
• Classes that were non-tiered appeared to show more of an 
increase in achievement than the classes with tiers

• Students assessed as higher level improved more than those at a 
lower level, however this increase was much greater in non-tiered 
classes.

• Motivation and confidence increased with tiered classes and 
decreased with non-tiered, however this was only a very 
slight change.

• Interviews suggested the majority (not all) of students found 
the tiered tasks a positive experience, helping them focus on 
what they wanted to in class and helping their confidence 
on tasks as they could do it at a level for them

Possible future research
• More rigorous methods of measuring confidence and motivation 

of students following this method is needed 
• More research is needed to examine a more holistic approach on 

the overall benefits this increase in motivation can have on 
students overall, over the course of a more longitudinal study.

• More “probing projects’ such as this could be done to investigate 
the impact of isolated areas of differentiation and assess which 
would be most impactful  in the classroom.

Tiers of joy? 
Researching the impact of differentiation through tiered tasks on GCSE 
English resit students.

By Amy Donnelly

The problem

Since GCSE resits were made compulsory for 
English, pass rates have been low, with only 
33.1% of students, aged 17 or above sitting 
these exams, gaining that elusive grade 4 
(TES 2018).  One of the core factors that has 
been commented on as contributing to this, 
is the lack of motivation these students have 
towards the subject. This research wished to 
tackle this issue and looked at one concept 
that has been linked to increasing motivation; 
differentiation.

The theory

The question

Does the use of tiered 
tasks with classrooms 

improve the motivation, 
confidence and overall 
achievement of GCSE 

English resit students?

Putting it into practice
The methodology

This research aimed to look at the effect of three things: 
confidence, motivation, and achievement. Consequently, a 
mixed method approach was used.

Student questionnaires – These were completed at the 
beginning, and end of the year. Within 
these were 2 questions asking them to rate their 
confidence and motivation (seperately) on a scale of 1-5 at 
the beginning and the end of the year. The average results of 
these two questions were calculated and compared to the 
tiered classes, and the non tiered classes. There were 
additional questions that also were used for a more detailed 
understanding

Class interviews – At the end of the project the classes who 
had tiered classes were interviewed with questions focusing 
on whether they thought tasks completed in class were 
achieveable and how they felt it affected their confidence and 
motivation.

Analysis of achievement data – at the beginning and end of 
the year student completed an assessment. The average 
difference in marks from the beginning and end of the year 
were collated for students who were in tiered classes and 
students that weren’t. These were compared to see if those in 
tiered classes showed a greater level of achievement.

The preliminary findings
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Narrowing down the concept
One comprehensive model of differentiation that has 
been proposed, and widely used, is by Tomlinson & 
Allan (2000)(see diagram 1). One of the ways this 
model proposes practitioners can differentiate 
within the classroom is through differentiating the 
‘process’, which is essentially the activities students 
complete (Tomlinson & Allan 2000). It also 
distinguishes three core characteristics of students. 
The one this research will focus upon is readiness, 
which refers to students undertaking activities that 
are at a level that matches their ability and current 
knowledge of the subject being taught (Tomlinson, & 
Allan 2000, Tomlinson & Moon 2013). This can be 
linked to motivational theory, in particular Self 
Determination Theory which argues that one factor 
that can increase student intrinsic motivation is their 
perceived competence at a subject Anderson & 
Peart 2016). 

One method proposed to accommodate students
readiness at a process level is that of ‘tiered tasks’ 
within the classroom, with students completing tasks 
at differing levels depending on their perceived 
ability. 

Tomlinson, C.A & Allan, S.D 
(2000:3)

Differentiation
The definition of differentiation is a hotly debated topic, but 
has been associated with an increase in student motivation. 
However, the area is broad . This research wished to narrow it 
down to examine one specific area of differentiation exploring 
the impact of this on motivation and overall achievement 
within the classroom.

“effective use of 
differentiation has 
been associated with 
increased learner 
motivation” 
(Barthorpe and Visser 
1991:60)

For the research two sets of learners were 
compared. Within my practice I had 3 classes which were 
given tiered tasks, and 2 classes where these tiered tasks 
were not used.

At the beginning of the year students were assessed and 
from this their level for each exam question was decided. 
Each lesson had a focus on a particular exam question, with 
students doing tasks at their set level. These tasks would 
be clear to the student with the different level tasks 
appearing as different colours on the PPT (see diagram 2) 
in the lesson, and they would have a post it on their 
book at the level they were at. It was always made clear 
to students that they could work above the level they 
were assigned if they wished to.

Diagram 1

Diagram 
2

Puzzle research has 
raised.

Tiered tasks showed an increase 
in motivation and confidence, 
but non-tiered task showed a 
greater improvement in 
achievement on assessments.
So why is the increase in 
motivation not leading to an 
increase in achievement?

Tentative suggestions to be explored – do the 
students on tiered tasks feel motivated because 
the tasks did not challenge them? Did the non 
tiered tasks challenge students knocking their 
confidence but overall have a benefit on their 
capability in the subject?
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