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CHAPTER III

THE SECONDARY-SCHOOL PUPIL:

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

21. Importance of recognizing individual differences.

Within recent years two factors have tended to emphasize
the importance of recognizing individual differences among
secondary-school pupils: (1) the increasing heterogeneity of

the secondary-school population; (2) the development of

the psychology of individual differences.

(1) Until toward the close of the nineteenth century pupils

enrolled in the secondary schools of the country constituted

a roughly homogeneous group in the sense that they were

boys and girls from relatively well-to-do American families,

who for the most part looked forward to a cultural educa-

tion in the high school which would prepare them for college

and for the higher walks of life. The past quarter century,

however, has marked a period in the development of second-

ary education characterized by the expansion of the second-

ary school so as to provide education for classes of pupils

never before represented in large numbers in the secondary
school. The result has been a very greatly increased hetero-

geneity in the high-school population, and consequently a

demand for increased attention to the varied capacities, in-

terests, and probable future activities of secondary-school

pupils, and to the differentiated needs of society.

(2) Within the past decade educational psychology has

found no more fruitful field than that of the psychology of

individual differences, and in no other field have the results

of psychological investigation contributed more to our edu-

cational theory and practice. It has, of course, always been
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recognized that individuals differ each from the other in

physical and mental traits. Only recently, however, have

we begun to realize the full meaning of that fact and the im-

plications for secondary education. It is probably no exag-

geration to say that the adaptation of secondary education

on the one hand to meet the needs of different capacities,

interests, and probable futures among pupils, and on the

other hand to meet the differentiated needs of society, is the

most important problem of secondary education at the

present time.

Some idea of the great range of abilities among secondary-

school pupils may be gained from an examination of the con-

ditions indicated in Tables XXIII-XXIV.
When we note that high-school pupils who are engaged in

the study of algebra may differ so widely in their abilities to

perform the ordinary operations of arithmetic that some are

from three to four times as capable as others in addition, sub-

traction, multiplication, and division, and almost immeasur-

ably more efficient in handling abstract examples and rea-

soning as measured by the Courtis Tests, the importance of

recognizing individual differences in capacities is impressed
on us.

22. The distribution of individual differences. In consid-

ering differences among pupils of any given group with refer-

ence to the amounts of a trait possessed, there is always an

unconscious tendency to separate the individuals and class-

ify them in more or less discrete groups, e.g., short, medium-

sized, and tall boys; young, average-aged, and older pupils

with an assumption (again commonly unconscious) that

those groups may be rather sharply differentiated. Such

procedure is usually fallacious and is as objectionable and

productive of evil results in practice as it is unsound and un-

justified in theory. It is a fact of importance that in the

case of most if not all traits having bearing on secondary edu-
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TABLE XXIII. INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN SEVENTH AND
EIGHTH GRADE PUPILS *

Trait
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If we consider, for example, the age of pupils in any grade
of the secondary school we find that the term

"
average age

"

means little, and that the classification of pupils as young,

average-aged, and old is even less intelligible. Thus in the

following table classification on such a basis would mean
little.

TABLE XXV. AGE DISTRIBUTION OF 949 PUPILS ENTERING THE
PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS OF NEW YORK CITY IN 1906*
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measured tend to be distributed according to the laws of

probability. Such laws imply that between the lowest amount
of the trait which is found in an individual at one extreme,

and the highest amount which is found in an individual at

the other extreme, individuals will be found possessing differ-

ent intervening amounts of the trait; that the greatest

number of individuals manifesting any given amount of the

trait will be found at a point half-way between the two ex-

tremes; that the number of individuals possessing various

amounts of the trait increases as the mid-point is approached
from either extreme according to a fixed mathematical law.

Such a distribution is illustrated in the following tables.

TABLE XXVI. DISTKIBUTION OF VARIOUS AMOUNTS OF HEIGHT
IN THE CASE OF 1171 AMERICAN SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD GIRLS,
COMPARED WITH AN APPROXIMATE THEORETIC DISTRIBUTION*
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TABLE XXVII. DISTKIBUTION OF AEITHMETICAL ABILITIES

(ABSTRACT EXAMPLES COURTIS TEST No. 7) nsr THE CASE
OF 996 HIGH-SCHOOL PUPILS IN NEW YORK CITY*
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