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Ability Grouping: The Pros and Cons

by

John W. Jordan

The purpose of this study is to focus on a central problem in

American education and society, namely, the dilemma of the group-

ing of students in different classes. The scope of the study will cover

many facets of the controversy surrounding the issue of ability group-

ing in the American educational system.

The task of determining whether it is best to group students

homogeneously or heterogeneously according to ability poses two
immediate problems. First, which method or type of grouping will

yield the greatest possible gains for the majority of the students

without any detrimental effect on others? It is the broad nature of

this problem that piques the concern of educators; the concern is for

the gains or advantages of all students, and not just a few that may
be helped while others may be hindered.

Secondly, what criterion is to be used to measure the gains of

one type of grouping against another; what is the mandate or pur-

pose of the American educational system; the function of the school

in providing the maximum benefits for all; and the objectives, values,

standards, ideals, and norms of education?

The way in which students are grouped in the American school

systems has a great effect on the schools, students, and society. In

fact, the problem demands that the democratic idea of education

be re-evaluated.

Moreover, the controversy of grouping students demands that the

problem be treated and delineated immediately if the educational ob-

jectives within the school and society are to survive.

The procedure in the treatment of the dilemna of ability grouping

will be to focus attention on certain pertinent facts and studies which
will reflect the pros and cons of the problem that is upsetting and
challenging the rationale of the American school system. The method
will be to define important terms, present the issue, survey some
relevant literature concerning the problem, measure the results and
findings, and draw a conclusion.

In order to understand the problem of ability grouping it will be

necessary to clarify three important words that will be used throughout
this paper: grouping, ability grouping, and heterogeneous grouping.

The word "grouping" has a broad meaning, but as it is used in this

paper it has the following meaning:

The act or process of combining all the observations that

fall within a given range, bound by the class limits, into a

single group, which is then usually treated either as if all the
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observations in the group had the same value or as if the

observations were distributed evenly over the interval.^

The synonymous use of homogeneous grouping and ability group-

ing often creates confusion since the word "homogeneous" is usually

used to refer to the classification of pupils for the purpose of forming

instructional groups having a high degree of similarity in regard to sex,

industry, age, previous experience, abihty, and other factors which

affect learning. This study is concerned with homogeneity as it

denotes grouping according to ability. Chester Harris defines ability

grouping as

one of the several devices for bringing students together on
criteria of likeness or homogeneity. In ability grouping an

attempt is made to divide the students into classes or within

a given class according to their ability to attain.

^

The type of grouping that is compared with homogeneous group-

ing is called heterogeneous grouping. It is defined by Carter Good
in The Dictionary of Education as

the classification of pupils for the purpose of forming certain

groups having a high degree of dissimilarity.^

These terms are essential to understanding the consideration of the

issue to be discussed in this paper: namely, the pros and cons of

ability grouping.

In the educational system of today with the current emphasis on
integration of the schools and segregation of the students into special

classes according to ability, it is plainly clear that the American
educational system is in a state of crisis. Central to the crisis as it

affects education society specifically is a national controversy; it is

the controversy over how to group students for instructional purposes.

Many competent teachers and educators argue vigorously for ability

grouping and cite the reasons for their choice. In justifying ability

grouping they say that students of widely different academic abilities

and reading skills should not be in the same class. They give many
valid reasons in support of their hypothesis, but not without stirring

old arguments against it; reasoning that justice can only be done to

the bright students and the slow students if both receive instruction

in the same classes which by their nature should be diversively heter-

geneous.

The issue of whether or not students of like ability should be
grouped together for instructional purposes has been debated for

many years. There is evidence that concern in the issue of ability

grouping developed around the 1900's. At that time people paid
little attention to adjustment of classes, standards, or subject-matter
to individual pupils. With the passing of the public school's com-

^Carter Good, Dictionary of Education, p. 256.

^Chester Harris (ed.), Encyclopedia of Educational Research, p. 223.

•'Carter Good, op. cit., p. 256.
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pulsory school atendance law, the schools were faced with the task

of educating all children. To cope with this great change in the edu-

cational system, administrators tried to make adjustments by organ-

izing pupils in ability groups. To identify the groups, they were
usually referred to as Robins, Bluebirds, and Orioles or X, Y, and
Z groups. When ability grouping first came into existence, it should

be noted that teachers had little or no knowledge of child growth and
learning, and individual differences. They also had very little knowl-
edge of mental ability and their relation to the various school subjects

and skills.'*

One may ask the following questions regarding the grouping of

students for instruction. Will students achieve more if they are

grouped with children of about the same mental maturity and mental
ability? Or are they better off in a group with varying abilities?

What is better for the slow learner or for the gifted child—to be with

others hke themselves or in a mixed group? The evidence for these

questions will be considered and answered.

The first consideration will be the argument and evidence for

homogeneous grouping:

I. Ability grouping makes a differentiation of curriculums

easier. There is a wide range of individual differences in a

regular classroom—ability grouping makes the teacher's

task easier, and it enables him to adapt methods of teaching

to meet the needs of the varying groups.

II. Above average students tend to form habits of idleness,

inattention, and mental laziness when in class v/ith average

and below average pupils; they may develop a false sense

of superiority from a lack of challenge or effective motiva-
tion; and underachievement is more likely to occur in the

regular classroom.

III. Slower learners in separate groups are not discouraged

by superiority of other, but compete on more equal terms
—students compete with others of fairly equal ability, and
competition is keener for pupils of all groups since the

students are more likely to work up to their capacities.

IV. The gifted children in the regular class stimulate the

average and below average children at the expense of their

own learning.

V. Ability grouping stimulates a new leadership.

VI. Association with other pupils does not insure the de-

velopment of adequate social and personal relationships

—

students can be friends outside of the classroom.^

^Martin Essex, "How Good is Ability Grouping?", National Parent Teachers,
LIV (September 1959), 14-16.

^A. H. Passow, "Enrichment of Education for the Gifted", Education for the

Gifted, Fifty-seventh Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of
Education. Part II. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 193-221.
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Evidence has been secured to favor the characteristic argument of

abihty grouping. Some trials of abihty grouping show favorable evi-

dence, although, in the many cases, the originator of the study was

the judge. The evidence and research are indecisive, and a look at

some of the experiments and findings will illustrate this. Catherine

Miles in her review of studies in the field of grouping declared that:

The experimental work with the gifted child in which segre-

gated are compared with non-segregated groups seems to

point to the more favorable progress of the former as com-
pared with the latter.*^

Paul Rankin reports in "Pupil Classification and Grouping" that

Worlton did a study dealing with bright pupils in 1924. He com-
pared 714 pupils in homogeneous classes with 426 in heterogeneous

classes in one large school, with 326 pupils in heterogeneous classes

in one large school which had adopted ability grouping, and with

766 pupils in heterogeneous classes. The chart on the following page

presents the essential data from the study. The results of the study

show that with one exception the means for the homogeneous groups

were higher than the means for any of the three types of hetero-

geneous control groups.

The pupils in homogeneous groups excelled those in mixed groups

in practically all levels of ability which were studied." It should be

noted that this study is too short and the data too little to be com-
pletely convincing. Furthermore, the slight advantage of abihty

grouping in this study is not enough to be significant.

A. G. Breiderstine presented evidence in favor of ability grouping.

The data was on differentiated and undifferentiated groups. He con-

cluded that pupils of high intelUgence did slightly better when in

classes where differentiation is not practical than when in differ-

entiated groups; pupils who are average in ability do as well in

segregated as when in mixed classes. The dull pupils in differentiated

classes excell in comparison with their mates in undifferentiated

classes. Virtually, the study concludes that the undifferentiated were
shghtly superior to the differentiated except for a few isolated grades.^

This study shows that ability grouping is not entirely advantageous
for all grades—it brings in a weakness that is not solved by ability

grouping, that is, the study did not show advantages in ability group-
ing for all students and the results are generally inconclusive.

''Catherine Miles, "Gifted Children", Manual of Child Psychology, (ed.)

Leonard Carmichael, 1032.

Taul Rankin, "Classification and Grouping", Review of Educational Research,
Part I. (1931), 18.

^A. G. Breiderstine, "The Educational Achievement of Pupils in Differentiated
and Undifferentiated Groups", Journal of Experimental Educational, Vol. V.
(1936), 91-135.
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A review by H. J. Otto states that evidence slightly favors the use

of ability grouping. Studies of gifted children in special classes were

described in Part I of the Twenty-Third Yearbook of the National

Society for the Study of Education. All the studies reported superb

academic achievement in ability grouped classes.

More recent evidence in ability grouping tends to say that students

differ from subject to subject and that students should be grouped

homogeneously in some classes and heterogeneously in others. James

Bryant Conant advocates thusly:

In the required subjects and those elected by students with

a wide range of ability, the students should be grouped ac-

cording to ability, subject by subject. For example, in

English, American history, ninth-grade algebra, biology,

and physical science, there should be at least three types of

classes—one for the more able in the subject, another for

the large group whose ability is about average and another

for the very slow readers who should be handled by special

teachers. The middle group might be divided into two
or three sections according to the students' abiUties in the

subject in question. This type of grouping is not to be con-

fused with across-the-board grouping to which a student is

placed in a particular section in all courses. Under the

scheme here recommended, for example, a student may be
in the top section in English but the middle section in his-

tory or ninth-grade algebra^.

The arrangement as advocated by Conant may help to some extent,

but the arguments against the hazards of ability grouping will not

be delineated.

In agreement with Conant is R. V. Braham who advocates homo-
geneous grouping in skill subjects, for the purpose of challenging and
meeting the needs of students. ^^

One of the many studies investigating ability grouping was done
by Rankin in 1927. Approximately 1100 pupils in 36 classes

of grade 7B in six intermediate junior high schools were studied.

The pupils were high, average, and low on the basis of chrono-

logical age, intelligence test rating, and teacher estimation. Eleven

or twelve pupils were taken from each of the three groups and placed

together in a mixed group. All pupils were administered seven

educational tests at the beginning and the end of the semester. The
results show that, on the whole, there is a small advantage with homo-
geneous grouping; low and average groups both gained more in homo-
geneous sections, but the high groups gained more in mixed groups. ^^

The findings by Rankin seem to be contrary to the findings of others

who say that the high group makes the greatest gain in homogeneous

''James Bryant Conant, The American High School Today, p. 45.

^R. V. Braham, "Grouping in the Junior High School", The National Educa-
tion Association Journal, XLVIII (September 1959) 22-23.

^iRankin, op. cit., p. 223.
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groups. It was mixed groups, probably, which contributed to the

growing demand for more attention to the gifted students and of

separating them into special classes for instruction. The evidence

seems to show that the bright pupils would surpass the dull ones
whether grouped by ability or not; "the gifted child, by his very nature,

gets more from an experience than the average or slow child."^-

Cutts and Moseley say:

Children in special classes for the bright and gifted continue

to take full part in the general activities of their schools. The
children learn more than children in ungrouped classes. ^^

Considering research shows no significant unanimity of findings,

the following survey of some of the available research will illustrate

the fact that ability grouping will produce no significant advantages.

The arguments against ability grouping will be included in the fol-

lowing studies and findings. The decision, on the part of educators

who do not favor ability grouping, to restrict program modification

to the regular classroom may be based on considerations of educa-

tional philosophy or administrative practicality. As Marian Scheifele

puts it, this procedure

permits children of varying abilities to work and play to-

gether, to share goals and plans, and to experience achieve-

ment through the utilization of each individual's particular

ability. 1^

A report on a five-year follow-up study in Stockholm by Nils - Eric

Svensson provides evidence in favor of heterogeneous grouping. A
review of the study shows that the comparability of students was
controlled by dividing them into socio-economic groups and by re-

ferring to data from an intelligence test and several attainment tests.

The purpose of the study as set forth by Nils-Eric Svensson was to

determine where different school class-types have varying effects on
the attainments (or the amount of gain in attainment) of pupils with

similar initial academic qualifications and home background. The
subjects for the study were 10,938 pupils from all four grade classes

in 1954-55. Data was collected on four subsequent testing occasions

from samples taken from the base population; grade 6 (2,400),
grade 7 (3,443), grade 8 (2,891) and grade 9 (689). A retest was
given to the students one and a half years later and the findings were
as follows:

The better students were superior in the Sixth grade; there

was no clear significant differences in the Seventh grade;

there was no established differences in the Eighth grade;

and there was no observed difference in the Ninth grade. ^^

^-A. H. Passow, op. cit., p. 202.

^^Norma E. CuUs, and Nicholas Moseley, Providing for Individual Differences
in the Elementary School, p. 71.

^^Marian Scheifele. The Gifted Child in the Regular Classroom, p. 45.

^•^N. E. Svensson, "Ability Grouping and Scholastic Achievement", Educational
Review, V. (November 1962), 53-56.
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In general, it was found that pupils from higher socio-economic

backgrounds had higher test scores than pupils from lower socio-

economic backgrounds, but both progressed at about the same rate.

(The socio-economic issue in ability grouping will be discussed later

in this paper.) The analysis showed that for low ability pupils, total

scores in attainment were highest in the least homogenous classes,

but in general classes of varying homogeneity were about equal in

attainment. ^*^ This evidence certainly questions the assumption that

the attainments of a school class are related to its homogeneity in

ability or socio-economic background.

A two-year study by the Talented Youth Project in co-operation

with the Board of Education of the City of New York was done in

1956 with the specific purpose of exploring differences in achieve-

ment, social and personal relations, interest and attitude toward
school of intermediate grade children when grouped in classes with

various ranges of intellectual ability. The hypothesis was neither the

presence nor absence of gifted pupils, nor the range of abilities in

any given classroom, nor the relative position of a particular ability

level within the range will affect the attainment of elementary school

pupils. The five ability levels as designated were as follows:

gifted IQ 130 and above

very bright IQ 120-129

bright IQ 110- 119

high average IQ 100- 109

below average IQ 99 and below

From these levels of about 3,000 pupils, 15 grouping patterns were
organized. Elementary schools in four out of five boroughs were asked

to submit the distribution of Otis Alpha IQ scores of their 4th grade

pupils. Four pupils with IQ scores above 130 were invited to par-

ticipate from each school. Many schools were excluded. It was
noted that many of the schools excluded were located in culturally

disadvantaged areas. The presence of gifted students in the class-

room, regardless of ability range, affected the achievement of the

other ability levels in science and to a lesser extent in social studies.

Where there were gifted students, the other ability levels scored

higher in these two subject areas than in classes of equal range where
the gifted were absent; the presence of the low-average tended to

have a positive effect on the arithmetic computation scores of the

other ability levels. ^^ The findings of this study seem to cast doubt
on the effects of ability grouping per se in raising the academic at-

tainment of pupils because, as has been seen, the results are in favor
of heterogeneous grouping.

^'^Ibid, p. 56.

'^'^Mirian L. Goldberg and A. Harry Passow, "The Effects of Ability Grouping",
Education LXXXII (April 1962), 482-87.
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The findings of Goldberg and Passow support the argument against

ability- grouping: in ability" grouping, the slow group loses the stimulus

and the contribution of the brighter students; furthermore, there are

no outstanding leaders to inspire the slower groups.

As Franseth says in her article on abihty grouping:

Available research seems to indicate that children supposed-

ly grouped according to abilit}' are no more Ukely to gain

greater achievement than their counter-parts grouped
heterogeneously.^-

Purdom made a study of ninth grade pupils taught Enghsh and
algebra in Michigan. In each school the pupils were divided into

tw'o groups from the raw score of the Terman Group Intelligence

Test. One group was broken into homogeneous groups: the other

into heterogeneous groups. Purdom found that from the total num-
ber of 221 pairs, the experimental group on the average made lower
gains on two of the four English tests, on one of the two algebra

tests, and lower grades in English, but higher grades in algebra.^^

There was no marked difference between the results of homogeneous
and heterogeneous groups imder the conditions of the experiment.

\'an W'agenen studied the effects of segregation upon the achieve-

ment of ver\' superior pupils in grades seven and eight: these pupUs
were really higher than usual, for their IQ"s ranged from 120-154.

The basis of evaluation was the comparison of their achievement
quotients \^ith the achievement quotients of children of like mental
age and with approximately the same IQ. No appreciable or con-

sistent differences were discovered.-^^

Another expression of the results of abilit}' grouping is given by
Gray and Hollingworth who studied gifted students in special and
regiilar classrooms. They concluded that the advantages of grouping

Me not so much in expectations of greater achievement in

the tool subject as in the enrichment of scholastic experience

with additional intellectual opportunities.-^

The achievement results on their study were about equal.

Lucins and Luchins studied the attitudes of children toward
homogeneous grouping. They first noticed that there is a marked
differences in social atmosphere between the bright classes and the

dull classes. The dull children showed a lack of interest and spon-
taneity': whUe the bright children were hveUer, happier and full of

^-Jane Franseth. "Grouping Children for Instruction". School Life. XL (June
1963).

i^Paul Rankin, op. cit.. p. 218.

-'^Ibid, pp. 217-18.

-^Howard A. Gray and Leta S. HoUingsworth. "The Achievement of Gifted
Children Enrolled in Special Opportunity Classes". Journal of Educational
Research. XXTV' fNovember 1931). 26

L
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interest. In the study by Luchins and Luchins 190 New York City

public elementary school children in the 4th and 5th, and 6th grades

were interviewed. Each subject was told that the Board of Educa-
tion was conducting a study to find what kind of classes children

prefer. Five questions were aesked. The results appear on the fol-

lowing charts:

(%) Choose (%) Choose
Class Number Class 1 Class 2

Bright 68 96 4
Average 70 87 13

DuU 52 75 25

Most pupils regardless of status, selected Class 1, the bright group.

The following chart shows that the students felt that their parents

would prefer that they be in Class 1, the bright group.

(%) Choose (%) Choose
Class Number Class 1 Class 2

Bright 68 97 3

Average 70 92 8

Dull 52 80 20

A high percentage of the children in the bright group indicated that

they would not play with or choose their best friend from the dull

group, while mostly those m average and duU groups would choose
playmates from other classes and would select a best friend without

regard to the superscript of his class.^^

Sister M. Beatrice has the following to say about ability grouping:

I am convinced that homogeneous grouping, handled by
teachers desirous of helping children to progress, is a partial

answer to meeting the needs of our large classes. A child

can be reached in a like group. There is less frustration

for the individual. Methods of teaching can be adopted to

give maximum results.-^

Byers does not agree with the remarks by Sister Beatrice. She
believes that abihty grouping causes emotional stress to the segregated

students.

The effect on the self-concept of all children involved in

homogeneous grouping is especially interesting. Children

who are not in the gifted sections evidence feelings of worth-

lessness and sometimes of rejection. In a society that has

^''Abraham S. Luchins and Edith H. Luchins, "Children's Attitudes Homoge-
neous Grouping", Pedagogical Seminary and Journal of Genetic Psychology,
LXXII (March 1948), 3-9.

-^Sister Mary Beatrice, "Homogeneous Grouping Challenges the Teacher",
Catholic School Journal, LXIII (March 1963), 35.
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often been enriched by ideas, inventions, and innovations

from people who are not intellectually gifted, should we
discourage children who are not intellectually gifted?-^

Many others disagree with such statements as made by Sister

Beatrice. Noteably, among these is Robert E. Bills.

I see homogeneous grouping not as an effort to be beyond
subject matter and skills, but as a device for ignoring human
variability and for reducing our need to concern ourselves

with individual pupils. Once children are homogeneously
grouped, we assume that the differences are no longer mat-
ters of concern.-^

Evidence does not suggest that ability classification removes individual

differences. In fact, some educators question whether ability group-

ing, as developed in most schools, reduces the range of individual

variations enough to justify bothering with it. To add to the possible

"side-effects" of ability grouping T. Ernest Newland says, "Schools

run the chance of losing sight of the child as an individual". ^^

One reason why regular classroom teachers support ability group-

ing is that it seems to decrease their regular teaching responsibility and
relinquishes their duties to special classes. But providing for the gifted

and the slow learner within the regular classroom is an integral part

of the teachers' normal task.

The criterion for grouping students is of importance. Sometimes
the criterion is general ability as revealed by an intelligence or readi-

ness test. Sometimes ability is merely inferred from past general or

specific accomplishments. There are no procedures which are re-

garded as completely accurate for identifying gifted students. The in-

telligence test may not test what it purports, or other factors may
keep a pupil from reaching his proper level on such a test. Indeed,

complete homogeneous grouping is impossible. One reason is that

the developmental patterns of children vary widely. Students selected

on the basis of general intelligence, for example, may be socially

immature or inept in some other key areas. The regular or hetero-

geneous classroom accepts the unevenness of growth and can insure

the kind of experiences which will benefit the total development of

each child.

The main fault in using intelligence tests is that only one test is

presumably usually used to group students. This problem in edu-
cation gives birth to the greatest enemy of ability grouping: stagnation

in categorization. About this problem Gordon says:

Once we have categorized and classified, this becomes 'it';

we have 'the' answer and need seek no further. In our

-*Loretta Byers. "Ability Grouping: help or hindrance to social and emotional
growth?", School Review, LXIX (Winter 1961). 455-56.

^Robert E. Bills. "Learners or Learning?", School Life XLV (June 1963), 10.

^•"T. Ernest Newland, "Possible 'Side-Effects' of Special Education", Education,
LXXX (February 1960), 328.
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schools this may take the form of . . . administratively ex-

pedient grouping of children, even though many children

cannot find their proper place in the group.-'

Ability groups also have the fault of not being flexible.

Evidence indicated that changes within individuals take

place continually so that homogeneity—which might have
been obtained when a group was first formed—wiU continue

to move toward heterogeneity.-^

The categorization of students by ability often has a detrimental

effect on students; the classification becomes a part of them; the

teacher treats them as they are labeled; and eventually, they hve up
to the label. In the case of the average and slow groups, their level

of aspiration and achievement are lowered, and many of them are

doomed to failure.

Heterogeneous groups undoubtedly have a number of advantages.

The strongest claim probably lies in the area of human relations.

Students of varying capacities and interest should learn to work to-

gether; special classes cheat children of the benefits of living in the

society of normal youth; and the interaction of individuals of varying

abilities is a part of their education. John Dewey's definition of the

school and education is in complete agreement with this idea.

I beheve that the school is primarily a social institution.

Education being a social process, the school is simply that

form of community life in which all those agencies are con-
centrated that will be most effective in bringing the child

into the inherited resources of the race, and to use his own
power for social ends.-^

Julia Gordon points out that the basis group with which the chil-

dren spend most of their day should be as heterogeneous as possible,

because, if they are to build on the facts that make it possible for

them to perceive accurately what people are really like, they need to

grow up with as wide a variety of other children as possible. ^°

The American school system is characterized as being democratic,

but homogeneous grouping is described by many educators as being
undemocratic, and it tends to create class distinctions in the minds
of the pupils. Democratic values are developed and leadership train-

ing is conducted best in a situation that fosters social contacts among
children of varying backgrounds.

The controversey of ability grouping seems to have strong base in

the integration of schools.

-'^ Julia W. Gordon, "Grouping and Human Values", School Life, XLV (June
1963), 12.

-®Jane Franseth, "Does Grouping Make A Difference?", Education Digest,

XXVIII (January 1963), 16.

-^Martin Dworkin, Dewey on Education, p. 22.

^"Julia Gordon, op. cit., pp. 12-13.
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While people developed the idea that whites had the high-

est innate intelligence and that other races followed in the

order of their departure from white color, with the blackest-

skinned Negroes lowest in the scale of intelUgence. This

idea was supported by some of the earlier intelligence test

studies, in which it was found that American Negro chil-

dren scored lower than American white children with chil-

dren of mixed white and Negro parentage scoring between
the two groups . . . Such group differences as are actually

found in studies based on intelligence tests are believed to

result from several factors—difference in experience with

the particular types of tests, differences in motivation to

do one's best on the tests, and possible differences ex-

perienced during the pre-school years. ^^

In accordance with the desegregation policy of 1954, many schools

adopted ability grouping and opened schools to students irrespective

of race, social or economic status. Statistics show that children of

families on the lower socio-economic level tend to have lower IQ
scores; Negroes are usually on the lower socio-economic level, so that

they would have low IQ scores; and when grouped according to

ability they are usually in the slow group. These statistics can have
a detrimental effect on the educational goals and achievements of

the Negro students.

According to Tumin (40) the focus of intelligence as measured
by schools is often correlated with race and class diversities. He feels

that intelligence as measured by schools has nothing to do with skill

performance or with native intelligence. It is his firm conviction

that intelligence as measured is a product of one's environmental

and educational opportunities.

In many cases the Negro children have been culturally deprived;

but if they are given the same chance as others, they can make an
equal productive gain in educational and intellectual values.

Talking about something pertinent to grouping Dr. Ahrens says:

Research findings indicate a rather significant positive cor-

relation between socio-economic status and mental ability.

A research study (reported in 1924) showed that the

median I.Q. is 116, while the median for children of the

common laboring class is 89. This ability grouping relegates

a large percent of children of low economic status to slow-

learning groups and those of high socio-economic status to

the top groups.^2

A. B. Hollingshead in Elmtown's Youth says that:

it is believed . . . that the grades a student receives are

^ ^Robert J. Havighurst and Bernice L. Weugarten, Society and Education, p.

234-237.

^-Maurice Ahrens and Jean Fair, "Grouping in Senior High School", National
Education Association Journal, XLVIII (September 1959), 25.
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determined by the position of his parents in the social

structure rather than by his abiUty or his industriousness.^^

A perusal of the literature on the issue of ability grouping leads

the writer to form the conclusion that there is not enough evidence

to validate the superiority of ability grouping. Many of the studies

supporting ability grouping were made in the 20's and 30's; even

those made from the early surge of interest in ability grouping up
to the present appear to be too limited and too restricted in scope

because of the small sample size and the short duration of the study,

and because inadequate attention has been given to the effect of

special classes for the gifted on the behavior of the rest of the

students. Few studies have been concerned with the adjustment of

pupils involved with social, personal, and emotional results—these

studies show that ability grouping has a detrimental effect on the

pupils involved. Ability grouping has an influence on self-perception

and attitude toward others. More research is needed in this area. A
few studies show that ability grouping causes a class system to exist

in the minds of the children themselves; this questions the purpose
of the American education system—are schools that segregate the

students identifying and accentuating an elect based on ability rather

than on demonstrated products or results?

Evidence is fairly conclusive that ability grouping does not pro-

duce improved achievement in children; evidence does show however
that it is detrimental to children of average and lower ability be-

cause of the deprivation of intellectual stimulation. No evidence shows
that the bright students suffer when left with those of lesser ability.

Thus heterogeneous grouping seems to be the answer to the American
dilemma of separating students for instruction.

*A. B. Hollingshead, Elmtown's Youth, p. 181.
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