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The Getting Ready in Numeracy (GRIN) program supports underachieving students by
preparing them for upcoming mathematics lessons through small-group tutoring. While
prior research suggests positive outcomes, student perspectives remain underexplored.
This study thematically analyses responses from 311 GRIN participants (Year levels 1-
9) on improving the program. Three-quarters of participants suggested changes, with
key themes including more or longer sessions, more games, scheduling, degree of
challenge and group composition. Findings highlight the need for flexibility in GRIN
implementation and the importance of student voice in refining intervention programs.

Mathematics education is pivotal in cultivating students' critical thinking and problem-
solving skills. Despite its importance, many students encounter difficulties with the subject,
resulting in disengagement and diminished achievement. This often perpetuates a cycle of lost
confidence and declining motivation (Skilling et al., 2021; Ma & Xu, 2004). Targeted
interventions like the Getting Ready in Numeracy (GRIN) program have been developed to
enhance both students' mathematical skills and their attitudes toward the subject. GRIN
prepares students for forthcoming mathematics lessons through small-group tutoring that
activates relevant prior knowledge, introduces and clarifies important language, and seeds new
concepts. This preparation enables students to engage more effectively in upcoming lessons.
By promoting peer interaction, the program also helps students view mathematics as
approachable and within their capacity to succeed, ultimately boosting their confidence
(Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a).

Previous research has revealed that the GRIN program has been effective for reengaging
students in mathematics and improving their attitudes towards the subject (Kalogeropoulos et
al., 2020a; Russo et al., 2025; Sullivan & Gunningham, 2011). However, most studies have
focused on educator perspectives and program implementation, with limited attention given to
student voice in shaping the program’s development. In response, recent iterations of the
program included a post-program questionnaire inviting students to suggest specific changes to
enhance their GRIN experience. This paper thematically analyses these qualitative responses to
better understand their suggestions for enhancing GRIN at both the program and individual
school levels, concluding with considerations of the practical implications of these findings.

Overview of the GRIN Program

The GRIN program is an educational initiative aimed at re-engaging students with
mathematics through targeted support ahead of their scheduled classes. Conducted several
times weekly, these small-group tutoring sessions cater to students identified by their teachers
as underperforming, though not those with severe learning difficulties. The program’s structure
is built on foundational principles that address cognitive load by priming students with
simplified versions of lesson material, cognitive-affective strategies to reduce fear of failure
and enhance engagement, and social-cognitive elements that utilise peer interactions to improve
understanding and application of mathematical concepts (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a).
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Each GRIN session is carefully structured to activate prior knowledge, enhance language
skills, and familiarise students with the key mathematical concepts they will encounter in
upcoming lessons. These sessions progress through phases of reflection, targeted fluency
practice through mathematical games, language immersion, and finally engagement with
relevant mathematical problem-solving tasks. The approach is dynamically adjusted to meet
student needs, incorporating enabling prompts and access to concrete materials to make the
learning material more accessible and less intimidating (Sullivan & Gunningham, 2011;
Sullivan et al., 2006). This not only prepares students for immediate upcoming lessons but also
aims to foster long-term academic growth and confidence.

Schools commit to the program for at least a year, requiring significant preparation and
professional development for teachers and designated GRIN tutors, often teaching assistants
with specific training. Feedback mechanisms, such as regular tutor-teacher planning and review
meetings, shared document and resource access, and informal debriefs, are all designed to help
coordinate the tutoring with classroom activities (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020b). Preliminary
studies and ongoing assessments suggest that GRIN supports student engagement and
confidence in mathematics (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a), with some evidence indicating
benefits for older students in keeping pace with their peers (Sullivan & Gunningham, 2011).
While these findings are promising, further research is needed to explore GRIN’s long-term
impact on mathematical learning outcomes.

The Role of Student Voice in Refining GRIN

Underachievement in academics often reflects a disparity between a student's potential and
their actual performance. While traditionally associated with gifted students, this phenomenon
extends across all cognitive levels, affecting both individual well-being and societal
productivity (Preckel et al., 2006). Underachievers often exhibit negative attitudes towards their
educational environments and a diminished motivation to succeed, making them a critical focus
for educational interventions (Lamanna et al., 2019). The GRIN program specifically targets
underachieving students in mathematics who show potential for improvement but are currently
performing below their peers without severe learning disabilities or significant behavioural
issues. These students are typically disengaged due to gaps in content knowledge and are
identified by their teachers as capable of catching up with their peers with appropriate and
timely support (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a, b).

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) provides a useful framework for understanding student
engagement and motivation, particularly for underachieving and disengaged learners.
According to SDT, individuals have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence,
and relatedness, which, when satisfied, foster intrinsic motivation and engagement, and when
thwarted, lead to disengagement and amotivation (Ryan & Deci, 2016). Autonomy refers to the
need for a sense of control over one’s actions and learning, competence reflects the need to feel
effective and capable, and relatedness involves feeling connected and valued within a social
context (Deci & Ryan, 2015). In educational settings, students who lack agency in their
learning, struggle to experience success, or feel disconnected from their teachers and peers are
at greater risk of becoming disengaged (Ryan & Deci, 2016). Many underachieving students,
such as those targeted by the GRIN program, are likely to have experienced repeated frustration
of these needs, contributing to negative attitudes towards mathematics and a reluctance to
participate in learning experiences. Consequently, interventions designed to (re)engage these
students should seek to support autonomy by providing meaningful choices, (re)build
competence through structured opportunities for success, and foster relatedness through
positive interactions with teachers and peers. SDT thus offers a valuable lens for examining
how GRIN can be refined to better meet the needs of its participants and improve their
engagement with mathematics.
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Incorporating student voice into educational programs provides a mechanism for fostering
the three basic psychological needs outlined in SDT: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
When students are given opportunities to express their perspectives and shape their learning
experiences, they are more likely to feel a sense of ownership over their education, which
supports autonomy (Reeve, 2012). Additionally, involving students in program refinement can
enhance their sense of competence by validating their insights and positioning them as active
participants in improving their own learning conditions (Wilding, 2015). Moreover, providing
students with opportunities to voice their perspectives can mitigate the detrimental effects of
self-silencing, thereby fostering a deeper sense of relatedness and reducing the power
imbalances that hinder genuine teacher-student connections (Patrick et al., 2019). Research has
demonstrated that when students perceive their schools as genuinely responsive to their voices,
they exhibit higher academic achievement, better attendance, and reduced disengagement
(Kahne et al., 2022). Studies have highlighted that tokenistic approaches where students are
asked for feedback but see no tangible impact can be counterproductive, reinforcing a sense of
powerlessness rather than empowerment (Gillett-Swan & Baroutsis, 2024). Given that many
GRIN participants have historically experienced disengagement and frustration with
mathematics, embedding authentic student voice mechanisms into the program could help fulfil
their psychological needs while also refining GRIN’s effectiveness in addressing their learning
barriers.

While prior research has demonstrated the benefits of student voice in shaping educational
interventions, there is limited evidence on how underachieving students perceive and
experience such programs. Given that many GRIN students have a history of disengagement,
listening to their perspectives may provide valuable insights into how the program can better
meet their needs. In the current study, we sought to capture student voice by inviting
participants to reflect on their experiences in GRIN and identify one specific change they would
suggest to improve the program. By thematically analysing these responses, we aim to explore
how student feedback can inform refinements at both the program and school level. Through
centring student perspectives, this research moves beyond traditional measures of effectiveness
to provide actionable insights on how GRIN can be refined to better align with the needs and
experiences of underachieving students.

Method

Study participants included primary and secondary school students across all school sectors
(government, Catholic, independent) who undertook the GRIN program in 2023 (n = 97) and
2024 (n = 214). Table 1 displays a breakdown of participants by year level. It is apparent that
approximately three-quarters of participants in both years were in middle-upper primary school
(Years 3-6), although there were comparatively more participants from lower secondary school
in 2024 (25%) than 2023 (19%). Across both years, the majority of participants were girls (2023
=63%; 2024 = 64%).

Table 1
Number of Participants by Year Level
Year level Not 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Total
included
2023 1 6 27 9 27 9 14 4 - 97
2024 2 12 41 40 42 24 22 23 8 214
Total 2 1 18 68 49 69 33 36 27 8 311
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Following their participation in the GRIN program in 2023 and 2024, students were asked
a range of questions to get at both their experience of GRIN and their attitudes towards
mathematics more broadly. The current paper is focussed on an analysis of student responses
to one particular open-ended question: “If you could change one thing about the GRIN program,
what would it be?”

The responses were analysed using qualitative line-by-line coding, following the approach
outlined by Braun and Clarke (2012). The analysis involved several stages: familiarisation with
the data; generation of initial themes; merging responses that could be accommodated within a
single theme or expanding them into multiple sub-themes for greater clarity; defining and
naming themes; and producing a table with illustrative quotes for each theme. Most responses
(73%) were coded to a single theme, while some were assigned to multiple themes. For
example, one Year 2 student commented, "More games and more sessions." This response was
coded under both Activities — More games and Duration — Longer sessions or more sessions.

Findings
Table 2
Frequency of Themes that Capture How Students Would Change the GRIN Program (n = 311)
Themes Number of students (%)
Change nothing/I don’t know 80 (25.7%)
Duration 71 (22.8%)
Longer or shorter not ascertained 1 (0.3%)
Longer sessions or more sessions 61 (19.6%)
Less time or sessions 9 (2.9%)
Activities 63 (20.2%)
More games 36 (11.5%)
Other activities 9 (2.9%)
Use of manipulatives/technology 7 (2.2%)
Content 16 (5.1%)
Scheduling 47 (15.1%)
Amount of challenge 25 (8.0%)
Make it harder 16 (5.1%)
Make it easier 9 (2.9%)
Working arrangement- size and makeup of the group 18 (5.8%)
More in the group 5 (1.6%)
Less in the group 7(2.2%)
Makeup of the group 6 (1.9%)
About being taught 12 (3.8%)
More fun 8 (2.6%)
Working environment 4 (1.3%)
Not doing maths 2 (0.6%)
Utility 1 (0.3%)

*Note that 5 responses (1.6%) were unclear/irrelevant and not assigned to any theme.
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Table 2 presents the findings from the thematic analysis of what participants would change
about the GRIN program if given the opportunity. We elaborate on the most prevalent and
salient themes below.

It is noteworthy that approximately one-quarter of participants would not change any aspect
of the program. For some participants, this may have been indicative of the difficulty of
bringing to mind potentially desirable modifications when completing the questionnaire; they
may have been more forthcoming had the data been collected through a more interactive format
(e.g., semi-structured interviews) or if they had taken more time to consider the question.
However, for other participants, this response was clearly intended as an endorsement of their
experience of GRIN, as illustrated by comments such as “Nothing—I enjoyed it just as it was”
(Year 2), “I don't want to change anything about it” (Year 6), and “I wouldn't change anything
because it's helping my learning” (Year 6).

A further tacit endorsement of GRIN is evidenced by the fact that the most frequently
identified change to the GRIN program related to its duration, with around one-fifth of
participants specifically requesting either more GRIN sessions or longer GRIN sessions. This
sentiment is well captured by a Year 6 student who stated, “Do GRIN every day and make more
people do GRIN because it really helped me and it was great for my maths confidence”. Given
that students are typically invited to participate in the program because their teachers view them
as disengaged from mathematics learning, the prevalence of these themes—to change “nothing”
or to increase the “duration” of GRIN—is consistent with previous findings that GRIN is
effective for (re)engaging students in mathematics (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a) and
improving attitudes towards the subject (Russo et al., 2025).

In terms of putting forward changes to the substance of the GRIN program, around one-
fifth of students requested changes to the mix of activities. Most frequently, this comprised
requests to play more mathematical games during GRIN sessions: “Even more games” (Year
3); “Spend more time playing fun games” (Year 8); and “To play more math games to include
times tables” (Year 4). This aligns with broader research findings that games are widely
regarded as an effective means of supporting students' cognitive, behavioural, and affective
engagement in mathematics (Russo et al., 2024). The reference to multiplication tables is
particularly noteworthy, as it was the most frequently mentioned topic in students' requests for
changes to GRIN’s mathematical content. This trend was evident even among younger GRIN
participants, as reflected in comments such as “Strategies on times tables” (Year 3) and “I would
like to have more times tables practice” (Year 2).

Scheduling GRIN sessions has always been a challenge, given the need to balance
participation in the program with ensuring students do not miss out on other valued learning
experiences. Since GRIN sessions are scheduled immediately before maths lessons, it is
unsurprising that scheduling emerged as a theme in students' suggested changes to the program,
with around 15% of students identifying it as an issue. Many of these concerns were highly
context-specific, reflecting the unique circumstances of individual students and schools,
making it difficult to draw a definitive takeaway. Indeed, some responses were in direct tension
with one another, as illustrated by the contrast between a Year 6 student’s comment, “The only
thing I would want to change is to make the time of when we do GRIN not in the morning
during the roll call”, and a Year 3 student’s preference, “I like to do GRIN in the morning.”
More generally, concerns were raised about missing out on other subjects, as captured by a
Year 6 student who stated, “If I could change one thing about the GRIN program it would be
avoiding letting students miss out on important learning while at GRIN.” These findings align
with previous research, which has identified timetabling and coordination as persistent
challenges in GRIN implementation (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a).

225



Kalogeropoulos, Russo, Roche, & Sullivan

While scheduling challenges and requests for more games were among the most commonly
cited areas for change, a smaller but still notable proportion of students (8%) expressed a desire
for adjustments to the level of difficulty in GRIN sessions. Interestingly, these perspectives
were somewhat contradictory, with some students requesting more challenging work—*“I want
harder questions, because sometimes it feels a bit boring and basic” (Year 6) and “I wish it
could be a little bit harder for me” (Year 5)—while others expressed a preference for easier
work— “For the work to be a bit easier” (Year 5) and “Not as hard questions” (Year 6). Notably,
approximately twice as many students asked for GRIN work to be harder than those who wished
for it to be easier. This finding aligns with broader research suggesting that, when given the
opportunity to comment on challenge, students are more likely to request greater difficulty
rather than reduced difficulty, even if they sometimes struggle with the material (Russo &
Minas, 2020). At the same time, the fact that only a small minority of students raised concerns
about difficulty suggests that, for most participants, the level of challenge in GRIN was
generally appropriate.

Similar to the differing perspectives on challenge, students also expressed a range of
preferences regarding the size and composition of their GRIN groups. While some students
wanted larger groups, such as “to have more students in the group” (Year 5) and “a few more
students in the sessions” (Year 4), others preferred smaller, more individualised settings. One
student commented, “Less people in a group” (Year 4), while another articulated a more
detailed rationale for preferring fewer peers: “To have less people in my group so I can be more
involved. When I have just one teacher and one other kid, I feel like it makes me learn better, I
have to participate more, and I learn more” (Year 4). Beyond group size, some students
expressed preferences regarding group stability and composition. For instance, one student
wanted continuity in working with the same teacher across multiple years, stating, “Doing it
with the same teacher in grade four and five and six” (Year 3). Another highlighted the
importance of grouping students by similar learning needs: “Have people in a group that have
the same understanding and things we don’t understand” (Year 6). These varied perspectives
reinforce the idea that while students' input should be considered in shaping their learning
environments, there are no universal rules for structuring GRIN sessions that will satisfy all
students. Instead, responsiveness to individual needs remains critical.

To summarise, the findings highlight both broad student endorsement of the GRIN program
and a diversity of perspectives on potential improvements. Approximately one-quarter of
students indicated they would not change any aspect of GRIN, reflecting overall satisfaction.
Among those who suggested modifications, the most common request was for more frequent
or longer sessions, reinforcing the program’s perceived value. Many students also expressed a
desire for more mathematical games, particularly for practicing multiplication. Scheduling
emerged as a context-specific challenge, with students raising concerns about missing other
subjects but differing in their preferred timing of sessions. Similarly, preferences for task
difficulty varied, though twice as many students requested harder work than easier work.
Students also had differing opinions on group size and composition, with some preferring larger
groups and others favouring smaller, more individualised settings. Collectively, these findings
reinforce the idiosyncratic nature of student preferences, suggesting that while student input is
valuable, no universal structure will suit all learners. Instead, an emphasis on flexibility and
responsiveness is key to optimising GRIN’s impact.

Conclusions and Implications

The findings of this study reinforce that the GRIN program is broadly well-received by
students, with many expressing a desire for more or longer sessions, a strong preference for
games, and general endorsement of its current structure. However, the diversity of student
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responses highlights that no single approach will suit all learners, reinforcing the need for
flexibility in implementation at both the program and school levels.

At the program level, these findings align with previous research showing that successful
GRIN implementation requires careful scheduling and teacher-tutor coordination
(Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a). While previous recommendations have encouraged schools to
minimise content-area conflicts, student responses suggest that scheduling needs greater
adaptability rather than a one-size-fits-all approach. Additionally, the strong student preference
for more games and interactive activities suggests that games should be embedded as a central
instructional strategy rather than treated as an occasional feature of GRIN sessions.

At the school level, findings from both this study and previous research highlight the
importance of tailoring GRIN to student needs (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020b). Student
preferences around group size, session structure, and level of challenge varied widely,
reinforcing the need for regular reflection on program delivery. While some students wanted
larger groups for social engagement, others preferred smaller, individualised instruction.
Similarly, the preference for increased challenge over easier work suggests that GRIN should
maintain a strong focus on differentiation and appropriately high expectations for student
learning.

Although past recommendations have favoured a group size of three students plus a tutor
(Kalogeropoulos et al., 2020a), recent research suggests that there is no clear relationship
between group size and intervention outcomes. A meta-analysis of mathematics interventions
found that student achievement gains were not significantly influenced by group size, indicating
that factors such as instructional quality and intervention fidelity may play a more critical role
in determining effectiveness (Rojo et al., 2024). These findings are consistent with the varied
preferences expressed by GRIN participants in this study, where no single group size emerged
as universally optimal. Accordingly, schools may benefit from adopting a flexible approach
when structuring GRIN groups, allowing for adjustments based on student needs, logistical
constraints, and available resources rather than adhering to a prescriptive model.

Beyond group size, tutor consistency and collaboration with classroom teachers also
emerged as key considerations. Prior research has highlighted the importance of strong
relationships between GRIN tutors and students (Russo et al., 2020b). While a small number of
students in this study expressed a preference for working with the same tutor across multiple
years, the broader implication is that GRIN tutors play a central role in fostering engagement
and confidence. Although they receive structured training as part of program-wide professional
learning, their deployment is determined at the school level based on local needs. This includes
decisions about consistency, collaboration with classroom mathematics teachers, and the
groups they support. Ensuring that tutors are well-integrated with the classroom mathematics
program and provide targeted support that responds to students’ learning needs remains a
priority for effective program implementation.

Ultimately, these findings reinforce that there is no universal ‘best way’ to structure GRIN
sessions. Instead, the most effective approach may be to build in flexibility at the school level,
ensuring that GRIN is tailored to individual student needs, school contexts, and available
resources. By keeping the program adaptable, schools can better meet the needs of the diverse
learners GRIN is designed to support while retaining its core strengths as a tool for re-engaging
students in mathematics.
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