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INTRODUCTION 

Grouping students on the basis of their ability levels (as 
Fast, Average, Slow) for certain learning goals and skills 
is . an approach in teaching any teacher employs or must employ 
to realize quality of educational opportunity at the classroom 
level. It is often done overtly ' (i.e. students are identified 
and labeld as Fast, Average, Slow) or cOTertly (1.e. teachers 
make mental notation of such students and assist them or 
facili tate their learning without 1ab .. ' ."1 them). While the 
former exhibits an obvious side-effect on the self-concept 
of the learners, the later is associated with a healthier 
outcome. 

The problem of being concerned with our students' 
self-concept 1s compatible with socialist realities and with 
our country's aspiration to "create the new man". This is 
shown in the description of the .-ost salient attributes of 
the "New Socialist Man" indicated as follows:-

The "new socialist man" is new in all 
respects including "nature" and 
atti tude. . • .. Has self-confidence resulting 
from developing his potentialities to their 
utmost. Has faith and confidence in the 
limitlessness of the capability of man ... 
He knows that inequality of opportunity 
more than differences _brought about by man's 1 
"nature" curb his advancement and developuent., 

lAzeb Desta, Elements of General Methods of 
Teaching Material) (Department of Curriculum and 
Faculty of Education, Addis Ababa University, 
4-5. 

Teaching (A 
Instruction, 

1984), pp. 
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In Ethiopian schools, the application or the practice is 
somewhat restricted to the teaching learning processes 
concerning mathematics, science and the language skills. Its 
misuse or neglect can not be detached from those conditions 
or practices that are jeopardising quality education in our 
country, to day. The quensequence is so obvious. It has gone 
to the extent of letting loose youngsters with very wide 
ability levels and gaps, who are thwarted, threatened and 
hopelessly discouraged with a gloomy view of themselves and 
of others. Many such inadequate students are neglected, 
ridiculed and ill-treated by even those who can and must do 
their shares of duty to remedy the situation. Many such 
youngsters are inadequate because of faults largely contributed 
by external forces or factors. By and large, the wide gap 
is aggravated, among others, by the imbalance in their educ­
ational background and lack of adequate as well as proper 
followup. 

That ability differences exist between and among students 
at all levels is an irrefutable fact. At the same time, that 
average and slow learners are entitled to equali ty of 
educational oppO"!ltul).i ty at the classroom level to be realised 
by the teacher, cap not be underscored enough. As many 
educational researchers have revealed, ability to see 
differences among students and to diagnose their learning 
difficul ties in order to follow-them up and to assist them 
according to their needs are two of the important competencies 
of the effective teachers. Today . more than ever, the concern 
for effective teachinf and learning is none of us can ever 
be justified to put aside. This pressing need must be given 
genuine attention. 

As indicated by Ethiopian teachers taking professional educ­
ation courses such as General Methods of Teaching, etc. in 
the Faculty of Education as part of their inservice programme, 
and full time education students who have had 5 to 15 or more 
years of teahcing experiences, they have found the approach 
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very useful in fac1li tating the task and responsibil1 ty of 
the teacher to reach each student. According to these reports, 
our school teachers who have applied the approach did so 
wi thout even being threatened by large class size. In fact, 
they have used it to make a large class more managebale, and 
to reach those students who needed their assistances and 
follow-ups, the most. 

Be it as it may, since, of the two types of ability 
groupings the overt type is used in our school system a great 
deal, the aim of the writer of this article is to bring to 
the attention of all teachers, who employ or will employ this 
type of grouping, how it can be a threat to our youngsters' 
healthy self-concept. Unless practised and applied with caution 
and understanding of the side-effects it entails, it could 
easily undermine our effort to facilitate and realise the 
principle of equality of educational opportunity at the 
classroom level by assisting our students according to their 
needs. 

Needless to say, this is one of the most important social­
ist principles which, unless it is to remain simply a lip ser­
vice, is the prerogative of all members of the socialist &0-

ciety, rather than a favour done to them. Hence it also makes 
the appropriate and free from threat realisation of the prin­
ciple and the approach it governs the duty and obligation as 
well as the service a socialist teacher should render to the 
SOCiety. 

The Purpcse of Ability Grouping 

Ability grouping has been used for both 
(interclass grouping) and vertical (grouping for 
classification) classroom organization purposes. 
cases the aim is: 

horizontal 
classroom 
In both 
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An attempt to form instructional 
groups composed of pupils who near 
enough alike in respect of one or more 
traits to justify teaching than as a 
group, Md to reduce the task of adapting 
instruction to individual differences. 2 

A similar purpose is given thus: 

The purpose of ability grouping is an 
attempt to reduce the range of achieve­
ment within the group so that the teoch­
er can come closer to the individual 
pupil. 3 

The fallacy in the purpose of ability grouping accord­
ing to the comments given above is dual. First, how can 
individual need be met when a group of pupils are treated to­
gether? For, one pupil's problem and difficulty can't be the 
same for every child in one group . Second, of what signifi­
cance is grouping if for the sake of making the teacher's 
work easier it is allowed to deter individual growth and im­
provement? Unless an alert and watchful teacher observes each 
child's progress every time and makes his grouping flexible 
or less static, a progressing child will have to wait for his 
group and stay where he is. This surely neglects and hinders 
individual progress and achievement. 

2William B. Ragan, Mode-rn -Elementary curriculum (3rd ed., New 
_ YO~K: Holt, Rinehat & Winston, 1966), p. 149. 

3Nelson L. Gage (ed.), HandbooK of Research on Teaching 
(Chicago: Rand McNally,_ 1~63), p. 909. 
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Many researches have been conducted to reveal 
the virtues and vices of ability grouping, however, 
the modern, trend seems to be a complete departure 
fro. the practice. The following are some of the 
weaknesses of ability grouping: 

1. The plan violates the pupils rights to be 
different; when he is labeled slow, average 
or bright, he begins to think of himself 
in these terms and begins to try to be like 
others in his group. 

2. The plan pays little attention to any cha­
racteris1:ics of pupils other than the trait 
used for grouping: there is evidence that 
pupils -.i th similar scores on intelligence 
tests .ay differ widely in respect to other 
characteristics. 4 

Therefore, these and other shortcomings of 
ability grouping could easily undermine some virtues 
that the practice (which will be discussed later) 
can yield if carried out I,)roperly. Bearing this in 
mind educators suggest the first rule of thumb, and 
this is, avoiding grouping that is static, and that 
does not "make provisions for children's mental, 
emotional and social growth and develop.ent. 

The next step is defining what is referred to 
as "pupil t S self-concept." According to Earl C. 
Kelley's description, the self is an accuaulation 
of unique experiences, unique purpuses and unique 
biological structures. The self can never be 
developed in the absence of others. A person's 
relationship with others determines the way the person 
looks at bimself. Kelley calls the self "fully 
functioning" so does Carl Rogers. The self to 
be functioning rather than remaining static, 
needs rich experiences. He needs to experi-

93 



Azeb Desta: Ability Grouping and Pupil ' s Self Concept 

ence success so that his self-concept wi ll be healthy5. As 
many psychologists believe, unless one has a heal thy concept 
o f oneself, it is unlikely that one will have a healthy con­
cept of others. 

How the individual sees himself and others, as has al­
ready been ment i oned, depends on what he has exper i enced wi th 
others. The building of self-concept can be guided by lively 
events and worthwhi le experience that are s i gnifica nt to the 
goals and purposes set by the individual. In addition, pro­
viding a feel i ng of acceptance, understandi ng, love and en­
couragement could help him grow and develop wholly . 

So much for the purpose of ability grouping and the mean­
ing of "self-concept." Let us now see the relat i onship of 
the development of a heal thy self-concept with the role of 
counseling. Leona E. Tyler's def i nition of counseling sign i f­
ies the said relationship: 

The process through which individuals are 
enabeled to make good choices, helped to ~ 
prove their emotional health and well-being 
and thus improve their relationships to the 
world and to their fellow men as they set 
their pattern for their own unique patterns 
of development. 6 

5ASCD 1962 Yearbook Committee, Perceivi ng Behaving, Becoming 
(Washington 6, D.C.: A department of the National Education 
Association, 1201 sixteenth street, N.W., 1962), pp . 9-20 . 

6Leona E . Tyler, (The Work of the Counselor (2nd editio~New 
York: App1etion-Century Crofts, Inc., 1961), p. 13. 
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The role of counseling, whether played by the counselor 
or by the teacher (with knowledge of and skill in counseling), 
is to create conditions and to facil1 tate the establishment 
of a heal thy self-image that is in harmony with the individual 
himself and with others. Thus the discovery of the self by 
the individual himself will smoothen the task of adjustment 
to the changing environment confronted during development. 

Another relationship of the problem to counseling is ex­
pressed thus: 

How many students fail to complete their 
education: curriculum was inappropriate 
and teaching methods were ineffective •.. 
Does the counselor have any responsibility 
for the prevention of problems such as this? 
Counselors will need to have some policy­
making role in the establishment of grad­
ing systems .•. will need a soundly based 
knowledge of the consequences of alternat­
ive educational practices. 7 

Counselor's understanding of the impact of schoo], practices 
on the over-all development of the student and suggesting 
better alternatives are indicated as his responsibil1 ty. As 
will be seen in the later section of the paper, the unhealthy 
experiences that pupils A are exposed to under unhealthy class­
room practices continue to affect t~em in life. 

Therefore, the effect of the classroom environment (and 
practice) on pupil's self is a crucial problem that counselors 
and educators should analyze and evaluate carefully. For, 
it is the people (1. e. Classmates with whom the pupil carries 
his daily activities and teachers who, according to students, 
know many things and whatever they say is true) that are Sig­
nificant in shaping up the child's image of himself. As put 
by KeUey : 

7 
John D. Krumboltz (ed.), Revolution in Counselling (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1966), p. 12. 
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For the development of the fully function­
ing self, a person needs to have opportu­
nity to live life good to live. This life, 
or his world, needs to be populated by ~ 
pIe whoa he can view as facilitating. It 
is alaost entirely a aatter of people, not 
of things. 8 

The people with whoa the individual associates could 
aake it possible for hi. to be active and to distinguish hia­
self. Or, they could easily be obstacles that h_per the es­
tablishaent of successful and heal thy self. A pupil who is 
g1 ven freedoa to act and express his feelings in an environ­
_nt which is supportive and free froa threats could be creat­
ive, confident, and could grow a aan of integrity and courage. 
These are soae of the attributes of a healthy and successful 
self. The teacher is the one who could set the classrooa at­
aosphere that enables the individual to develop self-direct­
ion, self-correction, broadaindednes8 and deteraination that 
cou~d not be easily affected by unfavourbale circuastances, 
in the course of his life. 

'" 
There needs to be an assurance in the classrooa that en-

courages the individual, and aakes hia feel that he i8 not 
threatened but accepted as one who can learn, try and iaprove. 
This is true with proper guidance and assistance. . An assur­
ance and security should prevail to .. ke the learner feel that 
Jt&king aistakes is not an irrevocable act, rather a tangible 
proof that one is trying. It also provides the learner aprac­
t\cal si tuation to go back and evaluate his steps and pro­
ctdures, as well as to change and tryout other techniques 
that lead to success. 

SAseD 1962 Yearbook Committee, Loc.cit., p. 83. 
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The pupil, as any human being, has emotions and feelings 
through which he learns about his world: he observes under­
stands "facts, as well as has feelings for theul and about them. 
Be is affected by favourable and unfavourable circumstances. 
This is inevitable whether acknowledged by adults or not. What 
is .ore, the resulting state he is sUbjected to can exert 
strong influence on his learning and behaving. It will be 
a ' futile exercise, therefore: 

to be afraid of permitting feeling to the 
classroom situation. In many classroom 
situations the attitude is "what you feel 
is not important; we are here to deal with 
hard facts. Let us keep our feelings out 
of it. 9 

The classroom atmosphere should give a feeling of be­
longingness and hope. Let every pupil feel that differences 
are accepted. The learning situation, teacher's behaviour 
and attItude, and children's reactions should popularize the 
fact that there is room for improvement. In such an environ­
.ent of tolerance and encouragement, there could be a possi­
bility of helping the inodividual build-up a self that could 
face both tbe bright and dark sides of life, and remain un­
affected or less affected after the °experience. 

What Research and Literature Reveal Regarding 

the Side-Effect of Ability Grouping 

In addition to wbat bas already been rttferred ~o, tbe 
following are SOllie of the results of studies and experiments 
conducted: 

9 Ibid.o, p. 122 
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A study by Lazarus (1955) compared interest grouping with 
abili ty grouping by selecting special English classes on the 
basis of high ability or superior interest. The interest­
selected group made high scores on a standardized test, read 
more books, and did more creative writing. lO 

A study carried out by Wrightstone (1957) reveals the 
child's social adjustment in a grouped and ungrouped class­
es. His findings showed that: 

Most pupils in ungrouped program were be­
tter adjusted socially and academically 
than their peers in grouped classes; and 
that at the end of the three ~ ungroup­
ed period there is likely to be less re­
tardation among these children than in a 
group situation. ll 

One of the conclusions of a study based on a review of 
the related research, and on carefully assessed criteria of 
abili ty grouping is that, "the slow learner's self-concept 
is a major concern of a majority of those teachers who group 
pupils for arithmetic instruction. l2 

An article, by John Eales, that appeared in the Cali­
fornian Journal of Education stated that a system of ability 
grouping was not truly democratic. It tended to contribute 
to a feeling of segregation, like an individual thinking that 
he is not as smart as students in groups one and two. l3 

lOGage (ed.) op.cit., p. 913 

l2Anon , "A Survey of Arithmetic Interclass Grouping Practice", 
The Arithmetic Teacher, v.13, No.4 (April 1966), p. 312. 
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In the British Journal of Educational Psychology, there is 
a report of a study conducted to find out the psychological 
effects of grouping by attainmet. It was found out that the 
transfer of the individual into pre-existing groups intensi­
fies the emotional difficulties accompanying such transfers. 14 

Find:tng of a similar nature is also mentioned in the Journal 
of Educational Research. According to this report, in re­
sponse to the request to list disadvantages of ability group­
ing, the one more frequently mentioned was "social maladjust­
ments especially of the older children."15 

A very strong comment is reported to have been made by 
Stanley J. Urevich on the undemocraticness of ability grouping: 

Ability grouping, its very nature, 1s un­
democratic . It sets certain students not 
~nly apart from each other but either 
above or below each other. This artifici­
al stratification based on questionable 
test score results, classifies students 
as either fast or slow .•. when we search 
our conscience we can only conclude that 

14 II .. 
Anon, The Self-Picture as a Factor in the classroom The 
British Journal of Educational Psycho::'ogy, XXVII, No.7 p.99. 

15 
Anon, Journal of Educational Research, XXXIX, No. 6 (1946), 
pp. 104-9. 
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ability grouping stands on very 
ground. Are we willing to risk its 
reaching side effects on the future 
not1on?16 

shaky 
far­

o f cur 

The side-effects, referred to, of ability grouping clearly 
show how they can be threats to the pupil's self-concept. Tbey 
emanate from the weaknesses of the practice. Therefore, in 
the few pages which follow, it will be seen that, ability 
grouping, as an approach to facilitating teaching and learning, 
is not as such devoid of merit. Effective flexible grouping 
practices used with the side effects in mind, and with an 
effort put to eliminate them, could produce worthwhile results. 

I 

Faculty Practices Relation to Grouping 

on the Basis of Ability 

Prior to identifying the specific side-effects of ability 
grouping similar to the ones already mentioned, a short discus­
sion of how the process is carried out in the classroom is 
in order. As one of the results of the studies already men­
tioned signified, children are grouped, in most cases, at the 
beginning of the year, and on the basis of one test result 
only. Then the groups are labeled as, Fast and Slow or Bright, 
Average and Dull . This is not all, many a times teachers have 
been heard as saying, so and so, you, in toe slow group, aren't 
you ashamed of yourself; when are you going to i mprove; you 
are all useless; you are old enough, etc. etc. 

16 
Stanley J. Urevich, Anon, The Clearning House, Vol. 39, No.9 
9 (May 1965), p. 532. 
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In response to teachers faulty use of the si tu.ation and 
hence degrading the self-esteem, many a times children, on 
their part, have been heard as saying; so and so is smarter 
than me. I am in the dumb group; I cannot learn, etc. etc . 
Now, does this make for the kind of positive self-image child­
ren need i f they are to meet the demands of a society which 
\ equi res them to live and work interdependently and construct­
i vely with people of varying abilities and interests? 

A fundamental ide a advanced by each of t he 
invited authors is that children learn tieir 
self-concepts from experience. As children 
grouped and classified, aSSigned learning 
tasks, tested and evaluated, praised and 
blamed, they are developing self def1n1ti~. 
Schools must, therefore, be concerned about 
the kinds of labeles pinned on children. 17 

Let us now see how the so labeled "Fast Learners" react 
to the situation and to the teachers' inconsiderately thrown 
comments. A child from a bright or fast group hears the 
teacher making distinction between groups. He hears the 
teacher calling him bright, and his classmate, dull. The 
first idea that comes to his mind is likely to be that he is 
intelligent and is better than, or in fact superior to his 
classmates · who are labeled "dull or slow". He may start to 
brag about his position and look down upon others who are 
less intel.ligent (as so classified by teachers and by class­
mates). This undemocratic attitude extends outside the class­
room and the school. Therefore, he not only becomes unfair 
to others but also to himself. He begins to entertain the 
idea that he is brilliant and always right . Even when he 
makes mistakes he does not accept them. Thus he blindly re­
fuses to accept himself or reality. 
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By accepting early definitions of superior­
ity, they may find it impossible to profit 
from the mistakes which are an important 
part of learning. These to be correct, 
to measure up to adult expectations and to 
the right standard they set for themselves 
leaves no room for explanation, no zest for 
trying the untried, no daring to test their 
ability when success is not assured. praise, 
like censure, can be damaging when it cl~ 
the doors to self discovery.lS 

Worse still, it is not hard to see children, in order 
to maintain the high standard, tryout unhealthy means, if 
normal acts (studying, etc.) don't work. In other words, 
since the child is reinforced for maintaining this standard, 
and adult pressure presses hard on him, this could easily 
force him to practise abnormal behaviour like cheating and 
asking others to do assignments for him. 

In the fast sections, the students' objec­
tive is to see how well they can do, not 
because they want to do well but because 
home pressure demands it. Grades become 
~ore important and motivation is strictly 
to excel (many times at any cost evel cheat­
ing).19 

Besides, as cautioned by educationalists, achievement 
attained through fear and tension is not as profitable as that 
attained through interest and intrinsic motivation. As any 

l8ASCD 1962 Yearbook Committee, Ibid., p. 134 

19The Clearning House, Loc.cit., p. 531 
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external and negative motivation, the effect produced by fear 
has short lasting value to the person. It is not for the in­
herent value to know or to be able to accomplish that it is 
done. Moreover, to get out of such an unfavourable state, 
many erratic and unhealthy outlets may be taken . Isn't it 
true, as the famous observation of Wiles indicates: "that fear 
eats away a person's sense of personal worth, and decreases 
his self-confidence as well as his trust in others"?20 

As indicated earlier and as our experiences reveal, the 
feeling of superiority persists in the individual and as a 
parent he may demand it from his children. May be expecting ' 
high standards from one's children is not that bad but the man­
ner in which it is enforced in the child is unhealthy and 
burdensome to the child. Urevich has given an illustration, 
in his article alr~lI.dy referred to, of a parent who is a 
graduate of a fast section. He keeps on telling his child 
that he belonged in the super - fast section where he could 
learn the things that would give him the key to the future, 
and that he knew what kind of people were in these retarded 
sections. 

The same and even worse things happen to those labeled 
as "slow learners". Whether consciously or unconsciously, 
teachers not only give unforgetable stigmas attached to child­
ren, but also make damaging comments that shatter the self­
image, and develop inferiority complex in the individual. How 
else could the individual act, if he is continuously reaainded 
of his role of an inferior person? this is not all, he is 
not only called "slow" but he is also given slow education 
that keeps him there. Consequently, when he sees everday that 

20 
Wiles, in Azeb Desta, Elements of General Uethods of Teachin& 
Loc. cit., p. 61. 
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things are as they are, especially for him, he is likely to 
feel indifferent, hopeless and despair. A very probable phi­
losophy he is going to have will be, do it if you can, if you 
can't, don't worry; you're a dummy any way. Then gradually 
he becomes bored of his acceptance of failure and tries to 
identify himself by attracting attention and creating dis­
cipline prob lem . 

A 'slow learner' feels that he isn't as 
good as the 'fast learner: This feeling 
of inferiority leads to a defeatist at­
titude. He's stuck where he is , so he 
orients his philosophy around the ac~ 
tance of a secondary role in the schooL 
Eventually he rebels. 21 

It is neither fair nor democratic for a teacher, for lack 
of patience and as an outlet to her/his anger and bad mood, 
to call a growing child stupid and ruin his self-concept. Of 
course, unless another constructive teacher helps the child 
change this poor concept of himself, he is likely to keep on 
behaving as though he were one. To make it worse, parents 
and the society blame him wrongly or for the capacity he alone 
is not responsible in the making or developing and actualizin~ 
It is very difficult to expect success after such treatments. 

By way of combating such threats, an al ternati ve is sug­
gested by Urevich who sees a way of improving the practice 
of grouping. This is, in a way, the use of mixed ability 
grouping. He argues that students learn from each other no 
matter how "slow" some students are. They could contribute 

21 
The Clearing House, Loc. cit., p. 531 
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something to the growth of "fast learners" even if it isn't 
more than a feeling of compassion for the person who may not 
be able to do well. On the other hand, the "slow student" 
could be motivated and try to compete. If he is put in a 
homogeneous group, he will be with "slow learners" and in which 
case each member will have very little or no interest to excel. 
Whereas in a heterogeneous group, every body is motivated to 
contribute something. 22 Of course this argument has some 
weaknesses too, but it sounds as though it is better than the 
side-effects brought about by the misuse of ability grouping. 

What could be done in order that the wrong 

practices in the Use of Ability Grouping 

would not destroy its good side? 

Eventhough many experienced teachers who have used the 
practice and psychologists speak bitterly against ability 
grouping used for the purpose of segmentation of learners and 
for making the teachers' work easier, interest grouping, flex­
ible grouping and self-invited or chosen grouping could, if 
effect ively used, facilitate teaching and learning as well 
as interdependence. To begin with, what necessitates group­
ing? A rational for grouping students can justify why it is 
necessary: 

Because of the increasing range of student 
difference as the group gets larger, the 
difficulty of providing effective inst~­
ion also increases. Perhaps the most obvi­
ous characteristic of any group is that it 
is composed of individuals whose differenc­
es are enormous . These differences . are ap­
parent in developmental level, in perfor-
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mance capabili~y, in past learning, and in 
past history of social and emotional eqeri­
ences. 23 

Likewise, regarding the desirablli ty of ab i l1 ty group­
ing and its effective practice, Terman is referred to as mak­
ing a conclusion which he claims is based on his studies, psy­
chological theory and available evidence : "Abil i ty grouping 
combind with individually determined 8~celeration where 
warranted, is the most desirable procedures. 24 

Ci ting American studies, which they believe provide evi­
dences on the relationship between grouping and achievement, 
Bennett and McNamara report data presented by Soar (1973), 
Stallings and Kaskowi tz (1974) indicating "at infant level, 
teacher-supervised large groups are the best organization for 
achievement" . Furthermore, specifying the learning outcomes 
to be gained resulting from the application of grouping in 
general, the authors have indicated that "there may be benefits 
to be gained in social and communication skills." They re­
commend that to substantiate this, research needs to be con­
ducted on group management skills. They also suggest that 
the learning outcomes must be empirically demonstrated. 25 

23William D. Rohower, Jr. et aI, Educational Psychology: Teach-
ing for student diversity (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1980), p. 325. 

24Charles E. Skinner (ed.), Educational Psychology (4th edition, 
New 'Delhi - 11000: Prentice - Hall of India, Private Ltd., 1984), 
p. 732. 

25Nev111 Bennett and David McNamara, Focus on Teaching: Readings 
in the observation and conceptualisation of teaching London: 
Longman Group Limited, 1979), p. 224. 
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Similar improved techniques in practising groupi re Iso 
suggested by Rohwer et aI, who a180 see the probable advi 
bility of breaking the class into small groups in order to 

be able to work with one group at a time. Elaborating their 
suggestion they indicate: 

Even here, sub-groupi ng should be kept as 
flexible as possible. Students who are 
alike with respect to one kind of lesson 
may be very different in another. You 
should therefore avoid any kind of per­
manent grouping of students, but rather 
regroup constantly as the situation 
demands. 27 

The gist of the preceding discussion is that as the mark 
of the true professional teacher is "to know whr" he is doing 
what· he is dOing, before applying any teaching approach, the 
teacher must, first of all, determine the educational value 
to be gained. In other words, will it contribute to pupils' 
development and success, and will it affect their human ele­
ment which is very sensitive and easy to damage? This means, 

26Michael J. Dunkin, Bruce J. Biddle, The Study of Teahing(New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1974), p. 388. 

27 William D. Rohower, Jr. Loc. cit., p. 326. 
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unless one is sure of how to use it effectively, one is better 
off without it. However, in order to employ grouping 
effectively, it is very essential to bear in mind t hat: 

Grouping children for instructional pur­
poses means more than assignment on the 
basis of level of achievement. In order 
to place each child where he will find 
the environment most conducive to his &r 
velopment, it is necessary to consider 
also his physical and social maturity and 
his degree of emotional stabil i ty . 28 

In addition, the following guiding principles29 which are de­
noted by quotation marks and their relevant e xplanations are 
suggested to help teachers to evaluate their use of any type 
of grouping in order to facilitate effective teaching al1d 
learning: 

1. "Harmonious adjustment of each in all phases of his 
development." 

Conditions need to be provided by teachers 
that enable the learner to get along with 
himself and with others. Such conditions 
shouid free him from depression, feeling 
of insecurity, etc. that may make him feel 
interior, and miserable, thus affectinghlB 
progress in all respect. Instead, the con­
ditions must enable him to face rea1ityw1th 

28Anon , ASCD Educational Leadership, IV, No. VI (U147), p. 354. 

29 
Ibid. 
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a p propriat attitud. f 
realis t ical l y as c hall ng 
moun ted. 

· . 

p ronal p 
t hat n be sur-

2 . " Su fficien t d iffere nces i n g r oups t o i nsure group 
, c omp l e xi t i es . " 

Employing mixed-abil i ty grouping composed 
of members with , different outlooks, e xper­
i ences, skills, talents etc. for ricler 
sharing and enrichment of views. This 
type of grouping facilita~es interdepend­
ence; stimulates and encourages cooperat­
ive competition, and fosters tolerance for 
diversity . 

3 . "Enough likeness to have similarity in need." 

Grouping students with common interests in 
the learning experiences ensures the exis­
tence of compatible members who can be more 
cooperative, initiative, and less quarrel­
some. 

4. "Opportunity to live in mutual satisfaction with his 
neighbours and to live happily with himself." 

Th i s is an environment that is accepting, 
non threatening assuring, tolerating and 
encouraging. 

5. "Success on the part of every child and yet oppor­
tunities to be excellent." 

The ability to accomplish a task is satis­
fying; for success breeds success. The 
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learners must be stimulated and encouraged 
to aspire for excellence, originality, re­
sourcefulness and creativity. 

6. "Opportunities for academic and aental developaent." 

By and large this kind of developaent is 
gradual and slow. As such, if the lea~ 
er is slow in mental and acadeaic ~lop­
aent it does not aean he is aentally in­
ferior. Appropriate conditions and con­
ducive environaent can facilitate sxh de­
velopaents by enhancing the contribution 
of factors such as patterns of child's ~ 
velopaent, social and psychological for­
ces, the types of teacher's personality 
trait, teaching behavior, learning expe­
riences, and type of exaaination etc. 

7. "S1ailarities in chronological age, physical develop­
.ant and social aaturity." 

The social environaent (and aaturity), the 
physical capabilities of the individual, 
the deaands ' and expectations of other~­
dren approxi~ately his own age - the peer 
group - a socializing agent exert strong, 
influence on his experience, his ~t~, 
actualization of his potential~ties, the 
scope and depth of his knowledge, sat~­
ion of his needs, and his self-esteea. 

8. "Discourageaent of the idea of 'high' or 'low' ability 
ratings." 

110 

Such ratings are extreme and do not show 
existing diversity between two or aore 
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i ndividuals. also , the ratings overlook 
the fact that the achievements thus rated 
are subject to the influences of change­
eable conditions and situations. They ~ 
labels that can remain permanent stigmas 
by persisting even when they do not ~y 
or reflect reality. They force teachers 
to be static in their approaches making 
them insens i tive to any changes exhibit­
ed by the learners. By producing negat­
ive and unrealistic effect on those thus 
rated, they work counter to the aim and 
purpose one uses grouping students: to 
facilitate learning, highlight improve­
ment and encourage positive and enhanced 
development of the learner. 

9 . "Flexibility to permit needed changes." 

Grouping needs to be used with learning 
activities and tasks of varying degree 
of difficulty which students do accord­
ing to their capabilities and pace. Sit­
uations allowing failure must be imme­
diately changed. It does not work if 
no additional assistance, encouragement 
and assurance are not provided. Each 
member must know why he is doing what 
he is dOing and what he must accomplish 
before he can be released or allowed to 
work on what the other students are do­
ing. 

CON C L U S ION 

In few pages, the paper atteapted to discuss the signific­
ance of realizing ability variations as one of the many in-
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dividual differences our students exhibit in our classrooms. 
I 

The speed at which our students learn, the scope of their 
understanding, and the standard (level) of their academic 
achievenent are aspects of these differences. The type of 
methods or approaches the teacher uses to determine teaching 
processes and manners of learning, to direct and guide 
learners' activities and the kind of environment (both physical 
and social or psychological) he creates can either facilitate 
or hamper the provision for learning opportunities in the 
classroom. Wrong or faulty practices in the application of 
the approaches and techniques the teacher uses can have many 
repercussions and side-effects on the learner's heal thy 
devel-opment of the self-image which in turn can affect his 
stamina and confidence in his capability to actualize and 
develop his potentialities. This feeling of inadequacy, 
resul ting from the damaged selfimage of the learner, may 
persist throughout life thus indangering his capabil1 ty to 
be a fitting and productive member of his society. 

Today, Ethiopia is in a state of flux, one of which is 
cuI tural. In this line, the country has made it its goal to 
mould the "new socialist man." The new socialist man, among 
his other attributes, is one with self-confidence 1.e., with 
a strong faith in his capability to learn, to think, to create, 
to interact, and to improve. This is a man who is expected 
to play an important role in social tranllformation, ' and to 
contribute to the enhancement of the development and progress 
of his country. Youngsters are prepared for such important 
role. 

Needless to say, this important task of preparing an in­
dividual with a heal thy-image of himself and with a strong 
confidence in his capability, makes the obligation and re­
sponsibili ty of those affliated with the task, in general and 
of teachers, in particular, of paramount importance. 
Therefore, such a professional responsibility can not be 
neglected by all concer~ed. Obviously, the prevalence of such 
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a neglect, i. e., the responsibility to do what is right and 
worthwhile, does not ma~e it less important. In fact, it is 
high time that schools are held accountable for their wrong 
practices or negligences wh i ch have crucial negtative impact 
on the quality of education in our country. 

The teacher has to be cautious in the choice of words 
or language he uses when dealing with his students; for every­
thing he says is grabbed by them as it sounds on the surface. 
For instance, the teacher who says "if you work hard on it 
you may improve" may think he has encouraged the learner, but 
it may create an increased feeling of uncertainity and failure. 
Moreover, a teacher who emphasizes on the chi ld ' s being good 
at arithmetic and science only, may appear to show disappoint­
ment in the child's performances in other subjects. As many 
educationalists and psychologists have reiteratively indicated, 
children's adjustment depends on how the teacher sees their 
accomplishments. A poor reader is likely to be well adjusted 
to the fact that he cannot read; for he could have formed an 
image of himself as a poor reader. And his inability to read 
strengthens the feeling of his being a poor reader. Therefore, 
he adjusts himself to it. 

The self-structure develops in response to 
environmental stimuli. Since teachers are 
important aspect of the child's environment, 
it is likely that they have great effectan 
the child's self-picture. 30 

Finally, the writer believes that this paper will trigger 
the strong impetus of those concerned with quality education, 
to do further investigation and research on the problem. Cer­
tainly, the attempt will deepen our insight and improve our 
skills in the teaching-learning processes which are instrument­
al in educating nation builders . 

30The British Journal of Educational Psychology, Loc.cit. p. 99. 
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