Vol. 21 No.4, 2003

Education and Health 58

Dr Claire Norris is a Senior
Lecturer in the Division of
Psychology at De Montfort
University.

Dr Paulo Aleixo is a Senior
Lecturer in the Division of
Psychology at De Montfort
University.

Address for correspondence:

Dr. C. E. Norris

Division of Psychology

De Montfort University
Hawthorn Building
Leicester

LE1 7BH

Tel: {0116) 257 7756
email: cenorris@dmu.ac.uk

The practice of
Streaming was
crificised by the
Plowden Report
(1967) because
studies had shown
that pupils in the
lower streams
exhibited low
self-esteem, while
levels of attainment
were not greatly
improved.

Ability grouping appears to have detrimental effects on those pupils from efhnic minorities, boys and

summmer born pupils who are over-represented in lower ability groups.

Claire Norris and Paulo Aleixo

Ability

Grouping in Schools:

Attainment and self-esteem

A review of the research reveals limited
evidence to support ability grouping, which
appears to have detrimental effects on some
pupils, and possibly disadvantage those placed
in lower sets in primary school.

In schools today it is highly likely that
children are taught in groups differentiated
by ability.

In secondary schools this is most likely to
take the form of dividing the children up on the
basis of ability and teaching them separately for
subjects such as maths, English and science
{these are known as sets). In primary schools
this is likely to take the form of within class sets
whereby children are divided into small groups
within the class. In infant schools this tends to
be on the basis of ability in maths and English
and in junior schools on the basis of maths, Eng-
lish and science.

Streaming

Streaming is used in some schools, whereby
pupils are divided into classes differentiated by
ability and pupils remain in those segregated
classes for all subjects across the curriculum.

This practice marks a return to ability
groups, which was popular between 1930s to
the 1960s, when streaming was practised. This
practice was criticised by the Plowden Report
(1967) because studies had shown that pupils in
the lower streams exhibited low self-esteemn,
while levels of attainment were not greatly
improved. The report suggested a return to
mixed ability teaching.

Why then has a return to ability groupings
occurred? Is the use of sets and within class sets
more beneficial for attainment and self-esteem
in comparison to streaming? Who is in favour
of such a return to ability groupings?

Worried about falling standards in compar-
ison to other countries, the New Labour
government appears to be committed to the use
of ability grouping. The government White
Paper 'Excellence in Schools' (D{EE, 1997) states
that

“ unless a school can demonstrate that it is getting
better than expected results through a different
approach, we do make the presumption that setting
should be the norm in secondary schools and worth
considering in primary schools **{p.38).

The Green Paper 'Building on Success'
{DfEE, 2001} further supports the use of sefs.

Gewirtz, Ball and Bowe (1993) surveyed
teachers about the 1988 Education Reform Act
and reported that a number of teachers felt that
the National Curriculum was in fact incompati-
ble with mixed ability teaching. This is clearly
the case for the differentiated mathematics
GCSE (suggested by the Cockeroft Report,
1982) whereby there are three tiers of entry to
the GCSE with different syllabi. The maximum
grade that can be achieved within the bottom
tierisa grade 'D' which does not allow a pupil to
progress to 'A' level. In practice, schools enter
pupils from the bottom sets into this exam.

In addition, Ireson and Hallam (2001) high-
light the finding by the Chief Inspector for
Schools in his 1999 Annual Report that the use
of sets also helps for class management and
teaching reasons.

Parents, particularly middle class parents,
have also been found to be in favour of the use
of ability groups (Boaler, 1997; Crozier, 1997;
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«while there are
conflicting
research results,
on the whole,
much research
demonstrates that
ability grouping
does not raise
levels of
attainment for the

majority of pupils.

Reay and Ball, 1997). Hannan (1997) writing in
the TES comments:

“ Lets be honest with ourselves. We are not talking
education here, we are talking politics. After all,
80% of parents are in favour of setting because they
believe they will have the 20% of chitdren who will
be in set 1.”(p. 17)

Overall, the reasons given for the use of
such sets are the concerns to raise standards of
attainment, particularly for high attaining chil-
dren who are believed to be disadvantaged by
mixed ability teaching (see Ireson and Hallam,
2001 and Ollerton, 2001) and for teaching meth-
ods. Indeed Reay (1998) suggests that OFSTED
believe that the majority of teachers are not
skilled enough to engage in mixed ability
teaching:

“ The line pushed by OFSTED and its chief inspector
is that the requirements of mixed ability teaching are
'beyond' the competence of many teachers.”(p.546)
Concerns over attainment and raising stan-

dards appears to have superseded concerns
over effects of dividing pupils in terms of ability
on self-esteem.

Hallam and Toutounji (1996) state that hith-
erto the debate has been between those who
believe that dividing pupils on the basis of abil-
ity leads to improved academic attainment and
those who think that the lower attaining pupils
will suffer in terms of self-esteem,

Attainment

In a comprehensive review of the literature,
Ireson and Hallam (2001) argue that while there
are conflicting research results, on the whole,
much research demonstrates that ability group-
ing does not raise levels of atlainment for the
majority of pupils. Slavin (1987), for example,
in a meta- analysis of international studies
focusing on streaming and sets in primary
schools concluded that the effect of ability
grouping was essentially zero although he
reported that within-class ability grouping was
effective in mathematics attainment. Similar
findings were observed for secondary schools
in several meta-analyses of the literature (Kulik
and Kulik, 1992; Slavin, 1990; Veenman, 1995).

Others studies have shown different effects
for different subjects. For example, Harlen and
Malcom (1997) and Ireson and Hallam (1999)
observed no real effect of ability grouping on
attainment especially in English and science.

Still other studies have observed difference
effects of ability grouping on low and high
attaining pupils. Ireson, Mortimore and Hal-
lam (1999} found that in maths, high attaining
pupils showed greater gains in atfainment in
schools that set while lower attaining pupils did

better in mixed ability schools.

Within class sets

There is much less published research on
within-class sets (see Ireson and Hallam, 2001
for a review} but several studies have shown
that when implemented properly this method
of ability grouping can have positive effects on
attainment (Bossert, 1988; Lou et al, 1996; John-
son and Johnson, 1990; Slavin, 1990; Topping,
1992). However within class groupings func-
tion best when groups are comprised of mixed
abilities - most and least able working together
{Bennett and Cass, 1989; Swing and Peterson,
1982; Webb, 1991) and Slavin (1990) notes that
groups should be representative in terms of eth-
nicity and gender. Bennett et al (1984) suggest
that primary teachers using within class ability
groupings tend to under-estimate the capabili-
ties of the higher attaining pupils but
over-estimate the capabilities of the lower
attaining pupils.

Self-esteem

In terms of self-esteem the situation is less
straightforward. It is difficult to come to an
overall conclusion because different studies use
different types of self-esteem measurements,
different pupil age (etther primary or second-
ary), and investigate different types of ability
grouping (setting, streaming, within-class
grouping and so on). Despite these problems
there are some studies worth noting,.

In a meta-analysis of 13 studies on elemen-
tary schools (primary) and junior high schools
{middle and lower secondary) Kulik and Kulik
{1992) concluded that the ability grouping
raised the self-esteem of the lower attaining
pupils while lowering the self-esteem of high
attaining pupils. When looking at academic
self-concepts (esteem related specifically to aca-
demia rather than general self-concepts) Bryne
(1988) found that the low attaining pupils had
lower English and maths self-concepts. Ireson,
Hallam and Plewis (2001) observed that for
maths but not English and science self-esteem
was lower in high attaining pupils and higher in
low attaining pupils. Overall they observed
self-esteem was best at moderate levels of set-
ting rather than in schools where there was
mixed ability teaching or high levels of setting.

Because of the problem of some studies
looking at general self-esteem while others look
at academic self~oncepts it may be helpful to
highlight studies that investigated pupil atti-
tudes to ability grouping. Boaler, Wiliam and
Brown (2000) assessed pupil attitudes in both
quantitative and qualitative longitudinal stud-
ies. Their results showed that the majority of
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...feachers believe
that setting
benefits the more
able children while
damaging those in
lower sets in terms
of stigmatisation
and self-esteem.

pupils were unhappy with their set placement
and they concluded:

“ Students in high sets came 1o be regarded as
‘mini-mathematicians' who work through high-level
work at a sustained pace, whereas students in low
sets came to be regaided as failures who could
cope only with low-level work - or worse- copying off
the board. This suggests that studenis are con-
structed as successes or failures by the set in which
they are placed as well as the extent fo which they
conform to the expectations the teachers have of
their set.” (p.643)

Group Composition

It is a general finding that summer born
children are frequently placed in the lower abil-
ity groups (e.g. Giles, 1993; Jackson, 1964; Jinks,
1964; Thompson, 1971). Likewise this is the case
for 'Working class' pupils, ethnic minority
pupils and gender (Abraham, 1989; Ball, 1981;
Gillborn and Gipps, 1996; Hargreaves, 1967;
Lacey, 1970; Tomlinson, 1987). Hannon (1997)
noted that boys are outnumbered in the lower
sets and states that for boys:

“ setting does little more for the unattaining boy than
consclidate his view that maleness equates with
academic under-performance and dissociates him
from the high order leaming and life skills of the
most able, namely the girls.”{p. 17)

Furthermore, these groups appear in the
lower sets even after ability has been controlled
for {Boaler, 1997).

In addition, studies have shown that teach-
ers prefer to teach the higher sets (Ball, 1981;
Finley, 1984; Lacey, 1970) and feel that the lower
sets have a preponderance of pupils with nega-
tive attitudes to school and behavioural
problems (Finley, 1984; Taylor, 1993). This is
hardly surprising when some research has
shown that placement in the bottom sets is
influenced not by assessment of ability but
rather by behavioural issues (Gillborn, 1997).
Teachers in the UK are given little or no training
on how to divide pupils into sets (Ollerton,
2001) and it is difficult to see the form this train-
ing would take in any case.

Research has also shown that teachers alter
their teaching methods in lower sets, using
more repetition and having fewer resources
{e.g. Ireson, Mortimore and Hallam, 1999).
Ireson and Hallam {2001) summarise the
research on teachers' attitudes to setting and
suggest that teachers believe that setting bene-
fits the more able children while damaging
those in lower sets in terms of stigmatisation
and self-esteem. In addition, there is some evi-
dence that teachers tend to treat everyone in a
group homogenously (Ollerton, 2001; Bowler,

Wiliam and Brown, 2000).

Social issues

Beyond the usual concerns about attain-
ment and self-esteem some research suggests
that there may be concerns about social issues.
Benn and Chitty (1996) observed that in com-
prehensive education attainment was not better
whether pupils had learned within mixed abil-
ity or set ability groups. However, in mixed
ability settings they found that pupils had a
more favourable general ethos. This in turn
may result in improved pupil attitudes towards
school {a suggestion not refuted by Boaler,
Wiliam and Brown, 2000). Given that motiva-
tion and positive attitudes are important to
learning, such issues cannot be ignored.

A number of studies have also shown that
pupils select friendship groupings from those
who are similar in terms of class, ability and eth-
nic grouping (Barker Lunn, 1970; Gameron and
Berends, 1987; Newbold, 1977) but this is less
marked in mixed ability settings (Newbold,
1977, seeIreson and Hallam, 2001 for a review).

Furthermore, it is well established that
social settings are important in the develop-
ment of intellectual ability (Bruner, 1983, 1985;
Vygotsky, 1962), especially through the input of
'more knowledgeable others' in the form of
teachers or peers. Setting may limit the capacity
for this to occur since ability grouping limits the
academic level of those peers children will
interact with mostly and hence those who can
'pass’ on their greater 'knowledge'.

Academic Self-Knowledge

One of the implications of these findings
that is arguably the most worrying concerns the
development of children's self-perception in
academic and intellectual terms. Thereisa gen-
eral belief that setting or within-class groupings
are better than streaming. However, these run
therisk of having pupils construct anidea about
their level of academic and intellectual ability
from one or two subjects {(usually maths and
English) from the age of about 5 (Year 1).
Children who excel in art, for example, will
never find themselves in a high and thus affirm-
ingsetforart. A child's whole view of who they
are academically may be affected by placement
in ability groups.

Conclusions and Implications

Clearly, research evidence is mixed on the
impact of ability grouping, be this setting,
streaming or within-class groupings and does
not seem to justify the current Government
emphasis upon it. In fact, several researchers
have concluded that there is no evidence for
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ability grouping resulting in
higher pupil attainment (e.g. Aylett,
2000; Harlen & Malcolm, 1997; Lyle,
1999).

Perhaps more importantly, given
certain research findings, there are
clearly implications regarding the use
of ability grouping in primary schools.
There is the real possibility that pupils
in lower ability groups at key stage 1
will remain in lower ability groups
throughout their school career. A child
at the age of 5 may be selected for a
lower set within a class that utilises
within class ability grouping. When
they enter the next year, they will only
be able to demonstrate the knowledge
from the curriculum that they have
been offered and therefore be allocated
to a similar ability group. If this carries
on the child will then achieve the Key
stage 1 and 2 resulis commensurate
with the group they have been placed
in. It is also therefore likely that this
trend will be continued in secondary
schools. This reasoning is backed up
by Dixon's (1999) claim that

“ a child's chance of remaining in its initial
grouping for the rest of its school career

are 88-89%. ” {p.1)

In effect, the argument is that KS1
results will in turn affect children's
placement in secondary school and
therefore potentially affect the quality
of teaching and resources they receive.
The obvious culmination is that these
pupils will only be offered the low
track GCSE in maths and further pre-
venting their attainment and future
choices (for example, not being offered
‘A" levels). The system is, in essence,
not allowing for individual differences
in children's development of maths
and English abilities since it assumes
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