I’m given no opportunities to develop my own ideas and to be original. 
 
i) I really like this subject but feel that we have to study the boring bits and never 

get to do the really interesting bits that I like. 
 
j) I find it hard to start pieces of work because I want them to be really good.  
 
k) I am afraid to try hard in case I get low marks because that will mean I’m not very 

good. I would prefer not to try so that when I get low marks I know it’s because I 
haven’t tried. 

 
l) In my class there a lots of people who will make fun of me if I am keen and get 

high marks. 
 
m) I just want to chat to my friends – this is more important to me than the work. 
 
n) Any other reasons: 
 
 
 
 
11. Do you feel your efforts and achievements are rewarded at school? (Explain 
why you think what you do and also how you like to be rewarded). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
12. Do you know from your teachers how to improve your work? (Write down 
the subjects where you have been shown what you need to do to improve.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



12. Are there any things that some of your teachers do that you would like all 
your teachers to do? Try to give examples of things that have helped you learn and 
do well. 
 

 
Appendix 3: coaching card proforma for meetings 
Appendix 3: mentor card proforma 
 
 
 
 

Name of Coach and Mentee: 
Record of Mentor Meetings 
 

Date and 
Time 

Brief list of things that were discussed Agreed date of 
next meeting 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

Name of Mentor and Mentee:  
Record of Mentor Meetings 
 

Date and 
Time 

Brief list of things that were discussed Agreed date of 
next meeting 
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