The impact of grouping children in early years education based on academic ability on their development.
Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Int_PBYlOstv][bookmark: _Int_pSemtAE2]Early years education is a vital time for children. In Wales, early years education typically begins the school term after the child’s third birthday (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2019). During this time children will develop foundational skills such as their cognitive development and their social and emotional growth (Inspire London College, 2025). A common pedagogical approach within an early years setting is ability grouping of children. This is where children are put into groups based on their academic abilities. Teachers often use this method due to justification that they are able to focus their attention on the children that need it most (Petty, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Int_U30iotEM]On the other hand, ability grouping still remains a highly debated topic within educational settings. There are many benefits to using ability grouping such as targeting work for the child's abilities which can avoid the child to doubt their own abilities, but ability grouping can miss out on opportunities to learn from peers that have a higher skill set (Vietnam Teaching, 2025). This literature review will critically examine research on the impact of ability grouping on the development of a child, academically and socially, highlighting the benefits and the limitations of ability grouping. 
There are several theoretical ideas that help explain the impact of ability grouping on children’s development. The work of Lev Vygotsky (1978) is particularly influential when discussing this topic of ability grouping. Vygotsky noted that children learn through interaction with peers and adults. For example, a child might be completing a task that alone they might have never been able to complete but with another child that might have a higher skill set the child can complete the task. Without the child being in the company of someone with those skills, the child would never be able to do the task but in doing so, this child has learned new skills (Cherry, 2023). The Zone of Proximal Development can allow children to be put into mixed ability groups and therefore open valuable opportunities for children to learn from peers. 
Carol Dweck’s (2006) growth mindset theory is highly influential to the discussions of ability grouping. Dweck notes that there are two different types of mindsets, fixed and growth mindsets. Dweck (2006) argues that children that have a fixed mindset that their intelligence cannot be changed whereas growth mindset children believe that intelligence can develop through effort and learning. A child with a fixed mindset will have a fear of failing at a task, they will see a task as a chance to be told they are not good enough rather than an opportunity to learn from mistakes. On the other hand, children with a growth mindset will see failing as a chance to grow and learn, according to Cloke (2025). By using ability grouping to place children into groups based on their academic abilities, children that are placed into lower ability groups may start to believe that they are less capable than their peers. This can negatively impact their motivation and confidence. Alternatively, children that are placed in higher ability groups can begin to feel pressure to maintain and improve their intelligence. Mixed ability grouping can often be seen as a more positive way to encourage learning within early years due to the benefits. Using mixed ability grouping can encourage compare themselves to others (Petty, 2025), which can cause a failure type feeling which can allow a child to develop a fixed mindset. Dweck’s theory highlights the benefits of creating positive learning environments that all children can feel capable of development.
One of the main reasons why teachers and practitioners' ability group within early years is that it is believed to improve academic achievement. Professionals within the early years often believe that grouping helps them to lesson plan to suit different children's learning capabilities, allowing children to learn at a pace that matches their needs. 
Russell (2018) conducted a questionnaire of 597 teachers to gain a better understanding of how grouping children impacts their academic achievements. The questionnaire found that ability grouping can be particularly harmful for the low ability groups. For the lower achieving groups, it can lead to a child being stuck at that learning level for the rest of their academic life which can negatively impact their academic development. 
Teacher Active (2024) note that putting children in group that are of low attainment levels can allow children to feel unmotivated and stuck in where they are academically. They can also pick up on the group they have been placed in and start to compare themselves to peers which can begin impacting children’s academic progress from a young age. 
Ehrlich (2018) found that by using mixed ability grouping it allowed children to work collaboratively as higher and lower attaining levels were in groups together. This allowed lower attaining children to develop confidence and learn from their peers. As well as this, it promoted inclusion within the classroom as children that might not have been put together in a group were placed together which boosts their social skills.
Jo Boaler (2005) research highly criticises ability grouping with children. The research describes ability grouping as a ‘psychological prison’ that children have a difficult time leaving, especially when the ability grouping begins at a young influential age. This can raise concern within early years education, as children develop at their own pace and the first few years of their education might not reflect their true academic capabilities. 
The literature discussed shows that ability grouping might be beneficial to some higher attaining children, but it can also have negative impact on the lower attaining children which in time can cause an academic gap to grow. According to UCL centre for Longitudinal Studies (2013) children that are placed in lower ability groups can impact the way children perception of themselves and impact on their behaviour. It can also impact the way that teacher interact with the children. 
Social development is one of the key aspects of a child’s development. It is the gradual development of social skills and relationship building with others (rageena, 2024). Mixed ability grouping is often associated with positive social development as it promotes children to work together from different attainment levels, it can develop empathy and teamwork. 
Conversely, using ability grouping within early years education can reinforce social division within the classroom. Ireson & Hallam (2011) suggest with their research that it denies equality of education opportunity and increasing social exclusion. The Education Policy Institute (2024) note that children from economic disadvantage are more likely to be placed into lower attainment groups which again encourages a divide between higher attainment children from the lower attainment children. 
Ability grouping can have an impact on a child’s confidence, motivation and resilience, according to Burton (2018). Burton (2018) also notes that there is a pattern between a child's ability group and their motivation and confidence you see in the child. By placing the lower attaining children in a lower ability group, teachers and professionals are being insulated from the higher attaining children and not having the chance to develop as academics. Dweck (2006) theory is applicable here as this aligns with fixed mindsets and not having opportunities to collaborate with higher attaining peers. 
[bookmark: _Int_3vMDPn1a][bookmark: _Int_Hal8FcEc]Ability grouping has been widely research for several years by different individuals with different ideas and opinions regarding ability grouping. During this research, the focus of several of the articles found were focused on older primary school children and secondary school children with not many articles focusing on children in the early years. As well as this, there was a lack of research on the social, emotional and psychological impact of ability grouping on early years children to be considered for discussion. Furthermore, there was also a lack of longitudinal research to show the long-term impact of ability grouping on children within the early years on their motivation and future academic performance. For future research articles, they should look at early years education age children and the wider impact ability grouping has on those children. 
Methodological Considerations.
This piece focuses on the impact of ability grouping children within early years and the impact it has on their development. A crucial part of this is the methodological considerations as the method chosen will influence the validity and reliability of the findings. As this research involves children, it is important to consider the ethical implications and the child centred approach to ensure all participants are safe throughout. 
The type of methodology used would be qualified research by using case studies, classroom observations and teacher interviews. The reason for using this type of methodology is due to the research trying to understand the behaviours and interactions within a natural environment. This is not measurable through using quantitive data as it is not something that can numerically measure. This section will outline the reasoning for the method chosen reasoning for the sampling and ethical considerations.  
This research will use a case study, observations and interviews. A case study is a type of method for research that can be defined as an intensive study about a person or group of people (Heale & Twycross, 2018). Observations as a research method can be defined as researchers observing a person or group of people in their natural environment to understand their behaviour (Fuel Cycle, 2019). Additionally, interview as a research method as noted by the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2020) is a one way to gain an in-depth understanding of another’s opinion on a specific topic. In this study, these three types of research methods can focus on one or several classroom environments where ability grouping is being used to gain a better understanding of the effect it has on children’s development. 
The sample that would be used for this research would be early years teachers and professionals and children ages three – seven. The environment that the research would take place in would be a classroom in which ability grouping is used. The reasoning behind using teachers for this is due to the fact they have an expertise in why they use ability grouping, how they decide which children are put in groups and how they plan lessons for the groups. Therefore, they can provide valuable insight into how they see ability grouping impacting children socially and academically. Children are a key insight as the research is looking into how ability grouping impacts their academic development, relationships with other children within the classroom and their confidence. 
For this research to take place, the best environment or the research would be in the classroom as this is a natural and comfortable environment for the children. The benefit of using a natural environment is that it’s a familiar place which will give more realistic findings as the behaviour would be authentic (Cherry, 2023). In order to get fair findings in this research, the sampling that would be used would be around 8-10 teachers and observations of two classrooms with around twenty-five to thirty children in each classroom. The size of sample is crucial as a sample too small will not give an accurate representation and it would be difficult to apply the findings widely and a sample too large can put participants at risk (Gumpili & Das, 2022). 
For this research, purposive sampling would be used to select the participants. Purposive sampling is a selective, subjective sampling process where researchers intentionally select participants that have specific characteristics relevant to the research taking place (Bullard, 2024). This method is applicable to this research as teachers and early years professionals have specific qualifications and training that would give valuable insight into how ability grouping impact a child’s development. As well as this, it would gain a better understanding of how ability grouping operates within a classroom environment.
As with every sampling technique, there are limitations. One of the biggest limitations of purposive sampling is that the selection of participants would show bias, therefore the findings might not have a high validity as the researcher has picked participants based on their prior knowledge of the topic (Williams, 2024). Another limitation of purposive sampling is that there is limited generalisability which measn that as the participants have been selected due to their qualification sin the area of the study, the findings cannot be applied to the wider population (TGM research, 2025)
Furthermore, the reason behind qualitive data being chosen for this research is due to this method being able to understand and capture information that can’t be described by numbers, behaviours and interactions for example (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2022). Using qualitive data is appropriate for this research as behaviour and development is not easily recorded with statistics.
Classroom observations were chosen because they allow the researcher to observe children with peers, in their own ability group and other ability groups. Observations within early years education are a strong way to understand children and their development. Some children might not be able to convey the way they feel verbally; therefore, observations can be used to note down how they act around adults and other children and how they interact with others. The main benefit of using observations is that what the researcher captures is a true reflection as the environment is natural and comfortable for the children (Delve, 2022). Through using observations, the researcher is able to gather meaningful data about how ability grouping is impacting children’s development. 
Through using teacher interviews, it allows teachers and other early years professionals to discuss their opinions and experiences. Interviews using open-ended questions allow participants to have flexibility to answer questions and allow for further discussion on the participants answers (The Open University, 2024). By using interviews, it can open the door for discussion as to why the teacher believes using ability grouping works, how they plan for their children and if they believe it has any advantages or limitations for the children. 
Despite these benefits, these methods have limitations. One of the limitations is the Hawthorne effect. This means that individuals that are being observed change their behaviour as they know they are being observed to try and give the researcher what they are looking for (Spencer & Mahtani, 2017). This can be applied to this research as children can change their behaviour when there is an individual in their environment they do not recognise. This is because when children enter a new environment or meet a new person, their nervous system becomes overstimulated, and they are uncertain how they regulate their behaviour (Fabian-Weber, 2022). Another issue could be researcher bias as the researcher is looking for specific behaviour and this can prejudice what they perceive and record within the study (Bhandari, 2022). 
Additionally, using interviews as a method has some disadvantages. Whilst the interviews take place, the researchers bias, even the bias they are unaware of, can impact the questions asked (Satter, 2025). Due to interviews being time consuming, the number of teachers that would take part in the research would be small. This meaning, it would be difficult to generalise the findings to the wider population, and this would impact the validity of the findings (Nikolopoulou, 2022). 
To decide on which research methods to use, other methods were considered but not chosen. This is because quantitive methods such as questionnaires were not chosen due to some children within early years would not be able to read and comprehend the questions they were being asked. This would lead to inaccurate answers, and the findings would not be conclusive. According to Sage Knowledge (2026), using questionnaires with children would mean that some children would need assistance from an adult which again could impact the findings of the research as they adult might led them to a desirable answer. 
Another important consideration is triangulation. As noted by Noble & Heale (2019) triangulation is a term that best describes a researcher using more than one research method to increase the credibility and validity of the research findings. In this case, it means combining classroom observations and teacher interviews.  Triangulation was considered for this research due to relying on one method of research would not provide a complete understanding of ability grouping. Without classroom observations, the researcher would not understand how children socialise with their peers and be able to note differences in confidence, for example. But, without using teacher interviews, researchers would not be able to comprehend how teachers are able to place children into specific ability grouping. These methods work hand in hand to paint a full and clear picture of how ability grouping influences children’s development. 
Ethical Considerations.
Ethical considerations are a crucial part of educational research, particularly when the research involves children. As children are considered a vulnerable group, the research must protect participants from any harm and ensure that all legal and ethical procedures are followed. This section will discuss informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality and anonymity, data protection under GDPR and participants rights under the GDPR act and Data Protection Act 2018. 
One of the most important aspects of research is informed consent. According to Loughborough University (2024) the definition of informed consent can be found as participants enter research freely with a complete understanding about what it means to take part in the research without coercion, participants must give full consent before taking part in research. As this research involves children, consent would have to be obtained from several parties before the research goes ahead. Consent would have to be given from the setting in which the research will take place, for example this could be a school or nursey setting. Since the children are under the age of eighteen, consent would have to be given from a parent or guardian due to children under the age of eighteen cannot legally give consent. 
For this research, as noted previously, as children are participating in this research, parents and guardians would have to give consent for their children to be part of the research. Having said this, children must also understand the research and their participation of it. Furthermore, the children must understand that their participation is negotiable, and they can withdraw from the research at any time (Ethical Research Involving Children, 2024). The researcher must explain the study to the children in a child-friendly manner so the children understand what will happen during the observations. In addition to this, the researcher must be vigilant to the children’s body language as a child that looks uncomfortable, withdrawn and distressed might be a sign that they no longer wish to participate in the research. As these children are very young, they might not be able to communicate verbally that they no longer wish to take part and therefore changes in behaviour, and body language is the key to understanding the willingness of the children within the study. Ensuring that the children’s wishes are respected is a key element of child centred research.
 Both parents and teachers will receive a detailed information sheet explaining the key aspects of the research such as the purpose of the study, the methods used, the type of data being collected and how confidentiality and anonymity are being protected (University of Cambridge, 2023). Along with the information sheet, the consent forms will also be distributed to parents and teachers. It will be clearly stated on the information sheet and consent forms that participants are able to withdraw whenever they wish to and the process of taking part in the study is completely voluntary. Within the information sheet given to participants, the steps taken to protect privacy and how the data will be stored will be outlined to give the participants full transparency. It will be outlined who the data will be shared with and what will happen to the data once the study ends.
A major ethical consideration is confidentiality and anonymity. Confidentiality refers to separating or modifying any personal data, identifiable information provided by participants from the findings of the study (Albudaiwi, 2018). Anonymity refers to the participants not being able to be identified through the data collected (Centre for Society and Mental Health, 2025). It is especially important to protect the confidentiality and anonymity within this research as it involves children, teachers and school environment. 
As with any research, there will be data collected. The participant of the research trusts the researcher to keep all sensitive data private, such as their names and place of work. Keeping the data secure protects the participants’ rights as well as ensuring the researcher following correct legal procedure and ethical standards. Participants within this study have specific right under the GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018. Participants can ask to see what data has been collected from them and how it is going to be used. This is called a Subject Access Request (SAR). If an individual requests this, it must be provided with the requested information within a specific legal timeframe (Gov UK, 2026). 
Personal safety must also be considered. As this study will take place within a school setting, safeguarding procedures must be followed. According to the Department of Education (2024) the researcher must understand the risks of undertaking research within a school environment, this might mean having a conversation with the dedicated safeguarding officer for the school or the Additional Learning Needs coordinator o understand if there are certain children that need to be removed from the research or the researcher needs to be aware of. Furthermore, the researcher will also have to learn and understand the safeguarding guidelines as if a child does disclose information, they are aware of the relevant steps they need to take. 
For teachers taking part in this study, they may feel anxious that their teaching styles maybe judged or criticised by others. This is why it is extremely important to gain trust with the teachers involved and ensure a safe, non-judgemental environment. It would be emphasised to the teachers that this study has not been created to judge them but rather the impact of the ability grouping on the children. 
As this research is being conducted as part of a university degree, there is risk to the university if the ethical procedures are not followed correctly. If participants’ confidentiality, GDPR and Data Protection Act are not followed, this can open potential legal implications for the university and could damage the university’s reputation. For this is to be avoided, ethical approval from the university board prior to beginning the study. Getting this approval from the university ethics board will enhance the quality and integrity of the research (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022).
During this study, only essential data for this study would be collected. This follows the GDPR data minimisation principle that the individual collecting the data limits the collection of personal data to what is relevant for the purpose (EDPS, 2024). All electronic data collected would be password protected and using university systems. Once used the data collected has been used for the research purpose it would then be deleted. 
To conclude, ethical considerations are a key part of conducting trustworthy educational research. Special care must be taken throughout this study due to it having the involvement of children and therefore the trust, privacy and rights of these individuals must be respected. The essential parts of this study are gaining informed consent, ensuring voluntary participation, confidentiality and anonymity, reducing risk to the researcher, participants and the university and following GDPR guidelines to ensure the components of ethical practice. Ensuring ethical research protects individuals involved but also strengthens the study. 











