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		Abstract

		The concept of ability is immensely important to educational theory and practice and permeates many of the fundamental philosophical discussions in the field. The definition of education (and learning), as well as the goals of education, almost always involve the development of certain abilities, and discussions of education policy and educational evaluation also build on the concept of ability and the ways in which ability can be developed. Ability is also an elementary concept in educational justice and plays a role in determining the allocation of resources and evaluation of education policy. 

While ability is one of the key concepts of education, it also suffers from chronic ambiguity. For example, although people possess many kinds of learning-related abilities, the complexity of cognitive, behavioral, and social abilities that are instrumental in academic success are rarely appreciated. Discussions of student ability in the educational philosophy scholarship usually refer only to a narrow set of cognitive abilities. 

 Confusion regarding the concept of ability is caused also by the fact that â€˜abilityâ€™ is sometimes used interchangeably with other terms, including intelligence, IQ, talent, aptitude, potential, capabilities, skills, knowledge, proficiency, and more. All of these terms have slightly different meanings in different contexts. Additionally, there are often discrepancies between the various meanings of â€˜abilityâ€™ we use when theorizing about education and the possibility of measuring (or affecting) them, creating discord between theoretical discourse and educational practice. A further source of confusion is that â€˜student abilityâ€™ is both a precondition for learning and the end product of education, and abilities acquired through education are themselves preconditions for developing still further abilities (Bailey & Bridges 1983; McGeer 2018; Ryle 1949). 

When discussing ability, therefore, careful work is required to delineate the various meanings of â€˜abilityâ€™ and define the meaning of â€˜abilityâ€™ used in each specific context. This chapter offers a discussion of student ability through an examination of one, prevalent educational practiceâ€”ability grouping. In this chapter I examine two ways to understand the term â€˜abilityâ€™ and question whether either of them is suitable as a criterion for student assignment, concluding that neither of them supports the robust forms of ability grouping common in contemporary education systems. The conceptual analysis of â€˜abilityâ€™ thereby contributes a novel perspective on the debate surrounding ability grouping. 

The chapter proceeds as follows: first, I introduce the practice of ability grouping and rehearse the main arguments in the traditional debate surrounding it. I then move on to distinguish two possible categories of ability: performative ability, and ability as a property of an agent. I argue that neither of these constitutes a suitable criterion for student assignment in most cases; they can support only limited cases of ability grouping. 
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