
Streaming in Malta: 
Future Prospects 
Introduction 

ne of the most controversial issues 
in education is whether or· not 
primary and secondary school
children should be taught in 
streamed classes. 

This paper proposes to consider some of the 
criticisms directed at the practice of streaming as 
an organisational policy in Maltese state schools; it 
will also provide an evaluation of the system of 
streaming at the primary level vis-a-vis some of its 
major criticisms. Finally, some of the major 
organizational alternatives to streaming will be 
considered. 

Streaming: a definition 
or the sake of clarity, by streaming we 
here mean that type of school organiz
ational policy whereby children are 
grouped into classes of homogeneous 
ability. Assignment to classes is based 

on scholastic attainment (usually in terms of 
performance in a number of examinable 
curriculum subjects), and/or mental ability (that is, 
on the basis of performance on intelligence tests). It 
stands to reason that this type of arrangement can 
be used only in relatively large schools since one 
needs to have at least two classes in each year 
group; otherwise, streaming cannot be 
implemented. 

The number of streams in a year group will 
obviously depend on the number of children, but 
for the sake of simplicity in this paper we shall be 
referring to three ability streams: A-stream pupils 
whose scholastic attainment is above average in 
their year group; B-stream, average ability pupils; 
and C-stream pupils whose attainment is below 
averaged. 

Streaming in Maltese schools 

A 
brief look at the history of education 
in Malta reveals that with the excep
tion of a brief period in the 70's the 
official or unofficial policy has always 
been to stream schoolchildren; in the 

past more rigidly in fact than we do nowadays. The 
practice for many years had been to implement the 
traditional standard policy (cf. Barker Lunn, 1982) 
whereby children were allocated to classes 
according to age but with some promotion of the 
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more able pupils and the keeping back (in terms of 
repeating the year or being promoted to the next 
year but in a lower ability stream) of the less able 
ones. 

It should be made clear at the outset that in 
addition to streaming within the school, 
selectivity is another form of streaming which takes 
place as between schools. For example, admission 
to Maltese private schools (primary and secon
dary) is regulated by entrance examinations or by 
other selective procedures; the same applies for 
admission to junior lyceums in the state secondary 
sector. 

At the primary level 
At present, for the first three years of compul

sory schooling, primary schoolchildren attending 
state schools are grouped with their peers into 
mixed ability classes. This means that pupils are 
assigned to classes, usually on the basis of their 
chronological age, without any reference what
soever to attainment or ability. In the second three 
years of the primary school children are streamed 
on the basis of the global mark obtained in the 
national end-of-year examination in a number of 
curriculum subjects. The global mark which 
determines stream placement is in effect the sum 
total of the raw scores a pupil obtains in the five 
examinable subjects namely Maltese, English, 
Mathematics, Social Studies and Religion. The 
present system, moreover, does not allow parti
cularly gifted children to be promoted two (or 
more) year groups at a time (e.g. from Year 11 to 
Year IV, or from Year IV toY ear VI), because from 
the first year onwards pupils proceed alongside 
their peers. In other words, from Year IV onwards 
pupils are also streamed on the basis of their 
chronological age. In small schools (that is, with 
one class in each year group) children continue 
their primary schooling in mixed ability classes. 

At the secondary level 
At the end of their primary education pupils 

proceed to one of three types of secondary school: 
state junior lyceums, private schools and state area 
secondary schools. Whereas admission to the first 
two types is restricted by selective procedures, 
admission to the third is not selective in any way. 

During the first two years in state secondary 
schools (junior lyceums and area secondary 
schools), students are again streamed on the basis 
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of scholastic attainment. At the end of Form II 
students are offered subject options. Therefore, 
from Form Ill onwards students tend to be grouped 
according to their subject options. It could very 
well be the case, however, that large schools would 
have several classes having the . same subject 
option such that even in this case students are 
grouped into classes on the basis of attainment in 
the annual examinations. 

Some Criticisms of Streaming 
t is beyond the scope of this paper to delve 
into the philosophical and sodological argu
ments in favour of, or against, streaming as 
an organizational policy. Indeed, we are 
more concerned with considering some of 

the shortcomings attributed to the practice of 
streaming, namely that: 

(a) streaming determines the child's educational 
future from a very early age since it is claimed that 
stream placement is in effect permanent; 
(b) within a given year group, streaming tends to 
favour the older children; 
(c) there ·is an element of sex bias in stream 
placement; 
(d) the validity and reliability of the criteria on 
which streaming is based are suspect; 
(e) teachers' attitudes and expectations are 
modified by the ability stream they are teaching. 

Each of these criticisms will be considered in 
turn. 

Stream transfer 
Many educationalists would argue that the 

practice of streaming is undesirable because there 
is very little transfer of pupils from one ability 
stream to another; consequently, stream place
ment becomes practically permanent. The 
implication here is not only that pupils tend to 
remain in the same ability stream for the whole of 
their primary school career but also that this effect 
spills over at 11 + with the result that their future 
educational career would have been determined 
from an early age. 

Studies carried out in Britain by Daniels 
(1961), Douglas (1964), Jackson (1964) and Barker 
Lunp (1970) seem to give support to the above 
argument insofar as the transfer rates reported 
are on the whole quite small. In fact, these rates are 
smaller than the expected 10 per cent estimated by 
Vernon (Plowden, 1967, par. 812). 

Borg and Falzon (1989) report the findings of a 
number of studies investigating the effects of 
streaming in Maltese primary schools. The sample 
consisted of 4266 schoolchildren attending Years 
Ill, IV, and V in state schools with streamed classes 
(making up about 34 per cent of the total pupil 

population in each year group). Irrespective of the 
number of classes in each school (which varied 
from three to eight classes in each year group), the 
pupils were grouped into three streams: streams A, 
Band C. 

Tabel 1 shows the number of pupils who 
moved up or down the ability stream after being 
promoted from one year to the next. The figures 
show that the transfer rate is highest from Year III 
to Year IV (27. 7 per cent) and lowest from Year V 
to Year VI (12.9 per cent). In the light of the figures 
quoted by the British studies above, one would 
conclude that the local transfer rates are quite 
substantial. Bearing in mind these relatively high 
transfer rates it appears unreasonable to criticize 
the system of streaming as practised in Maltese 
primary schools on the basis of permanent stream 
placement. These transfer rates imply that the 
present system incorporates a mechanism which 
effectively facilitates the transfer of pupils from one 
ability stream to the other. The mechanism, of 
course, is the national end-of-year examination in 
the five examinable curriculum subjects, even 
though one may disagree with the excessive 
importance given to it. 

Table 1. Stream Transfer By Year Group 

From Year III to Year IV Total 

Moved up+ 
Moved down+ 

Total 

From Year IV to Year V 

Moved up 
Moved down 

{N = 1414) 

182 (12.9%) 
210 (14.8%) 

392 (27.7%) 

Total 
(N = 1446) 

121 (8.4%) 
102 (7.0%) 

Total .......................... 223 (15.4%) 

From Year V to Year VI Total 
(N = 1346) 

Moved up 

Total 

Grand Total 

72 (5.4%) 
Moved down 101 (7.5%) 

173 (12.9%) 

788 (18.74%) 

= Moved up/ down one or two streams. 
Percentages are based on the sample size in each 
sex year-group; sample figures do not include 60 
pupils for whom data were missing. 

Age differences in stream placement 
The findings reported by Jackson (1964), 

Jinks (1964), Freyman (1965), Pidgeon (1965) and 
Sutton (1967) show that a relationship exists 
between pupil age and stream placement: the mean 
age in each ability stream decreases from the A to 



the C-stream so that older children in a given year 
group tend to be over-represented in the A-stream. 

The situation in Maltese schools, as reported 
in Borg and Falzon (1989), is in line with the trend 
indicated by the British studies. This is shown by 
the mean age of the pupils in each of the three 
streams in the three year groups as set out in Table 
2: in each year group, A-stream pupils are as a 
group older than B-stream pupils; and B-stream 
pupils are older than C-stream pupils. In addition, 
Table 2 also shows the distribution of pupils in the 
three streams according to whether they are 'old' 
or 'young' pupils. In this context,' old' pupils are the 
ones whose age is above the mean age for the 
respective year group, whereas 'young' refers to 
those whose age is below the mean age. Results 
show that in each year group there are more 'old' 
than 'young' pupils in the A-streams whereas in the 
C-streams there are more 'young' than 'old' pupils. 
These results were all found to be statistically 
highly significant (cf. Borg and Falzon, 1989). 
Proportions for the whole sample show that 41.08 
per cent of the 'old' group compared with33.01 per 
cent of the 'young' group are in the A-stream; 
conversely, in the C-stream there are only 22.8 per 
cent of the 'old' group compared with 29.93 per 
cent of the 'young' group. One would therefore 
conclude that the contention that streaming 
favours the older children is justified. 

Table 2. Stream Placement: Age Differences By Year Group 
And Total Sample 

YEAR Ill Stream A 

Old Pupils 321 (44.15%) 
Young Pupils 234 (32.91%) 

N 555 
Mean Age 97.20 
(in months) 
SD 3.36 

YEAR IV Stream A 

Old Pupils 285 (39.31%) 
Young Pupils 248 (33.33%) 

N 533 
Mean Age 108.9 
lin months) 
SD 3.44 

YEAR V Stream A 

Old Pupils 264 (39.64%) 
Young Pupils 227 (32.76%) 

N 491 
Mean Age 120.72 
(in months) 
SD 3.36 

TOTAL Stream A 

B 

245 (33.70%) 
262 (36.85%) 

507 
96.48 

3.36 

B 

259 (35.72%) 
261 (35.08%) 

520 
108.4 

3.44 

B 

261 (39.19%) 
273 (39.39%) 

534 
120.48 

3.36 

B 

c 
161 (22.15%) 
215 (30.24%) 

376 
95.88 

3.48 

c 
181 (24.97%) 
235 (31.59%) 

416 
108.2 

3.28 

c 
141 (21.17%) 
193 (27.85%) 

334 
119.88 

3.48 

c 

Total 

727 (100%) 
711 (100%) 

Total 

725 (100%) 
744 (100%) 

Total 

666 (100%) 
693 (100%) 

Total 

Old Pupils 870 (41.08%) 765 (36.12%) 483 (22.80%) 2118 (100%) 
Young Pupils 709 (33.01%) 7% (37.06%) 643 (29.93%) 2148 (100%) 

Sex differences in stream placement 
Barker Lunn (1967) asserts that the system of 

streaming favours the girls. She found that at age 
seven there is a larger proportion of girls in the 
upper stream than in the lower stream whereas the 
number of boys was approximately equally divided 
in the three ability streams. When she compared 
the same cohort of children at age ten-plus, Barker 
Lunn found that this sex difference in stream 
placement was nearly as pronounced as it has been 
at age seven. 

Table 3, adapted from Borg and F alzon (1989), 
shows the proportions of boys and girls in each 
ability stream for each of the three year groups. In 
accordance with the finding reported by Barker 
Lunn (1967), local results show that in each year 
group there are proportionally more girls than boys 
in the A-stream and more boys than girls in the C
stream. This trend is reflected in the overall pro
portions: 41.66 per cent of the girls as opposed to 
32.81 per cent of the boys are in the A-stream 
whereas 31.12 per cent of the boys as opposed to 
21.17 per cent of the girls are in the C-stream. 
Again, the sex differences in stream distributions 
are statistically highly significant, so that the 
criticism that streaming shows a sex-bias appears 
to be justified. 

Table 3. Stream Placement: Sex Differences By Year Group 
And Total Sample 

YEAR Ill Stream A B c Total 

Boys 264 (36.07%) 257 (35.11%) 211 (28.82%) 732 (100%) 
Girls 291 (41.22%) 250 (35.41%) 165 (23.37%) 706 (100%) 

YEAR IV Stream A B c Total 

Boys 246 (31.14%) 285 (36.08%) 259 (32.78%) 790 (100%) 
Girls 287 (42.27%) 235 (34.61 %) 157 (23.12%) 679 (100%) 

YEAR V Stream A B c Total 

Boys 225 (31.34%) 266 (37 .05%) 227 (31.61%) 718 (100%) 
Girls 266 (41.50%) 268 (41.81%) 107 (16.69%) 641 (100%) 

TOTAL Stream A B c Total 

Boys 735 (32.81%) 808 (36.07%) 697 (31.12%) 2240 (100%) 
Girls 844 (41.66%) 753 (37.17%) 429 (21.17%) 2026 (100%) 

Validity of the criteria 
The issue of the selection of criteria on which 

the streaming exercise is based is a complex one. 
The criteria must have certain desirable charac
teristics like, for instance, that these should be valid 
and reliable. Nevertheless, as Barker Lunn (1970) 
points out: 

"Whatever method is used, it cannot be perfectly 
reliable; some children will be wrongly allocated, no 
matter what the criterion of allocation may be." 
(page 84). 
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Studies by Emmett (1954) and Yates and 
Pidgeon (1957) have shown that the best avialble 
methods of allocation involve errors in prediction 
(and stream placement) with regard to at least ten 
per cent of the children. 

As pointed out earlier, Maltese primary school 
children are streamed on the basis of a global mark 
which is the sum total of five raw scores obtained in 
the national and-of-year examination in Maltese, 
English, Mathematics, Social Studies and Religion. 
The current practice of adding together raw scores 
obtained on various subjects is, to say the least, 
psychometrically unsound. In fact we believe that 
this practice, together with the unavoidable 
measurement error, is responsible for rather 
unstable cut-off points between the ability streams 
such that pupils may end up in one ability stream 
when in fact they should be in another. Moreover, 
the fact that the measurement on which stream 
placement is determined is obtained on a single 
occasion (that is, end-of-year examinations) is 
bound to compound the measurement error and 
consequently a larger number of children will be 
wrongly allocated ato the ability streams. 

There is evidence that pupil performance is 
influenced by the teacher's expectations, the so 
called Pygmalion effect or self-fulfilling prophecy 
(cf. Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968): the pupil 
achieves or fails to achieve according to what the 
teacher expects of him. This effect would appear to 
be most detrimental to that pupil who on the basis 
of the current method is placed in a lower stream 
(e.g. a C-stream instead aB-stream class) than he 
should be on the strength of his true achievement. 
Since teachers of C-steam classes are likely to have 
relatively low expectations for their pupils the 
misplaced pupil in such a class would not be 
sufficiently stretched. 

Teachers' attitudes towards streaming 
When evaluating the practice of streaming 

one cannot ignore the attitudes that teachers have 
towards this organizational policy. 

Studies carried out in Britain by Daniels (1961) 
and Jackson (1964) have shown that the majority of 
school teachers were in favour of streaming. In a 
survey of the views of 173 primary school teachers 
on methods of streaming, Daniels (1961) reports 
that the large majority of English teachers believed 
that streaming was educationally sound. Jackson 
(1964), in a survey of 217 headteachers and 438 
teachers, found that 85 per cent of the sample were 
in favour of streaming while 9 per cent were against 
the practice. . 

In late 1987 the Ministry of Education in Malta 
set up a Committee "to study the situation and 
effect of streaming at the primary level" (Sunday 
Times; June 1988). The Committee launched a 

survey to ascertain the views of those directly 
concerned (that is, teachers, parents and children) 
through appropriate self-administered question
naires. However, to date (September 1989), none 
of the results have been made public. 

A likely indication of Maltese teachers' 
attitudes towards streaming is given by the results 
of a small-scale survey carried out by the present 
authors. One hundred eighty-three ex-B.Ed. 
students who are now full-time practising teachers 
in state primary and secondary schools were asked 
to indicate their opinion on streaming. The 
distribution of opinions is set out in Table 4. Results 
show that the great majority of respondents ·(83.6 
per cent) are in favour of streaming at one stage or 
another of the educational system. Only 16.4 per 
cent are totally against the practice of streaming in 
the primary and/ or secondary school. 

Table 4. Are you in favour of streaming? 

Yes, from Year I primary onwards 
Yes, from Year IV primary onwards 
No, neither at primary nor at secondary level 
Yes, at secondary level only 
Other forms of streaming 

Total (N = 183) 

What of the future? 

5.5% 
40.4% 
16.4% 
23.0% 
14.7% 

100.0% 

T 
he issue of whether or not to stream 
gives rise to a number of questions. 
Should we follow the example of other 
countries and go comprehensive? 
Should we stream only at the secon

dary level? Should we retain the system of 
streaming as currently practised? 

The Malta Union of Teachers, which 
represents the majority of teachers in Malta, is 
quite explicit about its views on streaming. In its 
Memorandum to Political Parties (1986) it is stated 
that: 

" ... streaming in the primary schools is simply not 
desirable." (par. 4.2) 

With regard to streaming at the secondary level the 
memorandum states: 

"Classes, particularly in the first three years of 
secondary education, should be of mixed abilities, 
with setting according to different subjects resorted 
to instead of general streaming." (par. 6.4). 

Therefore, it is quite clear that the teachers' Union 
is against streaming at both primary and secondary 
levels. 

In their electoral manifestos, the two major 
political parties, commit themselves, in somewhat 



vague terms, to reduce the current role of 
streaming. In its electoral manifesto, the Nation
alist Party (1986), the party in Government, states 
that, as far as possible, all forms of discrimination 
among groups of schoolchildren should be 
eliminated (par. 5.1 (c)). 

Ugo Mifsud Bonnici, the current Minister of 
Education, is quoted by the local Sunday Times 
(1987) -as saying that: 

"The PN is known to be against the present'stream
ing' system in the passage from primary to secon
dary level." (p. 16). 

In its electoral manifesto the Malta Labour 
Party (1987), now in opposition, stats that it would 
seek to reduce anxiety generated by the 
competition that is so rampant in the Maltese 
educational system. The Labour Party also 
promised to try to ensure that selectivity is not 
practised at an early age. 

It therefore seems that both political parties, 
one of which at the end of the day has to make the 
decision of whether or not streaming should be 
abolished, are committed to abolish or at least 
modify the present system of streaming. 

However, if we decide to unstream, how ready 
are we for the change? Are teachers trained to 
teach mixed ability classes? Do we have the 
material resources which such an organizational 
policy would entail if it were to be successful? Can 
mixed ability teaching succeed when most practis
ing teachers appear to be in favour of streaming? 
Would parents support the change to mixed ability 
classes? 

If, on the other hand, we decide to retain the 
current system, at what age should we start 
streaming? Should we try to improve the reliability 
of the criteria on which streaming is based? 

Indeed, perhaps the question about streaming 
should not be in the form of an either-or question. 
Some other alternatives which retain some of the 
characteristics of streaming but which avoid some 
of its shortcomings appear to be worth 
considering. 

An alternative which readily comes to mind 
and which can be used at both the primary and 
secondary level is setting. Horizontal setting is the 
division of pupils of a particular year group into sets 
according to ability in particular subjects (Page and 
Thomas, 1977). Thus, during say mathematics, 
those children who are most able in the ·subject 
come together for mathematics lessons in the top 
set; similarly, the least able in the subject form the 
bottom set in mathematics. For lessons in other 
specific subjects each pupil would be assigned to a 
set according to his/her ability in that subject. For 
the remaining curriculum subjects children return 
to their normal mixed ability class. The advantage 

of this organizational policy over streamed and 
mixed ability classes is that for basic subjects like 
Maltese, English and Mathematics, children are 
grouped in relatively homogeneous groups in each 
of the subjects. Thus, a pupil may be in the top set 
for English, in the middle set for Maltese, and the 
bottom set for mathematics, and in addition, 
returns to his/her home-class for the rest of the 
curriculum subjects. In addition, teachers would 
still be teaching a streamed class; one which in 
effect is more homogeneous in ability (in a 
particular subject) than a class streamed on the 
basis of overall performance in five subjects. 

In vertical setting, instead of organizing the 
sets in one year group only, the sets cut across 
several year groups. Therefore, for instance, if a 
Farm I pupil is exceptionally good at mathematics 
then during this subject he joins one of the Form II 
sets; similarly, if aFormiii pupil is having difficulties 
in English he/ she would joint one of the Form II sets 
in the subject. For the rest of the subjects, of 
course, they join their peers in the respective sets 
and in the home-class. 

Another alternative is topping and tailing. The 
underlying assumption of this organizational policy 
is that the great majority of children in any given 
year group are more or less homogeneous in 
ability. Only a small percentage at the two ends of 
the distribution are different enough to warrant a 
teaching approach which is substantially different 
from that used with the very broad middle band. At 
the top end one finds the most able, the gifted, 
whereas at the tail of the distribution one finds the 
least able, the slow learners. Therefore, whereas 
pupils in the middle section (the large group) are 
organized into mixed ability classes, the two 
'extreme' groups (the top and the tail) are given 
special provisions like enrichment programmes for 
the gifted and remedial help for the slow learners. 

Another variation of the topping and tailing 
structure is that whereby the whole year group is 
divided into mixed ability classes, with the top and 
the tail being withdrawn for one or more subjects 
- the top end for enrichment or accelerated 
programmes and the tail for remedial education in 
the basics 

Similarly, the slower pupils, or those who need 
special help and attention, are withdrawn from 
normal classes to form a remedial group in specific 
subjects either for part of the day or week. 

Conclusions 

T 
he authors hope that this paper has 
shown that there are no simple 
solutions or panacea to the streaming 
issue. Whatever decision is taken this 
must be made following a careful con

sideration of the issues involved and the views of 
the persons concerned. 
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The au,thors believe that horizontal setting is 
perhaps the most attractive of the alternative 
organizational policies outlined above. With the 
help of educationalists from the Department of 
Education and the Faculty of Education, it should 
be quite feasible to have such an experimental 
policy tried out in a school or in a small number of 
schools. There is undoubtedly a number of 
teachers, headteachers, education officers and 
academics who would be interested in participating 
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