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INTRODUCTION

Origin and Nature of the Problem

Education in the United States attempts to present maximum
opportunities for learning in a democratic atmosphere. Many great
educators have sought means to accomplish this end. Today, because of
the stimulating force of other nations, even greater pressure is being
brought to bear to achieve these goals. The plan of grouping pupils
according to their abilities has been presented as one way to facili-
tate learning.

Ability grouping is the assigning of pupils who are essentially
alike to special grade levels and to parallel sections of the same
grade. Although it may be thought that ability grouping is a new
procedure, as early as 1920 the Detroit schools divided ten thousand
students entering the first grade into three groups, on the basis of
group intelligence tests. A letter classification of X, Y, or Z was
given to each group. Group X was composed of the highest 20 per cent
of the new enrollment; Group Y, of the middle 60 per cent; and Group Z,
of the lower 20 per cent of the pupils (Hunt, 1942).

From the first recorded use of ability grouping, different methods
of grouping have been used, with varying degrees of success. In the
United States, during 1947-48, over half of the 1,598 city school
systems were using ability grouping in some form or another in at least
one of their schools. The percentage of cities using ability grouping

ranged from 72 per cent ia cities of more than 100,000 population,



to 44 per cent in cities of 2,500 to 5,000 population (Otto, 1953).
Typical of problems arising in ability grouping are: the relation-
ship of ability grouping to achievement, the relationship of ability
grouping to attitudes, the relationship of ability grouping to emotions,
and the relationship of ability grouping to social acceptance.
The purpose of this thesis is an evaluation of problems arising in

ability grouping in relation to social acceptance, or sociometrics.

Hypotheses

Each aspect of sociometrics and the variables involved are
covered by the following hypotheses:

1. The over-all number of stars, regulars, and neglectees plus
isolates does not differ significantly in ability-grouped classrooms,
as compared with random~grouped classrooms.

2. There are no significant differences between superior, average,
or slow pupils in an ability-grouped situation, as compared with a
random-grouped situation in the proportion of stars, regulars, and
neglectees plus isolates.

3. (a) There are no significant differences in the proportion
to which superior, average, and slow pupils appear as stars, regulars,
or neglectees plus isolates in a random~grouped situation. (b) There
are no significant differences in the proportion to which superior,
average, and slow pupils appear as stars, regulars, or neglectees plus
isolates in an ability-grouped situation.

4. There are no significant differences between boys and girls in

the number of stars, regulars, and neglectees plus isolates.



Definitions of Terms

Ability grouping

Ability grouping may be defined as 7assignment of pupils to special
classes, to grade level, and to parallel sections of the same grade.”

(Gowan, 1955)

Random grouping
Random grouping may be defined as “haphazardly assigning students

to a classroom.” (Webster, 1957)

Star
A star is a person who receives a larger number of choices on a

sociometric test than would be expected (Bronfenbrenner, 1959).

Regular
A regular is a person who receives the number of choices within the

range that could be expected by chance (Bronfenbrenner, 1959).

Neglectee

A neglectee is a person who receives fewer choices on a sociometric

test than could be expected (Bronfenbrenner, 1959).

Isolate
An isolate is a person who receives no choices on a scciocmetric

test (Bronfenbrenner, 1959).



REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Ability Grouping

Opinion articles

Since education is so important to our way of life, any change that
is seriously considered is sure to arouse controversy. The following
brief summary of opinion articles gives a few of the pros and cons of
ability grouping.

Hamalainen (1950) felt that modern education favored the hetero-
geneous method of grouping, rather than the homogeneous method, because
it allowed a more normal situation for children. He believed a student
is under less mental pressure in a heterogeneous situation than in a
homogeneous situation because homogeneous groups form highly competitive
situations, such as many fast students pitted against each other. He
also stated that all students realize the contribution of fast and
slow students to the world only if fast and slow students have the
opportunity to work together as they do in real life situations.

Tonsor (1953) stated that students who are put in special groups—-
especially slower groups—-resent the differences in texts and class
work, and that segregation makes people feel that they are second-class
citizens if they are not in the fast group. He also indicated that
segregation will limit, to some extent, the social growth of a student;
and that, more than anything else, a student wants to be socially equal.

In these two articles, and in numerous other articles of opinion,

the single most frequent comment against homogeneous grouping seemed to



be that it is not democratic to separate one student from another
simply because of his ability.

Gowan (1955), in answer to the opinions of "undemocratic procedure,”
said that homogeneous grouping has always been an integral part of
school practice. Grouping on a basis of age and degree of maturity has
been a pattern throughout the country, he stated, and that to keep a
person in a class where he does not have an interest is just as
undemocratic as to separate pupils of higher irtelligence and those of
lower intelligence. He also stated that since a child does not have the
same abilities in all subjects, he would be grouped with many different
pupils, both superior and/or slow, who have about the same ability as
his. In his opinion, ability grouping makes possible greater learning-——
especially in the extreme cases.

Potter (1933) specified that a teacher can spend time on a new pace
designed for superior pupils. In a class situation, the slower pupils
will find new leaders and need no longer be frustrated by trying to
achieve beyond their reach. She advocated also that superior pupils
should better prepare for college through an accelerated course, and
that boys could pursue a vocational curriculum rather than a pre-

college curriculum.

Method of grouping
As a number of methods of grouping are used in the United 3tates,

a few articles explaining some of them will be here reviewed:
Marsh (1953) made an interesting study pertaining to a method of
grouping in California. In the Culver City High School, grouping of

students was accomplished by a screening process which involved five
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factors. Teacher rating, the first factor, was done the spring preced-
ing fall enrollment. A pupil was rated in every subject in the school
with a system of designated numerals: 1 was high; 5 was low. The
teacher used scholastic achievement, I.{Q., reading and mathematics achieve-
ment scores, emotional maturity, social adjnsthent. work habits, and
attitudes toward school as a criteria for placement. The second factor
was a cholce given to pupils of elective subjects they wished for the
next fall. The third factor was a choice of friends. This information
was obtained from records made by their teachers. The fourth factor was
the selecting, by the administration, of the right teacher to instruct
the class. The fifth factor was the scheduling of restless pupils into
morning English and social studies. According to officials of this
school, the criteria as set up as above were successful because of a
higher teacher and pupil morale. Also, discipline problems were reduced
to an all-time low for the school.

In a review of grouping practices in over six hundred western
schools by Vredevoe (1937), the following data were collected. It was
found that 39 per cent of the pupils grouped were classified through a
composite of intelligence, achievement, maturity, social adjustment,
and chronological age. Eleven per cent were grouped according to
ability. Eighteen per cent were grouped according to social adjustment
and maturity; 32 per cent were grouped according to chronological age.
This review did not indicate what degree of success, if any, these

various methods of grouping attained.



Research studies

A review of four research studies follows:

Cook (1924) presented a study that attacked two problems. The
first problem was: Are pupils in grouped classes obtaining better results
than pupils of the same ability in mixed groups? The second problem was
whether grouping according to ability may be of value in some subjects
and not in others.

English 1 (Freshman English), English 3 (Sophomore English), plane
geometry, and ancient history were used as test subjects. Two teachers
were assigned as a team to teach a strong section, a weak section, and
a mixed section of these three subjects. The classes were scheduled so
that a strong class of one teacher came at the same time of day as a weak
class of the other teacher so that time of day would not be a variable.
With two teachers teaching both strong, weak, and mixed classes and
then combining their results, the factor of teaching ability was reduced
in importance. The teachers were even asked to test and grade together
in order to reduce to a minimum differences in grading and testing.

The students were classified in English 3 and geometry according
to the grades they received in pre-requisite classes or in the nearest
related class. Standards of grading were set up to minimize differences
in this area. Pupils who had received "A” or ”B” and part of the
students who received high #C” were placed in the higher group. The
balance of the pupils were put in the lower group.

In English 1 and ancient history, pupils were classified by the Ter-

man Group Test of Mental Ability that was administered one week after

the opening of the term. Pupils graded in the lower one-third were



placed in the lower section. Pupils in the middle one-third were
equally divided into both groups, and pupils in the top one-third were
placed in the higher group. A few changes and minor adjustments were
made. Teachers were placed carefully and students were told of the
experiment. The teachers administered the tests at designated times
throughout the term.

The findings were secured from 495 of the original 600 pupils under
the system. All of the test scores were assembled in separate tables.
The scores were totaled and averaged in each group and the distribution
of term grades tabulated.

In English 3 and geometry, where previcus grades could be compared,
a tabulation was made of pupils whose grades improved, whose grades
stayed the same, and whose grades went down. A comparison showed that
pupils of the superior ability group did not improve as a result of this
grouping, since their grades were nearly the same as the superior pupils
in the mixed group. There were improvemexts, however, in the slow pupils
who were grouped, as their grades did show more improvement than those
of the slow pupils in the mixed group. More improvement was shown in
the inferior pupils in geometry than in English. None of the differen-
ces were significant.

Nearly the same results were found in English 1 as in English 3.

In.ancient history, superior pupils who were grouped showed a
decided advantage over the superior pupils in the mixed group, whereas
slow pupils improved a great deal more with the mixed group than they
did in their own slow group.

From these results, the second problem posed might be answered in

this way: It seems that ability grouping is of more value in some



subjects than in others; but it cannot, however, be stated with any
degree of certainty that ability grouping in this study helped or
hindered the progress of the pupils involved.

Barthelmess and Boyer (1932) obtained results favorable to group-
ing when they did research to evaluate ability grouping. They presented
the problem of determining whether ability grouping brings greater
improvement to pupils than does random grouping.

The pupils of five schools were placed into high, medium, and low
groups of intelligence, by comprehensive individual examinations by
clinical psychologists--or, in cases of younger pupils, they were
grouped according to group intelligence tests or classification tests
that were highly verbal. The groups were placed so that the largest
number of pupils fell in the middle group, the next largest in the fast
group, and the smallest number in the slow group.

Pupils who matched pupils in the five experimental schools were
then picked from sixteen schools which taught on a heterogeneous basis.
The pupils were matched according to grade placement, intellectual
brightness, chronological age, initial status in the factors to be
improved by the school, and efficiency of teaching. Through this
system, 565 matched pupils were located for the study.

The researchers attempted to match the two groups on each level so
that the only variable would be that one group was grouped according to
ability and the other was random grouped.

The pupils in both the ability group and the random group were
tested in September, 1930, and again in January, 1932. The method of

evaluation was the same for both schools. The Otis Classification
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Test, the Philadelphia Test in Problems in Arithmetic, the Philadelphia

English Test, the Philadelphia Test in Fundamentals of Arithmetic, the

Philadelphia Geography Reading Test, and the Stanford Test in Paragraph

Reading were all used as methods of evaluation.

A cumulative record card was kept on all pupils in the experimental
and control groups. All test scores were recorded in temms of standard
score units, and an ”"ability correction” was used so the teacher might
diagnose achievement in relation to ability and differentiate instruce
tion accordingly.

The findings were listed by groups and by schools. In group
findings, the group norm of ten points each year was used. The control
group improved 10.4 points, or above what was expected; however, the
experimental group improved 12.8 points., The ability group had an
advantage of 2.4 months (1 point per month), with a standard error of
«31 indicating statistical significance of the difference.

Four of the schools with experimental groups showed greater
improvement than the random-grouped schools. One had not improved as
much as the randomegrouped schools.

In conclusion, this study stated that there is a distinct advantage
in homogeneous grouping in arithmetie, reading, and technical English
skills., The authors indicated, however, that it is possible, although
not probable, that the superiority may have been due to greater teacher
enthusiasm in the experimental schools.

A study by Rankin (1936) in the Detroit schocls was also favorable
to ability grouping. In this study, two methods of homogeneous grouping
were used, with the result that both of the homogeneous methods of

grouping showed superiority over the mass grouping method.
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This study indicated a positive result in favor of homogeneous

grouping.

In the summary of a number of articles, Turney (1942) found fifteen

cases of subject matter gains under homogeneous grouping, fow cases of

subject matter losses, and ten cases where the results were inconclusive.

Summary

Various writers have listed advantages and disadvantages to ability

grouping. A summary of these statements is listed below: (Eales, 1955)

Some advantages of ability grouping.

1.
2.
3.

4.
Se

6.

7.

8.

Grouping provides brighter students far greater preparation
for college.

Grouping of slower students could provide them with a combina-
tion of non-academic classes with academic classes.,

Ability grouping contributes to improved work by the better
students and reduces failures among the slower learners.
Ability grouping is generally favored by teachers.

Ability grouping provides students with more opportunity to
develop leadership and a feeling of personal adequacy.

Ability grouping provides a greater challenge to students and
contributes to a more efficient use of ability.

Ability grouping creates a situation which makes it easier for
teachers to provide material appropriate to the level of the
ability of students.

Ability grouping assists the more capable learner to perform
closer to his level of ability.

Some disadvantages of grouping. (Eales, 1955)

1.

Za

3.

4,
Se
6.

7.,

Teachers are divided in their support of any particular

system of grouping, particularly those assigned to teach slow
groups.

Some educators feel that avbility grouping is not consistent with
certain psychological principles or learning theories.

Ability grouping tends to prevent adeguate training for meeting
competition in ocut-of-school situations where people are not
grouped by ability.

Ability grouping is a concession to average teaching ability.

A system of ability grouping is not truly democratic.

A system of grouping contributes to scheduling problems.

Slow groups are more difficult to teach because of the concen=-
tration of problems in one class.

“a
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Sociometric Status in Relation to Sex Choice

Possible clues to sociometric differences have encouraged
researchers to investigate boys choosing girls and girls choosing
boys on a friendship-measuring device. A number of these studies have
been made, but they all seemed to reach the general conclusion that
there was no significant difference in the choice of boys by girls or
girls by boys.

In a study by Bonney (1954) approximately 2,370 pupils served as
subjects. They were taken from the third through the eighth grades.
A weighted scoring was adopted for the “How I Feel Toward Others”
scale, consisting of
choice
choice
choice

choice
choice

+2 for a number
+1 for a number

0 for a number
-1 for a number
-2 for a number

G DO

Thus, each subject’s score was the algebraic sum of the positive and
negative feelings expressed toward him by all the other members of
his group. All intersex choosing was calculated through a simple
mathematical process found in the above reference (Bonney, 1954, pp.
104-109).

The findings of this study showed that although there was a
greater tendency for boys to choose girls than for girls to choose
boys in the lower four grades, the difference of the critical ratio in
all four grades was not significant. In the sixth grade, however, the
ratio of boys choosing girls was higher than it was in the previous
three grades. In the seventh and eighth grades a change of trend was

noted. The critical ratio leveled out to the point where the two sex
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group’s interpersonal attitudes toward each other was almost of equal
intensity.

Moreno (1953) reported data on intersex choosing in grades from
kindergarten through the eighth grade in a public school in New York
City. The pupils chose others in their respective rooms they would
like most to have remain in their rooms with them. He found the
highest degree of intersex choosing to be in the kindergarten and
first grade. The percentages in these grades were 25 and 27 per cent,
respectively. In the remaining grades the per cents of intersex choosing
varied from 2.5 to 16.5, with a median of 4. There was a greater
number of boys who chose girls than girls who chose boys in the second
through the sixth grades. In Moreno’s population, however, the boy
for girl choices were about twice as extensive as the girl for boy
choices, which would account for the differences. In the upper two
grades, as in Bonney’s study, the intersex choice was very significant.

Dahlke (1953) made a study that was similar to the two above in its
results. The study involved sociometric choices in the second, fourth,
fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth grades of a New England elementary
school. Three hypotheses were tested, one of which was stated: The
requirements of age status and sex status order social relationships.
The results showed that boys were found to have a slightly lower choice
status than girls. Chi square significance was at the 5 per cent level.

Thorpe (1955) investigated through research the effects of sex on
sociometric status. He used 34 classes, one each from 34 secondary
schools in London. This involved 980 pupils with a mean age of 12-8, and

an S.D. of 16 months.
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The sociometric test required three choices in order of preference
for each of the criteria: (a) sitting by in class, (b) playing with
at break, and (¢) taking home to tea. A negative criteria was also
used, and the difference of the two scores gave the status of the student.

The results of this study showed no correlation between sex and
sociometric status.

Of the preceding studies, Bonny’s (1954) and Moreno’s (1953)
indicated that although there was a tendency for more boys choosing girls
than girls choosing boys in the lower grades, there was little correla-
tion between the sexes in the upper grades. Only one finding showed
significance, and that was boys choosing girls of the sixth grade, which

was significant at the 5 per cent level.

Sociometric Status of Children in Relation

to Their Intelligence

One of the many important phases of this review pertains directly
to pupils placed in a fast-learner group in comparison to peers placed
in a normal heterogeneous class situation.

Goldworth (1958) conducted research pertaining to the fast-learner
area in a suburban community in a San Francisco Bay community. Fast-
learner pupils attended special cléssoa held for 90-minute periods
twice a week. Pupils admitted to this special school were from grades
four through eight whose I.{.’s were 130 or higher on the California

Test of Mental Maturity, or 120 or higher on the short form of the

Revised Stanford-Binet.

The subject areas that were used included art, biological science,

physical science, and social studies. In each area, two groups were
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formed: grades four through six, and grades seven through eight. The
number of pupils was limited in each group to fifteen. These special
classes were conducted over a five-menth period, beginning January, 1956.
Four special teachers were employed, all of whom were doctoral candidates
in the School of Education at Stanford University, and each was a
specialist in one of the subject areas involved. Only limited coordina-
tion among teachers was used, in spite of an attempt to have a common
understanding of goals and activities.

An experimental group of fast learners and another group of average
students, the eontrol group, was formed (N-204 in the experimental group
and Ne21l in the eontrel group). Pre-measures and post-measures used

were the Columbia Classroom Distance Scale and three sociometric

tests.

The purpose of this study was to see if there was a difference
between children in the experimental eclassrooms and children in the
control classrooms with respect to change in their

1. Acceptance of each other as friends

2« Acceptance as friends by their classwates

3. Acceptance of their classmates as friends

4. *"Group cohesion”

S5« *"Subegroup cohesion”

The study gave some revealing results, First, in their acceptance
of each other as friends, the experimental group was accepted by their
classmates to a greater degree, probably because they were in a
separate building for two 90-minute periods each waek. The control

group showed an increase in the degree to which they were accepted



16
as friends by their classmates-~-however, the difference was not signifi-
cant in either group. At all grade levels no significant difference was
found between the experimental group and the control group. Thus, the
fast-learner program produced no apparent ill feeling toward fast-
learners on the part of their classmates within the regular classroom.
This finding seemed to contradict the common view that special grouping
fosters attitudes of intolerance. In regard to “group cochesion,” the
three sociometric tests (with one exception) showed that no significant
difference was found at any grade level for any of the three sociometric
test criteria.

Sub=-group preference was determined for each regular classroom by
dividing the number of choices made by the fast-learners of other fast-
learner classmates by the total possible number of such choices that
could have been made by fast-learners. At all three grade levels, and
for each of the criteria, no significant difference was found between
experimental and eontrol fast-learners.

Goldworth concluded that the fast-learner program did not result
in the formation of identifiable sub-groups or cligues among the fast
learners within their regular classroom groups.

On the whole, this study suggests that for regular classroom
groups the fast-learner program had a limiting effect on the number of
classmates which children accepted as best friends. The fast-learner
study had no effect on the fast-learner’s acceptance of classmates as
best friends, on “group cohesion,” or on sub=group preferences. Gold-
worth also concluded that despite the occurrence of some negative

changes, these pupils’ social relationships remained fairly stable.
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Very similar in results to the Goldworth study was a study done
in Connecticut by Williams (1958). The study included 117 gifted
pupils with I.0.%s of 130 or more according to the results of the

California Test of Mental Maturity.

The Classroom Social Distance Scale was administered to establish

the pupils?’ social status; however, adjustments were made on this scale
to accommodate kindergarten and primary grade pupils.

The data revealed that four out of five pupils high in total
acceptance were achieving within or beyond expectancy, whereas more
than three out of five pupils low in aceceptance were achieving below
in expectancy. There were no appreciable differences in intelligence
between high and low acceptees, and this was not considered an import-
ant variable in establishing social acceptance.

Gallagher (1958) stated that “among the more prominent variables
positively related to social choice are: intelligence, socio-economic
status, physical proximity in the classroom, sex, and family size.” His
study was to investigate the variables listed above. Two of the four
hypotheses he studied were:

1. There is a positive relation between intelligence and the
number of social choices a pupil will receive.

2. Pupils of similar intellectual levels have a tendency to
choose each other as friends more fregquently than they will choose
children of different intellectual levels.

A total of 355 pupils from grades two through five from eight
elementary schools were used in the study. These pupils were given the

California Test of Mental Maturity, the Otis Test of Mental Ability,
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and the Five-~Choice Sociometric Test. The 3tanford-Binet was also used

in each classroom to reveal the pupils’ I.(.’s. Each classroom had at
least one pupil with an I.y. of 150 or over.

The results of this study showed that pupils with higher levels of
intelligence tended to receive more choices than those of lower levels
of intellectual ability.

Hypothesis number two was rejected with one exception, indicating
that intelligence may not be as important as had been previously
assumed. Although the first result was not given on a percentage basis,
it is an indication that the somewhat superior social perception of the
intellectually bright children probably accounts in part for their
generally greater popularity.

A continuation study of the one above was also done by Gallagher
(1958)., The study involved once again the second through fifth grades,

with 29 boys and 25 girls having I.(.’s of 150 on the Stanford-Binet

test.

The hypotheses were:

l. Gifted children are more socially accepted by their peers than
children of average intelligence in the classroom.

2. The popularity of children in the gifted group decreases as
their intelligence reaches an extremely high level.

3. The popularity of gifted children is higher in schools where
there are many other bright children than in schools where there are
few bright children.

4, Gifted children are chosen by other bright children as friends
more frequently than they are chosen by the less bright children in

the classroom.,
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5. Cifted children choose children near their own intellectual
level, rather than children oflower levels of ability.

The results showed that peer acceptance of highly gifted pupils
was significantly greater than for pupils of average intelligence.
Fifty-two per cent of the gifted group were in the top quarter of their
class in terms of sociometric choice. The sociometric device used was
a simple listing of the names of the individuals by their friends. Only
11 per cent were in the lowest quarter of their class. This difference
was significant at the 1 per cent level.

High level of acceptance did not seem to be affected by sex or
grade level of the child.

Contrary to the third hypothesis, there seemed to be no tendency
for gifted children