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Read Item A and answer the question that follows: 

 

 

Item A 
 

 
Setting and streaming is a commonly used internal policy that sifts and 
sorts pupils into ability groups based upon their general ability, or more 
specifically their ability in a certain subject. This can have both benefits 
and consequences for the education of pupils. Those placed into higher 
sets and streams will more likely display positive views of education, 
whilst those in the lower sets, may display disruptive and even violent 
behaviours based upon being given lower status.  
 
Observations can be used to great effect in observing student behaviour, 
but they are not without their drawbacks. The presence of a researcher 
may alter the behaviour of those being observed, whether the research is 
overt or covert. Furthermore, observations can witness first-hand the 
impacts of setting and streaming. However, this may mean observing 
practices or behaviour that is ethically questionable.  

 

Using material from Item A and your knowledge of sociological research 

methods, evaluate the strengths and limitations of using observations to 

investigate the impacts of setting and streaming [20]  

 

 Observations are a research method that can be conducted overtly, with the 

knowledge of the participants or covertly, without the participants knowing they are 

taking part in research. The researcher may also choose to take part in activities of the 

group (participant observation) or distance themselves from the group (non-participant 

observation) to view their actions more objectively. They are commonly used in 

educational settings as they allow the researcher to see first-hand the activities of 

diverse groups.  

 

One limitation of using observations to investigate setting and streaming is the 

Hawthorne effect. This is particularly the case with overt observations. It is a limitation 

as those being observed may change their behaviour, which has a negative impact on 

the validity of the research. This may be the case with setting and streaming, as 

teachers may not treat pupils the same way as they ordinarily would do. For example, 

lower sets and streams are often given lower levels of work to do and if being 

observed by an outsider, the teacher may be more motivated to challenge these pupils 
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to achieve higher to give a good impression of themselves. However, if conducted 

covertly, researchers may be able to reduce the Hawthorne effect and observe more 

natural behaviours.  

 

A further limitation of using observations in investigating setting and streaming is that 

the researcher may lack objectivity in their research. This is particularly the case if the 

researcher conducts a covert participant observation. THere is the possibility that 

researcher may start to side with either the teachers or the pupils and subjectively 

interpret the behaviours that they observe. In Ball’s research into Beachside 

Comprehensive, he took part in the staff vs student cricket match and many trips and 

extra-curricular activities. This may have impacted on his ability to maintain objectivity 

as he was clearly seen as a member of staff. However, this may also benefit the 

research, as being involved in the day-to-day activities allowed Ball access to research 

many distinct aspects of the educational setting he was in and would have provided 

highly valid data and an insight or verstehen into the lives of those he was researching.  

 

A strength of using observations to conduct research into setting and streaming is that 

the research can observe differences in behaviour between pupils in the lower and 

higher sets. This includes both peer and teacher interactions and would enable the 

researcher to draw conclusions on the impact of setting and streaming on the 

behaviour of pupils. For example, they would be able to compare the behaviour of 

students who were placed in different sets for different subjects and draw conclusion 

based upon their behaviour in a middle set and a bottom set. However, this may be 

time-consuming for the researcher and teachers may be reluctant to allow the 

researcher into their classrooms, particularly if they knew the aims of the research. 

Furthermore, pupils’ reactions to an outsider in their classroom may differ, with lower 

sets more likely to act up, and teachers may not want to introduce such a distraction 

into their classroom.  

 

A final limitation of using observations in investigating setting and streaming is gaining 

access. Gatekeepers, such as headteachers, may be reluctant to allow researcher to 

conduct such an invasive method, particularly with lower sets and streams, as it may 

reflect poorly on the school. If access is granted, headteachers may steer the researcher 

to higher performing sets and streams so that the researcher observes more desirable 

behaviours and this would skew the representativeness of the researcher’s sample, 

providing a more positive view of the process of setting and streaming than if all sets 

and streams were observed. However, researcher may adopt covert methods to access 

these groups without being steered by headteachers. This would however be costly, 

having to obtain qualifications and undergoing background checks, whilst measuring 

the impacts of setting and streaming may take some time to complete. For example, 

Ball worked in Beachside Comprehensive for three years before being able to draw 

conclusions on what he found.  
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In conclusion, observations can be a good method for observing first-hand the 

interactions between pupils and their teachers in different sets and streams and 

interpreting the impacts of these interactions on pupils’ experiences of education. 

However, much of the success of the research depends upon the ability of the 

researcher to both blend into the school environment to minimise researcher effects, 

and their ability to remain objective throughout the research. If this is done successfully, 

then observations are an effective method of obtain substantial amounts of qualitative 

data on the process of setting and streaming, something that would be favoured by 

interpretivists. 

 


