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1. Introduction 

Ever since doing a placement in an English secondary school a few years ago, I have 
been fascinated by the concept of 'ability' as it is used in the context of education and academic achievement, particularly in the mathematics classroom. 
I grew up in Norway and have spent the last four years in England and have therefore got some experience of both teaching and being taught in both places. These experiences have made me realise that the term 'ability' appears to have widely different connotations in the two countries and I am interested in investigating this in more detail. Although this is an issue that to a certain extent is relevant for all school subjects, it is particularly in the mathematics classroom that the concept of ability becomes dominating, because whilst there is general agreement that mathematics is a logical discipline, the extent to which it presupposes a logical mind rather than produces one (Huckstep, 2000) is a debated issue. 
What is seen as acceptable or even recommended teaching practices in a country depends heavily on that culture's sociological, political and philosophical outlook on the purposes of education. Therefore I would like to construct a framework for comparison that takes these issues into account, and in order to do so I will explore some of the ideas of Rousseau, Russell and Bourdieu in their works on education. Many others have made contributions to the topics discussed here, however I have chosen the above three because their thoughts complement each other nicely in the sense that the works of Rousseau and Russell can be seen as philosophical commentaries on the objectives of education, whereas Bourdieu's work is more of a sociological commentary on how these objectives are achieved. Hence together their ideas can provide a ﬂexible theoretical tool for analysing the practices I will describe in the following sections. 
After an introduction to the theories that will provide the framework for my comparison, I aim to structure this essay by first considering the Norwegian and English curricula and their statements about the purposes of mathematics education. After that I shall give a brief summary of ability-grouping practices in both countries followed by a comparison of the findings with respect to the outlined framework. Finally I will brieﬂy comment on the availability of research on the topic of ability in the two countries. 

[image: ]2. Theoretical framework for comparison 

Mathematics as a school subject is part of practically every school curriculum in the 
world, however its purpose in education has been debated. The question of whether it should be taught with the aim of developing 'skills' or personal appreciation and awareness in mind is a disputed issue (Huckstep, 2007), and Ernest (2000) argues that too often 'capability' is emphasized at the expense of inner appreciation for mathematics. In this lies a suggestion that the mathematical cultivation of the individual mind is not the same as the 'production' of a mathematically literate citizen. In his treatise on the nature of education, Rousseau raises this issue and argues that "one must choose between making a man or a citizen, for one cannot make both at the same time" (Rousseau, 1997, p.39). Without entering a detailed discussion on 'the nature of man', there is one characteristic of 'man' identified by Rousseau that I would like to consider here, namely that people are naturally quite individualistic, and that educators must consciously decide whether this is a trait that should be nurtured or tamed. Rousseau holds that: 


Good social institutions are those that best know how to denature man, to take his 
absolute existence away from him in order to give him a relative one and transport the I into the common unity. (Rousseau, 1979, p. 39) 

Whilst this could be interpreted as a sharp criticism of an entirely negative process, this 
is not necessarily the case. In 'The Social Contract' Rousseau phrases the same idea more 
clearly: 


Anyone who dares to institute a people must feel capable of, so to speak, changing 
human  nature; of transforming each  individual who by himself is a perfectly solitary whole into part of a larger whole from which the individual would as it were receive his life and  his being. (Rousseau, 1997, p. 69) 


In other words Rousseau argues that to be a citizen one must have one's nature broken and 
rebuilt. However, he also emphasizes that that there are aspects of the individual nature that must be conserved. In a sense he distinguishes between the self-centred individual who primarily looks out for himself and his own needs, and the self-aware individual who is capable of being a citizen without losing his identity, and he argues that the former must be 'denatured' whilst simultaneously preserving the latter. 
Russell (1926, 1932) similarly distinguishes between education for the individual and 
[image: ]education for the future citizen. Although he is slightly more gentle in his arguments than 
Rousseau, and acknowledges that in theory there need be no antithesis between the two, he 
still holds that : 


...in practical daily life the education which results from regarding a child as an indi-
vidual is very different from  that which results from  regarding  him as a future citizen. 
(Russell, 1932, p.2) 


However, where Rousseau primarily distinguishes between two forms of individuals, 
Russell differentiates between two forms of citizens. He claims that an education of which the purpose is to make good citizens has two very different forms, "according as it is directed to the support or to the overthrow of the existing system" (Russell, 1932, p.8). This is an idea that has been investigated more specifically in relation to mathematics education, and Huckstep (2007) argues that although there is a clear agreement that an education in mathematics can inform, there is a tension between those who believe that such education should enable pupils to conform to society rather than to transform it. 
The former of these views leads to the work of Bourdieu and his theory of social re- production in education. He claims that pedagogic actions reﬂect the interests of dominant groups, tending to reproduce the uneven distribution of cultural capital, hence reproducing social structure (Jenkins, 1992). In a sense social reproduction as described here is the process of producing a combination of the conforming citizen described by Russell, and the self-centred man described by Rousseau, leading to the 'individualistic citizen' who (compliantly) fits into one of many hierarchically ordered classes. The ideal objective however, as agreed by all of the above, is to develop the 'collectivist individual' who is critically aware of being socially located ('denatured') and at the same time capable of individual thought. However, Bourdieu's commentary on the achievement of this objective is grim. He argues that social reproduction is continuously taking place by means of 'symbolic violence' which (other than algebra) is defined as the imposition of systems of symbolism and meaning upon groups or classes in such a way that they are experienced as legitimate (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Cultural capital plays a significant role in this process and is defined to be any form of knowledge, skills, education and advantages that a person has, which give them a higher status in society. 
In (extremely brief) summary Bourdieu argues that through the use of symbolic power and systematic social reproduction, educational institutions are ensuring that the individual [image: ]is chained to their assigned position in a hierarchy that depends fundamentally upon cultural capital. This notion of chains again leads back to Rousseau and his famous quote from 'The social contract': "Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains" (Rousseau, 1997, p. 41). Simpson (2007) interestingly argues that this quote is often misread, leading to the inference that the rest of the book would explain how to remove these chains. However this is not the case, because political philosophy, on Rousseau's view, "is not a matter of discovering how to remove the chains of coercion, but of discovering what kind of chains, if any, can be morally justified." (Simpson,2007, p. 81) . I find this to be a particularly interesting idea, especially when using the notion of 'ability' as a link in a potentially justifiable chain. 


In the remainder of this essay I would like to consider the relevance of the above ideas 
within the mathematics classrooms in England and Norway with a focus on the application of the ability construct (or lack thereof) in the organization of teaching. However, I believe that at the core of all the above arguments lies the fundamental idea that: 


We must have some concept of the kind of  person we wish to produce, before we can 
have any definite opinion as to the education which we consider best. (Russell,1932, p. 
22) 


Hence I will investigate some aspects of the English and Norwegian curricula in the next section. 


3. Curricular aims 

With the framework outlined above in mind, I have studied the Norwegian and English 
curricula, with particular attention to any mention of the aims and purposes of education in general and mathematics education in particular.(The extracts from the Norwegian curriculum are my translations as an English version was not available). 


3.1 Norway 

Considering the distinction between education for the individual and education for the 
citizen, it seems clear that the Norwegian curriculum is highly focused on the development of the good citizen. In the very first paragraph of the mathematics curriculum it is stated that: 
[image: ]An active democracy needs citizens who can study, understand and analyse quantitative 
information, statistical analysis and economic prognoses. In this sense mathematical competence is necessary to be able to understand and affect the on-going  processes in 
society. (Læreplan I Matematikk, 2010, p. 1) 


There are further descriptions of how mathematics is required for the progress of society, 
however it is noted that although subject competence is a necessary condition for developing 
good citizens, it is not a sufficient condition: 


..there should also be a personal and collective development of social skills such as 
cooperation, self-control, responsibility and empathy for others [...] an individual should through schooling be formed as a human being, and  this is related to issues beyond 
academic content. (Materiell for helhetlig arbeid, 2009, p.7) 


Finally, equality and equal opportunity for learning is emphasized in a long section with 
the following conclusion: 


...at school pupils should learn to become citizens and take part in the social collective. 
They should gain cultural capital and learn to develop  positive relations to others. 
(Materiell for helhetlig arbeid, 2009,  p.26 ) 


In relation to the framework, Rousseau's idea of 'denaturing man' appears to play 
a significant role in the Norwegian curriculum. Furthermore the aim is to transform the 'self-centered' individual to Russell's idea of the good citizen. However it is not entirely clear at this stage whether the goal is to develop a critical or a conforming citizen. It should also be noted that the concept of 'cultural capital' is explicitly used as something that can and should be distributed through schooling. 


3.2 England 

Many similar values are presented in the English curriculum, with one of the most 
significant comments (in my opinion) being that: 


Education  inﬂuences and  reﬂects the values of  society, and  the kind of society we want 
to be. (English National Curriculum, 2011) 

[image: ]In a sense this puts significant pressure on the educational policies that are subsequently 
accepted, ability grouping being one of them, as I will return to later. Furthermore it is 
stated that: 


The school curriculum should pass on enduring values, develop pupils' integrity and 
autonomy and  help them to be responsible and caring citizens capable of contributing to the development of a just society. It should promote equal opportunities and  enable pupils to challenge discrimination and stereotyping. (English National Curriculum,  2011) 


So again the idea of developing the good citizen is prominent, and the importance of equal 
opportunities in emphasized. However the development of the individual is also explicitly 
mentioned: 


Foremost is a belief in education [...] as a route to the spiritual, moral, social, cultural, 
physical and mental development, and thus the well-being, of the individual. (English 
National Curriculum, 2011, italics added) 


Surprisingly I also found a whole (non-statutory) subject of its own called 'citizen- 
ship' in the National Curriculum. Its content is beyond the scope of this essay, however the fact that a need is seen to create a course in citizenship might indicate that educators are not entirely convinced that the desired values are promoted through the regular school subjects. 


3.3 Curriculum 'word clouds' 

Many other aspects of the two curricula could have been mentioned here, however my 
main aim in this essay is not to compare curricula, and so I want to avoid a largely descriptive account of their contents. On the whole they seem to promote the same objectives, but in order to get a quick overview of the potential differences in emphasis and formulation, I would like to consider the most frequently used words in the descriptions of the purposes of education. To do this I have collected the relevant sections on the issue together in one document for each country and created a tag cloud. Tag clouds can be made using various web applications (I used TagCrowd) and they offer a way of visualising word frequencies in any supplied document. The more frequent the word, the bigger and stronger in colour it appears. Apart from creating an interesting image, such a cloud can provide a whole new [image: ]perspective on a given text. For the results from the English and Norwegian curricula, see Figure 1 and Figure 2 respectively. 



















Figure 1: Word cloud for the English curriculum. 














Figure 2: Word cloud for the Norwegian curriculum. 


These clouds show the 35 most frequently appearing words, (with highly common words 
in both languages ignored). Without claiming that the frequency of a word is the most important aspect of its place in a curriculum, I would argue that it does have some significance when analysing the emphasis of a curriculum's description of educational goals. After all the wording of such national documents are unlikely to have been chosen haphazardly. 
As expected the words 'school' and 'skole' stand out in both clouds, and so does the word 'pupils' and the equivalent word 'elevene' in Norwegian. However, I would like to point out that slightly larger than the word 'elevene' in the Norwegian cloud is the word 
barn' (children), which in fact is nowhere to be found in the English cloud. Also the word 
'achieve' is much larger in the English cloud than the (barely visible) equivalent Norwegian 
word ‘oppna’, but instead the Norwegian cloud does include the word 'mestre' (to master). 
Both clouds proudly present words such as 'social', 'society', 'sosial' and 'samfunnet', but the English cloud also has 'individual' as one of the larger words, whereas the Norwegian cloud has 'felleskapet' ('the collective' to be distinguished from 'samfunnet') at about the same size. 
Many of the other words are the same or of similar meaning, however some words only appear in one of the two clouds. For example the English cloud contains the words: 'employers', 'standards', 'national' and 'spiritual', whereas the Norwegian cloud contains the words 'utgangspunkt' (starting point), 'positive' and 'vennskapsrelasjoner' (friendship relations). The significance of the appearance of these words could of course be debated, however I would claim that they do provide an idea of where the emphasis lies in the educational aims of each country. 


4. Ability-grouping practices 

4.1 England 

In England a key practical concept used to make sense of the differing achievements of 
pupils, and to guide their differential treatment, is that of ability (Ruthven, 1987). Ability- grouping (also known as setting) is a common way of organising teaching and is applied more frequently in mathematics than in other subjects. Ruthven stated that in 1978 the percentage of mathematics classes within which ability-grouping was used was 75% at age 7, 72% at age 9 and 72% at age 11. After this age, setting by ability was almost universal. This data goes back more than 30 years, and although mixed-ability teaching has been much debated since then, the current practice in England does not appear to have changed much. In 1996 Tony Blair put on public record his intention to promote setting and actively discourage mixed- ability teaching under the new Labour government (Boaler, 1997). In 1997 government pronouncements proposed that ability-grouping "should be the norm in secondary schools" (Department for Education and Employment, 1997, p. 38), and William and Bartholomew (2003) hold that although precise figures are impossible to establish, it seems likely that the proportion of secondary schools grouping students by ability for mathematics has never dropped below 90%.  
[image: ]There has been a great deal of research on the consequences of ability-grouping in England, and the outcomes have largely been negative. In general ability-grouping leads to low expectations of certain students, limited opportunities, labelling and stigmatisation of those perceived to be of low ability with consequent negative attitudes toward school (Ireson & Hallam, 2001). Furthermore it has been found that ability-grouping can affect the make-up of certain classes with consequences for friendships (a word featuring in the Norwegian cloud, but not in the English one) and social interactions within those classes. Apple (1992) further argues that the affixing of labels by the schools signifying natural ability clearly serves to ratify differences based on economic and cultural capital. 
However, despite the fact that research has repeatedly shown that ability-grouping at a young age is not advisable, little appears to have changed in practice. Slavin (1990) suggests (in the context of American research) that as 'mixed-ability teaching' is widely known to reduce the chances of discrimination, the burden of proof that ability-grouping is preferable must lie with those who claim that it raises academic achievement (one of the larger words in the English cloud). Boaler (1997) supports this idea in the English context and further claims that the continued use of ability-grouping is largely due to schools being forced to turn their primary attention away from equality and towards academic success. This is how they will attract high-attaining students, or more importantly, the attention of their parents. Studies of school choice have shown that ability-grouping is valued by middle- class parents who assume that their children will be in the top sets (Gerwitz et al., 1995). William and Bartholomew (2003) point out that ability-grouped teaching tends to be a means by which the parents of high-attaining students are able to secure advantages for their already advantaged children. Conway (1997) describes this phenomenon as 'parentocracy': "a symbolic manifestation which serves to mask the production and reproduction of structured social inequalities" (p. 2). 
This reproduction of privilege is a characteristic of the English practice that has consequences for learning and the conceptualisation of what 'ability' in mathematics is de- fined to be. Before being assigned to an ability group, all students in a year take the same test, the results of which indicate which group they should belong to and essentially the level of their 'educability' (William & Bartholomew, 2003). Everybody is assessed on the same basis, which could suggest the practice of equality. However, according to Bourdieu the system here consecrates privilege by ignoring it, "by treating everybody as if they were equal when, in fact, the competitors all begin with different handicaps based on cultural [image: ]endowment" (Jenkins, 2002, p. 111). This is where privilege becomes translated into merit and cultural capital becomes a dominant factor in the further education of these children. Because movement between groups is limited, once allocated to a group, a pupil rarely moves out of it ('opportunities', a big word in the English cloud, is apparently a rather small word in the English practice). Initial group placement can therefore have serious consequences for a child's life chances, such as the progression to higher education, unless there are systems in place to facilitate re-allocation (Hallam and Ireson, 2007). 
It should be noted that although English students clearly express that ability-grouping often involves negative labelling, they also see it as necessary. In an extensive study involving 5000 13-14 year old students, Hallam and Ireson (2007) found that the majority of students expressed a preference for ability groups over mixed-ability teaching. Students in bottom sets, although not thrilled to be there, would still claim that they would not be able to cope with any of the higher sets. This seems to be a clear manifestation of Bourdieu's definition of symbolic violence. That is, this imposition of labels upon children are experienced not only as legitimate, but in fact necessary by the pupils themselves. In a way they are ensnared into complicity in their own subordination, and this cognition of classificatory schemes underpins Russell's definition of the conforming future citizen as an agent of social reproduction. It is worth noting that not only the students see ability-grouping as legitimate, but most mathematics teachers will also claim that their subject is not suitable for mixed-ability teaching (Ruthven, 1987). 




4.2 Norway 

Notions of equity are strong in the Norwegian society and this is reﬂected in schools 
where ability-grouping is not accepted (in fact it is illegal). In the final years of schooling (ages 16-18) there are three mathematics routes that students can take: the theoretical route, the humanities route and the applied route. However, who follows which route is a choice largely made by the students depending on what career paths they would like to pursue, and has (on the surface of it) little to do with the notion of ability. Furthermore all routes can lead to higher education. Below the age of 16 children are taught together, following the same teaching plan. 
It has been argued that the disadvantage of this system is that gifted and motivated students are not given sufficient opportunity to develop their talents because they are continuously [image: ]held back by their slower peers. Ystenes (2008) argues that 'high-ability' children in Norway have not received any attention in the research community because it is such a politically emotive issue. He points out that in the literature published since 1972 no one in Norway has conducted any in-depth research on 'high-ability' or gifted children, "with the exception of a masters thesis from 1991- written in English by a Dutch student.."(p.8). The frustration in this statement is palpable and as a result of similar concerns and criticisms, the Norwegian ministry of education nominated a working group in 2009 to write a report concerning the future of mathematics education and ways of making it more relevant and inspiring for all students. The group consisted of teachers, researchers in mathematics education and people who had struggled with mathematics at school, and the final report was published in June 2010. 
Initially the project was called 'Mathematics for everyone', but the working group named the final report: 'Mathematics for everyone...but not everyone needs to know everything'. They suggested that it would be beneficial to split students into groups earlier in their education, to allow (among other things) for the mathematical development of high-ability students: 


The thought is to try to break the tradition that the group feels is the most common 
practice in today's schools, namely to offer teaching that is only aimed for students in 'the middle layers' in terms of interest and ability within the subject. (Matematikk for alle, 2010, p.6) 


This comment reﬂects and perhaps attacks an attitude in the Norwegian society 
captured by the Norwegian-Danish author Aksel Sandemose (1933) in his definition of the 'Jante-law', which negatively portrays individual success and achievement as inappropriate. The Jante-law is commonly used as a sociological term to describe a narrow mentality which refuses to acknowledge individual effort or ability and always places emphasis on the collective (the 'collective' was present in the Norwegian cloud, the 'individual' was not). To change this trend in the mathematics classroom, the working group suggested that mathematics teaching in the primary years should be divided into two parts, a basic part that everyone would follow, and an 'advanced' part that more motivated and 'able' students could opt to do. A second suggestion was to create five specialised schools for mathematics and natural sciences throughout the country that talented students in these subjects could attend. These suggestions triggered immediate responses from politicians and all the prominent [image: ]newspapers reported on the issue. Verdens Gang (2010) could report that the political parties Venstre  (the left party) and SV (the socialist left party) would not accept anything of the kind as they claimed that "these suggestions were based on several fundamental misconceptions about what constitutes a good learning culture". 
The idea of elite schools in mathematics is controversial in a country where there is a large emphasis on teaching everyone the same thing at the same pace. Russell once suggested that it may be "necessary that boys showing a certain aptitude for science shall be exempted from the usual training in citizenship and given a licence to think." (Russell 1932, p.11). It occurs to me that this is exactly what the working group has proposed. Not in so many words, but it seems clear that their suggestion rests upon the belief that notions of 'equity' in Norwegian classrooms is a hindrance for the development of mathematical talent and ability. Bourdieu's theory of social reproduction is here again a relevant idea (with a twist), as the mathematics classroom clearly is an arena where the existing structures of the Norwegian society are upheld and reinforced, perhaps at the expense of the individual learner. 
However, many Norwegian educational researchers such as Jahn (2000) insist that there is no contradiction between looking after the 'weak' and stimulating the 'strong' in a subject such as mathematics. Furthermore he claims that it is counter-productive to separate children by ability and give the most 'able' more advanced exercises. He argues that it is crucial that students in a year are covering the same material. The example he uses to illustrate this point is that of a human and his dog going for a walk. The dog runs faster and moves more than the human, however this does not mean that it runs all the way home and waits there for hours. They both walk the same walk, but the dog investigates the surrounding path more carefully, sniffs under roots, looks behind trees and inspects anthills. The moral of the story is that it is perfectly possible to learn more than your fellow hikers on the same walk, without losing contact. Additionally Jahn emphasizes that "It is vital that the 'able' students learn to share their resources with others; being 'able' brings with it responsibility of care for the people around you." (Jahn, 2000, p. 83). This statement illustrates how Norwegian educators subscribe to the ideology that sees mathematics education in part as a means of learning to share resources. Bassey (1992) describes this as 'the ideology of the left'. In contrast he describes 'the ideology of the right' as seeing education in part as the learning of skills which enable people to compete successfully for resources, and this is perhaps the more dominant practice in English schools. 


[image: ] 5. Comparing and Contrasting 

5.1 Back to the framework 

Applying the thoughts of Russell and Rousseau to various educational systems is 
relatively easily justified as they are considered philosophers whose ideas in theory are not confined to their countries of residence. However, it can be (and has been) argued that the sociological work of Bourdieu only applies to France, which after all is a very different place from England or Norway. But Jenkins (2002) argues that Bourdieu and Passeron (the poor guy who consistently seems to be ignored, but who was the co-author of the book on social reproduction) are explicit that their overall theoretical scheme which they exemplify and explore using French data, is intended to have wide general applicability. And unfortunately, when it comes to the English practice of ability-grouping, some of Bourdieu's comments seem to be worryingly accurate: 


The legitimatory authority of the school system can  multiply social inequalities because 
the  most disadvantaged classes, too conscious of their destiny and  too unconscious of  the ways in which it is brought about, thereby help to bring it upon themselves (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p. 20) 


In the case of Norway, I believe that the theory of social reproduction still applies, 
although it could be argued that the fundamental social structure that is being upheld and reproduced is very different from the English one. It also seems that the overall objective is the dissemination of cultural capital, rather than its hierarchical reproduction as in the English case. In the language of Russell and Rousseau, both systems are aimed at the development of good citizens to a greater extent than they are aimed at the nurturing of the individual, and this is heavily reﬂected in the mathematics classrooms. Furthermore this education is directed to the support rather than to the overthrow of the existing systems in both countries. As far as I can see, neither of the countries are through the practices of mathematics education actively aiming to develop citizens who will change the existing systems. 
Finally, I would like to return to Rousseau's idea of 'legitimate chains' described earlier. Both countries certainly have their forms of chains in their treatment of the ability construct, however the Norwegian chains are perhaps 'morally justifiable' to a greater extent than the English ones. Having said that, Rousseau's famous words "man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains" is echoed [image: ]by one of the greatest authors in Norwegian history, Henrik Ibsen, who once wrote that "Norway is a free country, inhabited by 'unfree' people". This was no doubt written as a criticism of the Norwegian society, but it could be argued that there is a correlation between the ideas of a free country and 'unfree' people. For example in the context of education, the lack of complete freedom in the development of mathematical talent and ability is in a sense the price that has to be paid for the sustainment of the egalitarian society. And conversely, the reproduction of the class system in England could in part be the price paid for insisting on ability-grouping to cater for (what is claimed to be) different levels of mathematical talent. 


5.2 Can the practices of these countries usefully inform each other? 

When comparing the practices of two systems, it seems reasonable to ask whether they 
could 'learn' from each other in any way. So can the practices of the Norwegian and English systems usefully inform each other? Which form of ability-grouping (mixed or separated) is the most effective in the teaching of mathematics? Answering these questions is not a simple task because there is no clear definition of the meaning of 'effective' in relation to educational outcomes. Effectiveness could be judged in relation to academic, social or personal outcomes for pupils and is also largely related to national priorities (Hallam, 2002). It is therefore not particularly meaningful to ask which of the two systems is the most effective. Nonetheless it is clear that there are positive and negative aspects to both types of practice. For example this idea of 'collectivity' is perhaps one of the strengths of the Norwegian society, however it can be questioned whether it provides an effective basis for the teaching of mathematics for highly motivated students. On the other hand, ability-grouping in English schools has its benefits for 'high-ability' students as they are not kept back by their slower peers to the same extent as in Norway. However, notions of equity and social responsibility are in this way neglected. Undoubtedly these countries could pick up a thing or two from each other's practices, the question is just whether they would want to. 
As quoted earlier, the English National Curriculum (1999) clearly states that "Education inﬂuences and reﬂects the values of society, and the kind of society we want to be." (italics added). If this is now paired up with the English government pronouncements proposing that ability-grouping "should be the norm in secondary schools", it is possible to understand why Norwegian educators might not want to 'learn' from England and vice versa. It seems more reasonable to ask if these systems are successful in achieving their own objectives. 
[image: ]I would suggest that the ability-grouping practices in English mathematics classrooms in a sense both aim for, and lead to, the production of the 'individualistic citizen' as defined in the theoretical framework. In that respect the objectives of this used and encouraged practice are achieved. It should be emphasized that these are not the same as the curricular objectives. After all, as established earlier, it is stated that: 


The school curriculum should [...] promote equal opportunities and enable pupils to 
challenge  discrimination and stereotyping . 


However, this statement appears considerably less convincing after having described the 
practices of ability-grouping, especially when considering interviews with children expressing 
opinions such as the following: 


Sets 3 and 4 [the middle sets] are seen as best because it is not really difficult nor  really 
easy.  It sounds good that you are in set 3 or 4 and you're not a total boffin or  really dense. (Ireson & Hallan, 2001, p.98) 


Clearly ability-grouping is not doing much for equal opportunities or the challenging of stereotypes. 

It is harder to place Norwegian classrooms in a definite place within the outlined framework, but it could be argued that Norwegian mathematics education aims for the development of the somewhat ideal 'collectivist individual', but to an extent fails in the attempt to do so, and rather lands at the (so far undefined) 'collectivist citizen'. That is, the individual element is lost in the insistence upon focus on the collective, and the 'Jante-law' prevails. 


6. A comment about available research literature 

The process of writing this essay has made me realise that there exists a large number of 
resources on the topic of ability and ability-grouping in England, and a very limited number in Norway. As mentioned earlier this is clearly related to the fact that 'ability' in general, and 'high ability' in particular are politically emotive issues, that for a long time have been practically taboo in the Norwegian society. What strikes me as surprising however, is that although there appears to be an abundance of (funded !) English research on ability-grouping, and although practically all this research strongly discourages its use, this appears to have had very little impact on the teaching of mathematics in practice. What comes to my mind [image: ] in this context is a well known comment by Neil Postman (1985) in his comparison of the books '1984' by Orwell and 'A Brave New World' by Huxley: 


What Orwell feared were those who would ban books. What Huxley feared was that 
there would be no reason to ban a book, for there would be no one who wanted to read one. Orwell feared those who would deprive us information. Huxley feared those who would give us so much that we would be reduced to passivity and egoism. Orwell feared  that the truth would be concealed from us. Huxley feared the truth would drown in a sea of irrelevance. Orwell feared we would become a captive culture, Huxley feared we would become a trivial culture [...] In short, Orwell feared that what we fear will ruin us, Huxley feared that our desire will ruin us. 


It strikes me that this quote captures an essential difference between Norway and England 
when it comes to educational research on ability and ability-grouping. To illustrate this point 
it is possible to rewrite the above statement: 
-What Ystenes worries about is the lack of research literature on the topic of ability. What Boaler worries about is that there might be no reason to conduct such research because no one will pay attention to it anyway. Ystenes fears that Norwegian children of 'high ability' are deprived of the opportunity to stand out and excel. Ernest and Hallam fear that English children of 'high ability' are so used to their ennobling labels that they are reduced to passivity and egoism with little sense of social responsibility for their peers. The Norwegian authors of the report 'Mathematics for everyone' fear that the focus on the egalitarian society is concealing the truth about the 'oppression' of motivated and gifted children. William and Bartholomew fear that the truth about the social consequences of ability-grouping repeatedly pointed to by research drowns in a sea of irrelevance, because political goals such academic achievement and free school choice steal focus away from equality in the classroom. 
In short, the fear of differential treatment in Norwegian schools is so high that that the notion of equality could become a hindrance for the individual child's learning and appreciation of mathematics. In England on the other hand, the desire to uphold social structures and attaching labels to children is similarly resulting in the neglect of the needs of the individual pupil and additionally the teaching of social responsibility through mathematics is ignored. 

[image: ]Conclusion 

In the above I have attempted to compare the use of the concept of 'ability' in the 
mathematics classrooms in Norway and England. I have tried to do this by considering relevant literature on the topic in both countries. Although this literature has been informative in many ways, I am very aware, at least in the case of Norway, that many of the conclusions I have drawn about the aims and purposes of education are highly theoretical. An interesting subject for further study on this topic could be to carry out some case studies in Norwegian classrooms in order to identify to what extent the theoretical principles of the society play an active part in reality. I have been told that although the explicit use of ability-grouping in schools is illegal, the implicit, within-classroom use of the concept is common. This is done by adopting alternative wording and methods such as 'colour-coded' work-groups, which is an issue that deserves more attention than it has received so far. 
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