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ABSTRACT Streaming is where students are graded into form classes according to ability. Movement from one class or level
to another by a student entails movement to a different level in all subjects and perhaps a change of subjects also. Many
countries have abolished this practice. The reason was to avoid branding students as overall achievers or non-achievers/failures
according to form classes. This study therefore sought to investigate if secondary schools in Zimbabwe do subscribe to this
practice. It adopted an interpretive qualitative research methodology and a case study research design. A purposive convenient
sample of 5 school heads and 20 secondary school teachers formed the study. Data was collected through face- to- face interviews,
documentary analysis and observation of two staff meetings per school. The study established that ability grouping is rampant
in most schools in Zimbabwe although it is considered a problematic practice as it is associated with social segregation. The
findings of the study therefore depict that teachers in all the five schools under study are empowered to make decisions in the

streaming process.

INTRODUCTION

Streaming (ability grouping) refers to the
grouping of students by ability (Fabian 2012).
In other words, students within a certain ability
range are grouped together as a class. Fabian
further asserts that the objective is to allow the
students to move ahead at a pace which matches
their abilities. Wikipedia (2011) views stream-
ing as separation of pupils by academic ability,
into groups for all subjects or certain classes and
curriculum within a school. Wikipedia elabo-
rates more on the definition of streaming by
postulating that in streaming, the entire school
population is assigned to classes according to
whether the students’ overall achievement is
above average, normal, or below average. In this
regard, students attend academic classes only
with students whose overall academic achieve-
ment is the same as their own. According to
Early Childhood Education (2007) , three ma-
jor types of grouping occur in schools as fol-
lows: (a) ability grouping, sometimes called
streaming- that is the practice of grouping chil-
dren on the basis of their performance or their
perceived abilities (b) ability grouping in par-
ticular subjects-that is, students stay in hetero-
geneous groups for most subjects but are re-
grouped, depending on skill level, for particu-
lar subjects, usually reading and mathematics
(c) within-class grouping-this is the practice of
assigning students in heterogeneous classes to
sub-groups or clusters within the class on the

basis of their achievement. Of the three group-
ing types above, the first has been the most con-
troversial and the subject of more research stud-
ies than almost any educational practice (George
and Alexander 2003).

Proponents of ability grouping (including
parents and teachers) maintain that teachers can
target instruction to meet individual needs more
effectively if students are grouped by ability
Early Childhood Education (ECE) (2007).
Opponents according to ECE (2007) argue that
intended gains for all students in different
streams generally do not materialise and stream-
ing tends to stigmatise and perpetuate the dis-
advantage of those students who are already the
most disadvantaged with regard to socio-eco-
nomic status and race (George and Alexander
2003). In fact, the research into ability group-
ing finds few studies that yield positive results
(Gamoran and Weinstein 1998; Vang 2005;
Catsambis et al. 2001; Watanabe 2006; Slavin
1993). The effects of streaming are particularly
negative for poor, minority students and those
with limited English proficiency (Vang 2005),
but they also do not necessarily assist students
in the high-ability groups. For example,
Catsambis et al. (2001) found that when young
adolescents were streamed in mathematics, the
academic self-concept of the male students di-
minished while female students thrived. Further-
more, in the short term, male students in the
low-ability groups actually experienced in-
creased self-concept as cited by Early Childhood
Education (2007).
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EFFECTS OF ABILITY GROUPING

A 2005 study (Mulkey et al. in ECE 2007)
examined data from the National Education
Longitudinal Study in the United States to see
if there were any differences in mathematics
achievement and self-concept between streamed
and unstreamed students in Year 8. Few of their
findings were positive. They found that students
placed in high-ability mathematics classes in
Year 8 had diminished mathematics self-con-
cept in Years 10 and 12 compared with students
in non-streamed classes, and this in turn was
linked to students’ academic choices in the se-
nior years and to lower mathematics grades. The
effect was particularly problematic for boys. Stu-
dents in the lower streams fared no better, with
those Year 8 students placed in lower streams
continuing to perform most poorly in mathemat-
ics in the senior years. In practically all cases,
Mulkey and his associates found the data
favoured those students assigned to unstreamed
classes.

The evidence from previous research indi-
cates that the effect of ability grouping on pupil
attainment is limited. British studies according
to Plewis et al. (1999 citing Kerckoff 1986, Kulik
and Kulik 1990) indicate mixed findings for the
effects on academic achievement. Two impor-
tant British studies were based on data from the
National Child Development Study. The first
found little difference in performance on
standardised tests of achievement in mathemat-
ics and reading when ability level was con-
trolled, but there were differences in the pat-
terns of entry in national examinations and in
access to the curriculum (Fogelman 1983 in
Plewis et al. 1999). The second study compared
pupils attending four types of secondary school,
secondary modern, grammar, comprehensive
and private (Kerkhoff 1986 in Plewis et al.
1999). Data were collected at ages 7, 11 and 16
years. Standardised tests of reading and math-
ematics, and verbal and non-verbal scores from
a general ability test administered at age 11 were
used. Children attending grammar schools
showed relatively greater improvement in math-
ematics over time, compared with those in the
secondary modern schools. In schools that
grouped pupils by ability, there was a marked
divergence of attainment, with students in re-
medial classes falling further behind, while those
in the high ability groups increased their aver-
age performance beyond that exhibited by com-
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parable pupils in ungrouped classes. The pat-
tern was sufficiently clear that it was possible to
differentiate between the effects of a two and a
three-group system, the latter producing a
greater divergence of attainment scores.

There have been a number of smaller stud-
ies, based in single schools. Two of these inves-
tigated the impact of different forms of group-
ing within a single school and found that stream-
ing had little impact on the performance of high
ability pupils whereas pupils of lower ability
performed better in mixed ability grouping
(Plewis et al. 1999). They found no difference
in the attainment of two groups, streamed and
mixed ability, in the same secondary school. In
a study based in one comprehensive school with
mixed ability and streamed ‘halls’, Newbold
(1977 in Plewis et al. 1999) found similar mean
scores for a variety of measures of achievement
including standardised tests of ability, exami-
nation performance and teacher devised tests.
There were, however, larger standard deviations
in the streamed sample, except in free writing,
indicating that streaming tended to widen the
range of attainment. More differences were re-
ported within the two systems than between
them. There was no evidence that the high abil-
ity pupils were performing differently in the two
systems, although the low ability pupils made
significant gains in the mixed ability classes. A
follow up study Plewis et al. (1999) demon-
strated better overall performance by the less
able pupils in the mixed ability situation, with-
out any reduction in the levels of attainment
achieved by the more able.

Proponents of streaming say that tracking has
several important strengths. A major advantage
of ability grouping is that it allows teachers to
better direct lessons toward the specific ability
level of the students in each class (Wikipedia
2011). While streaming for regular instruction
makes no real difference in scholastic achieve-
ment for low and average ability students, it does
produce substantial gains for gifted students in
tracks specially designed for the gifted and tal-
ented. Streaming meets the need for highly
gifted students to be with their intellectual peers
in order to be appropriately challenged and to
view their own abilities more realistically
(Wikipedia 2011). The teacher can move ahead
at a brisk pace with a group of twenty five bright
students as they do not require much supervi-
sion and little or no individual attention. The
converse is true for a class of slow students
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where a more reasonable number to work with

would be ten to fifteen students if teaching is to

be effective. At any rate the teacher is able to
select a pace and move ahead with it (Fabian

2012).

Another positive aspect of ability grouping
is that since it separates students by ability, stu-
dents’ work is only compared to that of similar-
ability peers, preventing a possible lowering of
their self-esteem that could result from compari-
sons with the work of higher ability students, or
inflating the egos of the high-ability students
when compared to low-ability, same-age stu-
dents. Since high self-esteem is correlated with
high academic achievement, ability grouping
should, theoretically, promote academic success.
However, the awareness by the student of being
placed into a low track might lower self-esteem
and vice-versa (Wikipedia 2011). According to
Bedard (1998) at risk students should routinely
moved from the mainstream to remedial classes
so that classroom curricula are tailored to their
ability level (Bedard 1998). In support
(Wadesango 2011) states that a better learning
environment is one of the advantages of stream-
ing in schools as it helps to prepare appropriate
materials to teach students according to ability.

Gamoran (2002) outlines the following de-
merits of ability grouping:

e  Because of conditions outside school, when
educators sort students on the basis of test
scores they also segregate them by race ,
ethnicity and social class

e When students are divided for instruction
by ability, either through setting or stream-
ing, their achievement levels tend to be-
come more and more unequal over time

e Unequal classroom conditions in high
versus low level classes are major reasons
behind the increasing inequality in
students’ achievement levels, the more
experienced, qualified teachers are com-
monly assigned to higher sets where more
challenging material is used and where
there is greater emphasis on discussion and
interaction with students

e Division of students by ability exacerbates
inequality more when it is more rigid and
far-reaching

e Streaming at the secondary level may
benefit high achievers, but these benefits
invariably come at the expense of losses for
low achievers

Wadesango and Shumba (2009) argue that
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students in low-rank classes are likely to not be
able in achieving their full potential. They fur-
ther stresses that a class in low-ranks classes,
students will normally be given average learn-
ing materials suitable to their learning needs.
Without teachers noticing, they are actually
pampering the students by only giving them
average materials to work with. This causes stu-
dents to prefer to stay in their comfortable zone
and do not have the initiative to go further be-
yond their abilities. Besides that, students may
find that learning is troublesome and boring
because there is no competition since students
are of the same level. One of the concerns of
those who argue against grouping by ability is
that placement in the bottom groups has an ad-
verse impact on pupils’ self esteem, self con-
cept and on their attitudes towards school and
schoolwork (Plewis et al. 1999 citing Gamoran
and Berends 1987). Gamoran and Berends
(1987 in Plewis et al. 1999), reviewing the in-
ternational literature, suggested that there was
a negative impact of ability grouping on the
motivation and self-esteem of students in the
lower groups. Oakes (1985) suggests that for
low track students the self-concept becomes
more negative as years go by and these students
tend to be critical of their ability. According to
Vang (2005), studies have proved that a class
with mix-ability students can contribute to suc-
cess.

Wikipedia (2011) asserts that low track
classes tend to be primarily composed of low-
income students, usually minorities, while up-
per-track classes are usually dominated by stu-
dents from socioeconomically successful groups.
This therefore brings in the issue of cultural
capital. According to Bourdieu’s theory of cul-
tural reproduction, children from middle-class
families are advantaged in gaining educational
credentials due to their possession of cultural
capital (Bourdieu 2002). We will conclude that
cultural capital is transmitted within the home
and does have a significant effect on perfor-
mance in the GCSE (General Certificate of Sec-
ondary Education) examinations (Wadesango
2011).

CULTURAL CAPITAL

The term cultural capital refers to non-finan-
cial social assets; they may be educational or
intellectual, which might promote social mo-
bility beyond economic means (Dumais 2002).
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Other authors view cultural capital as the ad-
vantages that one is given due to the environ-
ment they grow up in and the attitudes of par-
ents. This includes such things as having a com-
puter in the house, or having parents who value
the importance of education (Brinton and
Yamamoto 2005). This goes to say that for chil-
dren in poverty there would be a lack of cul-
tural capital which explains why those growing
up in poverty have limited opportunities com-
pared to those who grow up in middle class fami-
lies. In this study, the concept “cultural capital”
will be viewed as forms of knowledge, skills,
education, and advantages that an individual
has, which gives the particular individual a
higher status in society. It is assumed that par-
ents provide their children with cultural capital
by transmitting the attitudes and knowledge
needed to succeed in the current educational
system. This assertion is supported by Yang
(2003) who postulates that Cultural capital in
families and more specific, the educational level
of parents, has during the last decades been
proved as the most important dimension of
socio-economic influence on school performance
in many countries.

TEACHERS’ PARTICIPATION IN THE
PRACTICE

Teacher participation in decision-making is
a trend that is set to transform top-down ap-
proaches which reduced teachers to tools of
implementing policies and decisions without
making any meaningful contribution (Bezzina
1997; Sabar 1985). The idea of participation is
applied in various parts of the world and Zim-
babwe is no exception. Teachers work closely
with students and have first-hand knowledge of
their strengths and weaknesses, they are there-
fore the most valuable people to develop and
implement policies (Kumar and Scuderi 2000).
Teacher participation refers to the extent to
which subordinates or groups who are affected
by decisions are consulted and involved in mak-
ing of decisions (Khoza 2003). This concept
refers to the decentralization of authority to the
lowest appropriate level in the school where
teachers participate in making decisions that
affect them (Beckmann and Visser 1999). Par-
ticipation is not only about taking part in deci-
sion making process but it is also about being
valued (Lilyquist 1998). Teachers feel rewarded
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when they are part of the decision making pro-
cess. Teacher participation calls for teachers to
assume leadership roles in schools and it re-
quires that principals encourage such leadership
from teachers (Wagner 1999). Principals can-
not manage schools alone nor take the burden
of motivating others to achieve objectives and
complete tasks without support from their col-
leagues, they must actively involve them (Bell
1999).

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative interpretive
research methodology. The study concentrated
on the qualitative form since this research aimed
at elucidating what the participants had to say
with regard to decision-making in their natural
settings. In this regard, it was imperative that a
methodological perspective be adopted to allow
the findings to develop “from the data itself
rather than from preconceived, rigidly struc-
tured, and highly quantified techniques that pi-
geonhole the empirical social world into the
operational definitions that the researcher has
constructed” (Creswell 2002). The problem
identified in this study demanded that the par-
ticipants themselves be allowed to freely express
their feelings, views and opinions. To this end,
Sherman and Webb (in Ely 1991:4) provide the
following definition “...qualitative implies a
direct concern with feelings, experiences and
views as lived or felt or undergone...” This study
adopted a case-study research design. A case
study is described as a form of descriptor re-
search that gathers a large amount of informa-
tion about one or a few participants and thus
investigates a few cases in considerable depth
(Thomas and Nelson 2001). Purposive conve-
nience sampling of twenty two school heads and
three education officers from Gweru Education
District was adopted in the selection of partici-
pants for this study

Data Collection Instruments

The researchers looked for rich, detailed in-
formation of a qualitative nature. The methods
that were used to gather information for this
study were concerned with seeking participants’
written and verbal information on the way prob-
lems are solved and decisions are taken in their
schools. Therefore, the strategies used produced
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descriptive data based on insights rather than
statistical data where hypothesis testing is in-
volved. Two types of strategies that were used
to provide the data for this study were: indi-
vidual interviews and document analysis.

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were used in this
study. This method was preferred because data
was gathered systematically and the research-
ers were assured that no data was omitted.
Through the use of interviews, the interviewer
was able to elaborate on issues and questions as
well as clarifying the meaning of statements,
answers or questions that may not have been
clear to the interviewee. Through use of semi-
structured interviews, respondents were able to
express themselves freely since the main pur-
pose of this study was to let respondents narrate
their experiences with regard to the teacher re-
cruitment policy. In the process the study was
able to get rich thick data from participants and
this increased the validity of the findings of the
research. During the interviews, certain issues
respondents tended to leave unexplained were
effectively probed. By so doing the study was
able to gain a detailed understanding of the re-
spondents’ opinions rather than would be the
case when using mailed questionnaires.

Documentary Analysis

Various documents that were related to
teacher recruitment practices were examined.
Such documents included public records, per-
sonal documents and physical material already
present in the research setting. Documents
helped the researchers to uncover meaning, de-
velop understanding and discover insights.

Ethical Considerations

According to Creswell (1994), a researcher
has an obligation to respect the rights, needs,
values and desires of the respondents. The re-
search was therefore conducted with respect and
concern for the dignity and welfare of the infor-
mants. The individual’s right to decline to par-
ticipate was respected in this study. The re-
searchers ensured that the purpose and activi-
ties of the research were clearly explained to
the participants. The authors of this document
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ensured that promises and commitments were
honored by safeguarding participants’ identities.

RESULTS OF THE STUDY

All the twenty responding teachers agreed
that they are fully involved in deciding how to
stream their students. However, all of them feel
that the exercise does not require any special-
ized skills, for streaming of students is usually
based on overall form positions and hence does
not put much weight on their participation in
the area as they do not consider it to be critical
decision. Below are some of the sentiments of
the respondents:

R8 All staff members are involved in the
decision making process. This is done in
staff meetings. Each teacher tables the
mark schedules from their classes. These
are the schedules that are used when
streaming students.

R2 This is done by subject teachers as well as
the class teachers but then class teachers
usually are part and parcel of that string
because they will be involved in the
teaching of these pupils

R6 It is done by subject teachers together with
the deputy looking at the performance of
the kids say after midyears or end of year
examinations. Here I think almost every
teacher is involved

All the twenty teachers agreed to the fact that
they are fully involved in decisions on stream-
ing students. One of the school heads (H4) stated
the following:

We are very democratic here as you can see
that all the teachers are involved in
decision making as far as streaming of
students is concerned. You see streaming
is a very important task. We have to be very
accurate, fair and transparent to make sure
that every child is properly placed.”

The other school head (H1) made the fol-
lowing comment: “We regard streaming as very
important because it means the future of the
child. Any mistake can ruin the entire life of the
student in terms of career development.” The
sentiments expressed above reveal that there is
100% participation of teachers in this decision
making area. Staff meetings attended by the re-
searcher confirmed the assertion that all staff
members get involved in the streaming of stu-
dents. As this was the end of year, school heads
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in all cases advised class teachers in the meet-
ings to quickly compile end of year reports so
that streaming of students would be done be-
fore they left for holidays. Minutes reviewed also
indicated that at the end of each year, teachers
would sit down and allocate students to relevant
classes based on their end of year performances.

DISCUSSION

It was established in this study that all teach-
ers in the participating schools take part in the
streaming of students. Teachers are assumed to
have a better understanding of their pupils’ abili-
ties and capabilities. They spend a greater part
of the year interfacing with the learners. Given
this outlook, it is naturally acceptable that teach-
ers get fully involved in decisions that are di-
rectly related to children like streaming of stu-
dents as was found in this study. It would not be
proper to find the streaming of pupils being done
outside teachers’ influence. If such practices are
encouraged, what is likely to emerge is a ruin-
ous streaming exercise. In which case students
are mis-streamed and they end up taking a
wrong combination of subjects. This may im-
pact on the child’s career.

A point at hand is where a child who has
great potential in sciences is asked or put in a
class that is Arts oriented. That child’s future
may be jeopardized for the child may fail to
pursue his or her desired career parts at univer-
sity level. In support Davies cited in Riley (1984)
points out that teachers command greater con-
trol and knowledge in matters that are class-
room based. It is therefore proper that teachers
be fully involved in such decision making.
Wrong decisions may also bring disharmony
between the school and the community. The
finding from this current study confirms Kumar
and Scuderi’s (2000) assertion that teachers
work closely with students and have firsthand
knowledge of their strengths and weaknesses,
they are therefore the most invaluable to develop
and implement policies. Studies have shown that
participation in deciding matters of concern has
positive effects on the school climate. For ex-
ample, a study carried out by Guthrie and
Koppich (1993) in America revealed that auto-
cratic (formal model) atmosphere generated a
higher degree of tension amongst staff mem-
bers than the democratic one (collegial), thereby
creating an unconducive school climate. There-
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fore, Guthrie and Koppich’s results confirm
what emerged from this study as well. Thus, the
management model in a given school has a lot
to do with team building. However in the other
four schools, teachers were working as a team
because of their involvement in school- based
decision- making processes.

While tests are accepted as the best tools for
streaming pupils, sometimes they fail to mea-
sure accurately the degree of attainment that a
particular student will have reached. It needs
the input of the subject teacher who will explain
the possible causes of the child’s low perfor-
mance in a given test. Therefore, it requires this
additional information for a meaningful stream-
ing to take place, just relying on the score sheet
may ignore certain valuable information about
the child. Thus, the fact that teachers are fully
involved in decisions on streaming students is
a well received position. The new dispensation
in educational leadership calls for shared deci-
sion making by all the critical stakeholders.
Teachers are inter alia stakeholders of a school
system hence should occupy the central space
in decision making (Beckmann and Blom 2000;
Daun 2003b). The prima facie intent of this dis-
pensational call is to increase the productivity
of schools. With improved output, schools be-
come more satisfying work places. One person
cannot be a good resource for every decision.
Advantages of team interaction are lost; zero
team commitment is developed for implement-
ing the decision. Resentment and disagreement
may result in sabotage, deterioration of team
effectiveness and resources of other team mem-
bers are not tapped (Dimmock 1993).

As a matter of fact, if teachers are fully in-
volved in such an important component of the
life of a school, then there is an equal reason for
their expertise to be used in other decision mak-
ing processes which school heads consider to
be their prerogative. This is in line with the re-
sults of a study conducted by McLagan in Drake
and Roe (1999), which concluded that teachers
get excited and motivated if they are involved
in decision making in areas in which they com-
mand great expertise. However, teachers in this
study have indicated that this is not a critical
decision making area.

CONCLUSION

Teacher participation is a trend that is set to
transform ‘top-down’ approaches, which re-
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duced teachers to tools of implementing poli-
cies and decisions without making any mean-
ingful contribution. It encourages teachers to
improve the quality of their profession and work-
place, which may result in a less stressful, more
satisfying and motivating environment. While
Shared Decision Making (SDM) enhances
teachers’ opportunities to influence decisions in
the school, it emerged in this study that a num-
ber of teachers in the participating schools were
active in the process of streaming of students.
This makes decisions to be more likely to be
acceptable and more likely to be implemented
because they reflect and serve the interests of
the people responsible for putting them into ac-
tion. This results in the development of more
inclusive partnerships among heads and teach-
ers and there is harmony, trust, competence and
joy in such an environment.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The study recommends school heads to in-
volve all their teachers as much as possible in
the streaming of students. They should refrain
from centralizing this critical decision making
process. By centralizing the decision making
processes, school heads run the risk of compro-
mising the chances of getting the best decisions.
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