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Abstract: As an educational principle, stratified teaching aims to effectively improve teachers’ 

focus in the classroom, alleviate their stress, and enhance students’ learning at their respective 

levels. To date, this pedagogical principle, although widely used in schooling, has had an 

impact on the development of students’ self-efficacy due to the unfair differentiation it 

produces. Self-efficacy, as an important factor affecting self-directed learning as well as long-

term learning, is a competence that students need to develop in the 21st century. This study 

explores the impact of stratified teaching on students’ self-efficacy by analyzing existing 

literature and data. Differentiation induced by stratified teaching affects students’ self-

confidence, which, in turn, impacts their motivation to learn and has a negative effect on their 

self-efficacy. Besides, since teachers’ salaries are linked to students’ performance, the hidden 

salary disparities caused by stratified teaching also impact teachers’ expectations of students. 

This, in turn, reduces their focus and support for students, ultimately affecting students’ 

development of self-efficacy. 
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1. Introduction  

The saying “teach students under their aptitude” has existed in China since ancient times and was 

first put forward and practised by Confucius in “The Analects of Confucius”. It plays an important 

role in education. This approach emphasizes the need to tailor teaching methods to match students’ 

diverse abilities, levels, and qualities. It is crucial to stimulate students’ interest in learning, build 

their confidence, and promote their overall development. This teaching principle is important for 

education professionals, parents, and students and promotes educational equity more effectively. In 

the 21st century, people have new educational requirements, emphasizing the individuality of 

education and the need to cultivate talents with creativity, uniqueness, and broad adaptability. At the 

same time, the development of educational psychology also highlights the variations among 

individuals and the importance of implementing personalized teaching. However, the current teaching 

conditions do not allow individualized teaching implementation. As a result, stratified teaching has 

gained popularity as a practical approach to “customizing teaching to the student’s ability”. In 2010, 

the “Outline of the National Medium- and Long-Term Education Reform and Development Plan 

(2010-2020)” introduced the concept of “prioritizing teaching students in accordance with their 

aptitude,” it is believed that people should pay attention to the different characteristics and personality 

differences of students and develop the advantageous potential of each student. This approach 
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promotes the reform of the teaching management system through stratified teaching [1]. In 2019, the 

policy of “Modernization of China’s Education 2035” proposed to prioritize teaching according to 

students’ aptitude and lifelong learning. Based on current education, most schools adhere to a fixed 

school year system and have limited resources to implement a class-selection system teaching. As a 

result, the between-class ability grouping and within-class ability grouping continue to be the primary 

models for differentiated instruction. 

However, when analyzing the effects of stratified teaching in practice, there are mixed attitudes in 

the education sector. Some studies have shown that implementing stratified teaching has brought 

about positive impacts. Students’ performance, learning attitudes, and self-confidence have greatly 

improved [2]. However, other studies have pointed out the negative impacts of stratified teaching. 

For example, Ding highlighted that dividing students into classes of “high” and “low” ability based 

on their abilities can have negative psychological effects on students in the “low” class [3]. However, 

stratification is a complex practice, and some studies have found that it can contribute to educational 

inequality. Some studies have suggested that disadvantaged student groups with lower socioeconomic 

levels are more likely to be assigned to the low-ability group [4,5]. After implementing ability 

grouping, schools will have an inequitable distribution regarding investment in educational resources 

and the provision of learning opportunities. This can negatively impact students in the low-ability 

group, affecting their academic achievement, learning attitudes, self-concept, and interpersonal 

relationships. As a result, the gap between students at different levels may widen [6,7]. Oakes 

suggests that skill or ability grouping will inevitably result in the separation of higher-achieving 

students from lower-achieving ones and children from affluent families from less affluent families 

[8]. Moreover, however unintentionally, it divides students by their ethnic groups. Inequity in 

education and the unequal distribution of resources can harm students’ mental health. Developing 

21st-century talent requires academic excellence and the cultivation of excellent character, self-

confidence, and self-esteem. Based on existing literature and data, this study analyzes the application 

of stratified teaching in China and its impact on students’ self-efficacy. 

As for the research on stratified teaching, foreign research appeared earlier, while the research on 

stratified teaching in China started late, and the number of research results is relatively insufficient. 

Yang and Liu [9] divided the research on stratified teaching into three dimensions: academic, 

psychological, and social. After summarizing and analyzing, it was found that current domestic 

research primarily focuses on the application of technology in primary, secondary, and university 

education, as well as in core subjects like language, mathematics, and English. The research mainly 

emphasizes the impact on academic dimensions and the improvement of students’ knowledge and 

skills. However, there is limited attention given to the impact on psychological and social dimensions 

[9,10]. As one of the psychological dimensions, self-efficacy has received even less research on the 

relationship between tiered instruction and self-efficacy. The long-term benefits of education lie not 

only in the development of students’ academic performance but also in the cultivation of their 

ambition, self-confidence, determination in adversity, and self-concept development [11]. In order to 

address the existing research gap, this study will focus on self-efficacy and examine the effects of 

tiered instruction on it. Based on this analysis, provide suggestions on utilizing stratified teaching to 

enhance students’ self-efficacy and foster 21st-century skills that align with the demands of the new 

era and the nation. 

2. Stratified Teaching and Self-efficacy  

2.1. Forms of Stratified Teaching 

Stratified teaching refers to dividing students into different levels based on their learning ability and 

skill level. Students of similar levels are placed in the same class, and teaching objectives are 
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determined accordingly. This approach considers the needs of students at different levels and allows 

for targeted instruction. The level of stratified teaching gradually decreases from inter-school 

stratification to within-class stratification and finally to intra-group stratification. Generally, stratified 

teaching is divided into inter-school stratification, class-selection-system teaching system, between-

class ability grouping, and within-class ability grouping.  

Inter-school stratification refers to classifying schools into priority, sub-priority, average, and 

weak tiers. Students are then placed into schools of different tiers based on their performance in the 

entrance examination. Students with the best results are enrolled in priority schools, while those with 

slightly lower results are enrolled in sub-priority schools. Students with average results are enrolled 

in ordinary schools, and so forth. For schools to elevate their status and enhance their reputation, it is 

necessary to increase the rate of progress, nurture more students with exceptional academic 

performance, and allocate educational resources in favor of the top students. Coupled with the fact 

that many countries have a compulsory education stage, ranging from a minimum of 5 years to a 

maximum of 14 years, the division of priorities and non-priorities at the compulsory education stage 

is undoubtedly detrimental to the fairness of education [12]. 

The selection-system teaching system allows students to independently choose classes at different 

levels based on their knowledge, learning ability, and interest in the subject. They receive guidance 

from their classroom teachers, and the content and teaching methods vary across different tiers, 

providing flexibility and mobility in the learning process. Selection-system teaching system divides 

each subject into three levels of class teaching: “A, B, C”. Each level has its teacher, fixed location, 

teaching objectives, and teaching methods tailored to the students’ level. This selection-system 

teaching system caters to the learning needs of students at different levels. However, the constant 

change in the teacher’s teaching object is not conducive to management. In China, the selection-

system teaching system is still in the pilot stage on a small scale [13]. 

Between-class ability grouping divides students into classes based on their test scores and grade 

ranking. Schools divide teaching classes into two categories: honor classes and regular classes. 

Typically, the top 20% of students in the grade ranking are placed in honor classes, while the 

remaining students are assigned to regular classes for their learning. Accordingly, teachers assigned 

to honor classes are more capable of teaching, while those with average or poor teaching ability are 

assigned to regular classes. This stratified teaching model leads to a significant division of educational 

resources, favoring the honor class with resources that should be distributed equally. Meanwhile, the 

regular class lacks the necessary resources, undermining its potential. In 2019, the Ministry of 

Education explicitly prohibited schools from categorizing students into honor and regular classes. 

Within-class ability grouping is the practice of grouping students with similar grades or abilities 

within a class. Often, these students are assigned to specific tables to study and discuss together. This 

model of stratified teaching is smaller and more flexible, which limits the categorization of students 

into high, medium, and low grades. It also allows teachers to better identify and meet students’ needs 

[14].   

2.2. Application of Stratified Teaching in China 

Since entering the 21st century, the Ministry of Education has put forward the need to develop quality 

education vigorously, and schools across the country have actively tried to implement stratified 

teaching. Initially, stratified teaching was generally implemented as between-class ability teaching. 

Schools arrange students into honor and regular classes based on students’ entrance test scores. In 

order to nurture students in honor classes, schools will arrange for them to have excellent teachers 

and a comfortable environment, as well as provide them with abundant learning resources. However, 

this approach is rejected and resisted by society, parents, and students because it has exacerbated the 

inequities in education and the unequal distribution of educational resources. To a certain extent, this 
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mode of stratification carries the meaning of “discrimination”. It is difficult for teachers to maintain 

the same treatment when facing both high-achieving and low-achieving students. This difference in 

attitude will touch on the self-esteem and self-confidence of low-achieving students, which will do 

harm to the students’ mental health. For the good students, it will form a sense of superiority, which 

may result in discriminatory behaviors of the superior students against the inferior ones. In addition 

to the psychological harm, there is also a certain negative impact on students’ performance. 

Disadvantaged students are often unintentionally overlooked by teachers while high-achieving 

students receive more attention and support from teachers. This differential treatment can potentially 

exacerbate the academic disparities between the two groups, ultimately widening the achievement 

gap among students. This type of stratified teaching method, detrimental to students’ psychological 

development and physical and mental health, was explicitly prohibited by the Ministry of Education 

in 2009 [15]. 

Although this unfair stratified teaching mode has been banned, many schools still continue to 

segregate students by renaming the honor class to a more obscure term or by using other forms of 

assessment. In this situation, many schools have also switched from stratified teaching to within-class 

ability grouping and a selection-system teaching system. Within-class ability grouping divides 

students into levels based on their learning ability, academic performance, and knowledge level. It 

establishes teaching objectives and methods for each level of students, aiming to assist them in 

actively and effectively mastering basic knowledge and enhancing their learning ability. However, 

due to the difficulty of implementing this type of stratified teaching, only a few schools are using it. 

In 2017, the Ministry of Education issued the “Implementation Opinions on the Start of the Academic 

Level of Ordinary Senior Secondary Schools.” This document proposed implementing a national 

comprehensive college entrance examination reform since 2017. In order to better meet the challenges 

of the new college entrance examination, the use of a selection-system teaching system in teaching is 

becoming increasingly prevalent. In China, the selection-system teaching system is generally 

implemented in subjects that do not require entrance examinations or extracurricular courses that do 

not have the pressure to advance to higher education. It is also only implemented in a few schools, as 

this model tests whether there is an adapted education system and a strong teaching staff. Educational 

inequity persists throughout the implementation of the stratified teaching model in all types of schools. 

Students are graded based on their performance or ability, resulting in those with poor performance 

or limited access to resources experiencing a gradual loss of confidence, low self-esteem, and other 

negative psychological emotions. Whether positive or negative, stratified teaching impacts students’ 

self-efficacy development.   

3. Stratified Teaching and Student Self-efficacy  

3.1. Definition of Self-efficacy  

Self-efficacy refers to the “belief in one’s ability to organize and execute the necessary actions to 

achieve specific goals” [16]. Self-efficacy, as a non-cognitive ability, is a crucial factor in achieving 

educational and professional success, making it a significant contribution to educational psychology. 

China’s new curriculum reform actively advocates for students to engage in independent learning, 

and lifelong learning has become a shared objective across all disciplines. The purpose of education 

should not solely focus on short-term achievement results but rather take a long-term view to enable 

students to achieve lifelong learning. Self-efficacy, as one of the factors affecting independent 

learning ability, can promote independent learning [17]. 
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3.2. Effects of Stratified Teaching on Students’ Self-efficacy  

3.2.1. The Connection and Influence Between Stratified Teaching and Students’ Learning 

Motivation and Self-efficacy  

There are two main ways to categorize the levels of stratified teaching in China: (1) based on 

individual achievement and (2) based on individual interest and actual ability [18]. 

The first is divided according to students’ abilities, from high to low. Therefore, this teaching 

method can inadvertently shape students’ psychological beliefs, such as “I am a high-achieving 

student” or “I am a low-achieving student.” This can lead to complacency among high-achieving 

students and pessimism and demoralization among struggling students, which is not beneficial for 

their overall development. This does not contribute to their healthy growth. In particular, students 

assigned to lower-level classes may feel inferior due to the perception of hierarchical differentiation 

and may frequently belittle themselves. In the long run, this will lead to a decrease in motivation to 

learn, a decline in academic performance, and may even result in engaging in activities that violate 

the law and disciplinary measures. In addition to having a certain impact on the motivation to study, 

the psychological effects will also influence their future lives. 

The second way, that is, according to personal interest and actual ability, allows students to have 

the right to make independent choices. Students can start with their interests and actual talents, then 

pick and create their own course structure depending on their knowledge foundation. This assists 

individuals in developing an appropriate “package” for their personal growth and fully using their 

desire to learn. This is another crucial aspect of stratified teaching. The selection-based teaching 

strategy is another name for stratified teaching. This strategy allows students to select lessons 

depending on their particular learning levels, which is one of the most successful ways of increasing 

students’ self-confidence and sense of accomplishment. In the process of active learning and practice, 

the direction of their development becomes clearer. This reduces ideological pressure and enables 

students to maintain optimism and a balanced mindset and realize that “what suits you is the best.” 

The above type of instruction effectively emphasizes the importance of the students in the learning 

process and displays the teacher’s regard for them in its entirety. However, there are benefits and 

drawbacks to this strategy. When individuals are classified based on their abilities, using the A, B, 

and C three levels from high to low, the hierarchical distribution of classes will inevitably create a 

sense of unequal status among students, which is not conducive to their growth and progress. 

Learning is often monotonous and solitary, and students frequently feel fatigued. Competition is 

an indispensable driving factor in learning and in life. It can motivate students to learn, so their 

academic performance will gradually improve [19]. Students’ self-confidence and sense of 

achievement will also increase with this improvement in grades. The improvement of academic 

achievement will gain more recognition, making learning a more enjoyable experience and gradually 

reducing the mental pressure associated with it [20]. Implementing stratified teaching for high school 

students with demanding academic workloads can help them gradually realize that genuine love for 

learning is the key to self-improvement in the face of academic pressure. It is crucial for students to 

experience the joy of learning, enabling them to maintain optimism and a balanced mindset. This 

allows them to understand that “the learning that suits them best is the most fulfilling and enjoyable.” 

Such a feeling will help students gain self-confidence in learning, reduce the tension and anxiety 

caused by mismatched levels of teaching and learning, and develop a clearer sense of their level of 

competence and self-efficacy.   
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3.2.2. The Connection and Influence Between Stratified Teaching and Teacher Expectations 

and Self-efficacy  

Based on the analysis of the literature on stratified teaching, it can be concluded that most schools 

continue to employ between-class ability grouping methods, which involve dividing classes based on 

students’ academic performance. Stratified teaching is not a deliberate attempt to differentiate 

students solely based on their grades but rather a method to assist teachers in more effectively 

targeting their teaching strategies. In teaching, the teacher’s attention to the students is limited. The 

teacher cannot notice whether all the students have kept up with the learning progress. By stratifying 

students according to their performance, teachers can ensure that students who have not yet mastered 

their learning abilities are not left behind in the learning process. Additionally, there is also no need 

to worry about high level students “learning more than they can handle” and wasting their study time. 

Teachers only need to focus on teaching more advanced concepts, assigning more challenging 

homework to high-level students, and implementing the basics in classes of average or low-level 

students to ensure that students are not missing out on the basics. For teachers and schools, a stratified 

teaching approach helps meet the needs of students at different levels. By focusing on students at the 

same level, teachers can increase the depth and breadth of their lectures, reducing teaching pressure 

[20].  

In China, the level of teachers’ salaries and benefits is often determined by the students’ 

performance in the classes taught by the teachers. It is evident that the treatment of teachers also 

varies due to the stratified teaching system. Teachers in honor classes receive higher treatment 

compared to teachers who teach regular classes [21]. This will demotivate teachers who teach regular 

classes, and as a result, more and more teachers in regular classes will be reluctant to come and teach. 

Moreover, when a teacher teaches different levels of classes simultaneously, they may unconsciously 

compare the classes, leading to the creation of a gap. When teachers observe a series of honors and 

certificates unrelated to the regular classes, they may allocate most of their energy and time to the 

high-level classes. This is clearly unfair to the students in the low-level classes and can also negatively 

impact their self-confidence and motivation to learn.   

4. Suggestions 

The original purpose of stratified teaching is to provide students with a more equitable education, 

allowing them to learn in a manner that is better suited to their needs and enhance their abilities. In 

order to make stratified teaching more conducive to the development of students’ mental health and 

to achieve educational equity, it is important to not only apply appropriate teaching methods but also 

enhance students’ self-efficacy.  

From the student-centered teaching perspective, in terms of improving the external teaching 

environment, by training teachers to change their roles and exploring their involvement in teaching 

as “motivators of emotions” and “participants in learning”. In addition, the Internet can be 

incorporated into the implementation of stratified teaching. Through the production of online learning 

resources, students are guided to study before class and complete the assigned learning tasks. 

According to online learning feedback, precise difficulty levelling and targeted tutoring is conducted 

offline. The online learning platform relies on the computing power of the Internet, which can 

effectively reduce the pressure on teachers in the differentiation of students. The flexible 

differentiation helps students assess their progress, strengths, and weaknesses, enhancing their 

perception of their abilities. 

In terms of developing students’ internal literacy, remedial measures are taken for students who 

have already caused low self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is not only a response to the level of academic 

motivation but also one of the most crucial factors influencing students’ psychological wellbeing [22]. 
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Schools conduct group counseling activities to enhance students’ self-efficacy with low self-efficacy 

levels. Group counseling activities are conducted to address factors that impact students’ self-efficacy, 

including attribution styles, coping styles, and self-confidence. The aim is to help students recognize 

their negative self-efficacy beliefs and correct ineffective coping styles through group counseling. 

Ultimately, the goal is to enhance self-efficacy.   

5. Conclusions   

This study analyzes the current situation of stratified teaching in China and examines the impact of 

stratified teaching on students’ self-efficacy by reviewing existing literature and data. The analysis 

found that most schools in China currently use the stratified teaching methods of between-class ability 

grouping and within-class ability grouping. It was also found that the class-selection-system teaching 

system is still in the promotion stage and only implemented in a few schools in cities such as Beijing, 

Shanghai, and Shenzhen. Stratified teaching negatively impacts the development of students’ self-

efficacy by influencing non-high-performing students to develop low self-esteem, leading to 

emotional depression and consequently affecting their motivation to learn. At the same time, stratified 

teaching also has a negative impact on students’ development of self-efficacy due to teachers’ 

feedback. Stratified teaching indirectly affects students’ development of self-efficacy by influencing 

teachers’ high expectations and attention to students’ performance at the upper levels and their low 

expectations and lack of attention at the lower levels. This, in turn, impacts students’ development of 

self-confidence and sense of achievement. Based on this conclusion, stratified teaching still has a 

negative impact on students’ self-efficacy development. This study provides new information on the 

psychological impact of stratified teaching on students and offers suggestions for improving the 

subsequent implementation of stratified teaching in China. The suggestions include improving the 

role of the teacher, introducing online teaching resources, and providing group counseling.However, 

it is important to note that this paper has certain limitations. Firstly, it did not involve an actual 

research study, and secondly, it lacked relevant primary data. Future research could be based on 

further quantitative analyses of the findings of this study while examining the psychological impact 

of tiered instruction on students.  
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