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C H A P T E R I 

THE N E E D F O R A B I L I T Y G R O U P I N G 

One of the logical and functional outgrowth* of the pre seat-day em-

phasis upon individual differences of pupils engaged in the learning 

process i s the practice of ability grouping* which, in brief, i s 

. . . a system of grouping in which pupils are separated 
into sections according to their general ability or their com-
petence in a given field of study; usually determined in aca-
demic subjects, on the basis of school marks or the results 
of standardized tests of intelligence and achievement, or a 
combination of the two, other measures and indexes of 
ability being used in noaacademic fields. 

In short, ability grouping can be defined as "the act or procedure of 

dividing the pupils of a c lass into two or more groups on the basis of 

2 
interest or ability, for the purpose of adapting instruction. " 

H i s t o r i c a l B a c k g r o u n d s 

Although ability grouping i s a so-called modern development in 

education, i ts origin dates back to 1870, when a plan was set up in 

St. Louis to avoid needless repetition of the educational fundamentals on 

the part of bright pupils. The plan, in brief, called for grading the en-

tire school system on the basis of quarter-year intervals to facilitate 

* Carter V. Good, editor, Dictionary of Education, p. 192. 

ZIbid. 



special promotions for those children who were ready for more ad* 

3 

vanced work. 

In 1837, Elizabeth, New Jersey, began to divide each grade into 

three or four sections on tike basis of similar attainments. Each sec-

tion within a grade did as much work as it could, and individual pupils 

within a section were freely promoted into the next higher section when-

ever they demonstrated their readiness for a higher level of work. * 

In 1891, the school system of Cambridge, Massachusetts, devel-

oped i ts famous so-called "double-track" plan, which operated in the 

elementary grades. Average and below-average pupils worked along 

one "track" calling for careful instruction and individual guidance to 

enable them to master the fundamentals, whereas more capable pupils 

were in other c lasses providing for varied and enriched learning ex-

periences and permitting them to advance through the elementary 
5 

grades as rapidly as their work justified promotion. 

The school system of Denver, Colorado* developed in 1895 what 

was probably the f irst serious attempt to provide enrichment courses 

for bright pupils. When such individuals had mastered the required 

subject matter, they were permitted to work at elective studies during 

3 
Hebcr Hinds Ryan and Philipine Crecelius, Ability grouping in 

the Junior High School, p. 24. 

4IWd. 5Ibid., p. 25. 



their spare time in school; and pupils won promotion by subject-matter 

6 

areas rather than by grade. 

In 1902, a plan of individual instruction was introduced in Pueblo. 

Colorado, allowing each pupil to proceed at Ms own rate, wMch meant 
/ 

that a c lass was broken up into a number ol units. The efforts of the 

teacher were directed toward bringing forward the slow or dull pupils. 

The plan failed because of prohibitive cost and because too much em-

phasis was placed upon boosting the backward* sometimes to the neglect 
f 

of others in the group. 

Newton, Massachusetts, in 1914, developed a plan for placing tin-

assigned teachers in special rooms to which pupils in need of assistance 

could go for help. Thus the plan provided for individual counseling and 

personal instruction for those who needed these specialised procedures. 

In Wtnnetka, Illinois, a plan has been in use for a number of 

years which provides for a system of achievement units allowing the 

pupil to cover the ground rapidly without danger of superficial learn-

ing experiences. He measures Ms own progress by means of stand-
9 

ardized achievement tests. 

Dalton, Massachusetts, developed in 1919 a plan wMch has become 

one of the best known and most widely copied systems of individualised 

instruction ever devised. The five main features of the plan are monthly 
6Ibid., p. 26. 7lbid., p. 27. 
®JMd. 9Ibid. , p. 28. 
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ass ignments , f r e edom of study, f r e e d o m of p r o g r e s s , individual in* 

s t ruct ion, and group creat iveaess . The work f o r Ike e n t i r e y e a r i s 

planned in advance, but the pupil m a y take an examination a t the end 

of each month, o r often* r If he has completed a spec i f ic unit. The 

t e a c h e r ' s funct ions a r e a l s o f ive in number : to p r e s e r v e an a tmosphe re 

conducive to study and c rea t ive act ivi ty; to explain the de ta i l s of the a s -

s ignments ; to give informat ion about equipment and i t s use when n e c e s -

J, v 
s a ry ; to give suggest ions about methods of work; and to explain the 

p rob lem in ful l whenever th is may become n e c e s s a r y f o r the c l a r i f i -

cat ion of i t s fundamental pu rposes and ant icipated outcomes . Eve ry 

pupil works a t h i s own r a t e of speed, and i t has become an es tabl ished fact 

that the pupil i s to be promoted in accordance with h i s a t ta inment , with-

out r e g a r d to t ime e lements . Mo f a i l u r e s , no d isc ip l inary p rob lems , and 

no squanderixig of t ime can be charged aga ins t the Dalton plan. 

Many o t t e r p lans fo r abi l i ty grouping have, of cour se , appeared 

f r o m t ime to t ime , but the ones mentioned above a r e typical of the 

many that have grown up in a l l sec t ions of the country. 

B a s i s f o r D e m a n d f o r A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g 

At this point i t becomes n e c e s s a r y to examine the ra t ionale of 

such p lans f o r the grouping of ch i ldren in educational s i tuat ions: 

1 0 Ib id . f p. 29. 
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The grouping of chi ldren p re supposes that the educa-
tional objectives of the school wil l be be t t e r realised by th is 
means. Thus, the b a s i s upon which grouping i s accompl ished 

a t grouping re f lec ted the theory of f o r m a l discipl ine, with 
d r i l l and recitation a s methods and sub jec t -ma t t e r m a s t e r y 
a s the object ive. With the advent of newer theor i e s and r ecog-
nition of individual differences in rate of learning there c ame 
new a t t empts a t grouping such a s graded schools with rap id 
or delayed promotion, promotion by subjec ts , pa ra l l e l s e c -
t ions and c o u r s e s of study. In t ime th is grouping came to be 
based upon a cademic achievement o r intelligence a s deter-
mined by scient i f ic t e s t s . [..Grouping has thus come to have 
as its objective the placement of each individual within a 
group in which he will work better* where he will have a 
sense of belonging and status, and where Ms menta l heal th 
will be safeguarded and improved J * 

Today, the American public school has to take care of all of the 

chi ldren except those re la t ive ly few unfor tunates who a r e so severe ly 

handicapped in mental development that the school has nothing to offer 

them. The f ac t that all children now come to school neces s i t a t e s abi l -

i ty grouping. The cos t of individualized ins t ruc t ion i s prohibi t ive in 

the sense that each child i s taught specially and separa te ly . Grouping, 

oft the other hand, i s economical in that i t saves the t ime of t e ache r s 

and a t the s a m e t ime p romote s both the academic learning and the so -

c ia l development of the children. ^ la e a r l i e r days, a s a ru le , only 

the m o r e gif ted chi ldren at tended school long enough to enter the sec-

ondary grades; and for th is reason the problem of grouping was solved 

Othanel Smith and A. J. Dolio, "Recent Developments in 
Grouping, " Educational Leadership, IV (April, 1947), 403. 

12S. M. Corey, "Grouping Children, " Educational Leadership, 
IV (March, 1947), 365. 



mere or l e s s automatically because of economic and social pressures 

that removed many of the children from school after their f irs t few 

years of attendance. Today, however, increasingly large numbers of 

children of all stages of mental development are attending secondary 

schools* and efforts must therefore he made to place them in homo-

geneous groups in which their educational development will he most 

advantageously promoted. This implies, of course, careful and scien-

tific study of each pupil before he i s placed in any group. 

Z» the United States more liberal provisions are made for the 

education of all youth than in any other country; and here in America 

the emphasis i s coming to be more and more upon the conception of 

all—bright and dull, rich and poor. Schooling i s now provided for a 

larger percentage of the total population than ever before in American 

history, to the extent that it i s now estimated that fully one fourth of 

the total population is "enrolled in educational institutions. "The gen-

eral acceptance of the high school a s democracy's agency for bringing 

secondary school education to all the children of all the people, regard-

l e s s of racial, political, or economic differences among parents , has 

1 3 

been most encouraging. " 

With this increased emphasis upon education for al l children, the 

population of the c lassroom consequently has become more varied and 

B. Edmonson, Joseph Roemer, and Francis L.. Bacon, The 
Administration of the Modern Secondary School, third edition, p. 45.""*" 



distinctly heterogeneous. The child of average intelligence, and even 

the one approaching imbecility, i s associated in common learning sit-

uations with the children possessing high intelligence quotients. At the 

same time, the classroom in the public school will contain children 

from homes of poverty, homes of middle-class economic status, and 

homes of wealth. I» the light of the democratic philosophy which now 

permeates American education to a greater degree than ever before, 

differences in social and economic status are of no significance in the 

public schools, which strive to inculcate, in all, such principles of 

democracy as will enable them to live effectively in a modern demo-

cratic society. 

r~ 

' As a consequence of this democratic spirit, it is now widely 

recognised in educational circles that teaching and learning procedures 

should be adjusted to the ability of the individual learner to profit satis-

factorily from such situations. It readily follows, then, that the child 

of average or low mentality cannot receive as much benefit from a 

fixed program of instruction as may be derived by the child with su-
/ 

perior intelligence./ The fundamental philosophy of ability grouping, 

therefore, implies that children shall be divided into grOttp« accor<&ig 

to their competence* and that methods of instruction shall be varied to 

meet the needs and abilities of the various groups, in order that all 

pupils may receive the greatest possible benefit from their educa- •; 

tional experiences. 1\ 



One of the most conspicuous evidences of the genius of America 

i s found in this country's capacity for many kinds of m a s s production. 

Even the public schools have come to operate according to a m a s s -

production technique. They deal with millions of pupils and represent 

an investment of billion* of dollars. Mass industrial production has 

undoubtedly promoted the welfare of the American people; yet, ad-

vances in all areas of l i fe depend to a very substantial degree upon the 

insight ami vision of a relatively few exceptionally capable persons. In 

our concern that opportunities available to the millions shall be im-

proved, we must not fail to make provisions for those who can bring 

about still greater improvement in our society. 

There is abundant evidence that the American public school sys-

tem i s tragically neglecting, to an alarming degree, the greatest re-

source of the nation—gifted cMldren and youth. ^ If the educational 

program i s geared to the needs of the average child—as i s largely 

true—the child with superior ability experiences boredom, frustra-

tion, and a curbing of his natural abilities to forge ahead of the ma-

jority of the group. Thus his superior ability, in the course of years 

of Bon- stimulation, may eventually be lost until he, too* p o s s e s s e s 

only average or mediocre capabilities. By the same token, the child 
/ 

of average or low mentality i s unable to profit from learning situations 

**Paul Witty, editor. The Gifted Child, Foreword, p. v. 



developed for the benefit of the superior child. Thus, if- both groups 

are subjected to the same program of instruction, it follows that one 

or the other will not be adequately challenged, and the process of 

education will become boredom, frustration* ami failure. When, how-

ever, each group i s given instruction suited to Ms meeds, abilities, and 

interests , each can make satisfactory progress in an educational pro-

gram that will prove practical and developmental for each individual 

child. 

professional writing dealing with this phase of secondary-school 

organization, although voluminous, has been confined almost entirely 

to homogeneous or ability grouping. While these two terms are often 

employed interchangeably and synonymously, writers in the f ie ld are 

now tending t© restrict their meaning. ^Technically*^homogeneous 

grouping i s usually thought of a s the classif ication of pupils according 

to interests , needs, and purposes. Ability grouping, on the other 

hand* i s usually given a much narrower meaning and refers to the 

formation of groups on the basis of ability to do the work and for the 

improvement of c lassroom instruction. The practice of utilizing abil-

ity grouping on the basis of whole c lass sections a s well as within c lass 

sections has received widespread acceptance. * ® 

i 5 
Walter S. Monroe, editor. Encyclopedia of Educational Re-

search, p. 1168. 
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Even as long ago as 1932, the results of the National Survey of 

Secondary Education indicated that about a third of the high schools of 

the country- utilized some form of homogeneous grouping. As was to 

be e3q>ected« this plan of grouping was to be found more frequently in 

reorganised than in traditionally organized high schools, and was more 

prevalent in large than in small high schools, in academic than in com-

mercial and vocational subjects, and in commercial subjects than in 

other aon-academic subjects. 

A considerable number and variety of bases have been employed 

for grouping. The National Survey of Secondary Education revealed 

that sixteen different bases in a wide variety of combinations were the 

fundamental principles underlying the practice of grouping. The 

seven most frequently reported of these bases for grouping, listed 

according to their frequency, were as follows: intelligence quotient 

determined by means of group mental tests; scholarship marks in 

all subjects combined; industry; average of several teachers' ratings 

of pupil's academic ability or intelligence; scholarship marks in a 

particular subject or in related subjects; and teachers' estimates of 

pupil's general ability. Approximately eighty-five per cent of the high 

schools of the nation employ more than one criterion as a basis for 

16-
ability grouping. 

* °R. O. Billett, Provisions for Individual Difference*, Marking, 
and Promotion, U. S. Office of Education, Buiietin,'" 1932, No. 17, Na-
tional Survey of Secondary Education, Monograph Mo. 13, pp. 16-19. 
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A d v a n t a g e s a n d D i s a d v a n t a g e s o f 
A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g 

Ability grouping, in i t s s implest aspect, i s merely a refinement 

of classification. It i s a process of classifying the pupils of the school 

or of the grade into groups which, within reasonable limitations, are 

homogeneous in their ability to perform the kinds of tasks which con-

front the pupils in the various learning situations within the classroom. 

The "ability" which i s the proper basis for grouping cannot be thought 

of a s identical with the rating obtained from the administration of any 

test. It is rather the sum total of the child* s equipment for dealing 

with the problems which constitute the established task of the school. 

U ability is looked upon as including all of the factors which reside 

within the child—i ncluding the elusive elements of temperament, 

health, and character—the c losest index to his real ability i s his very 

17 

performance. 

In 1930, Lamson conducted a study to determine the advisability 

of permitting children with high-ranking intelligence quotients to 

enter high school several years younger than their c lassmates with 

average or low intelligence quotients. Although a number of bases of 

comparison were utilised, the experiment revealed that, regardless 

of the angle from which the gifted group was compared with the control 

group, the record of achievement for the gifted children was superior 

^ R y a n and Crecelius, oj». c i t . , pp. 1 -2 . 
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to the achievement of the individuals with ave rage or low intelligence 

i n 

r a t ings . Hendricks a l s o has wr i t t en emphatically in support of the 

need f o r making specia l provisions f o r the supe r io r high- school pupil, 

and h a s suggested procedures f o r meeting that need, with p a r t i cu l a r 

r e f e r e n c e to the sma l l high school in which ability grouping usual ly can-

not he brought about through the organization of s epa ra t e sections, but 

ins tead must be confined to smal l groups se lec ted f r o m within a given 

sect ion. 

It i s genera l ly admit ted that 
The leveling tendency of democracy h a s c r ea t ed a 

problem in Amer ican public education. Of this paradox 
Dewey has said, "Democracy h a s been unjus t to tike 
gif ted student. " Our pol i t ical philosophy has announced 
equali ty of c rea t ion; our educational philosophy has t r a n s -
lated th is concept into equality of opportunity. 

One student of the techniques of grouping wro te a book in 1929 the 

purpose of which was stated by the author: 

. . . Under normal prevailing conditions, do f i r s t -year 
high-school pupils of the same age, sex, intelligence score, 
and taught by the s a m e t eache r , in English and a lgebra , gain 
m o r e a s m e a s u r e d by s t andard ised achievement tests and s e -
m e s t e r m a r k s in homogeneous groups than they do in he t e ro -
geneous groups?^* 

18 
£ d n a E m m a Lamton, A Study of Young Gifted Children in 

Senior High School, pp. 73-757" ~~ ' 

*9C . Hendricks, "Square Deals for Superior Students, " High 
School Teacher, VH (April, 1931), 140. 

^®Fay Adams and Walker Brown, Teaching the Bright Pupil, p. 86. 

^*T. Luther Furdom, The Value of Homogeneous Grouping, p . 36. 
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The answer to this question emerged in definite form as a result of 

the careful investigation conducted. Since the answer was strongly af-

firmative, the author then pointed out the following advantages which 

he had noted for homogeneous grouping in the course of Me experi-

ment: 

1. Such grouping makes possible more rapid progress of the 

bright pupils. 

2. Xt offers an opportunity to adapt teaching methods to the dif-

ferent levels of intelligence. 

3. It creates more rivalry and causes the pupils to put forth bet-

ter efforts . 

4. It makes the teacher's work more interesting, much eas ier , 

and more fruitful. 

5. It eliminates many problems of discipline. 

6. It reduces the number of fai lures. 

7. It discourages the dull pupils l e s s than if they were members 

of a heterogeneous group. 

8. It makes possible an enriched curriculum. 

The editor of the Elementary School Journal has listed the follow-

ing seven advantages to be expected from homogeneous grouping of pu-

pi ls , all of which are somewhat closely related to the advantages cited 

above, although there are enough differences in the two lists to warrant 

the inclusion of both: 
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1. Slow learners in separate groups are not disccraraged by the 

superiority of other* but compete on more equal terms an*I develop 

their own leaders . Grouped together, pupils f ee l freer to admit their 

s lowness and to ask the questions acces sary to their better understand-

ing of materials and processes . They are not made to fee l awkward or 

timid through being conscious of the attainments of brighter and faster 

pupils. 

2. Homogeneous grouping provides the teacher with a better op-

portunity to know Ms pupils. In mixed c l a s s e s the brighter pupils are 

apt to usurp too much of the attention of the teacher. 

3. Grouping places pupils in competition with others of fairly 

equal ability. It se ts a pace that i s a real challenge and points toward 

a standard that i s attainable. 

4. Children possess ing more than average ability tend to form 

habits of idleness, inattention, and mental laziness when they are 

compelled to "mark time" in c l a s s e s made up of average and below-

average pupils. But when superior pupils are grouped together, ac-

tivities and discussions are on a higher plane, which challenges their 

best efforts and removes the danger of frustration and indifference. 

5. In groups of children possess ing similar capabilities, compe-

tition i s keener, and pupils are more likely to work up to the l imit of 

their potentialities. 
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6. Leaders are developed in all groups. Every homogeneous 

group lacks enough in homogeneity to furnish leaders for the slower 

portion of the group* without the danger of the leaders getting so far 

ahead that they cease to function as such. Even In the slow groups the 

skillful teacher i s able to develop leaders—pupils who can analyze the 

situation, devise the proper line of action, and lead or direct their 

fellow-pupils in the solution of problems within their grasp. 

?. Homogeneous grouping prevents the development of a superi-

ority complex on the part of the brighter pupils. It i s possible that a 

better attitude toward Ms own ability may result if a pupil i s matched 

>2 

with his peers in learning situations. 

The use of ability grouping or homogeneous grouping has become 

a popular method for adjusting the individual differences within a given 

grade level. This procedure recognizes the fact that all children who 

are promoted into a particular grade are not of equal ability, and it 

therefore divides them into several groups on the basis* usually, of a 

combined criterion of intelligence quotient and general school achieve-

ment. 

^ When the value of group classification i s recognized and accepted, 

the task then becomes one of selecting the measure of native ability or 

acquired skill which will afford the most accurate results in the 
i - - i - - - r 

yy * 

"Arguments for and Against Homogeneous Grouping, " edi-
torial comment, Elementary School Journal» XXXI (May, 1931), 644. 
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classification of pupils. It is necessary to utilise some method which 

will group the pupils into homogeneous sections so that one type of in-

struction may be used for all of the pupils in any one section. Here* 

of course, lies a major problem. When the same group of pupils are 

subjected to various methods of classification for the purpose of com-

paring the results of such grouping, practical difficulties are often en-

countered- The best that can be done is to form groups that are as 

nearly homogeneous as possible, according to a standard selected for 

its apparent soundness as a guide for the formation of such groups. 

Something of the value of paying particular attention to gifted 

children in the school is implied in the following statement; 

It is generally the group of individuals of great ability 
who, in the long run and as a group, will be the least self-
ish, the least likely to monopolize the good things In this 
world, and by their inventions and discoveries, by their 
creative work in the arts, by their contributions to govern-
ment and social reform, by their activities in all fields, 
will in the future help humanity in its straggle upward to-
ward a better civilisation. ̂  

This being the case, the practice of homogeneous grouping, if preva-

lent in the schools, will serve to prepare these individuals for assum-

ing positions of more effective leadership. If they are given opportuni-

ties to exercise their superior abilities and creative interests while in 

school, such productive efforts on their part can be expected to continue 

^Stanley S. Marxolf, "Classification of High School Students, " 
School and Society, XXXIX (December 27, 1930), 381. 

2*Rudolph Pintner, "Superior Ability, " Teachers College Record, 
XltU (February, 1941), 419. 
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as they leave school and take their places in the adult community. At 

the same time that this select group is developing its abilities to the 

utmost, those individuals of l o s e r ability will also be preparing them-

selves for more effective citizenship and lor the making of their own 

worth-while contributions for the welfare of society. 

In fact* there is perhaps not adequate justification for providing 

superior educational advantages for particular groups of pupils unless 

this education will be utilised for the welfare of the whole population. 

For this reason, civic responsibility should be emphasised and special 

educational facilities should be provided* with the understanding that 

bright children will render greater service for the common good if they 

are thus given, early in life, a feeling of responsibility to utilise their 

2S 

capacities for the welfare of all people. In the final analysis, only 

in this manner can the aims of democratic education be realized, for 

modern education has for its pre-eminent goal the development of ef-

fective citizens for a democratic society. 

Much of the discussion of educational grouping centers today 

upon two principles: (1) the importance of recognising and meeting in-

dividual needs and (2) the desirability of advancing mutual understand-

ing and co-operative effort among persons and groups. The problem 

of grouping is the problem of a particular school or department, of a 

^®Harold Punke, "Provision for Superior Pupils, " nation's 
Schools, XXVI (August, 1940), 22. 
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particular group of teachers and administrators, for a plan that is 

highly effective in one situation may be a failure in another. It is log-

ical to look upon a change in educational practice as worth-while if that 

change has a reasonable chance of stirring more interest and of bring-

ing about more meaningful and pertinent experiences in the lives of pu-

pils than can be provided by the practice that it is to displace. Con-

versely, it is sane to regard a change as not worth the making if, for 

any reason,it does not promise appreciable enrichment of pupils* ex-

periences. A change to grouping, therefore, should not be undertaken 

merely because it appears to be a current "fad, " but it must be justi-

fied by the prospect of better educational opportunities and attain-

ments. 2 6 

Y At the same time it should be recognized that the advantages to 

be hoped for from the homogeneous grouping of children in learning 

situations lie not so much in the expectation of greater achievement 

in the tool subjects as in an enrichment of scholastic experience with 

21 

additional intellectual opportunities and challenges for all groups. 

In other words, grouping makes possible such practical learning sit-

uations as will contribute much to educational progress, regardless 

Joseph Kediger, editorial comment in American School Board 
Journal, C XXIII (November, 1951), 29. 

^Howard Cray and JLeta S. Hollingworth, "The Achievement of 
Gifted Children Enrolled and Not Enrolled in Special Opportunity 
Classes, " Journal of Educational Research, XXIV (November, 1931), 
255. 
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of the ability level at which the individual pupil may be placed as a re-

s-alt of careful classification. 

1 

In a study conducted by Wilson, a questionnaire was sent to 

state and city school superintendents and to colleges and universities, 

responses to which substantiated the following conclusions concerning 

gifted children: (1) there is a strongly felt need for curricular ma-

terials, specially trained teachers, and more information about the 

nature of gifted children; (2) findings already established concerning 

gifted children have not been adequately utilised by school people; and 

(3) the needs that are evident apparently are not recognised by teacher-
28 

training institutions. Doubtless all of these conclusions are valid, 

and doubtless further study and progressive action are sorely needed, 

that education may receive the greatest possible benefit from improved 

theories and practices in teaching and learning. 

Research has strongly indicated that it is a fatal mistake in deal-

ing with superior pupils not to press them at every stage to the limit 

of their capabilities. If this is not done, boredom and indifference may 

result, and the excess energy and mental ability not consumed in chal-

lenging educational experiences may break out into disciplinary problems. 

On the other hand, when the superior child is constantly faced with 

28-prank T. Wilson, "'A Survey of Educational Provisions for Young 
Gifted Children in this United States and Problems Related Thereto, n 

Pedagogical Seminary and Journal of Genetic Psychology, LXXV (Sep-
tember, 1949), 3." " 
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problems and challenges to bring out Ms best thought and effort, he 

will continue working steadily and progress ively toward the solution 

of the situations that confront him. "When this condition i s achieved, 

2Q 

the aspiring pupil will soon set the pace for the perspiring teacher.11 

A committee composed of teachers of English in New York City 

has defined three kinds of "honor" c lasses : (1) those consisting of 

students generally gifted in English; (2) those organised in some spe-

cial f ie ld in English and consisting of pupils particularly gifted in that 

field; and (3) those c las ses organized in English in an honor school and 

consisting of pupils who are generally gifted or superior. The com-

mittee has justified the practive of select ive grouping on the grounds 

that it fos ters individual growth and development and promotes co-
30 

operative effort and wholesome group feeling. Special plans have 

been put into operation in the schools of Mew York City to provide e s -

pecially for the needs of gifted children with relation to the organiza-

tion of special groups with common interests , needs, and abilities; 

the enrichment of the curriculum to challenge the interest and effort 

of these superior children; the development of new techniques of 

teaching and learning which seem especial ly appropriate for these pu-

pils; and the organisation of special administrative and instructional 
2^C. W. Raubicheck, "The Reading of Superior High-school 

Pupi ls ," English Journal, XXIX (September, 1940), 542. 

^"Engl i sh for the Gifted: Report of the Committee on Honors 
English. " High Points , XXIV (January, 1942), 42. 
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units for promoting the educational progress of the gifted children whose 

abilities are seldom challenged when they are members of heterogene-

31 

©us groups. 

Although most educators approve the practice of ability grouping 

for one or more of the reasons mentioned atarprf^there are some who - -

are opposed on the grounds that no two persons possess exactly the 

same capabilities, and that, therefore, it i s impossible to form any 

group which i s truly and fully homogeneous In terms of any standard 

that may be selected. Admittedly, this detection of diversity within • 

the midst of attempted homogeneity i s valid; but does this discovery i 
I 

present a conclusive argument against the principle of ability group- j 

ing ? Although the range of abilities within either the upper or lower ; 
J 

group i s greater than that for the middle group, in no case i s the \ 
\ 

range of abilities as great as it would be if no attempt at all had been 

made to group the pupils in the basis of ability. 

Again* the objection has been made that the results of tests are 

not satisfactory bases for the selection of ability groups because tests 

are not infallible, and their results are not always wholly valid. Even 

if it i s granted that intelligence or achievement tests may not be wholly 

adequate criteria, that fact within itself does not condemn ability 

Louise Cohen, "The Program for Gifted Pupils in New 
York City, " English Journal, XXVI (September, 1937), 548. 
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The idul cituttiOB i s that is vUch tht MCnt&l or schicvt-

raent test Is only on* of a number of criteria which ar« employed for 

the purpose of indicating the classification of pupils. Obtaining of in-

formation from as many sources as possible and using all the data ae 

criteria for ability grouping are the most valid and practical pro-

cedures. 

Some Critics object to ability grouping on the grounds that it i s 

"unnatural to the point of being vicious. It sets up a situation not to 

32 

be found in the world outside of school. « This contention, however, 

can hardly be accepted as true* For instance, during the Second World 

War the Army and the Mavy applied the principle of ability grouping to 

all new recruits entering the military forces, and the mental test was 

almost the sole basis for such grouping. It i s difficult to conceive of 

a sound principle upon which present-day schemes of educational 

guidance, vocational guidance, and vocational education could be 

based if not on the principle of ability grouping. As a matter of fact, 

in what phase of human life i s the principle of selection not being ap-

plied to some degree ? Since all of the currents of life tend toward 

ability grouping, modern attempts in the school have introduced no new 

principle but have only emphasised the principle of selectivity which 

%z 
T. M. Carter, editorial comment on the article, "Is Ability 

Grouping fallacious?" by Laurence B. Brink in the March 26, 1932, 
issue of School and Society, School and Society, XXXY (June 11, 1932), 
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society automatically carries into effect of i ts own accord» with little 

prodding or planning to bring about this objective. 

To sum up, among the advantages claimed for ability grouping 

may be mentioned the following; economy in the cost of educations 

the growth of group consciousness, together with the fostering of co-

operative effort; stimulation toward creative effort that individuals 

receive from working in a group; willingness to sacrifice selfish pur-

poses for the welfare and progress of the group; respect for the rights 

and personalities of others; realisation of the interdependence of human 

beings; better organization of the educational program; more systematic 

evaluation of individual achievement; and the opportunity for more in-

33 
teresting, vital teaching. 

A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g a n d D e m o c r a c y 

Perhaps the most widely accepted principle in American educa-

tion Is that of preparation for life in a democratic society. To this 

end, the modern school attempts to inculcate principles of democracy 

within its own instructional program and classroom activities as well 

as in the areas of social and recreational l ife. Mow well does the prac-

tice of ability grouping conform to the democratic goals of the modern 

school? 

33 
Ryan and Crecelius, op. c i t . , pp. 21-23. 
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The argument that ability grouping i s undemocratic i s 
regarded as invalid by most educators if i t means that all 
children must be considered a s being equal in ability and 
that they mast be taught alike. Democratic ethics, far 
from demanding that we disregard individual differences, 
demand that we «o take care of individual difftreaci i i that 
each person caa grow to his m a x i m a l possible wel l -
being. ^ 

This aim i s the goal o l ability grouping a s i t i s employed in education 

today. 

The modern concept of democracy i s not that all people must 

strive to be alike, but that everyone must have an opportunity to make 

his own unique contribution to the welfare of society in the most e f -

ficient manner possible in terms of his capabiUties. ^ T t r u l y demo- ; 

cratic system of education can exist only when every group of children 

has an opportunity to develop to the fullest extent of capacityr' This 

philosophy has become accepted by all who are interested in the handi-

capped child, the child who lacks the gifts of the average. Since de-

mocracy prides itself in the belief that i t primarily functions to pro-

vide the greatest good for the greatest number of persons, let us con-

sider who would benefit if education were to make adequate special 

provisions for those at the other end of the ladder—the mentally 

gifted. 

In business, more money i s invested where the returns will be 

greater, where there i s l e s s chance of l o s s or risk. Is it not, therefore, 

^*Harry N. Rivlin, editor, Bncylopedla of Modern Education, 
pp. 147-148. 
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incongruous that so very l i t t le has bcftn inves ted in the gifted ch i ldren 

of the nation, who hold such high potent ia l i t ies f o r posi t ive r e t u r n s to 

society ? In & democratic society* the super io r child should be r e c o g -

n ised a s an a s s e t who can no longer he neglected. . If t he re w e r e an 

equal opportunity f o r a l l o r if a t l e a s t the s ame opportunity we re of-

f e r e d a t the top of the ladder a s a t the bottom, what s t r i d e s ahead, what 

r i c h e s our whole socie ty might r e a p ! 

What i s the f e a r that keeps educa tors f r o m giving gif ted chi ldren 

an opportunity commensura t e with the i r ab i l i t i es ? In the ea r ly h i s to ry 

of the nation the re was no f e a r . Education was fo r those who could 

l e a rn ; high schools w e r e f o r those who had m a s t e r e d the e l emen ta ry 

subjec t s . 

Along with the g r e a t m a s s movement of chi ldren into the second-

a r y schools of A m e r i c a dur ing the 1920's and 1930's, accepted ph i -

losophies of education had to undergo change. Special p rovis ions fo r 

the slow l e a r n e r who Mocked the wheels of education because of Ms 

inability we re soon made. Keeping this slow-moving group of children 

in school and gear ing education down to the i r level and interests have 

robbed the gifted child of the opportunities that once were his. when he 

and others like h im were virtually the only ones enrolled in secondary 

schools. St range to say, the very policy that made provisions for the 

group of chi ldren in society with lower intel l igence, and did so in the 
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name of democracy, lias discriminated against the gifted child enrolled 

35 

in the public schools. 

Keeping the superior pupil in a regular class is detrimental to his 

ambitions and curbing to Ms abilities. Me is no longer stimulated. Be 

finds himself in a class in which mentally he i s alone. There is no dis-

cussion on Ms mental level that will develop Ms thinking or challenge 

Ms interests. If he says too much about what he knows, he may be 

laughed at by classmates, who think he is a mental snob. Being intel-

lectual, he soon learns that, in order to be popular, he must turn Ms 

ability into wit so as to amuse the class at its level. He may become 

unbearable to the teacher and to the rest of the class who at first fos-

tered Ms cleverness. 

A situation in wMch children are mentally challenged by their 

peers at every turn does not nurture egotism. Snobbishness is much 

more likely to develop in a classroom in wMch children are grouped 

with others of their own age whom they continually outsmart, or when 

they have been accelerated to an older group in wMch they again know 

all the answers. It is impossible to accelerate gifted cMldren to those 

classes in wMch they would meet their mental age level without causing 

very serious social and emotional maladjustments, because of age 

differences and maturity levels. The best solution, then, is to arrange 

3 5Hedwig O. Pregler, "The Gifted: Society's Neglected Assets , " 
Clearing House, XXIV (November, 1949), 141. 
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for ability grouping within the c lassroom or within the grade which will 

permit the superior child to give freedom to Ms interes ts and needs 

and thus explore broader f ie lds of knowledge while others of Ms grade 

leve l are grubbing along in an effort to master the fundamentals. 

Just why exceptional mental ability i s so often resented i s a m y s -

tery. We accla im and rejoice with personal pride when a neighborhood 

child i s a musician, a s inger, an artist , or an athlete. 2s it mental 

ability alone that we resent , and are envious o f? The mentally gifted 

child must, for one thing, be trained to accept the fact that, if he wants 

to be happy and accepted by the group, he must have a more pleasing 

personality than the child of average ability. 

Enriching the program for the gifted child is the recommended 

solution to the problem of his education. The question remains a s to 

how and where this can best be done, to the regular c l a s s , enrichment 

i s l ikely to become busy work, a i m l e s s research, or a tutorial job. 

llhis i s no indictment of the teacher. In the regular c lassroom situation 

/ 

/ there are many groups, each of which needs techniques of teaching and 

learning al l i t s own. Unfortunately, a teacher has only so much energy 

to expend, and somet imes the demands are greater than the strength 

to meet them. If al l of the gifted children are grouped together in one 

c l a s s , the teacher can apply the same techniques to al l of his pupils 

within this particular group. 



However, the isolation of these children in classes in which they 

have no contact with other children would tend to make fchena self-

centered and disinterested iba their classmates in other groups. A plan 

of partial segregation in use at Colfax School in Pittsburgh, Pennsyl-

vania, gives mentally gifted children an opportunity to work with their 

mental peers in those subjects in wMch they need stimulation, and with 

their other classmates in those fields in which more social contacts are 

possible. Thus they go to "workshop" for academic subjects and then to 

home-room and regular classes for sack subjects as music, art, and 

physical education, 

la all probability, the gifted child will grow up into an adult who 

will serve society ia the laboratories, in the professions, or in creative 

fields such as art, music, and architecture. The children of high abil-

ity will be the political, social, and economic leaders of tomorrow. 

They will be responsible for what is done with the atom bomb, after 

the gifted child has perfected it. 

Education of the gifted is an investment which society dares no 

longer to neglect. So much is at stake for the future that the present 

must be considered in providing for those children the special oppor-

tunities for development and creativeness which they require in order 

to attain their optimum potentialities. 

36IWd. 
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) I 

t : 
The maladjustment of gifted children arises from a lack of ful-

fillment of their needs, interests , and abilities, l i k e all children* / t£. 

they need security, affectioa, encouragement, and stimulation of their 

31 \ 
abilities both at home and to the school. The school's effort® at abil-

ity grouping are a movement in the direction of fulfilling these need®, / 

/ 
Although much has already been done, there yet remains much more / . 

to stimulate the best efforts of all educators. 

37Paial Witty, "The World Needs Gifted Children." National 
Parent - Teacher, XLV (June, 1951), 4. 



C H A P T E R II 

T H E U S E OF A B I L I T Y G R O U P I N G IN D E P A R T M E N T S 

O F T H E HIGH S C H O O L C U R R I C U L U M 

O T H E R T H A N E N G L I S H 

Within the past forty years, the psychology of individual differ-

ences has become aa accepted fact in our educational system. Mot only 

do common sense and observation reveal great variations in the ability 

of children, but today there are many forms of objective data which 

help educators to substantiate their observations. In the four years of 

high school, a s in previous school l ife, students vary widely in general 

mental ability, special talents, disabilities, interests, and educational 

needs. Yet, col leges and universities have generally been negligent in 

preparing teachers to meet the challenge of grouping students in order 

to help meet the problem of individual differences. Experimentation i s 

needed until some practical and specific recommendations may be made 

— something that has been proved through trial and error, something that 

will assure some degree of success in efforts to meet Che educational 

needs of all students. This i s true not only in English but in all sec -

ondary subjects. Many high-school teachers find this problem their 

greatest challenge. 

30 
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The problems involved in providing f o r the individual d i f f e rences 

in s tudents have i n c r e a s e d so tremendously in r ecen t y e a r s that the re 

has been a widespread but unco-ordinated a t t empt to d i scover solu-

t ions. Hot long ago, the s tudents enrol led in high schools of a l l s ixes 

w e r e a f a i r l y homogeneous group. Today, however , the high-school 

population, pa r t i cu la r ly in l a r g e high schools, r e p r e s e n t s eve ry e l e -

ment in Amer i can society . That abil i ty grouping i s widely used , con-

sequently, was indicated by an invest igat ion conducted by the National 

Education Associa t ion in 1943, which d i sc losed that seventy p e r cent 

of the junior high schools and fifty-six per cent of the senior high 

schools which were polled provided special English classes f o r slow 

s t u d e n t s . 1 Educa to rs have made a m o r e intensive study of ability in 

the English depar tment than in other subjec ts ; however , many second-

a r y schools employ some type of grouping in a few or in a l l of the sub-

j e c t s in the curriculum. Wise handling of individual differences by means 

of grouping can help chi ldren enormous ly . Faulty o r ignorant handling 

can hamper their progress in school and injure their chances for ad-

vancement throughout their lives. 

Abi l i ty Grouping in Al l Subjec t s 

The Hornell High School of Hornell, New York, is an example of 

a school which employs ability grouping in al l of the bas ic subjects of 

13. N. Hook, The Teaching of High School English, p. 116. 
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its curriculum. Cooke ha® described i s detail the plan being utilized 

by tMs particular school, which for some twenty years has been ex-

perimenting with a three-way program for pupils of low reading ability 

and another for the pupil* of the highest scholastic ability in addition to 

the usual academic program. 2 These plans, however, are followed 

only in the basic subjects such a s English, the social studies, science* 

and mathematics. 

TMs high school has approximately eight hundred pupils enrolled 

in the upper four grades. There are fifty c lassroom teachers, an ad-

ministrative and guidance staff of seven persons, an attendance officer, 

a testing supervisor, a part-t ime nurse, a part-t ime doctor, a l i -

brarian, and a principal. 

The program got under way two decades ago with a c l a s s in busi-

ness English, but i t has expanded until now there are four-year s e -

quences in English, the social studies, and one-year courses in gen-

eral science and mathematics. The grouping i s entirely voluntary. 

Ho pupil i s required to join any bracket or ability group unless he and 

his parents are willing for Mm to do so. The guidance department and 

the testing supervisor always recommend to the pupil such a placement 

a s will f it Ms needs and abilities and enable Mm to do Ms best work, 

and in most cases the pupils are glad to follow tMs advice. All teachers 

^Edward W. Cooke, "Ability Grouping, " Bulletin of the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals , XXXVI (January, 1952), 
79. ~~ 
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who work with these special groups must realize the fact that scholas-

tic ability i s a highly specialized ability and that many children who 

have limited scholastic ability may, and often do, have other abilities 

that are valuable ia modern, society. In such case#, these other abili-

ties must be developed to the utmost. 

In the Horaell High School* pupils are not segregated in anything 

except their c lasses . In the phases of school l i fe which the pupil* 

count as important—sports, home-room, and social activities—there i s 

no segregation whatsoever, and all pupils have complete freedom of 

participation wherever their interests and abilities lie. 

For those pupils who have been guided into a predominantly non-

academic course of study, with special emphasis upon vocational and 

commercial fields, there is no apparent feeling of inferiority when 

they compare themselves with those pupils having their main work in 

the academic curriculum. Possibly this wholesome attitude exists 

because the non-academic pupils know that they con go out into the 

world and attain as much success in fee lines of work for which they 

have been prepared as the academic graduates can hope for in their 

fields. The practical appeal of such a program i s evidenced by the 

fact that eighty per cent of the pupils who eater Hornell High School 

a s freshmen remain in school until the date of graduation. ^ 

3Ibid. 
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Before any plan of ability grouping such a s that In practice in 

Hornell i s sat up in any community, the proposal mus t be carefully 

explained to the adult citizens of the community a s well a s to the chil-

dren themselves . Some intelligent and responsible ci t izens of the com-

munity may object to the plan. If they do, they can be asked, "Would 

you prefer that the pupils be el iminated f r o m school opportunities a l -

together, a s i s trie case in too many schools ?" Some may of fer ob-

jections to the plan because the slower pupils are allowed to remain in 

school even though they do not meet the requi red scholast ic "s tandard . " 

Some will object because these pupils should be "made" to do the aca-

demic work, whether they have any ability for it or not, and regard-

less of whether it would hold any practical value for them. There will 

be objections from some because the slower pupils may have a tendency 

to "loaf, '• and some will argue that the practice is not democratic. All 

of these fears and doubts a r e groundless , and a constructive philosophy 

®s the p a r t of the administrators and t eachers can overcome any objec-

tions that can be offered by those who are skeptical . 4 

Prac t ica l ly al l principals who inaugurate some plan fo r ability 

grouping find that their teachers soon become enthusiastic participants. 

Working with segregated groups, and with special classes, they will be 

able to plan their work better, and they can see more tangible results 

emerging from the educational p r o g r a m . 

4lbid., p. 81. 
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With a well-developed program in the basic subjects for the most 

intelligent students* there are many opportunities for the teachers to 

challenge these bright pupils to do work that -would ordinarily be pos-

sible only in the best colleges. They may be encouraged to read and 

explore materials that should make them especially capable of making a 

good showing on the scholarship examinations which are becoming more 

popular every year. At Hornell High School, scholastic morale has 

greatly improved since c lasses were established for the most intelli-

gent pupils, who are now able to attain recognition for doing the work 

for which they are mentally equipped. 

One problem that i s difficult to solve with all ability groups i s 

that of finding teachers who are suitable and trained for work with these 

specialised groups. Scarcely any teacher-training institution i s making 

any effort to train teachers for this work. This lack of well-prepared 

teacher# i s one of the bottlenecks in the progress of any plan of ability 

grouping. Another i s the lack of suitable textbooks and syllabi. 

Cooke believes that if enough schools would establish a plan of 

grouping similar to that found in Hornell High School, in time the col-

leges would begin to prepare teachers for work with these special 

groups of pupils, the book publishers would issue suitable textbooks, 

and state departments of education would formulate syllabi to be used 

as guides with groups of different ability levels. If this could happen, 
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there would be a rebirth of interest in secondary education, both in 

the schools and la the communities. The nation i s not particularly well 

satisfied wife i ts secondary schools a s they are now, and any improve-

ment in their program would certainly be welcomed in all c irc les . There 

i s ample evidence of widespread dissatisfaction with secondary educa-

tion when one notes the deluge of art ic les which appear in virtually 

every professional magazine criticizing some phase of secondary educa-

tion. 

The grouping plan employed at Horaell High School i s not a new 

or novel idea, It has been tried many t imes , ami has often failed. But 

where failure has occurred, it usually has been because the principal 

or the superintendent expressed skepticism or lack of sympathy for 

the idea, or else the pupils were compelled to go into the grouping in 

£k 

which the staff or the teachers had arbitrarily placed them. 

A differentiated program of instruction recognises the fact that 

abil it ies are of many kinds and that a child lacking in scholastic ability 

may have other abilities which, if properly developed and encouraged, 

will make a worthy contribution to society. Consequently, three groups 

are organised in Hornell High School: the academically accelerated, 

the average, and the retarded groups. 

The fast group, formed at the beginning of the pupils* tenth year 

in school, consists of those children who have shown by the results of 

5 lb id . , p. 83. 
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standardized tests and by their general educational performance during 

the nintfe grade that they are eatable of doing superior work- This 

group is given an enriched and extended program and begin* to prepare 

for college-entrance and scholarship examinations. The median group 

—those of average ability—follow# the work prescribed by the state 

syllabus. However, considerable freedom is permitted in the choice 

of courses: business, art, music, science, vocational subjects, col-

lege preparatory, and so on. The retarded group follows a course 

which stresses vocations, citizenship, and social attitudes; and effec-

tive techniques in remedial reading are emphasised. 

Ho stigma is attached to the third, or lowest, group because no 

pupil is required to take work on that level. A child with an intelli-

gence quotient of seventy may take college-entrance work if he in-

sists. However, every child who, after careful and extensive testing, 

seems obviously unable to cope with the traditional program of instruc-

tion is counseled and advised to enter classes cm the third level of 

instruction, wherein he probably can make satisfactory progress after 

he becomes adjusted to the learning situations that are presented to 

him. In numerous cases the parents of such children are consulted 

in order to enable them to understand the child's limitations and the 

reasons why his teachers recommend the third level of work for Mm. 

A cWld in the slow group may achieve the honor roll in terms of his 
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achievement at the level at which he is working. From tMs group 

come some of the best athletes and most effective leaders ia various 

activities. ^ 

A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g in t h e S o c i a l S t u d i e s 

Everywhere there is a strong tendency to consider the 
social studies the most important subject area in the entire 
school program. Many educators whose major interests are 
in other departments and many laymen in all walks of life are 
confidently looking upon the social studies as having the 
greatest possibilities for practical service to society in its 
attempt to cope with its unprecedented problems and perplex-
ing situations. Yet there is, perhaps* no other departmental 
group of subjects concerning which there are a tenth as many 
differing opinions as to what material should be selected and 
what type of organization should be adopted. Various fac-
tors account for this divergence, of which the most obvious 
is the extent and complexity of the social studies area, ^ 

Ability grouping is being employed as an experimental solution 

for coping with individual differences in the social science classes. 

Social science teachers must take the individual children as they are, 

and learn to go on from there. The weaknesses and the strengths of 

the student's social thinking must be shown to him; the vision of social 

betterment must be presented to him, within the limits of the compre-

hension and general ability of the pupils in his particular group. Other-

wise , the result of teaching will increase the aggregate total of literate 

J. Harrowcr, "Three Paths Through Hornell High School, " 
Clearing House, XXV (April, 1951), 454. 

7 
J. W. Baldwin, "The Dilemma of Social Studies Curriculum 

Committees, " Social Education, IV (March, 1940), 242. 
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people in terms of reading and writing, but may not increase the aggre-

gate total of socially literate and libe r al - minded citizens. 

In an effort to sample teacher opinion on the problem of treating 

individual differences in the social science departments of secondary 

schools of Texas, the Dallas Council for the Social Studies sent a ques-

tionnaire to its members and to a dozen ether schools and school sys-

tems of tike state. The result of this survey provided an insight into 

the views of social studies teachers in several Texas high schools in 

regard to provisions for individual differences in ability grouping. 

Dorothy Gerlach, author of the report of the survey, is a teacher of 

American history in the Forest Avenue High School, Dallas, Texas, and 

president of the Dallas District Council for the Social Studies. ® 

The teachers who preferred to utilize ability grouping in their 

social studies classes submitted the following reasons for doing so: 

(1) those pupils with higher intelligence and ability ate challenged to a 

greater degree and find more satisfactions in their work; (2) those 

with lower intelligence are not so likely to become timid and with-

drawing; (3) grouping provides for the acceleration of the more able; 

(4) heterogeneous grouping necessitates the devotion of too much time 

to the slow pupils; (5) the slow learner should not be asked to travel as 

fast as the brighter pupil; (6) heterogeneous grouping often results in 

^Dorothy Gerlach, "Treating Individual Differences in Texas 
Schools, " Social Education. X (November, 1946), 298. 
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the development of inferiority complexes in the slower learner; (7) with 

a large class, the teacher does not have time to take account of individ-

ual differences; (8) outside of the classroom each one has to seek his 

own level, and he should have the same privilege within the class; 

(9) ability grouping makes for a fairer distribution of the teacher's class 

load, and it lightens Ms problems. 

There was an awareness among these Texas teachers that the 

school Is for the pupils and most guide the development of the individ-

ual child into becoming a responsible adult member of society. Many 

of those questioned advanced the opinion that ability grouping in the 

social studies program is a major factor in the development of each in* 

dividual child. 

Differentiation in assignments, even within the ability groups, 

suggested another major problem—that of providing for different lev-

els of achievement in assigned units of work. The Dallas teachers ex-

pressed a belief that different levels of achievement should be provided 

for within the units of work. The chief value of such levels in an as-

signment is their adaptability to the individual differences which exist 

even in segregated ability groups. Some teachers mentioned the point 

that in a grouped system of teaching the social science subjects, more 

correlation of literature with the social studies is possible. 

Many teachers felt that, through the use of ability grouping, 

there could be a better system of grading. Should the pupil who learns 
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all that Im Is capable of learning get the same grade a s the better pupil 

who a l so learns all that he i s capable of learning on Ms own level ? The 

tendency in grading appears to be in that direction. Does such a plan 

of grading create fa l se hopes for success in life after the completion 

of school? It is quite true, as was pointed out in some of the replies, 

that "the school i s more lenient in the grading of pupils than i s l ife 

with adults. 

Many teachers have become convinced that ordinary classroom 

work in social studies fa i ls to stimulate or call out the best in abler 

students, tf their capacity to become the thinkers and leaders of the 

future is not being adequately developed, that weakness in the school's 

program of citizenship education demands attention and correction. 

Special provision for the superior students i s often administratively 

difficult; The head of the social studies department in the high school 

at Summit, New Jersey, has used a special modern-problems course 

for senior superior students. The students work individually on social 

problems and engage in research, group discussions, and the writing 

of papers a® the final culmination of the unit of work. Members of 

these special groups always feel that the venture has given a zest to 

their last half year in high school, and that they profit not only in ac-

quiring more information but also in developing better study habits, 

realising the evils of procrastination, learning to work on their own 

9Ibid.» p. 300. 
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responsiblity, u d mastering some of ti» fundamental techniques of 

research . 1 0 

Carlos Be Zafra, J r . , a teacher in Batavia, New T«rk, has had 

the revealing experience of teaching nothing but high-school American 

history f o r five per iods a day and five days a week. According to De 

Zafrat's statement, Ms teaching task i s f a r f r om being monotonous be-

cause of the various ability levels of the groups of students. "An 

American history c lass on the 'A' or highest-ability level i s but dis-

tantly related to an American history class on the *C* or lowest-ability 

level. " U 

The students who enroll for social science in the Batavia High 

School a r e classif ied into three main groups—those of superior ability, 

those of average ability, and those of below-average ability. Within 

each group there will be, of course, some range in capability. How-

ever , the careful adaptation of the curriculum to each of these ability 

levels usually insures both that the work i s not beyond the capacity of 

the least able pupil in any single group, and that it i s sufficiently chal-

lenging to the very brightest pupil in any given group. 

The pupils classified in the low-ability group demand special ob-

jectives in view of their being the fol lowers and in the light of their 

James E. Downes, "An Experiment in Meeting Needs of Su-
perior Students, " Social Education, IV (April, 1940), 249. 

** Carlos De Zafra, J r . , "Homogeneous Grouping in the Social 
Studies," Social Education, IV (November. 1940), 493. 
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inability to rcmtmbtr facts for any appreciable period of time. The 

prime objectives for this group in the social studies would seem to be 

to inculcate good attitudes and to aid the students in making a satisfac-

tory adjustment to their contemporary world. To be successful, the 

C-level teacher must genuinely like and understand these pupils. This 

group needs simplified textbooks, much visual material, frequent 

quizzes and check -ups; and they profit more from written work than 

from long discussions. 

In direct contrast, the intellectual leaders make up the A-level 

group. These are the people with whom the evils of society may be 

discussed. These are the students who will understand and appreciate 

vision, the power of analysis, the ability to interpret and to think crit-

ically. 

Because they are capable of comprehending abstractions and 
of arriving at generalisations, according to which they will 
bo able to measure and to evaluate all civilizations, these 
A-level students will eventually be able to direct the path 
of the future in the light of the past. ^ 

The B-level or average group, like the C-level , are the follow-

ers. They are more intelligent followers than those in the lower group 

because they are capable of more comprehension. "B-level students 

may even be the leaders among men who, as active champions of ideas 

arrived at by the A-level people, will put progressive improvements into 

I2IMd., p. 496. 
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actual operation. It i s this group which needs, more than anything 

e l se , to understand the world a s it really i s . As a consequence, they 

will be better prepared to follow intelligently. 

The mental ability of pupils frequently explains their rate of 

achievement in social science coarses . I£ instruction can provide for 

individual differences by using ability grouping* the work of students 

i s likely to represent their maximum achievement, or at l eas t more 

m a r l y the maximum than i s the case when all pupils are required to 

14 
study the same amount and quality of subject matter. 

A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g i n M a t h e m a t i c s 

Providing for individual differences in all instances is an ever-

present problem of the teacher of mathematics. The department of 

mathematics is second to English in the list of secondary school sub-

jects classified a s basic which are taught in ability groups. Many 

teachers of English and mathematics feel that ability grouping enables 

them better to adjust the classes to the needs of the pupils engaged in 

work in these two subjects which are so basic to all other academic 

instruction. 

Though many secondary schools group the students according to 

ability throughout the mathematics department, others confine ability 

l 3Ibid. 

i 4 Richard E. Thursfield, editor, The Study and Teaching of 
American History, Seventeenth Yearbook of the national Council for 

the Social Stadias. 1946. s. 267. 
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grouping to the geome t ry c l a s se s . F o r a number of y e a r s the m e m b e r s 

of the mathematics department of the Roosevel t High School, Chicago, 

w e r e d i s sa t i s f i ed with the r e s u l t s of the i r teaching of plane geometry. 

The pupil population of th is pa r t i cu la r high school i s composed of 

s tudents who plan to at tend college, and a l a r g e propor t ion of them do 

enroll in college within a shor t l ime a f t e r the i r graduat ion f r o m high 

school. Since many college s r e q u i r e a yea r each of a lgebra and geom-

e t r y f o r en t rance , a l a r g e number of the Roosevel t s tudents e l ec t 

IS 

these two y e a r s of ma themat i c s . 

F r o m the results of t e s t s and t eacher ratings, c l a s s e s composed 

of pupils of low geometric apti tude were organised . In these s e g r e -

gated classes, those who would otherwise have experienced a much 

higher mortality rate in this subject reduced their failures to ten per 

cent, or t h r e e per cent of the total tes ted fo r apti tude. It i s quest ion-

able whether these pupils would have had as successful an experience 

in r egu l a r c l a s s e s , competing with the r ema inde r of the s tudents . " la 

commenting on the exper iment , one of the t e a c h e r s of the segrega ted 

classes wrote , *1 bel ieve they enjoyed geometry, and I can r t say that 
III 

for a slow child in a heterogeneous g roup . • " The child who would 

otherwise hes i t a te to exhibit h i s lack of under standing in a heterogeneous 

* ̂ Esther F. Gibney, "Aptitude Tests in Relation to the Teaching 
of Plane Geometry," Mathemat ics Teacher, XL.H (April, 1949), 181. 

u m a . t p . 185. 
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group lost Ms hesitancy in a group of Ms own kind, l a which all m e m -

be r s were struggling with s imi la r problems. 

Superior students achieve m a r e by being in special sections in 

mathematics, provided subject mat ter and methods of teaching a r e 

adapted to the group. Some form of ability grouping in mathematics 

has been pract iced in more than half of the state universities. Group-

ing in college mathematics i s usually based, upon previous grades in 

mathematics or special placement t es t s , but var ious fo rms of psycho-

logical and intelligence t e s t s a r e a lso given. Mathematicians express 

themselves strongly in favor of ability grouping, with necessary ad-

justments of subject matter and method* A definite trend toward ability 

17 

grouping in mathematics is observable in the state universities. 

There is a pronounced need for more enrichment phases in the 

c lasses for the superior secondary pupils. Recognition of individual 

differences even in this superior group requires most extensive inves-

tigation of the avenues of enrichment. It is inevitable that student 

needs and subject-matter requirements shall intersect to reinforce 

each other when careful teacher planning exists. Some possibilities 

to be explored in an enrichment program a r e the addition of new sub-

jec ts ; selecting more difficult materials; making available more sup-

plementary books; providing more opportunities for contacts with 

* ̂ Ralph Livingston 0 ' Ctaxxm, An Evaluation of the Results of 
Grouping Superior Calculus Students, Bulletin "of George Peabody Col-
lege for Teachers, 19^. p. 5, 
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in teres t -arousing institution*, events, and people; and encouraging 

more meaningful pupil activity and accenting Ike development of the 

in i t i a t ive . 1 8 

la the wake of the educational program provided for veterans of 

the Second World War, 50*000 engineers were graduated in one year ; 

the normal output before that time was about 10,000. This increase , 

of course, does represen t some recovery of the superior students in 

the field of mathematics, but, fo r the most part , i t was only by acci-

dent of the war and the "GI bill" that muck of this talent was recovered. 

The United States cannot afford to continue this waste of manpower, 

which i s prevalent in many f ields of human endeavor. 

There appears to be a need to broaden the bases of the mathe-

mat ics manpower pyramid. Too much tendency has been in evidence 

toward screening and concern for the specific training of a few who, 

like athletes, will represent us in competition in the war of mathemat-

ical tad scientific ideas. ''There has been too little concern for the 

1 second team. * The mountain climber who alone scales the peak i s 

supported by a str ing of bases manned by numerous ' seconds* upon 

whom the burden of the monotony and detail fa l l s . Provision for 

three ability groups would take care of the small percentage of 

* ®Eugene F . Peckman, "Providing a Challenging Program in 
Mathematics and Science for Pupils of Superior Mental Ability, " 
School Science and Mathematics, L.II (March, 1932), 190. 

i 9 l b id . 
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individuals at the tap and bottom and also the large group between who 

could fill in as the "second team. " 

There is a definite need to consider possibilities for selective 

acceleration. College# should provide every opportunity lor admis-

sion to advanced standing on presentation of evidence of superior high* 

school work. 2 0 

Fourteen per cent of the high school seniors surpassed 
the average of college senior men twenty-one fears of age. 
In spite of the official efforts to make students keep pace 
with the course-credit drumbeat, the bright ones do tend to 
slip ahead. . . . If a freshman in high school possesses in-
telligence that places Mm with the top ten per cent of the 
seniors, and displays a command of knowledge in every 
field that is far ahead of the average fourth-year student, 
why must such a child stil l rank as a freshman and remain 
committed to the same four-year path that is prescribed for 
a dull or average fellow classman 

In the Lyons Township High School, LA Grange, Illinois, all pu-

pils in grades nine through eleven are sectioned in English and mathe-

matics. Three groupings are used* minimum, regular, and special. 

The criteria used for placing the students are mental test scores, 

achievement in mathematics, reading ability, and a prognostic test 

score. For grade nine an algebra aptitude test is employed. It is 

somewhat more difficult to predict success in plane geometry than in 

algebra and thus to place students in their proper Sections. Achievement 

^®W. 5. Learned and Ben D. Wood, The Student and His Knowl-
edge, p. 36. 

2 1 Ibid., p. 37. 
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iti algebra does not necessarily correlate highly witfe achievement in 

geometry. Consideration of achievement in arithmetic* reading abil-

ity, mental tests, and geometry aptitude tests insures a reasonably 

22 
good job of geometry sectioning. 

A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g in S c i e n c e 

Since courses in science In the high school are frequently elec-

tive, there is not as great a need for ability grouping as there is in 

the other departments. However, some schools do practice a form of 

grouping of the science classes. 

The pupils entering the James Monroe High School of Mew York 
/ 

City are divided into groups according to ability as indicated by their 

records in the sending school* their intelligence quotients, and their 

achievement on tests administered by the school on registration day. 

Chemistry X of this school groups its students into two classes, 

one class of honor* school pupils and one of non-honor-school pupils. 

The assignments for the two groups are identical; and the lessons, 

demonstrations , laboratory work, drill, review, development, and 

supervised study are taught from the same lesson plans. The one im-

portant difference is the ability of the pupil s in the two classes. 

An analysis of the results of the tests indicated that the honor-

school pupils did superior work. They had acquired and retained a 

E. Hawkins, "Adjusting the Program in Mathematics to 
the Needs of Pupils, " Mathematics Teacher. XXXIX (May, 1946), 207. 
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greater knowledge of fac tua l content of the first term*a work in chemis -

t ry . They had a g r e a t e r abil i ty to apply the i r l earn ing to p rob lem s i t -

uat ions. In addition, they had a m o r e pronounced abil i ty to apply laws 

and genera l iza t ions and to analyze and solve problem*. In r a t ing these 

students , the mean of the ra t ings should be shif ted toward the r ight 

lor the honor-school group. If the honor - s chool pupils ar® ra t ed on a 

no rma l distribution f o r the i r own group, they a r e working a t a disad-

vantage, for those whose rating® a r e lowest for the group will receive 

lower ratings than pupils of comparable ability in the non-honor group. 

Ratings a r e very r e a l and significant to p r e s e n t - d a y boys and g ir ls who 

are competing for admission to col leges. If teachers rate them lower 

than their l e s s - g i f t e d fellow students who a r e not in honor ©lasses, they 

a r e inadvertently and automatically e l iminat ing from college many of 

the more capable students. 

It was evident to the t e a c h e r s of these ability c l a s s e s in chemis-

try that the superior ability of the honor-class students was reflected 

in their achievement in chemistry. Superior students must be chal-

lenged to work up to their l imits or to the height of their potential abil-

ity if they are to be trained as future leaders. The importance of work-

ing the superior students to the l i m i t s of their ability i s recognised by 

23 
a l l science teachers* 

Jf. F l i edne r , "A Comparison of the Achievement of an Honor 
C l a s s and a Regular C l a s s in Chemis t ry , 1 1 High P o i n t s , XXVIII (Novem-
ber, 1946), 69. 
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A b i l i t y G r o u p i n g i n C o m m e r c i a l 
C o u r s e s and i n Musi c 

Certain modified wad, at times, fall ability grouping plans are 

employed by some schools in the commercial departments. In the 

Cr&nford High School, Cranford, Hew Jersey, there was a definite 

need to institute a system that would provide for individual differences 

in first.year typing classes. According to the system that was utilised, 

classes were divided into three groups and material was presented at 

different levels of progression. 

The keyboard presentation was set up to provide practice at dif-

ferent levels. After the entire keyboard had been learned* a test was 

administered that gave results which could be used to determine the 

regrouping of the students for advanced work. One of the teachers uti-

lizing this plan has written: 

. . . I have found the ability grouping plan to be a very valua-
ble technique for teaching typing. The teacher can constantly 
direct his efforts to a particular group at different levels of 
achievement. The group system has been very satisfactory 
in developing ability to operate a typewriter. It is quite ob-
vious that students in typing will progress at different levels 
of ability. The ability grouping system provides for these in-
dividual d i f f e r e n c e s . " 

There was no attitude of chagrin or frustration on the part of 

those students who were placed in a lower group. On the contrary, 

the students demonstrated a greater degree of satisfaction because 

24Thomas F. Scutro, Jr . , "Utilising the Ability Group Method 
in First Year Typing. *• Balance Sheet, XXXm (February, 1952), 257. 
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they were *bl« to accomplish the minimum requirement* for a particu-

lar group. The general attitude of the students toward the group plan 

was stimulating* At the same time* the entire atmosphere of the class 

25 

encouraged all students to put forth their best efforts. 

t h e bookkeeping departments of the Philadelphia secondary 

schools have a sufficient number of students to make possible the or -

ganization of more or l e s s homogeneous classes in which the instruc-

tion can be on a fairly steady level , pitched to the level of student abil-

ity. Over a period of fourteen years various methods have been e m -

ployed for selecting bookkeeping students in order to group them ac-

cording to slow, average* and rapid learning abilities. The students 

are assigned by means of evaluating the results of tests taken from 
26 

their junior high school records. 

The educational system of New York City has made provision for 

pupils of varying abilities in bookkeeping and record-keeping c lasses . 

Xn a large city like New York there are opportunities for many types 

of programs. In this city there are approximately forty-eight academic 

high schools and eleven vocational high schools which offer some form 

of bookkeeping instruction* The problem which faces these schools i s 

the same as that which faces any individual school—Chat of designing 
2 Sfbid, 

^ E d w i n M. Brown, "The Selection and Grouping for Varying Abili-
t ies in Bookkeeping, H American Business Education, VIII (December, 
1951), 113. 



53 

a curriculum which will meet the needs and objectives of the students. 

These can be ascertained not only by studying the pupil* in the school 

bat also by following up the business education graduates and observ-

ing Cbe extent to which their high-school education permitted them to 

function efficiently as citizens and as business workers in the com-

munity. ^ 

The factor of varying abilities may be provided for by encour-

aging enrollments in advanced classes only for those who can benefit 

from such instruction. The third-year course in bookkeeping offered 

by the commercial department might well be reserved for the superior 

students who will either become full-time bookkeeper a or continue 

their accounting training on a collegiate level. 

JLarge groups of students enrolled in the commercial department 

usually yield a middle group whose needs can be met by a modified 

bookkeeping course in which either more time i s devoted to covering 

toe subject matter of the normal course, or the normal subject matter 

i s modified in the course of presentation. Re cord-keeping was intro-

duced in the New York City schools in order to provide instruction for 

students who have an interest in and a need for some type of office 

work but who lack the ability to follow either the normal or the modi-

fied bookkeeping courses of study. ^ 

2 7Ibid. , p. 114. 2 8Ibid. , p. 116. 

29Ibid., p. 118. 
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Whereas the commercial sub jec t s offer va r ious opportunities 

l o r the p r ac t i ce el! abi l i ty grouping, the field of mus ic a l s o may be 

made to conform to the l eve l s of capabil i ty p o s s e s s e d by the students. 

The typical mus ica l p r o g r a m of a high school attempts to develop the 

pupils who show evidence of possessing mus i ca l ta lent . Since music 

is an elective subject in nearly all secondary schools, a strict program 

of ability grouping for the masses of the students is not needed. 

Musical apti tude i s defined a s a psychological phe -
nomenon, p o s s e s s e d in varying d e g r e e s by e v e r y n o r m a l 
person* which m a k e s i t poss ib le f o r that p e r s o n to respond 
to mus ica l s t imuli , the r e sponse to be in propor t ion to the 
degree of talent possessed by the individual. Aptitude 
t e s t s a r e tests of native ability. In the c a s e of music, they 
attempt to evaluate the musical heritage of an individual. 
They m e a s u r e many speci f ic mus i ca l capaci t ies , which 
when combined with many o ther f a c t o r s , consti tute m u -
sicianship. 

In attempting to work out accurately the various tests in determin-

ing the s tudents ' abil i ty and r a t e of speed a t which the i r education is 

likely to p r o g r e s s , the Seashore tests have been an invaluable p a r t of 

the general program, having consistently demonstrated their worth 

over a pe r iod of y e a r s . The concept that mus ica l apti tude o r talent i s 

subjec t to scientific m e a s u r e m e n t i s a belief quite recently developed 

in the f ie ld of psychology. The devices f o r such m e a s u r e m e n t have 

been inadequate and subject to valid criticism, yet they have been used 

30 Jacob Kwalwasser, Tefcts and Measurements in Music, p. 1. 
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with practical success and are being accepted by music educators as 

41 

instruments of real value. 

A b i l i t y Grouping i n Ath le t i cs 

(The division of students into relatively homogeneous groups for 

athletic competition i s a cMmxm practice. This procedure has been 

based most commonly on weight or on age. The purpose of such c las-

sification i s to equalize, in so far as i s possible, the physical differ-

ences between individuals of unlike maturity and else, to produce more 

interest in participation, and to safeguard athletes from competition 

with those erf greatly superior sine and strength. ^ 

Classification indices are one device which i s used for athletic 

grouping. Though these indices were developed solely for classifica-

tion for track and field athletics, they can be utilised to classify for 

other sports as well. The best combination of age, height, and weight 

for the purpose of classifying for football, basketball, and other major 

games has not yet been evolved. Until such time as adequate studies 

produce more effective indices, it will be convenient and advisable to 

employ the same formulae that are utilised for track and field compe-

tition. The classification index is only one of the elements taken into 

'^William S. JLarsen, "Practical Experience with Music Tests, " 
Music Educator's Journal, XXIV (March, 1938), 74. 

"*̂ C. H. McCloy, The Measurement of Athletic Power, p. 96. 
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consideration in classifying ability group* lor participation to physical-

%% 

education and athletic activities. 

2a educational testing, it lias been found desirable in many situa-

tions to express the status of an individual in some achievements in 

terms of ike normal expectancy el the individual himself. Thus an edu-

cational achievement quotient may express a pupil's own achievement in 

terms of what should be expected from one of his own age, grade* and 

intelligence. The athletic quotient is to the physical education depart-

ment what the intelligence quotient is to the strictly academic depart-

ments. "Athletic quotient is an index of the ability of the individual to 

develop power in track and field athletic events. Hie term is used 

in athletic circles because of its brevity and convenience. There is 

small probability that an index completely expressing all-round ath-

letic ability will be devised because of the large numbers of specific 

abilities inherent in the many individual sports. 

Boys differ greatly in athletic ability. Some are of varsity cali-

ber and prefer the varsity type of competition. Others are approxi-

mately average In ability; and still others are far too small for var-

sity competition, or, are lacking in original capacity so far as ath-

letic ability is concerned. Many kinds of competition are available 

for these groups of varying abilities. For the best group, either var-

sity competition or competition for all, modified by division into 

"ibid., p. 97. 34Ibid., p. 102. 
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c l a s s e s as determined by the athletic quotient, i s quite satisfactory. 

There are, however, many others who know that they cannot win in 

such competition and have smal l incentive to train. This i s particu-

larly true of the group at the bottom of the l i s t whose original endow-

ment in motor skills and strength i s somewhat inadequate. 

Girls, too, differ in athletic ability; however, a much smaller 

percentage of them wish to engage in sports at the varsity level . Abil-

ity grouping may be employed more effectively throughout the physical 

education department with g ir ls than with boys. The Scott Motor Ability 

Test may be used as a basis of grouping women*® sport® c las ses . 3 5 

An experiment was conducted at the University of Mebraska to 

determine fee effects of ability grouping on the motor performance 

of freshman women students enrolled in the c l a s s e s l a sports funda-

mentals. The evaluative results of this study could be applicable 

to high-school physical education c l a s s e s for g ir l s as well a s college 

c las ses . A course in the fundamentals of sports, emphasising e s -

pecially the running, throwing, and jumping skil ls , i s required of ail 

freshman women at the University of Nebraska. This course i s con-

sidered important for these particular students since a great number 

of them enter the university with meager training in physical activi-

t ies . The students engage in this course for a period of nine weeks. 

^Gladys M. Scott and Esther French, Better Teaching Through 
Testing, p. 138. 
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Two special classes in sports fundamental s —- one £01* superior and one 

fox* inferior performers—are set tip. The Scott Ability Test i s used 

at the beginning of the course for purposes of determining the personnel 

of the groups; at the end of nine weeks the same test i s administered 

for determining achievement records. The course calls for c lasses 

to meet two periods each week and deals with the skills and body me-

chanics common to various sports. An effort Is made to determine the 

effect of class enrollment by an ability classification system upon mo-

tor performance of highly and very poorly skilled students. The su-

perior performers benefit, in most instances, to a statistically sig-

nificant extent by being segregated. Scores of inferior performers 

apparently are not influenced by membership in a special c lass . Writ-

ten comments of both experimental c lasses indicate that the great ma-

jority of students prefer to enroll in a sports fundamentals c lass l im-

ited to persons of similar ability. 

Most educators tow recognize the importance of placing students 

in ability groups for physical education activities. This procedure will 

make the learning situation more favorable to the student not only in 

the acquisition of skills but also in a more important direction, that 

of formation of wholesome attitudes. Much work has been done during 

Alleene Lockhart and Jane A. Mott, "An Experiment in Ability 
Grouping and Its Effect on Achievement in Sports Fundamentals,H Re-
search Quarterly of the American Association for Health, Physical 
Education, and Recreation, XXII (March, 195lJT~62. 
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the past several years along the line of working out tests of various 

kinds which can be utilised for classification purposes. The possible 

values to be gained from ability grouping ia physical education include 

the increased iadi vidualization. of instruction, the equalisation of teams 

for competitive purposes, and the achievement of higher pupil perform* 

ance levels. 

Summary 

Ability grouping may be employed in all departments of the sec-

ondary school as an administrative resource to promote its fundamental 

purpose, the development of the individual student to his fullest capac-

ity. In ability groups the stimulus is presented to each pupil to keep 

pace with his peers; he is removed from the discouragement of a com-

parison with tike student of superior powers and, what is equally impor-

tant, he is spared the mental let-down and indolence consequent to a 

comparison with pupils at the other extreme. Ability grouping offers 

to each child the environment in which demand* bring out the best 

there is to him, if he would maintain his proper place within his class. 

Secondary schools have long utilised elements of ability grouping 

in departments other than the basic subjects, but have not applied this 

term to the procedures involved. The athletic and music departments 

have always grouped their students according to individual ability. 

Many schools group their students as to ability in one or in more than 
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one of the bas ic subjects, including English,, the social s tudies , mathe-

matics, and the sc iences . A small percentage of the schools utilize 

abil i ty grouping throughout the curriculum. Whenever students a r e to 

perform in some manner be fo re the public, the deduction xaay be drawn 

that abil i ty grouping has been ut i l ized, though pe rhaps unconsciously. 

F o r specia l occas ions in bringing work in d r a m a t i c s , music , a th le t ics , 

and other phases of the curriculum be fo re the public, those students 

who can give the bes t account of t hemse lves and thus r e f l e c t the h ighes t 

c red i t upon the school a r e chosen fo r p rominent r o l e s . Ability group-

ing i s not so obvious in subjec ts in which p e r f o r m a n c e i s not demon* 

strated to the public, but i t should be accorded a vital posi t ion in these 

f i e lds a s well* fo r the sake of the bes t poss ib le a l l - round development 

of the individual child. 



CHAPTER H I 

S T A T U S O F A B I L I T Y GROUPING AS R E F L E C T E D 

I N F I V E PROFESSIONAL J O U R N A L S 

Introduct ion 

One e l the favorite topics for discussion in professional journals 

i s ability grouping and i t s relation to the changing standards of scholar-

ship in the secondary school. Many of the cr i t ic i sms of secondary 

school standards are doubtless the result of the failure to find a sat i s -

factory solution to the problem of educating the large number of pupils 

who p o s s e s s very little ability in terms of the requirements of the 

present-day curriculum. 

Investigations, analyses, studies, and reports on ability group-

ing from five professional journals have been selected for this survey. 

All articles relative to the subject appearing over a twelve-year period, 

1940-1952* have been studied to determine the status of ability group-

ing as reflected in The Bulletin of the National Association of Second-

ary School Principals, Clearing House, School and Society, High 
m n»iiim>i>iilni rt»<iniii>ii»iii»iMiiH»:iiiini •iiiwmrmwwwwwwwwwwfim'»*»*'TWIIIUM. n m I M I U H I I H H J H I H iiHiifW«piiiig»^iMi>ir iair*nw»iinij|iii»i>nuirftir oiwm nifTSnMimi 

Points, and The English Journal. The purpose of this chapter is to 

present a review of art ic les which discuss any phase of ability group-

ing in the high school. Attention will be given to the following phases 

61 
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of the subject: spcciai class*a for superior, average, and low-ability 

students; procedures «sed in the different classes; and comments on 

the practice of ability grouping by teachers who have employed this 

technique in their c la s se s . 

One of the noticeable characterist ics of these art ic les i s the ex-

tent of variance of the terminology used by the persons reporting their 

studies and experiments. The terms "classification, " "selection, " 

"segregation," and "grouping" apparently are employed synonymously 

by the writers. "Homogeneous" and "ability" grouping are used inter-

changeably. In these art ic les there i s a lso evidence of chronological 

treads in the use of educational terminology. 

The B u l l e t i n of the Nat ional A s s o c i a t i o n 

of S e c o n d a r y S c h o o l P r i n c i p a l s 

The National Association of Secondary School Principals is the 

department of secondary school administration of the National Educa-

tion Association of the United States. It i s the professional organization 

of all who are interested and engaged in the administration of secondary 

schools. The Association publishes The Bulletin eight times, monthly, 

during the school year, from October to May. Research studies in s ec -

ondary education are published in the magazine. 

The articles relevant to this study, appearing in the official pub-

lication, The Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School 

Principals, during the twelve-year period, may readily be classified 
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iota three divisions: ability grouping in general; c l a s s e s for the slow 

learner; and provisions for superior students, with approximately 

equal numbers of art ic les appearing under each classification. Only 

one article directly opposed any form of grouping. Even though the 

author rejected the practice of grouping in all subjects* he did suggest 

a modification which would allow the formation of temporary groups 

for the accomplishment of definite purposes. "Ability grouping as it 

i s practiced at the present time, has a permicious influence, It i s un-

democratic* and it reveals a basic misunderstanding of what education 

really i s . 1 , 1 

That sectioning can be organized so as to meet the demands made 

by a modern secondary school i s the opinion of the faculty of the Modesto 

High School, Modesto, California. Sectioning can be so administered 

throughout the high school that the emotional as well as mental needs 

% 

of children can be met. On the other hand, the school people of 

Providence, Rhode Island, believe in grouping as an educational de-

v ice for meeting individual differences. All of the students who enter 

the junior and senior high schools are classified according to ability 

I 
Joseph Justman, "Common Points of View Regarding individ-

ual Differences in American Education," The Bulletin of the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, XXV {October, 1941), 

W. ' 

^ Grace M. Davis, "Do You Section?" The Bulletin of the Na-
tional Association of Secondary School Principals,X X XIIITJanuary, 

wm.iw. ^ 
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and placed in one of t h r ee sections—-high, low, o r average-—in each sub* 

3 

j e c t included in the cu r r i cu lum. 

Since 1930, a phase of c l a s s segregation, h a s been employed 

successful ly In Elhurst, Illinois. The school administration f e e l s that 

the re ta ining power of the school i s enhanced by ability grouping in 

each subject . * Another teacher who enthusias t ical ly endor se s ability 

grouping says , "Ability grouping i s the mos t success fu l device fo r 

setting the stage so that one type of l e a r n e r will not i n t e r f e r e with an-
§ 

other type's e f f o r t s to l e a r n . " 

Since, through necess i ty , the curriculum* of the secondary 

school must be geared to the average group of students, the top and 

bottom groups r ece ive much publicity in the art ic les appear ing in edu-

cational jou rna l s . Thirty y e a r s have gone by s ince educators began to 

do something about the slow learner. High-school education for a l l 

American youth pointed primarily to the imperative necess i ty of p r o -

viding curriculums for all types of children, including the slow learners . 

^Charles H. Abbott, "Ability Grouping," The Bulletin of the Na-
tional Associat ion of Secondary School Principals^ *XXVHI (MareET 
1944), )9 . 

^George L . Le t t s , "Can the School Retain Them?" The Bulletin 
of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, XXVI (May, 

*H. H. Ryan, "Adaptation of the Junior High School Program to 
the Interests and Abilities of the Students, " The Bulletin of the National 
Association of Secondary School P r i n c i p a l s , XXIX (April, 1^45),'' 48. 
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Frequently* the slow l e a r n e r s can learn what the pupils of ave rage 

abil i ty m a s t e r if they a r e given more t ime . ^ In fact* the differences 

among students of the s low- learn ing group a r e p r i m a r i l y d i f f e rences of 
? 

appli cation-. The slow l e a r n e r a should defini tely be placed in s epa ra t e 

c l a s s e s . "Pupils of this type ought to devote f i f ty pe rcen t of the school 

t ime to in te res t ing and prof i tab le work with the i r hands. *' 

The course of study for these pupils i s the pupil himself , his 

needs , and his prospects. What he i s and what he i s to become should 

be the guide f o r each t eache r . F o r m a l c o u r s e s of study a r e out of o r -

d e r with th i s group. The t eache r i s free to use a l l of h e r ingenuity 

and ini t iat ive. 

The teaching of reading will be an important element in the work 

of these slow o r , a s some schools prefer, ungraded groups , f o r the 

ability to comprehend written material i s a skill of immense practical 

wor th to any pe r son . Reading i s one ski l l which helps the adult to e n -

t e r into the normal l i fe of the community. The a im in teaching these 

^Mary A. Sheehan, "What Curriculum for the Slow L e a r n e r ? " 
The Bulletin of the National Associa t ion of Secondary School Princi-
pa ls , XXXIY (April , 1950), 5. 

^Arthur S. Hill, "What Curriculum for the Slow Learner ?" 
The Bulletin of the National Associa t ion of Secondary School Princi-
pa l s , XXXIV {April, 1950), 10. 

^Char les F . Towne, "Ungraded C lasses in Junior High Schools , " 
The Bulletin of the National Associa t ion of Secondary School P r inc ipa l s , 
XXYIII (March, ~I?44), 3S. ~ 



66 

pupils to read will not differ materially from that of teaching normal 

pupils, although methods and materials will differ radically, Every 

effort should be made to convince the students of the great practical 

value, to them, of the ability to read, even though that ability i s mark-

edly limited. Adults normally read for three purposes: for protection, 

for information, and for pleasure. In general, these purposes should 

constitute the guiding principles for the teaching of reading in this 

group, even though some pupils may he able to master only enough 

9 

reading to protect themselves from accidents* 

The course of study for the slow learners should include English, 

social studies including current events, the elements of arithmetic, 

penmanship, lettering, art, speech, and craft work. Since the goal of 

the secondary school i s to aid each pupil in developing whatever tal-

ents and abilities he possesses , and standards can be set up only in 

terms of the potentialities of the student, the teachers should be able 

to help the slow-learning student choose a required number of courses 

which fit his ability. Some special provision should be made for the 

kind of speech education that will be most serviceable to the slow 

learners. The course in speech should be primarily a course in social 

9Ibid., p. 37. 

1 0 
B. L Dodds, "What Is a Good Program for the Slow Learner?" 

The Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, 
XXXVI (March, 1^52), 335. ~ 
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adjustment, that the pupils may cultivate a feeling of belonging and of 

being an integral part of the groups of which they are members. * * 

For fifteen years the Newton High School of Newton. Massachu-

setts* has had special c lasses for slow learners. The school policy 

was established upon the concept that there were many pupils in the 

high school who were incapable of fitting into the pattern of education 

provided for the average or above-average students. To graduate from 

high school has become the accepted right of all the children of all the 

people. At the same Mine* the work leading to that graduation must 

be meaningful, even to the slow learner. After he leave# high school, 

this slow learner will support education in proportion to the success 

12 
with which the school now serves his own needs. 

. . . The twenty percent, and more, of our student bodies 
in American high schools who are slow learners' deserve, 
a s do the other seventy-five or eighty percent, the best 
that we can give them of education suited to their abilities, 
needs, and purposes, designed to prepare them for happy, 
well-rounded, civilly competent, economically se l f -
sufficient living in our democracy. ^ 

Evelyn Konigsberg, "Speech for the Slow Learner," The Buile-
tia of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, XXXII" 
^January, 1948), 148. 

*^R,. A. Green, "What Program of Education for Slow Learners?'* 
The Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, 
XXXV (March? 1951), 18. ~ 

**Leon Mones, "What Programs for the Slow Learners ?" The 
Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, 
XXXIII (May, 1949), 43. 
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Much h a s been done f o r unad jus ted and r e t a r d e d ch i ld ren . Most 

s econda ry schools have s i the s a m e t i m e neg lec ted an even m o r e i m p o r -

t an t a r e a of educa t ion—tha t of provid ing spec ia l i n s t ruc t ion f o r the s u -

p e r i o r s tudents . A pronounced shor tcoming of school s y s t e m s today 

i s the i r f a i l u r e to r e c o g n i s e and c o n s e r v e human ab i l i t i e s and t a l en t s . 

The rough l ine of d e m a r c a t i o n p roposed by the Educat ional P o l i -

c i e s C o m m i s s i o n was that ten p e r cen t ©f the 6,000,000 hoys and g i r l s 

i n A m e r i c a n high schools have in te l l igence quot ients h i t t e r than 120 

and tha t , the re fo re* 600,0 00 of them a r e either m o d e r a t e l y o r highly 

g i f ted . Half, o r 300,000, of th i s n u m b e r l ive in s m a l l communi t i e s in 

which the high-school populat ion i s l e s s than 500, and consequently, 

IS 

se ldom a r e any p r o v i s i o n s made f o r spec ia l educat ion of th i s g roup . 

F o r the fortunate 300,000 s u p e r i o r s tuden t s who a t tend l a r g e r 

schools , d i f f e r en t dev i ce s a r e being t r i e d . New York Ci ty h a s ex -

p e r i m e n t e d with t h r e e d i s t inc t me thods , namely ; (1) honor c l a s s e s i n 

Engl ish , h i s t o r y , m a t h e m a t i c s , l anguages , and science; (2) honor 

schools ; and (3) s pec i a l i s ed high schools such a s the High School of 

Science of which M o r r i s M e i s t e r i s the p r inc ipa l . At the Monroe High 

School, R o c h e s t e r , New York, the p r o g r a m of Honor -Work I s a n 

• **N. B. S c h a r e r , "How Can the School Meet the Needs of Supe r io r 
Students ? " The Bullet in of the Nat ional Assoc ia t ion of Secondary School 
P r i n c i p a l s , XXXVI (March,~T952), 101. 

* ̂ Morris Meister, "What Provisions for the Educat ion of Gif ted 
Students ? " The Bulletin of the National Assoc ia t ion of Secondary School 
pr inc ipals , XXXV (April, "1951), 30. ~ 
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experiment in education: f o r menta l ly gif ted chi ldren. Sixty pupils s e -

lected f r o m f r e s h m a n through sen ior c l a s s e s c o m p r i s e the specia l 

group, the work of which p rov ides f o r much pupil initiative. ^ 

The m a j o r problem encountered in the education of the gifted i s 

teacher recruitment. Better prepared teachers are needed to carry on 

the work with varied materials of instruction. These teachers need 

specia l t ra in ing in order that they may give these gi f ted pupi ls improved 

conditions for l ea rn ing in a cons t ruc t ive effort to avoid f u r t h e r was te 

IT 
of the abil it ies of the bright and gifted children. 

C l e a r i n g H o u s e 

Clear ing House i s a p r o g r e s s i v e journal dealing with the problems 

of organization, admini strati on, and methods in the secondary schools. 

During the period from 1940 to 1952, thirty-two art ic les concern-

ing some phase of abi l i ty grouping were published in Clear ing House. 

Twenty of the w r i t e r s d i scussed experiments o r p roposa l s f o r the 

p rob lem of teaching fee slow l e a r n e r . The gif ted o r super io r child 

was given critical study by s ix of the w r i t e r s whose a r t i c l e s appeared 

in print in this journal. The rejection of the principle of ability grouping 

was spotlighted in one written report of a school study, whereas the 

1 6 Burr D. Coe, "The Honor-Work Group, " The Bulletin of the Na-
t ional Associat ion of Secondary School Principals, XXV (October, 194IJ, 
s C " ' 

* 7Paul Witty, "The Gifted Child in the Secondary School, " The 
Bulletin of the National Associat ion of Secondary School P r inc ipa l s , 
XXXIII (April, 1949), 260. ~ 
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remaining f ive ar t i c l e s dealt with the advantages of grouping lor the en-

t ire high-school curriculum. 

2a 1938, courses especia l ly designed for students with low intel-

l igence quotients were initiated in the high schools of Newark, Hew 

Jersey . A special teacher who was placed in charge of the slow learn-

e r s taught them the basic subjects, leaving cooking, sewing, printing* 

art , industrial arts, physical education, l ibrary service , and music to 

be taught in accordance with the regular departmentalized method. 

. . . The experiment worked well and the c l a s s did learn 
muck more than i t would have learned not segregated. The 
c l a s s made a considerable gain in reading because of the 
effect of broadened school experience which was possible 
because of the grouping. 

More i s known about what s low learners cannot learn than about 

what they can learn. Much i s known about their negative or ant i -soc ia l 

attitudes and behaviors, but very little about their positive ones. One 

authority, however, be l ieves that a great deal of knowledge not yet put 

19 

into practice has been accumulated concerning the problem. 

As a result of Ms wide experience as administrator and supervisor 

of classes of slow learners, William M. Cox has become convinced 

that these pupils want to learn and have an interest span approximately 

16 
Leon Mones, "The High School Develops Courses for Low 

House, X1Y (January, 1940), 452. 

'W. B. Feather stone, ; 1 What Do We Know About Slow Learners ?" 
Clearing House, XXV {February, 1951), 325. 

1. Q. Pupils, " 
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equal I# that of other s tudents . Of course, & slow l e a r n e r wil l lose 

interest quickly if he m u s t compete with normal and bright pupils, a l l 

in the s ame c l a s s . Cox bel ieves that the notion of a shor t i n t e r e s t span 

a s an innate c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the individual i s a misconception* Ob-

serva t ions have led Mm to bel ieve that there i s ve ry l i t t le , if any, 

d i f fe rence between the i n t e r e s t spans of the slow learner and of the 

norma l o r br ight pupil, provided the instruction is gea red to individ-

ual interest and ability level. 

Many characteristic facts about the slow learner have been re-

vealed to t e a c h e r s whose work in the c l a s s r o o m br ings them into 

close contact with these students. In general, this type of student is 

sincere, wanting to l e a rn , and apprecia t ing everything that i s done f o r 

21 
him. Although these s low-learn ing chi ldren tend to be apprec ia t ive 

of their teachers, they are likely to be extremely critical toward one an-

22 

other. An interesting revelation which came as an outgrowth of one 

exper iment i s that low-ability students should not have too l a r g e a p e r -

centage of their school program devoted to hand work because this 

gives their minds too much free time to wander. When directed with 

^Wi l l i am M. Cox, "Slow Learners Have Normal Interest Spans, " 
Clearing House, XXVI (April, 1952), 472. 

^Josephine Frisbie, "The Challenge," Clearing House, XXI 
(November, 1946), 167. 

^Donald £. Smith, "JLow-Ability Class: A Problem for the New 
Engl ish Teacher, " Clear ing House, XXV (November, 1950), 158. 
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enthusiasm to areas of special interests, these pupils generally wader-

take complicated activities willingly and assume responsibility with 

23 

pride. 

lite superior child and Ms problems have been d iscussed sparingly 

in Clearing House. Many valuable techniques have been developed in 

an attempt to encourage the pupils of low ability to attain their expec-

tancy, but the superior pupils are not challenged to achieve up to the 

limit cf their potentialities. 

Segregated classes help the child to become emotionally more 

stable. The constant irritation of being held back in order for others ^ 

to "catch up" with him is eliminated from the experience of the gifted 

child. It i s remarkable how a child who has been a school problem 

most of Ms life gives up the habits that were so irritating when he is 
25 

put into a c la s s with his peers . The schools of Detroit, Michigan, 

use segregated classes for the superior students. There they are 

grouped through the twelfth grade. This grouping provides for a con-

stant and progressive growth which is not possible through the employ-
Z6f 

ment of any other method. 

^Maud Minster, "Classroom Adaptations for Pupils of Limited 
Ability. " Clearing Mouse, XV1I1 (December, 1945), 227. 

2*Blanche Bobbitt, "What Teachers Can Do for (Sifted Pupils, " 
Clearing House, XXIX (January, 1948), 268. 

^^Hedwig O. Pregler , "The Gifted: Society's Neglected A s -
sets , »* Clearing House, XXIV (November, 1949), 142. 

^George Santayana, "The Intellectually Gifted Child,11 Clearing 
House, XXI (January, 1947), 260. 
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Teachers who have taught superior children identify them as hav-

ing wide varieties of interests, good memories , logical thinking and 

reflection, creative ability-, and will-power and concentration. Even 

though the bright child may be positively identified, many schools have 

done nothing about hizn except to keep Mm with average pupil*. In such 

a situation his interests are not challenged, Ms abilities are not uti-

lized, and he i s likely to become a frustrated and maladjusted individ-

ual. 

It i s still difficult to see the possibil it ies of the child 
at the top of the ladder because not enough has been done 
with him and for him. Education for the gifted caimot have 
failed; it has never been tried in the classroom or in segre-
gated c lasses on the scale or for the same length of time 
as for those at the bottom of the ladder. Until it has been 
so tried, stepladders have not gone both, ways and democ-
racy has not given an equal opportunity to all. ^7 

Before the c lose of 1940 Leon Mones wrote an article for Clearing 

House rejecting ability grouping. He felt that for the Newark, New 

Jersey, high schools the plan of homogeneous grouping was not suc-

ceeding, and he offered in i ts place a new social grouping plan. He 

asserted that in c las ses which are socially grouped, brilliant pupils 

may achieve their highest performance, and their best development may 

be realized by giving them the opportunity to help those not so gifted. / / 

Backward and retarded pupils in a c lass socially grouped may be 

2 7Hedwig O. Pregler, "Stepladders Go Both Ways," Clearing 
Hbuse, XXI (May, 1947), 527. 
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challenged to better adjustment and performance than if they were put 

into c lasses with pupils on their own level of mentality. 

A plan was sought by a particular school to reduce its failures 

and to provide instruction commensurate with the ability of the pupils 

concerned. Since ability grouping presented possibilities, it was de-

cided to experiment with this device. At the end of the school year less 

than one half of one per cent of the marks turned in at the office were 

failures. According to the author of the study, there was every reason 

to believe that the plan was achieving the purpose for which it was 

originated. 

Gerald S. Nord made a survey of ability grouping in New Castle, 

Pennsylvania, and in ten other high schools in the same state. His 

study occurred as a result of the discovery that the method employed 

by the Mew Castle High School for grouping pupils according to high, 

average, and low abilities was efficient within itself, but that the in-

struction afforded was not sufficiently varied to conform to the needs, 

interests, and abilities of children classified at the different levels. 

All but two of the ten schools included in the report utiliaed ability 

grouping in some farm. As a result of the study, the Pennsylvania 

2H 
JLeon Mones, "We Have Abandoned Homogeneous Grouping," 

Clearing House, XV (October, 1940), 77. 

29J. E. JLeipold, "A High School Tackles Failures, * Clearing 
House, XX (February, 1946), 328. 
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high schools included in the survey improved their methods of instruc-

30 

lion for the different groups. 

An interesting development originating in the ability-grouping 

idea i s that which i s in operation in the Julia Ward Howe Junior High 

School in New York City. For the past sixteen years this school has 

been operated as a "track school, " offering i ts pupils s ix tracks or 

paths along which they may progress through the three grades of the 

junior high school. These tracks range from the lowest, which i s 

specially adapted to pupils with intelligence quotients of f i f ty-f ive 

to seventy-five and-a reading retardation of at least two years , to the 

highest* which provides an enriched curriculum for superior pupils. 

This school has a student body of approximately 1,400 junior-high-age 

girls . The school was established sixteen years ago, la 1936, in a 

section of New York City in which lived a low socio-economic group of 

a minority race. Each girl i s assigned to a homogeneous group for 

the purposes of instruction and of learning, but she may join clubs of 

her own choosing for participation in the community life of the school. 

The highest group of unusually brilliant pupils may be placed in 

Special Progress or "SP" classes in the junior high school, and may 

complete the required work in two years instead of three if they de-

sire. In the senior high school these pupils retain their ability grouping 

Gerald £ . Nord, "Class Sectioning, " Clearing House, XXI 
(May, 1947), S30. 
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and work in an Honor School within the high school, which also enables 

them to work at an accelerated rate If they choose to do so, but encour -

ages them to remain in the school lor the usual number of years in or-

der to have opportunity to experience the enriched curriculum designed 

especially for them, for the purpose of meeting their needs, challeng-

ing their interests* and directing their abilities int© creative and satis-

fying channels of endeavor. 

la this junior high school no girl is ever doomed to remain in any 

one track for the three years of her junior-high-school if she can prove 

that she does not belong there but merits transfer to a more advanced 

track. She is simply placed, at the beginning* on the track where her 

learning and skills* to date, place her. She has the opportunity to 

work and learn at her own rate of speed. She is tested frequently and 

records her own progress. She knows that transfer from track to track 

is possible when she merits such transfer, that is, when her achieve-

ments indicate that she is ready for more advanced undertakings. For 

all activities of a social nature she may associate with any and every 

girl in the school, but she is a member of a homogeneous group for 

the purpose of engaging in learning experiences. 

In the opinion of the reporter of this plan, administrators and 

teachers should stop trying to make every child fit into this particular 

teacher's l*atin class or that certain class in advanced science. Edu-

cators can. easily become tyrannical and cruel in their zeal to make 



7? 

every child believe that he has the same potentialities as every other 

child. It simply i s not true, and those directing the learning prog raws 

for children must recognise that the school has to meet the need® and 

challenge the interests of the pupils—all of the pupils—or it l o se s i ts 

strongest claim as the pre-eminent agency for the propagation of demo-

31 

cratio society. Some form of ability grouping or track-school plan 

appears to be the best solution yet devised. 

S c h o o l a n d S o c i e t y 

School and Society, a weekly magazine of general interest to the 

educational worker, discusses educational events, survey#, reports of 

original studies, research and statistics, news and notes of the meet-

ings of educational societ ies . 

From 1940 until 1952, the articles published in School and So-

ciety relating to ability grouping were decidedly in favor of the educa-

tional device as an effective means of teaching and learning. A notable 

fact revealed in the survey of School and Society for the twelve-year 

period was the large percentage of writing in favor of a grouping of 

the superior students. The views of the editor may perhaps shed some 

light on this fact. Or. L L. Kandel, professor of education, Teachers 

College, Columbia University, assumed the editorship of the magazine 

^*Anna £ . £*awson, "Track School: Its Pupils Move on 6 Ability-
Paths, " Clearing House, XXV (May, 1951), 515. 
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in September, 1946. Dr. Kandel is well-known throughout the United 

States a s an authority on compara t ive education. During the six years 

of Kandel' s editorship, four of his editorials favoring ability grouping 

with special emphasis on groups for the superior pupils have appeared 

in the journal. 

Two months after Kandel assumed the editorship, he expressed 

his opinion of ability grouping, as follows; 

There is probably no country that has accumulated as 
much information about individual differences as the United 
States. There is probably no country that has made less 
use of the knowledge that has been collected on this subject. 
For this situation the explanation which can be offered is to 
be found in a rooted fear that classification of pupils accord-
ing to their abilities is undemocratic. American education 
has on the whole been geared to pupils of average ability and 
to tike backward more than to the selection and discovery of 
ability. Mass education promises to be one of the greatest 
achievements of the United States; its success, however , 
may be endangered if talent and ability are allowed to be 
submerged by it. 

Two years later Kandel felt the desire of again expounding Ms 

opinion of ability grouping, this time with stress placed on the need 

of classes for the superior pupils. If the school system i s to do justice 

to all the pupils as individuals, the problem which i s foremost is one 

of adapting the educational program to the great variety of abilities 

and interests to be found among pupils. While seeking to solve the so-

cial problem by bringing the pupils of all socio-economic strata together 

32I. L,. Kandel, "individual Differences, " editorial. School and 
Society, JLXIV (November 30, 1946), 375. 
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in the same school And attempting to cater to the wide range of differ. 

ences in individual abilities, the fact i s ever present that the superior 

students have been held back and have been deprived of opportunities 

S3 
for their fullest development. 

. . . No matter what organization or plans may be adopted 
for secondary schools, it i s recognised that the central 
problem i s one of seeing to It that each student receives 
the education best adapted to his abilities and aptitudes. ^ 

A recent gesture of approval for ability- grouping was Jtandel's 

favorable editorial comment on the publication Education of the Gifted 

by the Educational Pol ic ies Commission of the National Education Asso-

elation, in which the writers recognized the harm done to individuals 

and to society by neglecting pupils of intellectual ability. 

la. I f42, an article on sectioning was published which was based 

upon a survey of teachers who had done graduate work during the sum-

mer sess ions of 1941 and 1942 at Duke University. The teachers in-

cluded in the study, from seventy-six school systems, represented 

twenty-two states. Fifty-one of the schools represented used some 

type of ability grouping, and 83. 4 per cent of the teachers favored 

sectioning of pupils according to ability. ^ 

^1 . I*. Kandel, "identification of Abil it ies," editorial. School 
and Society, ItXVIlI (November 20, 1948), 549. 

"**I. L. Kandel, "Review of Secondary Education Needed, " School 
and Society, LXVU (February 14, 1948), 117. 
n̂MmwftuwiiD ..»miin!w»i'ri«trj«iiuU 

L. Kandel, "Education of the Gifted, " editorial, School and 
Society, L.XXH (August 19, 1950), 123. 

^ J . E. W. Wallin, "Sectioning According to Ability in 1941 and 
1942. " School and Societv. JL/VT (November 28. 1942). 526. 
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The departments of education of teacher preparatory colleges 

received some adverse cr i t ic ism i s an article published in 1950. Some 

pertinent but thought-provaking questions were put to the ears of the 

colleges*: 

Should not schools of education introduce practical 
means of demonstrating how best to put their ideas into 
practice ? How long i s it since the eloquent lecturers 
on secondary education have stood at the front of a c l a s s -
room of high school pupils ? How many of them, especial ly 
among those who denounce ability grouping as undemocratic* 
have carried a ful l-t ime high school roster in recent years? 
Has one of thena taught f ive periods a day, c la s ses of forty, 
with a possible range la intelligence of from seventy to one 
hundred and fifty and in reading from primer to college 
l e v e l ? 3 7 

Yearly one or more art ic les on grouping of superior students 

found their way into the pages of School and Society from 1940 until 

1952. During the same period only fou*- writings in behalf of the slow 

learner were published. These four attempts to mee t the problem 

agreed that there should be special c l a s s e s for the l e s s able students. 

Only in separate c l a s s e s are the Binet students —-those having intelli-

gence quotients of s ixty-f ive to seventy—allowed to progress as they 

should. 

E. A. Cross has said that "three fifths of the population l is ten 

39 
to the intellectuals above them. " * He stated, further, that the 

^'itegina Heavey, "The New Look in the High School, " School 
and Society, LXX1 (February 18, 1950), 100. 

^®JL.eon Mones, "The Binet Pupils Got a Chance, " School and 
Society, LXVH (April 10, 1948), 282. 

3'JE. A. Cross. "Information, Please , " School and Society, LV1 
{Decftmbtr 12* 1942). 561. ' uir' 
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intellectual* make the dull work for their place in the middle layer, 

but It i s the middle layer who actually shape the national destiny. The 

schools have, in their effort to be popular and practical, unintention-

ally given the greater part of their effort to the education of the aver-

age. Cross upholds this theory to & certain degree when he says , "Per-

haps they were wise in doing so, but unwise in neglecting the upper 

fifth and in trying to give the dull the same education a s that provided 

40 

for the average and superior. " This effort has resulted in a watered-

down education f© r all to a point at which morons can appear to be 

profiting from an educational program far above their reach. 

There i s an educational waste which results from a failure to 

get every child to learn as much a s he can. The superior pupils' 

neglect i s causing a large amount of this waste. Society has clung to 

the outmoded motto: "Hands off! U i t i s real cream, it will r i se . 

There might be some speculation about how much of that cream goes 

sour by being left alone, la order to save this educational l o s s , it i s 

necessary that the principle of segregation by ability should be recog-

nised by the leading educators and written into the educational system 

of the nation. 

*®Ibid., p. 564. 

Irving gorge and Raphael D. Blau, "The Education of a Genius,' 
School and Society, U V (December 20, 1941), 573. 

^ B a y a r d Q. Morgan, "Educational Waste, a National Jboss, " 
School and Society, LXU (December 22, 1945), 394. 
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la HttiBg up a program for superior students, the selection of 

the teachers is more important than the actual courses which the su-

perior child takes during Ms high-school career. The teachers of this 

class must he unusually able, since the superior child is quick to de-

tect teachers who are of only average intelligence. The usual teacher 

will probably have no insight into the mental processes of a child who 

is more intelligent than he is. Such a teacher may even be jealous and 

resentful of such a pupil and often creates opportunities to show re-

sentment and envy by means of sarcasm. The course of study may cover 

all of the subjects of the traditional curriculum, hut for the superior 

child this is only a beginning, since he is able to progress at a greatly 

accelerated pace* It does not matter especially what subjects he learns 

in the extra time that comes to him after he has mastered the tradi-

tional curriculum, but it is important that he spend this time learning 

how to use his mental equipment to its fullest capacity. Me must learn 

self-discipline and a spirit of obligation to do his best both for his own 

sake and for the sake of humanity. Superior intellectual ability is not 

a miracle; it is as natural as the extremes in physical strength, 

weight, and height. Since it is so valuable, it should be regarded and 

treated like any other rare natural resource. 

43 
Lorge and Blau, og. cit., p. 575. 
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H i g h P o i n t s 

High Points presents, AS its name suggests, the Mgfa. points in 

the work of the high schools of Hew York City. It i s published fey the 

Board of Education and i s issued each month of the school year to all 

teachers in the high schools of the city. The columns of High Points 

are open to all of the teachers and supervisory and administrative of-

ficers of the junior and senior high schools. 

A common practice in some of the larger cities has been that of 
/ / 

separating entering students into different c lasses according to their 

ability. This is a very common occurrence in the secondary schools 

of flew York City. Many studies and experiments have been carried 

out with the different ability levels, as confirmed by the varied re-

ports which fill the pages of High Points, Since the emphasis has 

been centered on no one group in the system, the slow and the bright 

students have been studied equally. 

The New York City Board of Education has not tried to carry 

out the same type of ability grouping in all of the secondary schools 

under its administrative authority. Even in the grouping of superior 

students, various methods are being put into practice and new pro-

cedures added from time to time, "in the New York City School Sys-

tem there are as many types of honor school and honor c lasses as 

there are high schools. No two schools are alike in practice. 

** Abraham JLefkowita, "Honor Schools or Honor Classes, " 

High Points „ XXII (May, 1940), 5. 
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In the early part of the 1940* s the honor school and honor classes— 

both educational provisions for bright pupils—came into use. An honor 

school Is any organization of superior pupils segregated ia all of their 

classes. Usually the students are selected by the requirement of c er -

tain scholastic requirements ia all subjects. All of the classes of the 

honor school are supervised by a head teacher who acts as adviser 

4S 

for students and teachers. In the honor-class plan students are 

placed In special classes of each subject in which they received superior 

ratings. Advocates of both of these plans agree that curriculum s and 

methods of teaching should be adapted to the abilities and needs of the 

superior students. ̂  In its early stages of development, the honor 

school was accepted by New York City educators as the practical 

answer to the problem of the gifted student. Before the advent of the 

honor systems, the methods for caring for the bright pupils had been 
47 

haphasard and sketchy. 

A particularly interesting feature at the George Westinghouse Vo-

cational High School, New York City, i s the provision made for the 

talented and the superior. A great deal has been done in the vocational 

**ltowena K. Keyes, "Variety ia Honor Schools, " High Points, 
XXQ (December, 1940), 42. 

^Dudley H. Miles, "Honor Schools and Honor Classes , " High 
Points, XXII (February, 1940), 7. 

^ S a m u e l A. Whiteman, "What Can We Do for the Gifted Student 
in the Average Classroom?" High Points, XXI2I (March, 1941), 72. 
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high schools for the slow pupil. Frequently the superior child i s the 

forgotten pupil of any school system, but .most completely forgotten in 

the vocational school, almost to the extent of being considered an in-

terloper. to the George Westinghouse Vocational High School a special 

c lass may be formed which may, possibly, cut across grade l ines. 

The success of the special c las s here i s the same as in the other s e c -

ondary schools; that i s , it i s dependent first of al l upon finding a 

teacher with the necessary preparation, background, sympathy, and 

enthusiasm for the work. The superior student can be utilised a s a 

4g 

force for good in the entire vocational high school. 

Within the past decade New York City has kept abreast of the 

widespread effort to offer a better type of education for the mentally 

retarded adolescent, a s well as for the superior i n d i v i d u a l . T h e 

task of the high school for the slow learner i s to take Mm, regardless 

of his previous experiences or academic achievements, and to provide 

suitable programs which have meaning to the pupil without respect to 

possible academic graduation. Failure to provide appropriate edu-

cation, not just lowered educational standards, for the lower twenty 

per cent of the school population has resulted in a c r i s i s in the New 
JL& 

*°Jsaac Turofsky, "Classes for Superior Children in the Voca-
tional High School, " High Points, XXXI (January, 1949), 30. 

4 9 Jacob Baskal, "The Mentally Retarded Child, » High Points. 
XXIX (February, 1947), 23. 
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York City system* particularly with respect to secondary schools and 

50 

out-of- school youth. 

The selection of students to he included in the slow sections has 

long been a controversial issue* James Mandel reported in the columns 

of High Points a study which was conducted to determine the validity 

of the teacher - selection method for slow learners in biology at De Witt 

Clinton High School, New York City. It had been the practice in the 

past for all science teachers to recommend students for slow classes 

on the basis of their estimates of the ability of the students. Intelli-

gence-quotient records were mt consulted. It is evident that teacher 

estimates of students scheduled for slow classes retain a fair degree 

of accuracy. Despite this high correlation between teacher judgment 

and intelligence-quotient records, approximately twenty per cent of 

the student* registered in the "S" classes had intelligence quotients 

higher than one hundred. "Theoretically, such students should not 

he included in a class segregated for dull pupils. The policy which 

the school adopted for the future was to place in the slow classes only 
51 

those students whose intelligence quotients were one hundred or less. 

William Bristow, "Slow Learning Pupil Problems and Issues, " 
High Points, XXVII (March, 1945), 12. 

5 ̂  James Mandel, "The Validity of the Teacher Selection Method 
for the Segregation of Slow Students, " High Points, XXX (September, 
1948), 77. 
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Ordinarily, the alow learner realizes Ms limitations and usually 

is happier when he is placed in a special class suitable to his own ca-

pabilities rather than in class situations in which he knows he cannot 

52 

participate effectively. In the segregated class an attempt is made 

to provide educational experiences within the limits of the pupil's un-

derstanding. This class is free o£ the intense preparation character-

istic of average classes. Also, the work is more practical, and a 

serious attempt is made to base the course on subject matter in which 
53 

the students are especially Interested. These students need more 

guidance than their more intelligent friends. Another important fac-

tor is the need for the guidance and, to a certain extent, education of 

the parents of these pupils. There are some educators who advance 

the plan of establishing a special school for the low-ability group. The 

Speyer School of Teachers College, Columbia University, is an example 
55 

of the proposed school. 

The slow learner's textbook looms large among Ms problems. A 

few decades ago the writer of a high-school textbook had a fairly 
Albert Dosik, "The Slow-Learners Go to High School, " High 

Points, XXVIH (October, 1946), 35. 
53 

Maurice Bleifeld, "Selection of Non-Regents Students, " High 
Points, XXXI (December, 1949), 65. ' 

®*Yetta Adlerblum, "Guidance of Our Slowest Learners, " High 
Points, XXIV (March, 1942), 28. 

Arthur I. Gates, "Some Results of the Experiment with Slow-
Learning Groups, " High Points, XXV (April, 1943), 68. 
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homogeneous audience. The spread of ability among pupils was small, 

A book which was aimed at the needs of the average pupils could spaa 

the requirements of the majority of the c lass . But today a single text-

book i s a given subject can no longer care for the needs of the differ-

ent ability leve ls which make up the c lass . "A textbook which can be 

read and understood by Retarded Roy will not supply the rich back-

ground and the deeper concepts rightfully the heritage of Superior 

Stanley. 

Audio*visual aids are fine for the slow-learning group, but for 

the most efficient combination of c lassroom work and home study 

there are few aids as effective as the textbook, a proved universal aid 

to teaching and learning. Retarded students need textbooks, as do 

more able students; however, fee retarded individual needs books 

written with Ms problem especial ly in mind. Simple style and vocabu-

lary, directness of presentation, brevity of expression, concepts de-

veloped step by step, and an interesting approach and development for 

each unit are the specifications of the textbook tailored for the re-

tarded students. 

. . . An important market ex is ts for the work of textbook 
writers and publishers who would give us books specif ic-
ally designed for the retarded. Here and there a little 
ground has been broken in this field, but in the largest 
part it i s still unploughed. 

Jerome Carlin, "The Slow Learner and the Textbook, " High 
Points, XXIX (November, 1947), 17. 

5 7 l b i d . , p. 23. 
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T h e Engli s h J o u r n a l 

The English Journal i s the official organ of the National Council 

of Teachers of English. It contains general l i terary art ic les , contribu-

tions to English teaching methods, departments for discussion of r e -

cent English usage, exchange of views among members, and news and 

notes about the profession. The English Journal i s designed primarily 

for teachers of English in the secondary schools * 

There i s a noticeable difference in the number of articles in this 

publication dealing with the grouping of the slow learners as compared 

with the number on the grouping of the bright students. During the 

twelve-year period under consideration, seventy-five per cent of the 

writings published in this journal which were related to ability group-

ing dealt with possible solutions for the problems of low-ability pupils. 

Xn an article which he wrote for School and Society in 1899, John 

Dewey said: "The school must be changed from a listening basis to 

a doing or working one and must be arranged so that the child can 

learn by experience and learn to think by managing experiences. " In 

an effort to apply this Dewey philosophy particularly to slow learners* 

Jay Greene experimented with a low-ability c lass by using first-hand 

experiences in improving community living. The placing of emphasis 

in the c lass upon positive elements appeared to result in & wholesome 

S8 
feeling of satisfaction and accomplishment on the part of the group. 

fjg 
Jay E. Greene, "A Slow English Class Investigates Community 

living, " The English Journal„ XL (June* 1951), 340. 
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When slow l e a r n e r s a r e segregated, p ro j ec t s which a r e suitable lor 

them may be ca r r i ed out with g rea t success . They prof i t by field 

t r ips , as Greene ' s exper iment proved. Tr ips which will give them 

a be t te r knowledge of the community and will show vocational opportuni-

t ies fo r young people with l imited abi l i t ies a r e good means of mot ivat-

so 

ing these students, 

English should not be brought too low on the sca le fo r the low-

abili ty pupils. One t eacher has l i s ted the units upon which she laid 

emphas i s for he r pupils: ve rbs , pronouns, le t te r writing, s imple 

themes , punctuation, and f i l l ing out application blanks. In working 

with these students she emphasized reading abi l i t ies , dict ionary work, 

and spelling. Although the teaching of mechanics or g r a m m a r i s 

neces sa ry to c a r r y on the c lass work, this inst ruct ion mus t be made 

a s s imple and a s easy as possible . Most of these students would like 

to wr i te cor rec t ly and can be shown why a question should have a ques-

tion m a r k a f t e r i t , and wfay a na tura l pause in reading should be marked 

by a comma. One teacher found some success in teaching the u se «f 

quotation m a r k s by di rect ing the attention of the students to the radio 

commenta tors ' u se of "quote" and "unquote. 

^ M a r y Rickert, "Motivation for Slow L>earaers, " The English 
Journal , XXXVUI (January, 1949), 44. 

^ E s t h e r A. Robinson, "Reclaiming the Slow-Learning Boys and 
Girls, " The English Journal, XXXVI (March, 1947), 135, 

6* Geneva Kershner, "The Slow Learner Reads and Writes, " The 
English Journal, XXXV (May, 1946), 266. 
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It i s very important that the students of low intelligence quotients 

be taught reading. Lillian Par ham, who has worked with this type of 

pupil for a somber of years, says; 

, . . The low X, Q. must learn by acquiring meaningful per-
cepts in order to build up useful, clear mental concepts. He 
must be in a class with others who need the same methods 
applied to them. Their mental digestive systems consume 
only bits at a time and very slowly. Through diagnosis and 
constant sympathetic study the teacher can decide on ade-
quate and safe doses of subject matter to be apportioned 
for each lesson. 

Beryl McAdow, a teacher of English, differs with many who say 

that the low-ability pupils will not read extensively. She contends that 

these individuals will read extensively if they are given material 

which they can read and enjoy. These students like fiction dealing 

with periods of life in this country, particularly pioneer and Indian 

life. Stories dealing with vocations are also popular. The conclusion 

which she drew from her experiment was that these students must be 

given books to read which they will enjoy so that they may gain the 

three values of reading—improved reading ability, added experiences 

with life problems, and an interesting leisure activity. In spite of 

their low ability, their frequent lack of cultural advantages, and their 

6 2 Lillian Par ham, "Teaching iLow I. Q. «s to mead, « The Eng-
lish Journal, XXXII (X>ecember, 1943), 561. 

^JSeryl McAdow, "Ten Years with Slow Headers, M The English 
Journal, XXX (September, 1941), 574. 
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negligible fund of educational skil ls , slow-learning pupils find rea l 

p leasure in treading. ^ 

The seed for special classes for the bright students i s very urgent. 

Students of superior intelligence should be selected in whatever way-

seems wisest in the particular situation. They should then be given 

fu l le r , r icher courses . If these superior students a r e lef t to move 

slowly and methodically with the average group, a t leas t i s the la ter 

yea r s in high school, many will acquire the habit of doing only those 

tasks which they can accomplish easily and quickly, without exerting 

themselves. Grouped together, they can easily read two or three 

books while others a r e plodding through one. They can discuss with 

intelligence and interest more ser ious problems which the large pa r t 

of the class would find dull or incomprehensible. They can write 

twice as many themes, because they are full of ideas, and the teacher 

can correct well-written compositions in half the time required for 

mediocre ones. Such students, placed in a class to themselves, would 

not be re tarded by long explanations or by days spent in repetition of 

the work of former years, such as is necessary with those of less 

ability. 6 5 

64Dorothy J. Whitted, "Reading They've liked," The English 
Journal, XXXXI (October, 1943), 441. 

65 
Mabel E. Sshelman, "Our Advanced Students, " The English 

Journal, XXXVU (October, 1948), 420. 
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The a ims and procedures which have been set up in the teaching 

of l i t e ra ture lor average and re tarded pupils have no application to the 

bright students. All of the most favored t r icks of literature teaching 

a r e lost with this type of student. He does not have to be urged to 

reads he l ikes reading better than he likes to do anything e l se , and mo 

complicated deviccs to arouse hi* interest are needed. The superior 

c lasses may make a more intensive study of literature than i s possible 

in the other c lasses . These students may read many more dramas and 

novels than the average c lass , besides more relevant re fe rence m a -

te r ia l s , thereby giving them the opportunity to work at approximately 

their capacities. ^ 

Three aspects of reading should be stressed with tie 
superior c lasses . In these three aspects of reading—the 
instrumental , the interpretive, and the rhapsodic*-there 
should be a clear conception of progression, a notion of 
where we begin, how we advance, and what we a r e striving 
for. It i s a fatal mistake in dealing with superior pupils y" 
not to press them at every stage to the limit of their ea~ ^ 
pabilities. 

C o n c l u s i o n 

Mark Twain once said that it i s differences of opinion that make 

horse r aces possible. Few horse r aces , however, have aroused more 

^:Louise Kirby, "The Intensive Study of Literature in a Grade 
Xl-A Group, " The English Journal , XXX (December. 1941), 810. 

^ Char les W. Raubicheck, "The Reading of Superior High-School 
Pupils, " The English Journa l , XXIX (September, 1940), 546. 
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differences of opinion than the problem of haw to cope with individual 

differences and what methods are best. Ability grouping, one of the 

many suggested methods, has aroused many educators' enthusiasms 

and, on the other hand, it has provoked the contempt of some educators. 

The issues of five professional journals during a twelve-year 

period which were examined for this survey reveal two phases of abil-

ity grouping to be predominant in the minds of educators—the grouping 

of the bright children and of the slow learners. 

One might draw the conclusion from this study of more than 

sixty articles published in the five journals that the slow child is much 

more thoroughly briefed in school to take a constructive place in the 

workaday world than are the future presidents, atom tamers, and virus 

battlers. Snugly entrenched in "topsy-turvy" values, we spend millions 

each year to conserve the soil, wild life, and national monuments, while 

the nation* s most precious resource—-human intelligence—is allowed 

to trickle away through non- stimulation and lack of use. 

During the thirties an apathetic America was shocked to discover 

the poorly fed, poorly clothed, and poorly housed group of its children. 

During the forties intensive education and a revived free economy have 

done much to raise the status of these children. The low-ability stu-

dents have been given special attention in nearly all large school sys-

tems. If a ten-year period was sufficient time for educators to become 
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aroused, and, by esgjerimentation and study, make progress toward 

the solution of the problem of the alow learner, then the fifties must he 

ready for the problem of the bright student. The urgent need of the 

fifties i s for an equally indignant and aroused America to face squarely 

the needs of the neglected bright students of its school population and 

to get this tremendous national potential into gear for eventual creative 

-work. 



C H A P T E R IV 

P R O C E D U R E S AMD T E C H N I Q U E S IN 

A B I L I T Y G R O U P I N G IN E N G L I S H 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

The preceding chapter consisted of a survey of the status of abil-

ity grouping in general education and in various subject-matter fields 

as reflected in five professional journals. In the present chapter, 

the writer i s attempting to present methods and procedures in ability 

grouping in English in the secondary schools. The full ability*group-

ing program, which may well be used in large schools; the procedure 

for segregating the students of low ability; the method of providing 

c lasses for the superior pupils; and the modified grouping which may 

be used in the high school of three hundred or fewer students comprise 

the four kinds of ability grouping which are surveyed in this chapter. 

L a r g e H i g h S c h o o l s W i t h F u l l 
G r o u p i n g P r o g r a m 

Students can readily be classified into three main groups for 

English instruction—those of superior ability, those of average ability, 

and those of below-average ability. Many large high schools follow 

this plan of classification. Within each group there will be some range 

96 
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of ability levels. Yet, the careful adaptation of the curriculum to each 

of these levels usually insures both that the work is not beyond the ca-

pacity of the least able pupil in any single group, and that it is suf-

ficiently challenging to the very brightest in any given group. 

Many large secondary schools in the United States do classify 

the students in English into these three general groups. Some schools 

place special emphasis on classes for the retarded; other schools hold 

to the theory that only the superior should be segregated. 

U one large city school, the Long Island City High School, New 

York City, special groupings ia English for the high-school level begin 

with the ninth year, in which provision is made for the normal pupils, 

those needing remedial instruction, and those with speech defects. In 

the tenth grade, in addition to these special classes, the bright stu-

dents are placed either ia honor classes in English or in journalism, 

according to their personal preferences. In all, some 800 of a total of 

2,400 pupils are placed in special classes in English which meet their 

needs and foster the development of their interests and abilities more 

adequately than would be possible ia regular classes ia English. The 

plan has been most effective in its efforts to meet individual differences, 

and its results have been, on the whole, highly commendable. " 

As early as 1926, ability grouping was introduced into the English 

department at the James Monroe High School, New York City. The 

1 Joseph Mersand, "Homogeneous Grouping, " The English Journal, 
XXXIX (September, 1950), 594, 
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original program was expanded and imp raved from t ime to time until, 

by 1939, ability grouping was employed throughout the department. The 

English teachers of this school were thoroughly convinced that act iv i -

t i e s in the English c las sroom should be significant and interest ing to 

the pupils who are called upon to engage in the activities. ^ 

The department modified the basic course of study and adjusted \ 

the assignment of individual pupils to grades and c l a s s e s in order to 

meet pupils' needs. The pupils who passed the courses were differen-

tiated into groups of normal ability and aptitude and groups of high abil-

ity and special aptitude. Special c l a s s e s for the students with high 

ability were first organised, and finally a sequence of grades of Eng-

lish was established. For the ffciling pupil, a plan was devised whereby 

the student failing in a given term of English would be assigned to a 

class for such failing pupils, in which the literary material of the 

higher grade would form the content of the course in l i terature and in 

which the language study would be adjusted to the abi l i t ies and needs of 

the group. Discouragement and loss of interest on the part of these 

failing students were lessened. About eight per cent of the student body 

has at one time or another been assigned to one of these classes for 

retarded pupils. 

New Rochelle, Hew York, has a secondary- school population of 

3,350 distributed in two junior high schools with enrollments of about 

2Krank Smer ling, "Grouping of Pupils in English at James Mon-
roe High School," High Po in t s , XXX (February, 1939), 27 
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850 each and in one senior high school with 1,650 students. The senior 

high school i s a comprehensive school which provides a variety of vo-

cational and business training opportunities a s well a s the usual col -

lege preparatory and general curriculums. This school follows a 

regular plan of ability grouping in English, which i s applied to all s e c -

ondary* school students. This grouping begins in the seventh grade and 

i s based upon the results of the Stanford Achievement Test, recommen-

3 

dations of the sixth-grade teachers, and intelligence test scores. 

When students are promoted to the senior high school, they are 

placed in groups according to the classification made by the junior high 

school counselors* These classif ications are based upon scholastic 

achievement in junior high school standardized achievement test 

scares and recommendations of teachers. All students, 'including those 

in the vocational trades and business education curriculums, are placed 

in college preparatory English groups if they are able to do the work 

required. The students are grouped into three classif ications, the 

college preparatory students, the vocational and business education 

pupils, and the general or non-academic students. The regent or 

college preparatory group i s , in turn, broken down into three c las s i -

fications—those who maintain an eighty-five average, those with a 

seventy-five to eighty-five average, and those with a sixty-five to 

%im Joe Smith, Assistant Superintendent, Public Schools, New 
Rochelle, New York, personal letter to the writer, March 11, 1952. 
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seventy-five average. The vocational and general group have two di-

visions, one higher and one lower. There are English classes for 

each division of the classification. * 

All grouping is flexible in that a student may move up or down, 

depending upon Ms accomplishment in a particular subject; mid the 

change from one group to another may be made by the counselor at any 

time. A student may he in a low group in one subject and in a high 

group in another subject. Grouping is determined more on achieve-

ment than on mental ability; however, both are recognised as factors 

in student placement. 

Ability grouping in English has been in use for fifteen years in 

Modesto, California, high schools. A complete grouping program has 

grown out of these years of experimentation and "trial and error" 

methods. 

. . . In the secondary school and particularly in the Eng-
lish department, if sectioning is carefully done, the stu-
dents' feelings of belongiagness, security, and impor-
tance are fostered, because there can be a group morale 
established and a fine rapport developed between student, 
other members of the class, and the teacher. ® 

Alexander Frazier, an English teacher in the JLos Angeles 

County Schools, Juos Angeles, California, states another affirmation 

of the usefulness of ability grouping in high- school English: 

4Ibid. 

^Grace M. Davis, "Do You Section?" The Bulletin of the Na-
tional Association of Secondary School Principals , XXXHlXlanuary, 
1949), 112. 
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. . . Whatever may be said about the effectiveness of ability 
grouping in general, there i s little doubt that ability group-
ing Is one of the most satisfactory methods of separating 
students for the teaching of English. ^ 

Nope High School, Providence, Rhode Island, i s another large 

secondary school that uses a system of classification by ability in £ng~ 

lish. Provisions are made for three levels in each grade. The pupil's 

placement depends upon his reading ability and his intelligence quo-

tient. There i s no rigid rule for permanent placement in a certain 

group; instead, the flexibility of the plan employed provides that if a 

student does better work than expected, he may be moved up. The 

students a re not moved down, however, unless they demonstrate 

conclusively that they cannot do the work of the group to which they 

have been assigned. In Hope High School there is no reward for lazy 

7 

English pupils. 

In all probability, Texas secondary schools have as much ability 

grouping carried on in the English classes as do the other states, but, 

for some unknown reason, Texas educators seem more reticent about 

the experiments and studies in this particular field, a s indicated by the 

small number of ar t ic les which have presented the question of ability 

grouping in professional journals since 1940. In 1951 a questionnaire 

sent out by the English Department of the North Texas State College, 

^Alexander Fraxier , "How to Keep Them in Their Places, " 
School Review, L.V (June, 1947), 340. 

^ J . N. Hook, The Teaching of High School English, p. 94. 
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Denton, Texas, revealed tike fact that one out of every ten secondary 

schools in Texas uses ability grouping in English. 

In the Houston, Texas, secondary schools, ability grouping for 

all c lasses was abolished in 1942 after sixteen years of use. The abil-

ity grouping program which took its place was one of special subject 

areas, particularly English, in which the need was apparent. The new 

£ 

plan i s flexible enough to provide for remedial work. As a result of a 

questionnaire sent to Dallas and to twelve other school systems in 

Texas, the conclusion was drawn that there Is more ability grouping 
Q 

in English c lasses in high schools than in any other c lasses . 

G r o u p i n g of L o w - a b i l i t y S t u d e n t s 

la some schools where a complete program of ability grouping i s 

not the policy of the administration, the slow learners are grouped 

for instructional purposes. Administrators who do this feel that this 

method i s beneficial to the low-ability pupils in that they receive more 

attention in a special class and, at the same time, the high-ability 

and average students may advance more rapidly without the presence 

of slow learners. 

The slow learner does not differ in type from any other student 

in school; he differs only in his need for a different kind of education 

8Edwin D. Martin, "Ten Years with Ability Grouping, " Texas 
Outlook, XXVI (January, 1942), 26. 

^Dorothy Gerlach, "Treating Individual Differences in Texas 
Schools," Social Education, X (November, 1946), 298. 
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from that available to the scholastic&lly minded youth. This low-ability 

child has a very important place to f i l l in our modern economy and 

need# skil ls and techniques that will help Mm to be a more valuable 

member of society. Language skill i s of prime importance for the slow 

learners a s well as the other pupils. The ability of teachers @1 all 

secondary subjects to achieve the over-a l l goals of American education 

depends in a large measure upon the extent to which their pupils develop 

skill in English, because the further a student progresses through 

school, the more he must depend upon Ms ability to acquire informa-

tion from the printed page. A major responsibility of the English 

teacher i s that of helping all pupils to acquire this skill. As students 

of low, Mgh» and average ability progress through high school, they 

can be successful students only when they are able to locate and s e -

lect materials , use reference sources and l ibraries effectively* adapt 

their reading techniques to the purposes at hand, evaluate what they 

have read, and organize the information they have acquired. The 

secondary*school English program is vital to the group of slow learn* 

ers because most of these students will complete their formal educa-

tion in this school. 

The slow learner finds it difficult to do independent study or re-

search in English, even on an elementary level. He is not interested 

Carey Taylor, "The Importance of Language in the Educa-
tion of Youth, M Baltimore Bulletin of Education , XXVII (March, 1950), 
5. 



104 

usually ia delving into dictionaries, anthologies, source materials , 

or books of aay kind, and finds it very difficult to put any such materials 

to valuable use. Very often, though, be will be proficient la gathering 

materials for a notebook ©r scrapbook and will do a surprisingly fine 

job at this. In the tilings in which he i s interested and which be i s able 

to do, he will often be a more conscientious worker and a more appre-

ciative learner than the average or bright scholastic student. ** 

Low-ability students should not be expected to master the tech-

niques of the scholar. Some phases of the grammar of the English 

language are beyond the powers of comprehension of these pupils, 

language difficulty i s aggravated by the fact that the slow students 

come into l e s s contact with tike printed word and are little affected by 

what contact they do have. Slow students should not be burdened 

chiefly with the task of acquiring knowledge. Useful knowledge of 

grammar for the low-ability level should be put into their possess ion 

as easi ly and as generously a s possible, and they should be rigor-

12 

ously required to make some useful applications of it. 

In 1951, W. W. Hatfield* editor of The English Journal, con-

ducted a survey of the program for slow learners which i s being used 

experimentally in a number of high schools in Hew York City. The 

Joseph Bellafiore, "A Slow Class in English," High Points, 
XXVH (October, 1945), 78. 

Julius G. Rothenberg, "English Errors of Slow Learners, " 
The English Journal, XXXXI (December, 1943), 553. 
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editor was so impressed with the number of art ic les which were being 

submitted to Ma magassine concemiag low-ability students that he de-

cided to collect f irst-hand information. The conclusion which he drew 

from his study was a favorable one for ability grouping of slow learn-

ers . 

. . . The language ski l ls and enrichment through literature 
profit rather than suffer in the grouping program. A s to 
reading, the program affords l imit less opportunities to 
the teacher in i t s flexibility, enabling him to follow up 
either efficiency and interest or need for remedial work. 

Current periodicals suggest many means of motivation for the 

low-ability English c las ses . For the harassed English teacher of the 

slow learners there are few textbooks, and for the teacher in search 

of attractive and effective materials of instruction, the textbooks which 

are available suffer from numerous defects. Dora S. Barroack, teacher 

of slow learners , l i s t s the following faults of the textbooks now in use: 

1. They emphasize merely the techniques of reading. 

2. They are, for the most part, based upon paragraph units and 

hence are fragmentary. 

3. The personality of the slow student i s ignored. 

4. They ignore the fact that the slow student i s an adolescent, 

and emotionally and physically a s mature as the superior student. 

13 
W. W. Hatfield, "The XG Program, " The English Journal, 

XL. (December, 1951), 556. 
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5. Most serious of al l , they lack continuity and cannot easi ly 

be translated into worth-while culminating act ivi t ies . ** 

In o r d e r to overcome these handicaps, an effect ive p r o g r a m fo r 

slow students mus t take advantage of cer ta in bas ic adolescent d r ives , 

such a s he ro worship and love of adventure. Reading mast, of neces -

si ty, he within the comprehension of the slow student, lucid r a the r 

than l i t e r a ry in style, and pe rmea ted with f ami l i a r id ioms. The s e -

lections mus t he short , provocative, and varied in content. "It is 

in the current periodicals that I find a significant number of all the 

pedagogical criteria for lew ability pupils satisfied. 

In the Capitol Hill High School, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, the 

non-college preparatory students are permitted to schedule voca-

t ional English. The c l a s s is conducted in an in formal manner , al low-

ing the students to study about the i r chosen vocations. The students 

keep accounts in class booklets of reports on books read about their 

vocations, visits to business f i rms* and any material they consider 

of interest to their fields of work. These students write because they 

have something they want to say, and the mechanics of expression be -

come a significant i s sue with them, because they see the impor tance 

and necessity of clarity of express ion as well as accuracy in writing. 

*4Dora S. Baraaack, "A Magazine Unit fo r Slow Readers, " 
High Points, XXIX (November, 1947), 45. 

*%bid., p. 46. 
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Grammar is a tool to fee utilized only when it is needed, and it is 

taught to meet the individual differences in all forms of the students* 

writings. The motivation of interest and a desire to impress others 

with their knowledge of a vocabulary that typifies their prospective oc-

cupations are sufficient Incentive for them to study and learn the defi-

nitions aad uses of technical terms characteristic of their trade®. The 

hook# which they read in regard to their vocations include biographies 

about men who have been successful in their vocations. The life of 

Mark Twain is a favorite book with this group. ^ 

The teachers have observed a gradual but a sure change in the 

attitudes, thinking, and skills of these students who are below average 

in ability. Given a chance to work in their ability group aad think out 

problems for themselves, they are showing that they can assume re-

sponsibility. "These students are learning that in order to live in a 

democracy they must discipline themselves and must develop initiative, 

17 

responsibility, and self-reliance. " 

The increased practice of instituting vocational English classes 

in high schools has inspired the recent publication of a textbook for 

these slow learners. The book, Vocational English» published in 

May, 1952, was written by Albert C. Jocken, Director of the Vocational 

* ̂ Georgia £. Clifton, "Living English, " The .English Journal, 
XL1 (April, 1952), 194-195. 

I7Ibid., p. 195. 
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High School, Mew Brunswick, New Jersey, and Benjamin Shapiro, 

chairman of English in the same school. The language and instruc-

tional materials are simple and well within the comprehension of nearly 

all high-school students. The illustrations, examples, and drill sen-

tences all refer directly to the interests of the vocational students.18 

Ability grouping has proved and i s proving to be a mainstay for 

these weaker students. Where aMHty grouping i s not practiced, a 

large percentage of the weaker pupils fail , or discouragement causes 

them to leave school; for that i s the history of poor ability—quick 

elimination from opportunity. The slow learner should be encouraged 

and expected to develop the capacity for co-operative "followership." 

The high schools traditionally have failed to develop consciously good 

fol lowers. The Mgh schools have sold their wares to the public on the 

idea that every successful student was training for leadership. Ob-

viously, when the whole populace i s going to Mgh school, not all can 

be leaders. 

Spec ia l C l a s s e s for Superior Pup i l s 

Educators are awakening to the fact that gifted children in the 

schools have been and are, even now, neglected, especially in the 

secondary schools. The need for greater stimulation and more ade-

quate guidance of the gifted individual throughout college ha© been 

* ® Albert E. Jocken and Benjamin Shapiro, Vocational English. 
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suggested by recent studies. It i s d e a r from several such studies 

that subsidies, scholarships, and fellowships are needed by many 

gifted high-school aad college students in order to provide them with 

the educational opportunities which their abilities indicate that they 

should have. ^ 

At no other time in history has the need for capable leaders been 

more argent. The national and world plight is perhaps due in part to 

past neglect of gifted children in the schools. Their development was 

thwarted, and the natural inclinations of their abilities were frustrated 

by conventional methods of education which held to the principle that 

all children should be made to conform to a single* stereotyped pat-

tern. The child of superior intellect aad the child of low mentality 

could never be expected to f it a mold which was designed for the great 

m a s s e s of children; and when they were forced into it, maladjustments 

in personality occurred. Under the commonly practiced system of edu-

cation, large numbers of gifted children enter occupations that do not 

require superior intelligence. 2® 

Many suggestions and schemes have been presented from time to 

time in connection with providing for these superior children in school. 

One of the means that was employed early was that of allowing superior 

^ C . Gilbert Wrenn, "Potential Research Talent in the Sciences 
Based ©a Intelligence Quotients of Ph. D. *s, " Educational Record, 
XXX (January, 1949), 20-22. 

2®Paul Witty, "The World Needs Gifted Children," The National 
Parent^Teacher, XLV (June, 1951), 4. 
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children to skip certain units of work; but this plan was soon found to 

be unsatisfactory. As most adults have learned, human beings need 

other things in addition to facts to enable them to fit into the modern 

social order; and this method sometimes brought youth through colleges 

before they were fixature enough to assume their places in sodety. In 

the light of many experiments which have been carried out over long 

periods of time, it is generally conceded that superior children should 

have as much time in school for ripening and developing as other chil-

dren. This means not a speedy trip through the educational mill, 

which for them grinds rapidly, but instead a full and challenging pro-

gram of work throughout the same number of years that other children 

normally spend in school. Specialised instruction and enriched oppor-

tunities for exploration and the pursuit of special interests must be 

provided. Thus it is fully realised that the curricular offerings for 

superior children in school must be broader and richer than is true 

of the usual curriculum* In this connection these question# arise: 

(1) Shall superior children remain in classes with children below their 

level of abilities ? (2) What should be the nature of the enrichment that 

is to be incorporated into the curriculum ? (3) Shall superior children 

21 

be encouraged to learn more facts or to attempt creative work? The 

answers to these questions will vary with different groups of individ-

uals, but every teacher who participates in a program of ability 

Asenath M. Mosso, "An Experiment with and for Pupils of 
Superior Ability, " School Review, LU (January, 1944), 26-32. 
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grouping must face them squarely and frankly and find the answers that 

appear to be most practical for the given situation. 

That the interest of teachers i s placed largely with the low .ability 

students can be witnessed by observing procedures at any teachers' 

institute, workshop, or college, where c lasses or discussion groups 

are crowded when remedial reading i s the subject of discussion. Simi-

lar groups for the discussion of the education of tine superior child will 

be very small. 

. . . What Is so amazing i s that if the reading expectancy 
level were calculated for children, it would be ascertained 
that most of the slow learners have reached and are work-
ing up to and above their reading expectancy level and yet 
we hammer away at themi Whereas the gifted child ac-
tually needs remedial work because he fal ls far below what 
he i s actually able to do. ^ 

The system of ability grouping for the superior child in English 

has been employed very successfully in Detroit, Michigan, schools. 

Here the school administrators hold to the belief that most of the ob-

jections to grouping may be removed by a well-defined procedure in 

these special c lasses . Lest he be conceited, the superior child should 

be given tasks in his c lass that are sufficiently difficult to demand his 

full energies and engage his resources to the limit, Such a c lass should 

provide him with a rich background of information, l iterary experiences, 

and thorough mechanical knowledge of Ms language, enabling Mm to be 

^Hedwig O. Pregler, "Stepladders Go Both Ways, " Clearing 
House, XXI (May, 1947), 527. 
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both creat ive and original in Ms thinking. The superior child should 

he expected to acquire much knowledge through Ms own search for it . 

M s talents a r e such a s to produce valid and dependable resul t s . Since 

this type of child has relatively high capacity fo r self-direction, em-

phasis in his education may well he placed upon the acquisition and o r -

ganisation of a considerable background of knowledge. 

The Robert E. Lee Junior High School i s an example of how f a r 

one city, Balt imore, Maryland, i s going for i t s superior students. The 

four hundred students enrolled in this school by invitation from all 

pa r t s of the city must have superior intelligence quotients a s well a s 

excellent achievement r ecords from e lementary schools. At Lee 

Junior High (hey advance at an accelerated pace and complete their 

three years' work in two years . This school accelerates but does 

not skip any work. The covering of a s e m e s t e r ' s work in two thirds 

of the t ime i s a problem for the English teachers, who at tempt a solu-

tion by blocking out each t e r m ' s work so that a l l essential experiences 

are included. The customary sequence of literature units, inter-

spersed with composition and g rammar , i s followed, and everything 

possible i s done to stimulate extensive outside reading. This place-

ment in a separate school provides opportunities for creative activity, 

a s shown by the fact that the English c lass rooms abound in samples of 

2 3 S. George Santayana, "The Intellectually Gifted Child, " Edu-
cation Digest , XIX (April, 1947), 8. 
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composi t ions, or iginal poems, s ignif icant a r t work, and mode ls of a i l 

k i w i s , 2 4 

While the students of th is school f o r gif ted children a r e not a l l 

prodig ies , i t i s t r u e that they a r e a picked group se lected on the b a s i s 

of standard t e s t s of scholarship and intel l igence. Theoretically, t h e r e 

a r e no doll o r slow pupi ls in the school; never theless* many a r e so i m -

m a t u r e or have such poor study habi ts a s a r e s u l t of being he te rogene-

ously grouped that It i s n e c e s s a r y f o r the t e a c h e r s to work with them 

individually. 

The growth of social intel l igence that accompanies 
th is type of procedure m o r e than justif ies i ts use. The 
Robert S . JLee Junior High School i s helping many fine 
school leaders become f ine community leaders later on. 

Educational inves t iga tors a r e still* for the most part* in the 

dark where treatment of the intellectually gifted child i s concerned, 

with only a few scientific exper iments and a g r ea t deal of pe r sona l 

opinion a s a guide. The set t ing up of a long-term educational planning 

p r o g r a m i s vitally needed to mee t this p rob lem. 

S m a l l S c h o o l s w i t h M o d i f i e d G r o u p i n g 

In the high school of three hundred or fewer students, the admin-

istrator who wishes to use ability grouping in Engl ish encounters the 

2 4 M a r g « r y Karr is®, "Engl ish a t an Accelerated Tempo, " Balti 
m o r e Bulletin of Education, XXVD (March, 1950), 61. 

2 5 l b i C , p . 62. 
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problem created by small numbers. It is almost impossible to use a 

full program of grouping; however, there i# the way opes to him of 

grouping into special English classes* The discussion which follows 

will give specific plans and procedures which haw been practiced and 

utilised successfully in small secondary schools. Other procedures 

and techniques will be presented which have been used in large-school 

special English classes, but which could be employed ia a small high 

school. 

A high school with an enrollment of about one hundred students, 

located in Greenville, California, tried to meet more adequately the 

needs of its pupils by reorganizing its English curriculum. This plan, 

which* because of the small number of student* might be termed rad-

ical by some educators, made available six courses in English. The 

students, regardless of their year ia high school, were put in either 

remedial language, remedial reading, or English I, II, III, or IV"— 

wherever, in the teacher* s judgment, they would profit most. 

Some small high schools, because of the disturbing factor of 

varying reading ability, have resorted to sectioning for reading lev-

els. Teachers of the English department of the Freeport (Illinois} 

High School for some years have been disturbed by this common read-

ing problem. As the number of reading retardation cases mounted, 

^Ralph 1*. Harmer, '' Re organizing English in a Small High 
School.•* The English Journal, XXVIII (January, 1939), 31. 
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the administrati on decided that something definite had to be planned to 

prevent lowering the standards for all and preventing the proper chal-

lenge for better and superior students. Heterogeneous grouping had 

given little challenge to superior pupils and no time for special help 

for the slower ones. The experiment in homogeneous reading groups 

was started to determine whether this procedure would offset failures* 

hold interest, challenge best students, give average students a chance, 

27 

and inspire poor readers to do better work. 

At tiie c lose of a two-year period of trial for the ability-grouping 

plan, the percentage of poor and failing grades in these English c la s se s 

was consistently lower than it had been in previous years , and also 

lower than in other academic subjects. The English teachers fe l t 

justified in continuing the plan because of the decrease in failures, 

the noticeable improvement among the good readers, and some i m -
28 

provement among the average readers. 

A Quincy, Massachusetts, English teacher working in a high 

school which had no special c la s ses for high-ability students devised a 

unique method for an enrichment program for nine eleventh- grade su-

perior pupils. These students were preparing for college and had the 

highest scholastic records. One day each week the nine pupils were 
^Dorothy G. Bauscher, "Homogeneous Grouping Fos ters 

Progress in Reading, " The English Journal, XXXIX (January, 1950), 
35. 

2 B Ibid., p. 36. 
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excused from English class in order that they might work on special 

assignments in the school and town l ibraries. The extra research 

work included further material about the c lass -ass igned literature, 

investigation on related topics, and, i l they requested it, a chance to 

follow a subject of personal interest. They prepared assigned reports, 

some of which were presented orally before the regular c lass , others 

ia conference with the teacher. Each report included a bibliography, 

and, a s they advanced in competency, an annotated bibliography. 

Soon they were evaluating sources . They evaluated evidence of au-

thority, copyright date, point of view, and seeming discrepancies with 

unexpected sincerity and intelligence. These students discovered the 

lure of research by the use of this special form of grouping. Two 

years of research work of this type for superior students would bring 

them to the stage at which they would not be content to consult one au-

thority alone and to give unqualified acceptance to a single point of 

view—all of which has a part in the preparation of gifted children for 

2M 

higher education and life. 7 This special grouping for the purpose of 

curriculum enrichment could be practiced in any small high school 

among the small percentage of superior students. 

Just as the small high school should help the superior child, so 

it should give consideration to the retarded or low-ability pupil by 

2^Joy JLeavitt Nevens, "Juniors at Work, n The English Journal, 
XXXIX (April, 1943), 195-198. 
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providing U n with a special c lass . Marion Struthers, an English 

teacher in Allentown, Pennsylvania, taught a class of slow learners. 

Membership was restricted to pupils recommended by the English 

teachers—pupil s who sincerely tried to do acceptable work in a regu-

lar class but could not because of some learning difficulty. The regu-

lar course of study and textbooks were discarded* and in their places 

were substituted whatever means was effective to induce slow learners 

to read, write* speak, and listen better than they had been doing. The 

procedure was entirely informal* with recordings, magazines, work-

books, and supplementary books being used. Definite standards can-

not be established for slow learners, but the teacher must take the 

work as it comes. In such a c lass no student should compete with 

anyone but h i m s e l f . 3 0 

Measured by a standard test, the reading level in comprehension 

and speed was found to be sixth grade. To remedy this slowness in 

reading, materials used were adapted to the reading level of the pu-

pils but were of such social maturity as to command their interest. 

Some of these slow learners helped others in the class, convincing the 

teacher that slow learners in a small homogeneous group are just as 

capable of helping one another as pupils of an average class. At the 

close of the year the growth of the c lass in reading was measured by 

3 0 
Marion Struthers, "They Competed Only with Themselves, M 

Clearing House, XXIV (November, 1949), 134-136. 
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testing, and the median of the c las s was found to be grade nine. Listen-

ing and talking habits had noticeable improvement, thus giving progress 

31 

in social adjustment. 

Through careful studies of their own situations, small high schools 

should he able to use a type of ability grouping which would adequately 

meet a particular need for them. A special class could be formed to 

meet a reading deficiency in the school. With a well-developed program 

in the basic subjects and even part-t ime enrichment classes for the 

brightest pupils, there are many opportunities for the small high* 

school English teachers to challenge these bright people to do work 

that would ordinarily be possible only in college. The slow learners 

or non-academic pupils would not be neglected, either, if they were 

placed in small special c las ses . If enough schools would try these 

grouping plans, in time the book companies would supply textbooks 

for each special group. 

S u m m a r y 

Just as there i s no ready solution for the problems of delin-

quency, unemployment, inflation, or international relations, so i s 

there uo fault-free solution to the problem of varying interests , intel-

lectual capacities, and reading skills which exist among the pupils 

who are to be taught. Ability grouping i s a frequently employed device 

31Ibid., p. 139. 
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to which the teacher of secondary English naturally turns in her con-

stant search lor ways to meet the individual needs of her many stu-

dents. If she teaches in a large high school, the may have sections 

for three or even more levels of ability, She may work ia a school 

which has classes for low-ability pupils, or ia another school which 

places the superior students in a class to themselves or even in a 

separate school. Wherever she works, she will find that no other 

teaching technique than ability grouping offers comparable possibili-

ties for developing leaders, training pupils to work together, challenge 

ing pupils on their own levels, and for teaching effectively. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY 

One of the practical outgrowths of the pre sent-day emphasis upon 

individual differences is the practice of ability grouping, which, in brief, 

is a system of instructional organization which calls for the separation 

of pupils into sections or classes according to their general ability or 

competence ia a given field of study. Pupils making up these sections 

are snore or less homogeneous in general ability, thus making it possi-

ble for instruction to be geared to their needs, interests* and abilities 

in such a manner as to be more practical and meaningful than would be 

possible in the ordinary class in which abilities are characteristically 

heterogeneous. Pupils in these special sections or classes work with 

and compete with individuals possessing abilities similar to their own, 

and consequently their achievements are more satisfying. Retarded 

pupils, when grouped according to ability and taught skillfully with 

their special needs in mind, make satisfactory progress, which would 

be impossible in a class with more capable individuals. On the other 

hand, the superior students, when working together in groups of their 

peers, can give expression to their interests and to their creative 

abilities, and at the same time can be challenged and motivated by an 
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enriched curriculum, whereas la an ordinary c lass these intellectual 

individuals are usually frustrated and bored by the uninteresting cur-

riculum, which i s designed primarily for the pupil® of average or low 

ability and therefore holds few challenges to the pupil with a high intel-

ligence quotient. 

In the earl ier days of public education in the United States, tike 

nature of the economic order was such that, in the main, only those 

young people of outstanding ability who were preparing to enter the 

learned professions attended schools of secondary rank. This fact 

implies that the students in the higher grades were, for the most part, 

those of above -average ability. WitMn recent years , however, the na-

tion-wide emphasis upon high-school training for every boy and girl 

has produced student bodies composed of individuals varying in ability 

from the near-moron to the genitps. It becomes obvious that, when all 

of these young people are grouped together and are subjected to the 

same program of instruction, some of them will receive little benefit 

from their educational experiences. In the main, instructional pro-

grams are planned for the average m a s s of students, leaving those of 

inferior ability and those of superior intellectual rank with the respec-

tive destiny of failure in their work and of boredom, lack of interest, 

and frustration. 

An inflexible program of instruction planned for the m a s s e s of 

young people who are now attending the secondary schools of the nation 
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obviously cannot meet the needs and challenge the interests of those 

of higher and lower ability, For this reason, various plans calling 

for grouping on the basis of ability have been formulated a ad put into 

operation in recent decades* Though they differ widely in conception 

and execution, they all have a common purpose-—that of providing the 

pupil with a vital, meaningful educational experience on a plane cor-

responding with his ability to comprehend and to profit from such in. 

struction. jjn other words, the aim of ability grouping is to present a 

challenge to the individual pupil on Ms own level and thus to provide 

him with an incentive to leam j 

Keeping the gifted child in a regular class is detrimental to his 

ambitions and curbing to Ms abilities* He is no longer stimulated. 

He finds Mm self in a class in wMch mentally he is alone. There is no 

discussion on Ms mental level that will develop Ms thinking or chal-

lenge Ms interests. Enriching the program for the gifted cMld is the 

recommended solution to the problem of Ms education. The question 

remains, however, as to how and where this can best be done, la the 

regular class, enrichment is likely to become mere busy work, aim-

less research, or a tutorial job. This is x.c indictment of the teacher, 

who is often faced with so many demands upon time and energy that 

adequate attention to all of them is impossible. It is, rather, an 

indictment against tike educational system in general, whose leaders 
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and adminis t ra tors have sot yet caught the vision that instruction should 

he made to conform a s nearly a s possible to the needs, abili t ies, and 

in te res t s of the l ea rne r s . 

The maladjustment of gifted children within the school a r i s e s f rom 

a lack of fulfillment of their needs, in teres ts , and abili t ies. Like all 

children, they require security, affection, encouragement, and stimu-

lation of their abili t ies both at home and in the school. The efforts 

made by many schools to establish some plan of ability grouping r e p r e -

sent a movement in the direction of satisfying these needs. Although 

much has already been done, there yet remains much more to stimu-

late the efforts of all educators. 

As the gifted child requires special attention, that he may develop 

into a leader and a creative member of society, so the child of lov 

ability needs specialized Instruction to meet his needs and to conform 

to his abilities in order that he may become the most efficient member 

of society that it is possible for him to be in view of his mental handi-

cap. He is not to be regarded as "dumb, " but as an individual who can, 

if given proper guidance and encouragement, make a worth-while con-

tribution to the community in which he l ives. 

Ability grouping may be employed in all departments of the sec-

ondary school as an administrative resource to promote the fundamental 

purpose of education—the development of the individual student to his 
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fullest capacity. Secondary schools have long utilized elements of 

aMlity grouping in departments other than the basic subjects, but have 

not applied this term to the procedures involved, For example, the 

athletic and music departments have always grouped their students ac-

cording to Individual aMlity. Many schools group their pupils in ac-

cordance with aMlity in one or in more than one of the basic subjects, 

including English, the social studies* mathematics, and the sciences. 

A small percentage o£ schools utilize ability grouping throughout the 

curriculum, 

Whenever students are to perform in some manner before the 

public, the deduction may be drawn that ability grouping has been uti-

lized, though perhaps unconsciously. For special occasions in bring-

ing work in dramatics, music, athletics, and other phases of the cur-

riculum before the public* those students who can give the best ac-

count of themselves and thus reflect the highest credit upon the school 

are chosen for prominent roles. | Ability grouping is not so obvious in 

subjects in wMeh performance is not demonstrated to the public, but 

it should be accorded a vital position in these fields as well, for the . 

sake of the best possible all-around development of the individual 

child! 

Opportunities for employing ability grouping are virtually unlim-

ited in English. If the school is large, perhaps special classes can be 
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organized for pupils of various ability levels. In the small high school, 

such a plan is usually impractical, but this does not mean that ability 

grouping cannot be utilized. Modified forms of grouping can be put 

into operation even in the very small school* thus providing challeng-

ing and enriched learning experiences for the pupils of superior abil-

ity and giving special work in the fundamentals for those of low abil-

ity. 

In English classes, a certain amount of drill in the fundamentals 

of grammar is always necessary, a larger portion of time devoted to 

this activity being required by pupils of low ability. But there are 

many ways of making drill interesting and challenging for these boys 

and girls; and the teacher should s«ek to employ a wide variety of 

methods. For the gifted children, a lesser amount of drill is neces-

sary, thus giving them more time for creative writing, purposeful 

research, constructive criticism, and wide reading in various fields 

of literature. /For both the low- and high-ability groups, the teacher I 

must always employ her ingenuity in an effort to discover purposeful 

and beneficial activities from which both groups may profit^ Lack 

of training on the part of teachers for undertaking such specialized 

work is a handicap to the effective utilization of ability grouping, but 

the average teacher can accomplish much if she will only devote a lit-

tle extra time to planning learning experiences and to acquainting her-
} 

self with the educational problems of the children of differing abilities. 
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Another handicap to work la ability grouping i s the lack of adequate 

textbooks for such specialized instruction. Far the most part, the 

teacher must develop her own textbook through experience and observa-

tion of the needs and interests of the pupils. 

During the 1930*s an apathetic America was shocked to discover 

the poorly fed, poorly clothed, and poorly housed multitudes of chil-

dren within its boundaries. During the 1940's intensive education and 

economic progress did much to raise the status of these children. At 

the same time, pupils of low ability were given special attention in 

nearly all large school systems, if a decade was sufficient time for 

educators to become aroused and, by experimentation and study, make 

progress toward the solution of the problems of the slow learner, then 

the 1950's must be ready for the attack upon the problems of the su-

perior student. The urgent need of the fifties is for an equally indig-

nant and aroused America t© face squarely the needs of the neglected 

intellectually superior children among its school population and to 

get this tremendous national potential into gear for eventual leader-

ship and creative work. 
/ 

For the accomplishment of this purpose, administrators should 

give serious consideration to the advisability of setting up a program 

of ability grouping on the secondary level in order that every child 

may be stimulated to engage in meaningful, practical, and satisfying 

work to the limit of his capabilities. Modern society demands the very 
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bes t e f fo r t s from every individual, and the school i s the place where 

the boy and gi r l should be stimulated to make thei r bes t possible con-

tribution to the we l fa re and work of the groups in which they partici-

pate. Children who work efficiently in the school will develop into 

e m c u n t • h - c h m i i e n s e f a c " t h e , c h o o i - t h e c h * i i e a g c 

to make i t possible for every student to discover wholesome incentive 

to do the bes t work of which he i s capable. Only by means of an in-

struct ional p rogram which takes ful l account of individual d i f fe rences 

can optimum achievement be insured. 
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