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Selective Education in Guyana:
Comparing the Psychosocial Well-Being
of Students Across Schools

Charlotte Shaw, Janelle Levesque,
and Katrina McKie

Selective education research has demonstrated that students are aware of the
low status of being allocated to a low-ability school. Recent data in Guyana
has shown that low-ability school attendance is associated with low rates of
student attendance, retention, and graduation. This study aims to understand
the effects of ability grouping on students by comparing the psychosocial
well-being of students from different ability schools. Data was collected from
a sample of 193 adolescents (70 males and 123 females) aged 13-18 from
four secondary schools; representing the four school ability rankings. It was
hypothesised that student psychosocial well-being would be significantly
lower in low-ability schools compared to high-ability schools. Unexpectedly,
the results indicated that the highest ability school had significantly lower
psychosocial well-being than the other lower ability schools. The results may
be potentially explained by the theory of Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect, however
confirmation in future research is warranted.
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Introduction

The structure of educational systems varies worldwide with
regards to ability grouping, which is the process of stratifying
students based on academic ability (Buchmann & Dalton, 2002).
Comprehensive education systems, such as those in Australia,
Canada, and New Zealand, value equality of educational
opportunity, and students are not stratified until after 16-years of
age (OECD, 2013a). Conversely, selective education systems, such
as those in Germany, Hong Kong, and Guyana, allocate students
to different schools, classes or curriculums depending on their
academic ability or preference (Buchmann & Park, 2009). In such
education systems, students experience stratification as early
as 10-years of age (OECD, 2013a). There is evidence that ability
grouping contributes to inequality of student educational and
occupational outcomes (OECD, 2013b).

The impact of school extends beyond the academic domain
(Haynes, 2006), thus research exploring educational inequality has
investigated the effects of ability grouping on psychosocial well-
being (Ahmavaara & Houston, 2007; Miiller & Hofmann, 2016;
Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009). To date, most research in this area
has been conducted in developed countries, with scant attention
paid to psychosocial well-being within selective educational
systems in developing countries. Between-school tracking was
introduced to Guyana over 50 years ago and recent Guyanese
data has shown that low-ability school enrolment is associated
with low rates of student attendance, retention, and graduation
(Ministry of Education Guyana [MoEG], 2013). This pilot study
aims to understand the effects of ability grouping on students by
comparing the psychosocial well-being of students from different
ability schools, using measures of student engagement, future
expectation, and self-esteem. Understanding the impact of ability
grouping is important for furthering the goal of educational
equality, as held by the MoEG.
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Selective Education and Psychosocial Well-Being

Selective education systems are underpinned by a belief that
teachers can best tailor instructional methods when they have
students of homogenous academic ability to teach, rather than
the diversity present within a mixed-ability class (Gamoran et
al., 1995; Oakes, 1987). However, selective education systems are
associated with educational inequality between low-ability and
high-ability groups (Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; OECD, 2013a). For
example, studies have found that students in high-abiliy schools
achieved higher academic scores than those placed in low-ability
schools, independent of their prior academic level (Guill et al.,
2017; Jackson, 2009; Schagen & Schagen, 2002). These findings
have been attributed to instructional differences, peer influences,
and institutional status effects (Pallas et al., 1994). This educational
outcome disparity suggests that ability grouping impacts the
student, but the underlying cognitive process that underpins this
impact is unclear.

To further understand the effect of ability grouping on
students, researchers have examined the association between
ability grouping and psychosocial well-being variables, including
self-esteem (Ireson et al., 2001; Siu & Wu, 2012; Suk Wai Wong &
Watkins, 2001), emotional adjustment (Miiller & Hofmann, 2016),
academic self-concept (Trautwein et al., 2006), future orientation
(Ahmavaara & Houston, 2007), depression (Lipps et al., 2010) and
study involvement (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009). The literature
is equivocal with results including nil, negative, and positive
associations between low-ability grouping and psychosocial well-
being. There is some evidence to suggest that the relationship
between psychosocial well-being and ability grouping is
influenced by the structure of the selective education system and
the cultural context (Cheung & Rudowicz, 2003; OECD, 2013b;
Pallas et al., 1994; Reuman, 1989).

Selective education research investigating psychosocial
well-being has covered numerous selective education structures
including between-school differentiation (vocational vs academic),
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within school streaming (high-ability and low-ability classes/
curriculum within a school) and between school tracking (high-
ability and low-ability schools). Between-school tracking, as found
inGuyana and the wider Anglophone Caribbean, is the most explicit
and rigid form of ability grouping, and demonstrates the largest
disparity of academic achievement and aspiration in comparison
to other selective education systems (Brunello & Checchi, 2007;
Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Buchmann & Park, 2009; Chmielewski
etal., 2013; Dupriez & Dumay, 2006; Dupriez et al., 2012). Between-
school tracking is an overt indication of student academic ability,
which is public to peers, friends, and family (Lipps et al., 2010;
Trautwein et al., 2006), with students aware of the inferior status
of low-ability grouping (Abraham, 2008; Hallam & Ireson, 2007).
Thus, explicit tracking is a public symbol of ability, which may
amplify the shame associated with being allocated to a low-ability
school. It is due to this explicit between-school structure that “the
Caribbean educational system provides an ideal opportunity to
examine the relationship between academic tracking and students’
emotional health” (Lipps et al., 2010, p. 1). This study is the first
(to the authors” knowledge) to investigate the psychosocial effects
of ability grouping within the Guyanese context.

Student Engagement

Student engagement is defined as student participation
within a school that fosters a sense of commitment and belonging
(Christenson et al., 2001). Differentiation-polarisation theory posits
that students disconnect from school and develop an anti-school
attitude in order to overcome the status deprivation associated with
low-ability grouping (Hargreaves, 1967). It could be restated that
students reject school after school rejects them. In Belgium, Van
Houtte and Stevens (2009) found study involvement (enthusiasm
and interest in study) to be significantly lower in vocational (i.e.
lower ability) school students than academic (i.e. higher ability)
school students. In the Anglophone Caribbean region, family
cohesion (Stubbs & Maynard, 2016); gender (Fayombo, 2010);
socioeconomic status (Crichlow, 2009); and parental involvement
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(Marshall & Jackman, 2015) have all been reported as significant
predictors of student engagement. However, the selective
education system has not previously been considered. As such,
little is known of the relationship between student engagement
and ability grouping in the region.

Future Expectation

Future expectation can be defined as an individual’s beliefs
of the future with regards to major life outcomes, such as
relationships, career, and education (Israelashvili, 1997). The
way an adolescent envisages their future is important as it can
influence their current behavior (e.g. decision making, risk taking)
and subsequently impact on future education, employment,
and socioemotional functioning (Wyman et al., 2009). Multiple
studies have shown that students who complete schooling in
high-ability contexts have higher educational and occupational
aspirations than their low-ability peers (Ahmavaara & Houston,
2007; Buchmann & Dalton, 2002; Ireson et al.,, 2001; Karlson,
2015; MacKenzie, 1989; Malmberg & Trempala, 1997; Nagengast
& Marsh, 2012; Vanfossen et al., 1987). This is the first study to
explore the relationship between ability grouping and student
future expectation in a Guyanese context.

Self-Esteem

Self-esteem is the global perception of the self as a person
(Baumeister et al.,, 2003; Rosenberg, 1965b). It is thought that
academic results are a large contributor to adolescent self-esteem
as “school marks are a particularly public, visible, overt indicator
of animportant aspect of a pupil’s worth” (Rosenberg et al., 1989, p.
1007). Thus, it is argued that allocation to a low-ability school may
adversely impact self-esteem, as the student receives institutional
feedback that they are not as able as their peers (Gamoran &
Berends, 1987; Oakes, 1987). The directionality of this relationship
indicates that academic performance influences self-esteem, but
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self-esteem does not predict academic performance (Baumeister
et al., 2003). Accordingly, low-ability grouping is associated with
significantly lower self-esteem than high-ability grouping, even
after controlling for academic achievement (Ireson et al., 2001;
Malmberg & Trempata, 1997; Van Houtte et al., 2012). Thus, there
is theoretical and empirical support for a negative impact of low-
ability grouping on self-esteem.

Education in Guyana

The United Kingdom (UK) introduced the selective system
of student assessment to many developing nations within the
British Empire during the 1950s and 1960s. All eleven-year-old
children in Guyana completed an exam at the end of primary
school (primary school education is non-selective), the results of
which determined their secondary school allocation (MacKenzie,
1989). This system was known in the UK as the “Eleven Plus”,
however it was renamed across the Anglophone Caribbean as the
“Common Entrance Exam” (CEE). The exam was instituted in
many Anglophone Caribbean countries, including Guyana, as a
way to allocate limited secondary places to the surplus of primary
school aspirants (MacKenzie, 1989).

While Guyana achieved independence from Britain in 1966
and no longer has limited secondary school places, the British
selective education system remains (MoEG, 2013). The CEE has
been refined and is now referred to as the National Grade Six
Assessment (NGSA) (Howse, 2008). The NGSA is completed by
all grade six primary school students over two days to assess
mathematics, English language, social studies, and science (MoEG,
2013). The NGSA results are then used to determine allocation into
public secondary schools (MoEG, 2009). Schools are ranked as A
(highest), B, C or D (lowest) according to historical standardised
academic outcomes, and these rankings are re-assessed every five
years. There also exists a private school industry in Guyana, which
is not examined in this study.
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The MOoEG recognizes the inherent equality issues with
between-school tracking. Specifically, the MoEG has noted
institutional disadvantage at the lower ability schools, including
higher levels of teacher absenteeism, a higher proportion of
untrained teachers, and poorer facilities (MoEG, 2013). It is
acknowledged that between-school tracking may be contributing
to low secondary school retention, attendance and graduation at
the lower ability schools (Howse, 2008; MoEG, 2013). This pilot
study aims to investigate whether institutional inequality between
schools extends to psychosocial well-being, specifically student
engagement, future expectation, and self-esteem.

The Present Study

The aim of this pilot study is to compare the psychosocial
well-being of public secondary school students enrolled at A,
B, C, and D schools within the selective education system in
Guyana. Psychosocial well-being is captured using the variables
of future expectation, student engagement, and self-esteem. It
was hypothesised that student psychosocial well-being would be
significantly lower in lower-ability schools compared to higher-
ability schools.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Four public secondary schools located in the capital city of
Georgetown (Region 4) were nominated by the MoEG, representing
A, B, C, and D classifications respectively. Participants were 193
students aged 13-18 years (M2 = 14.37, SD*¢ = 0.63) enrolled
in Form 3. Third year secondary school students were recruited
as they had been at the school for over two years and were well
acquainted with the school culture and climate (Delcourt et al.,
1997; Suk Wai Wong & Watkins, 2001). The sample was composed
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of 193 students (A =62, B=31, C=69, D = 31). The sample consisted
of 36.3% male (n =70) and 63.7% female (n = 123), which reflected
the gender imbalance that is typical of the Anglophone Caribbean
secondary school population (Kutnick, 2000). The sample was
diverse in regard to ethnicity (52.3% mixed, 24.4% African, 18.1%
Indian, 1.6% Amerindian, 0.5% Portuguese, 0.5% Chinese, and
2.6% other) and representative of the Guyanese population’s
ethnic composition (Bureau of Statistics Guyana, 2016).

Recruitment was conducted in every Form 3 class at each school
in person by the researcher. The study was briefly introduced, and
explanatory statements and consent forms distributed to students
during class time to take home for parental consideration. Written
parental consent and written student assent was required before
student participation was confirmed. The questionnaire was
completed during class time. Ethical approval was obtained from
the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee and
permission was granted by the MoEG.

Measures

Demographics. Items relating to age, gender, ethnicity,
academic achievement, socioeconomic status, maternal education
level, paternal education level, and absenteeism were included
in the demographic section of the survey. These demographic
variables were selected for inclusion as they have all been related
to student psychosocial well-being in previous research (Chen &
Paterson, 2006; Kerpelman et al., 2008; Kutnick, 2000). Academic
achievement was measured using self-reported grades; with
four items asking students to describe their general academic
achievement and their comparative standing relative to other
students in their class, e.g., “In the past 12 months, the grades
I mostly received were A/B/C/D/<D” (De Castella & Byrne,
2015). Higher grades were coded as higher scores and the four
items were averaged to create an academic achievement score.
Although self-report measures of this kind are subject to memory
distortion or bias, research indicates that the extent of these biases
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is typically small (Cassady, 2001). Subjective socioeconomic
status was measured using one item from the MacArthur Scale
of Subjective Social Status-Youth Version (SSS5-Y) (Goodman et
al., 2001). Students were asked to place their family on a visual
ten rung ladder representing Guyanese society, with higher rungs
indicating higher social status (Goodman et al., 2001). Questions
pertaining to mother’s and father’s highest level of education
were also included, with answers ranging from “Primary School”
through to “Post-Graduate University”. Absenteeism was
measured with one item asking how many days the student had
been absent in the last month.

Future Expectations. The Future Expectations Scale
for Adolescents (FESA) (McWhirter & McWhirter, 2008)
is a 25-item scale which wutilises a 5-point Likert scale
(e.g., 1 = Definitely Won't, 5 = Definitely Will). The FESA includes
items relating to education, career, marriage and children, health,
leadership, and cultural participation. These sociocultural items
facilitate a holisitic representation of an adolescents’ perceived
future in a developing country context (McCabe & Barnett, 2000;
McWhirter & McWhirter, 2008). All items begin with, “When I am
an adult...” and sample items include, “I will accomplish what I
want to do with my life,” and “I will have a healthy diet”. Two items
relating to church activities were modified to reflect the diversity
of religious beliefs in Guyana. Items were added together to create
a final score, with higher scores indicating more positive future
expectations. Internal consistency of .87 and construct validity
of all five factors have previously been confirmed (McWhirter &
McWhirter, 2008). The present sample demonstrated good internal
reliability, a = .91.

Student Engagement. The 35-item Student Engagement
Instrument (SEL; Appleton et al., 2006) utilizes a 4-point Likert
scale (e.g. 1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Strongly Agree). Example items
include “my teachers are there for me when I need them”, and
“students here respect what I have to say”. The item relating
to ongoing education was changed to reflect the Guyanese
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context. Higher scores reflected higher student engagement.
The SEI has demonstrated acceptable internal reliability, ranging
from .73 to .90, in a Caribbean sample (Stubbs & Maynard, 2016)
and has good construct validity (Appleton et al., 2006). The present
sample produced a satisfactory level of internal consistency with a
Cronbach’s alpha of .85.

Self-Esteem. Global self-esteem was measured using the 10-
item Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965a) which utilises
a 4-point Likert scale (e.g., 1 = Strongly Disagree, 4 = Strongly
Agree). Example items include, “on the whole, I am satisfied with
myself” and “I feel I do not have much to be proud of”. Items
seven and nine were slightly modified to reflect the level of literacy
in Guyana. Five items were reverse scored and overall higher
scores indicated higher self-esteem. Internal consistency and
convergent validity of the RSES have been demonstrated in recent
research, including developing countries such as Bangladesh
(a =.79) and Zimbabwe (a = .75) (Schmitt & Allik, 2005). Within
this sample the internal consistency for the scale was a = .82.

Results

Demographic differences between the four schools were
investigated in order to consider possible extraneous effects
on the data, and no statistically appropriate covariates were
identified from the demographics measured. Mean scores for each
psychosocial well-being variable were calculated, revealing that
School A scored consistently lower than the other three schools,
as seen in Table 1.
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Table 1
Descriptive Data
95% Confidence
Psychosocial Interval
Well-being School M 5D SE for Mean
Lower | Upper
Student Engagement A 7232 1205 1.53 69.26 75.38
B 7987 878 158 76.65 83.09
C 78.62 9.60  1.56 76.32 80.93
D 79.65 892  1.60 76.37 82.92
Self-esteem A 1621 6.70 .85 14.51 17.91
B 19.87  4.88 .88 18.08 21.66
C 1910 4.12 .50 18.11 20.09
D 20.58  4.53 81 18.92 22.24
Future Expectation A 7855 1419 1.80 74.95 82.15
B 8590 930  1.67 82.49 89.32
C 85.35 1146 1.38 82.60 88.10
D 86.16 10.63 191 82.26 90.06

A one-way between groups MANOVA was conducted,
investigating differences between schools (A, B, C, D) for three
dependent variables (student engagement, future expectation,
self-esteem). There was a significant effect of school on student
psychosocial well-being; V = .14, F (9, 567) = 3.02, p = .002, np* = .046.
This reflects a significant small effect of school on student
psychosocial well-being (Pallant, 2007). The multivariate effect size
implies that 4.6% of the variance in psychosocial well-being was
accounted for by school.

A post-hoc discriminant function analysis was conducted to
identify the variables that discriminated between the schools.
One significant discriminant function was calculated with a
combined Wilks” lambda of A =.86, x 2 (9, N =193) = 27.64, p <.001.
The function accounted for 96.6% of the between-group variability
and 13% of the total relationship between psychosocial well-
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being and school. The correlation coefficients of psychosocial
well-being variables and the discriminant function revealed that
self-esteem (r = .82), student engagement (r = .82) and future
expectation (r = .72) all loaded highly onto the function. The
function at group centroid values for each school were School A
= -.55, School B = .32, School C = .18 and School D = .38, clearly
showing that the function discriminated between School A and
the other three schools.

Discussion

This pilot study aimed to explore the impact of ability grouping
on student psychosocial well-being in Guyana by comparing
the self-esteem, future expectation, and student engagement
of students from A, B, C, and D schools. Based on previous
research, it was hypothesised that students attending low-ability
schools would have lower psychosocial well-being than those
attending high-ability schools. Contrary to expectations, the
hypothesis was not supported, and it was found that School A
had significantly lower psychosocial well-being than schools
B, C, and D, with no significant difference observed between
Schools B, C, and D. The discriminant analysis showed that all
three psychosocial well-being variables contributed approximately
equally to this effect. Thus, the students from the highest ability
school reported the lowest levels of student engagement, future
expectation, and self-esteem.

Selective Education and Psychosocial Well-being

In relation to school engagement, differentiation-polarisation
theory proposes that students allocated to low-ability schools
disconnect from school and become demotivated towards school
work (Hargreaves, 1967). Past research provided support for the
hypothesis that students from low-ability schools have lower
student engagement than students attending high-ability schools
(Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009; Vanfossen et al., 1987). However,
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in this Guyanese sample, student engagement was found to be
lowest in the highest ability school.

Whilst studies examining ability grouping and student
engagement are limited, there is prior evidence of similar results
using other measures closely related to student engagement.
In Taiwan, a significant negative relationship was reported
between school-average ability and “school adjustment”, defined
as relationships with peers and teachers (Sung et al., 2014).
Furthermore, Steinhoff and Buchmann’s (2017) longitudinal study
of school engagement in Switzerland found that high-ability
school placement predicted a decrease in academic interest. Both
Sung et al. (2014) and Steinhoff and Buchmann (2017) attributed
their findings to the pressure of increased academic challenges
and peer comparison effects. It is possible that these same peer
comparison processes have impacted on the student engagement
of students at School A in Guyana.

Future expectation was lowest in School A, revealing
another unanticipated result. The breadth of past evidence has
demonstrated that students from low-ability contexts have lower
educational and occupational aspirations than their high-ability
peers (Ahmavaara & Houston, 2007; Buchmann & Dalton, 2002;
Ireson et al.,, 2001; Karlson, 2015; MacKenzie, 1989; Malmberg
& Trempala, 1997, Nagengast & Marsh, 2012; Vanfossen et
al., 1987). However, there is empirical precedence of high-
ability students having lower educational and occupational
aspirations than low-ability students. Marsh and O’Mara (2010)
found that school-average ability negatively correlated with
occupational and educational aspiration, when controlling for
individual levels of academic ability and socioeconomic status.
Similar to the researchers investigating school engagement, Marsh
and O’Mara (2010) attributed this result to peer comparison
effects, by positing that high-ability students perceived their
abilities as relatively average amongst their high-ability peers,
and subsequently adjusted their future ambitions.

Based on previous research, it was anticipated that low-ability
school allocation would lead to reduced self-esteem in students
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(Ireson et al., 2001; Malmberg & Trempata, 1997; Trautwein et al.,
2006; Van Houtte et al., 2012). Thus, the current finding that the
students from School A had the lowest self-esteem was surprising.
However, there is empirical precedence of high-ability school
students reporting lower self-esteem than low-ability school
students. In Hong Kong, Suk Wai Wong and Watkins (2001)
found that students from high-ability classes had significantly
lower self-esteem than low-ability class students. Similar to the
research into student engagement and future aspirations, this
result was attributed to peer comparison processes, positing
that the self-esteem of high-ability students decreased after
self-comparison with high-ability peers. Consequently, it is
suggested that peer comparison, and specifically grouping high-
ability students together, may have a detrimental effect on their
psychosocial well-being.

Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect

Social comparison theory, which purports that people assess
themselves in comparison to others (i.e., the frame-of-reference
effect) (Festinger, 1954) may explain the unexpected association
between lower psychosocial well-being and School A. For
example, a student who compares themselves to a higher ability
student may have a more negative self-concept than another of
equal ability who compares themselves to a lower ability student.
A frame-of-reference effect model has been applied to selective
education systems by Marsh and Parker (1984), using the reference
point of school-average ability. They discovered that when a “big
fish” (high-ability student) enters a “big pond” (school with high
average ability) their academic self-concept decreases. Marsh
(1987) claimed that a big fish would have a more stable and positive
academic self-conceptina “little pond” (school with mixed-ability),
hence the name Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect (BFLPE). The BFLPE
has since been supported by longitudinal (Marsh et al., 1995) and
experimental research (Zell & Alicke, 2009). In the current study,
the students at School A had all previously attended mixed-ability
primary schools before commencing studies at the high-ability
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secondary school two years previously. The experience of being
in the high-ability environment may have negatively impacted on
their self-esteem, future expectation, and student engagement.

Past research of the BFLPE has largely concentrated on
both overall and domain specific academic self-concepts (e.g.
Mathematics self-concept). However, there is evidence to
suggest that the BFLPE also occurs with psychosocial variables
such as anxiety (Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999), educational
aspirations (Marsh, 1991, Marsh & O’Mara, 2010), school
adjustment (Sung et al., 2014), school engagement (Steinhoff
& Buchmann, 2017), self-esteem (Suk Wai Wong & Watkins,
2001), and career aspirations (Nagengast & Marsh, 2012).
Thus, it is plausible that the BFLPE is responsible for the lower
outcomes of School A students on self-esteem, future expectation,
and student engagement.

A BFLPE has not previously been identified in a Guyanese
sample. However, the BFLPE has been cross-culturally validated
in 41 countries (both developing and developed) as well as
collectivist and individualist cultures (Marsh & Hau, 2003; Seaton
et al., 2009). Furthermore, there is some evidence to suggest a
BFLPE in Jamaica. Delcourt et al. (1997) found that significantly
less high ability school students were satisfied with their academic
performance than low ability school students. BFLPE may indeed
be a likely occurrence in Guyana due to the explicit selective
education system that stratifies students at a young age, as these
two factors are moderators of the BFLPE (Nagengast & Marsh,
2011; Salchegger, 2016). These features of Guyana’s between-
school tracking education system are shared throughout the
Anglophone Caribbean. Thus, the contextual features of Guyana’s
selective education system, and the Anglophone Caribbean, are
fitting for a BFLPE.

Limitations and Future Research

There are limitations to this study that require
acknowledgement. The first is the quasi-experimental research
design, which used a cross-sectional sample of selective schools.
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An inherent component of this design is a “selection effect”, as
the non-random nature of a selective education system means
that student academic ability varies across schools (Astin & Lee,
2003). The selection effect can also extend to variables such as
school resources, teacher qualifications, and parental support
(Chmielewski et al., 2013). Whilst key individual demographic
measures were found to be not statistically significant, school-
level contextual variances were not measured. However, the
selection effect typically favours the top performing schools
(Marsh, 1991); thus, in the case of the unexpected results, this is
not of major concern for this study. Furthermore, the fact that the
results were significant in the reverse, without needing to control
for pre-existing differences (including academic grades), speaks to
the robustness of the finding (Marsh, 1991).

Whilst the sample was large enough to have statistical power,
the modest size of this pilot study meant that data collection was
limited to one school per classification (A, B, C, D) located in
Georgetown and one grade level within each school. It is possible
that there was a unique effect of this A school, or the grade surveyed
within that school, and that the sample is not representative of
the A classification. For example, the school could have an ultra-
competitive culture, a factor thought to correlate with a BFLPE
(Salchegger, 2016). Replicating this study with a larger number
of schools from each classification, and other regions of Guyana,
would be the first step for future research and required to verify
the BFLPE in Guyana.

The non-significant difference in psychosocial well-being
of schools B, C, and D was unexpected and warrants further
investigation. The MoEG has reported inequitable outcomes
with regards to retention, attendance, and academic outcome
deficiencies at lower ability schools (MoEG, 2013). The present
study sought to explore potential underlying psychosocial
variables that may explain the outcome disparities between
schools. However, the results suggest that low-ability school
placement does not negatively impact student psychosocial well-
being in Guyana. Thus, further research is needed to understand
the schooling experience of low-ability students and the factors
that are contributing to the inequalities identified by the MoEG.
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Significance and Implications

A key strength of this study is that it examines the psychosocial
impacts of the selective education system in Guyana, a structure
neglected from analysis since institution over 50 years ago. The
results suggest a possible BFLPE on psychosocial well-being in
the top rank of the Guyanese selective education system. This
is significant, as research has shown that students impacted by
the BFLPE have lower occupational aspirations, educational
aspirations, and grade point averages than their equivalent
counterparts at non-selective schools (Marsh, 1991, Marsh &
O’Mara, 2010). Thus, grouping high ability students together
may lead to students not reaching their full potential, and
research has shown that these effects can extend for at least five
years beyond graduation (Marsh & O’Mara, 2010). Therefore,
the selective education system may not be in the best interest
of the highest ability children. This view contradicts the main
argument against abolishing the selective education system,
which is that abolition will disadvantage high-ability students
(MacKenzie, 1989). This paradoxical finding has implications for
parents, teachers, and the MoEG, who seek to create an education
system that serves all equally.

It has long been argued across the Anglophone Caribbean
that the selective education system needs reform, even complete
abolishment, to become more inclusive and equitable (De Lisle
et al., 2012; Lipps et al., 2010; MacKenzie, 1989; Payne & Barker,
1986; Pilgrim et al.,, 2018). Past research has focused on the
negative impacts for the students allocated to the low ability
schools and the social inequality that the system perpetuates.
This study contributes to this wider body of reform advocacy
research by demonstrating that there are also negative impacts for
the students allocated to high ability schools. Furthermore, this
research provides more empirical data for consideration by those
writing education policy, as recommended by De Lisle (2015).

In lieu of immediate reform, the potential for ability grouping
to negatively impact the psychosocial well-being of the top
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students has practical implications for pedagogical practice at
high-ability schools in Guyana and the Anglophone Caribbean.
Shifting away from a competitive culture to one of cooperation is
a suggested strategy for counteracting the BFLPE in high-ability
schools (Marsh, 1991). Furthermore, the promotion of individual
progress and personalised learning has been proposed as a way
to subvert peer comparison (Salchegger, 2016). However, there
is currently limited empirical evidence that any interventions
significantly reduce the BFLPE and there is a need for future
research in this area (Liidtke et al., 2005; Roy et al., 2015).

Conclusion

This pilot study suggests a possible BFLPE on psychosocial
well-being for high-ability school students in Guyana. Future
research using a larger sample from an increased number of
schools is required in order to confirm the BFLPE. This finding
is theoretically significant because the BFLPE has not previously
been identified in Guyana and has had only limited application
to psychosocial well-being measures in the international literature
thus far. This finding challenges the common assumption in
Guyana that the selective education system benefits high-ability
students. Promoting cooperation over competition at the school
level may help to alleviate the pressures potentially experienced
by high-ability students.
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