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SUMMARY OF  THHESIS
Submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the
University oif Glasgow, 1957.

INTELLIGENCE AND SOCIAL CLASS:
AN INVESTIGATION QF THE INTELLIGENCE TEST
PERFORMANCE OF CHILDREN OF DIFFERENT
S0C1AL GHOUPS

by John Maecdonald, MeAs, Ed.Be

The problem of social differences in intelligence test
performance has been much discussed over the past forty
years; there is still, however, little agreement among
psychologists as to their interpretation. The first part
of this thesis, which incorporates a summary of previous
researches on the problem, also makes some attempt to
explain the strong differences in opinion which have often
arisen. It is perhaps unfortunate that no reasonably
satisfactory explanation has yet been suggested, in view of
the widespread use of intelligence tests for the purposes

of selection,.

An examination of previous studies makes it clear that the
relationship of IQ or test score to socic~economic level,
social class, or occupational level is one of the best
documented facts in the whole field of mental testing.
Since the early experiments of Binet and his colleagues/
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/colleagues there has been a consistent finding on the
part of investigators that subjects in good social
circumstances tené to score more highly than subjects in
poor social circumstances. Some psychologists have explained
this superiority of the upper social classes in temms

of assumed hereditary and innate differences, while others
have pointed to the kkown differences in environment.
Recently a few American investigators have claimed that
differences between soeial groups in test performance are
due to the ineclusion in tests of a disproportionate number
of problems with which working-class subjects have had

no opportunity to become familiar.

Sufficiently detailed analysis either of tests or of the
social environment of subjects is still relatively lacking;
it may therefore be said that where psychologists have

come to definite conclusions as to the meaning of social
differences in test performance they have done so on the
basis of unsatisfactory evidence. It is hoped that the
present investigation, the first comprehensive item~analysis
study of the problem to be carried out by a British
psychologist, provides some new facts against which to

assess possibilities.

The chief findings of the study, an analysis of the performance
on a group® intelligence test of 1000 children belonging

to five social classes characterized as upper-middle~class,

middle~middle~class, lower-middle-class, upper-working-class,

and lower-working-elass, may be summarized briefly as/



/as follows,

1l. When the mean test scores of phe five social class
groups were computed, it was found that these declined

consistently with soeial level,

2. When the ineorrect responses of children to test

items were analysed, it was noticed that as soecial

level declined a steadily increasing proportion of these
incorrect responses was due to subjects omitting or

failing to reach items, and a steadily deereasing proportion

due to their answering items wrongly.

3e When the performance of children on individual items
in the test was examined, it was evident that on the

great majority of items the performance of subjeets in

the upper soeial classes tended to be superior to that

of subjeets in the lower social classes. Nevertheless items:
varied markedly in the extent of superiority of performance
shown, and there were a few cases where lower social groups
were superior, though the difference in their favour was

nowhere‘statistically significant.

4, When the relative tendency of items to exhibit large
or smali differences in performance in one comparison of
social groups was compared with this tendeney in another

comparison, it was found that in general no close

association existed, the individual diserimination of

items bétween groups being clearly dependent to some extent/



/extent on the nature of the groups being compared.

5. When items were classified into three categories by
the nature of the knowledge or previous experience which
they demanded from subjects, ﬁo large differences in
discrimination between the children of the different social
classes were established, although there seemed to be a
slight tendeney for items dependent on special knowledge
or experience %o diseriminate more than items dependent

on knowledge gained in school.

6. When items were classified into twp categories aceording
to the degree of a&bstract thought which they were considered

to require, no clear tendency was found for "abstract" items

to discriminate more than "concrete" items between the

children of ﬁhe different social classes.

7o When items were classified according to the type of
symbolism which they employed, it was found that in general
yverbal" items did not discriminate more than "non-verbal"

items.

8e When items were classified aceording to the type of
question which they asked, it was found that some types of
question showed significantly greater diserimination than

others.,

9. When a small number of items were isolated which showed

significant differences in wrong answer pattern between
children in the upper-middle~class and children in the/



/the lower-working-class, evidence was found that the
lower-working-class children appeared to answer items in
a more random manner; but it also seemed that children
found answers differentially attracﬁive, according to the

social class to which they belonged.

10. When the performance on individual items of two

groups matehed for test score and drawn respectively from
the upper-middle-class and the lower-working-class was
compared, no sound evidence of significant differences could

be established,
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experimenﬁal:Sfudy‘and an Originai\inquigy_inte
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