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SIGNATURE

ABSTRACT

This case study evaluates the factors involved in ability grouping across a fifth
grade class and the grouping effectiveness. Students were regrouped or reshuffled for
language arts instruction by previous year's teachers' perspective of their abilities.
Student placement was compared to standardized test scores. Placement was found to
have significant overlap between different ability groups both in terms of standardized
test results and fifth grade teachers' perceptions of the groupings based on interviews.
There was some differentiated instruction by ability group with varied pace and level of
materials depending on the group. Standardized test scores were found to drop
significantly. Recommendations include considering doing within-class ability grouping
on an as-needed basis in place of regrouping .
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Reading and math classes in elementary schools require
educators to make a fundamental choice over the type of instruction
they will provide for their students. Should they group them
homogeneously for instruction, having students of similar ability
together? Should they instruct them as a group regardless of ability
and expect the same learning for all? Should they group them
according to some other criteria, such as interests or test scores? Are
there other options?
Homogeneous grouping or heterogeneous grouping is an issue
that all teachers face. Very often, choosing to put students in groups
based on their perceived abilities is chosen. Providing instruction at a
specific level is generally given as the rationale for ability grouping.
Though proponents would add additional reasons to choose ability
grouping (namely, that it allows lower-end students a chance to receive
instruction at their level and achieve success, and it gives high-ability
students a chance to be taught at their higher ability and possibly at a
more rapid pace), having like-ability students together for instruction
at a specific level is the most common rationale.
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Those in favor of regrouping students for instruction suggest that
grouping students by ability across a grade level can bring students
even more closely aligned in their abilities since leveling groups
between three, four, five, or more teachers can further level the
students. Secondly, regrouping has an advantage over within-class
ability grouping because there then becomes only one level to teach to
as opposed to two, three, or four.
Opponents of grouping students by their ability are as vocal as
their counterparts. They claim that ability grouping stigmatizes lowachieving students as the grouping structure itself implies there is a
low group. Some also believe it is against democratic principles to not
give everyone the same opportunities for achievement. Furthermore,
many believe that studies suggest no gains, or at most inconsequential
gains, are shown in achievement data. This would suggest that the
negative aspects of homogeneous grouping outweigh the negligible
gains of achievement.
But there are many more factors involved in the ability group
issue beyond whether specifically if instruction is beneficial. There are
significant issues that greatly impact the entire debate over ability
grouping. What are the factors that influence ability grouping? For
example, who makes the decision to do this grouping? What motivates
someone outside of each individual teacher to make this decision? How
are students actually grouped and does it matter? How is achievement
and success measured? What is the role of standardized test scores in
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this debate? How is it decided who is to teach what level in grade-level
ability grouping? Are instructional strategies different depending on
the level of the group? How do teachers perceive ability grouping?
These issues need to be looked at in their totality and decisions made
based on all issues that have an effect on the students and the
instruction they receive.
This study closely examines one school that used ability grouping
across the grade level for the fifth grade. For reading and math
instruction one hundred fifty-five students from the five fifth-grade
classes were grouped according to their previous year's teacher's
recommendation and to a lesser extent their standardized test scores.
These students were divided into five groups with fewer students in the
lowest group and the remaining four groups with approximately the
same number.
According to ability group theory, students who are at the same
ability level will learn more when a teacher can teach to their
instructional level. Thus the ability grouping will maximize
instructional time. This all suggests that a group of students can be
divided and that their needs will be met using this structure.
Standardized test scores will also be looked at for these particular
students and considered in the light of the grouping structure.
The need to continue to look at ability grouping is important
because (1) it is so prevalent in elementary education; (2) many
advocates of it are vocal parents of the gifted and high-achieving
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students suggesting an equity issue, which should be a concern to all
educators; and (3) the accountability emphasis in education today
demands consideration of a look at all instructional practices. With its
prevalence, ability grouping should be high on that list.
This case study of the J.S. Copaceil School* examines these issues
and how they relate to this particular school. It's currently in its second
year of a two-year trial of its grouping structure and looks to decide on
its continuation or not at the end of the current year. This study seeks
to examine the issues surrounding it to help better inform those who
make school policy of its effects.

*The names of the school and study participants have been changed.
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CHAPTER TWO
Review of the Literature

Ability Grouping Rational and Research
Ability grouping has a long history in educational research (see
Slavin, 1987). This review looks at three different grouping structures
used in schools. Whole-class grouping is instruction directed to an entire
class of mixed-ability students: The class may include high-achieving
students who may or may not be identified as gifted. There are those
who fall within the average range for a particular grade level. There
may also be those whose performance is below grade level. They may
range from those slightly below, those having a learning disability, to
those multiple grade levels below, as well as those who are learning
English as a second language and have varying degrees of
understanding of the English language.
A second grouping structure considered here is within-classroom

ability grouping. This instructional method groups a heterogeneous class
that may be as described above. But rather than instructing them as a
single class they are divided into groups based on their abilities in a
certain subject area. Instruction is provided to the smaller groups while
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the remaining groups are doing something else.
The third grouping structure is known as regrouping or
reshuffling. Regrouping is ability grouping done between grade-level
classrooms. These classrooms are usually heterogeneously grouped as
homerooms. For certain subjects, usually reading, math, or both, the
students are placed in ability groups, possibly switching to other
classroom according to their abilities in the particular subject matter.
Teachers, therefore, all teach the regrouped students in the same
curricular subject at the same time.
Arguments in favor of ability grouping take many different
forms. Brain research suggests that teachers need to teach to the
individual's need (Tomlinson and Kablefleisch, 1998). Instruction
below a student's appropriate level of challenge causes the brain to be
less likely to engage and not have the appropriate chemical response in
the brain for optimal learning. Instruction well-above a student's
ability causes stress and a stumbling block toward learning. Common
sense may then suggest that grouping by similar developmental levels
would then allow teachers to be more adept at meeting that level.
A second rationale for ability grouping, and the most prevalent,
theorizes that a group of like-ability students can be more efficiently
taught than a group whose ability is as varied as most heterogeneous
classes. A teacher can direct his or her teaching to a specific level and
all of the students' needs will be met. The instruction the teacher
provides will be of the appropriate difficulty: neither too difficult that
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some students will be 'lost' nor too easy that it will be without challenge

to others. The teacher in an ability group can adjust the pace and
content based on the particular group's needs. Heterogeneous grouping,
it is argued, has too great a variety of abilities and knowledge to do this
effectively leaving little for the teacher to do than to teach to the
average.
Vygotsky (1987) posited that instruction needs to be at a child's
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD); that is, instruction should take
place at the level upon which a child may succeed with the assistance of
another. This emergent learning will increase a child's constructed
knowledge and ultimately raise his or her ZPD. Though Vygotsky was
not an advocate of homogeneous grouping, this argument for
instruction being presented just beyond what a student can do
independently is a common refrain. Homogeneous groups allow
instruction to be more closely tailored to this model as the homogeneity
may lead to more closely aligned ZPD's within the classroom.
Research has suggested that ability grouping has been shown to
be an effective grouping technique for instruction. Slavin and Karweit
(1984) investigated three common methods of mathematics
instruction: self-paced individualized learning, within-class ability
grouping, and whole-class instruction. The grades four through six
study found positive effects with both the individualized program and
the ability grouping. All three instruction types in this study were
specific programs: Missouri Mathematics Program (MMP), Ability-
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Grouped Active Teaching (AGAT), and Team-Assisted Individualization
(TAl). Due to the nature of utilizing specific instructional formats,
Slavin and Karweit fall short of recommending a particular type of
grouping structure. But it did demonstrate that students did the best
overall when the instruction was tailored to their particular level.
Other scholars have combined clustering with regrouping. In one
study, (Gentry and Owens, 1999) the treatment schools did cluster
grouping, placing all identified high-achieving students in a single
homeroom class with a mixture of high-average-, average-, and lowability students. The remaining classes ranged from low- to highaverage students. These schools also did regrouping for reading and
math instruction while the comparison school used heterogeneous and
whole group instruction. The effects of the cluster grouping and
regrouping were positive over the three year study. The clustering of
the gifted students in a single class puts them with their academic peers
for the entire day. Though the rest of the class may range from lower
ability through high-achieving non-gifted, it is presumed that
curricular differentiation is more likely to occur with the greater
number of gifted in the class than if they are spread out over many
classes. For math and reading, the students were regrouped for
instruction, so the next tier of above-average students would join the
clustered high-achievers. H's difficult to say the effect the regrouping
had on the achievement: would the regrouping alone, without the
clustering aspect, have resulted in the same gains? Whether or not the
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apparent gains are due to the clustering or the regrouping are unclear,
but grouping like-ability students had a positive result.
Types of grouping with students working together have also been
examined. Lou, Abrami, and Spence

(2000)

performed a meta-analysis

on studies related to grouping within the classroom. A meta-analytical
study analyzes numerous existing studies to draw new conclusions
(Charles, 1998). Based on the studies they included, they found that
homogeneous grouping appeared to be a more effective grouping
structure for cooperative learning activities than did heterogeneous
grouping. Kulik (1992) found cross-grade and within-class-groupings'
students outperformed the mixed -ability students by a two to three
month margin over one year.
One vocal group in favor of ability grouping are those promoting
the need for such structure with gifted students. They argue that
research strongly supports the notion that gifted students make the
greatest achievement gains when they are grouped with other gifted
students (Fiedler & Lange, 1993; Kulik & Kulik, 1992; Mosteller, Light,
and Sachs, 1996; Oakes, 1986). Fiedler & Lange further go on to say
that if ability grouping is done at the expense of the lower-achievers, so
be it: "Can it be that our school systems are actually giving tacit
approval to create underachievement in one ability group so that the
needs of the other ability groups can be served?" (1993, p.2).
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Inconclusive or Non-Uniform Results
Other research which has studied the issue for academic benefits
of regrouping are often inconclusive. Hallinan and S0rensen (1987)
. found that students derived the same benefits from whole-group
instruction and within-class ability-grouped math instruction. The
more appropriate pace and level of instruction was offset by by the
reduced instruction time as teachers must balance and juggle more
than one group. This leaves groups working without the teacher with
little or no ability to be helped by him or her.
Hallinan and S0rensen (1986), studying reading achievement,
found no advantage of ability-grouping over whole-group instruction.
They did, however, find the highest group had greater gains in reading
than the low group, and that small, homogeneous groups had better
achievement than larger heterogeneous groups. Whether that was
actually due to group size or homogeneity was undetermined.
Mason and Good (1993) studied whole-group (heterogeneous
ability), whole-regrouped (homogeneous ability), and within-class
ability grouping for math instruction in eighty-one upper elementary
classrooms. They found that classes that were regrouped to decrease
heterogeneity and who had teachers instructing to the whole dass and
followed by helping those who needed it were the most effective. These
students were given more in-depth instruction, were more formally
assessed for understanding, and spent less time on non-academic
activities such as giving directions and making transitions. This study
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doesn't appear to answer whether its effectiveness comes from the
regrouping alone or the fact that teachers give extra help to those who
need it: a common occurrence in heterogeneous classes.
Others have found that higher-ability students may find ability
grouping the most beneficial academically. Mosteller, Light, and Sachs
(1996) reviewed ten experiments from the literature that examined

regrouping for instruction and whole-group heterogeneous instruction.
They looked at effect size for each grouping structure. Effect size refers
to the measure of the difference that an intervention made. This
intervention is said to be whatever variable is altered to differentiate it
from results that would have been achieved if the intervention had not
been utilized. For example, an effect size score of 0.8 means that an
intervention (such as ability grouping) positively affected students
such that their achievement rose eight-tenths of a standard deviation
due to the intervention variable.
Mosteller, Light, and Sachs concluded skill-grouping to be the
most effective for high-ability students (effect size o.o8) and less so for
medium-skilled and low-skilled students (effect size . ..,0.04). Their
studies, however, were small and had considerable variabilities in
outcome. For example, high-ability groups effect sizes ranged from -.55
to +.29. Using the generally-accepted standard that effect size of

0.2

is

a small effect, 0.5 a medium effect, and 0.8 a large effect, the overall
results of the study show that the ability grouping had an insignificant
effect on student achievement. The variability of results in the study,
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however, suggest that some other conditions must be involved in the
chosen studies. Little in the way of conclusions can be brought with
these considerable inconsistencies.
Other research has also found ability grouping to be effective for
the highest achievers and less effective and possibly at the expense· of
the rest. In a study of eighth grade science classes, Webb, Nemer,
Chizhik, & Sugrue (1998) observed student interaction and individual
and group assessment. The researchers found that the performance of
low-ability students improved when working in heterogeneous groups
(adjusted mean .66) compared to homogeneous groups (.25). The highability students performed better in homogeneous groups (.86)
compared to mixed ability groups (.73). Webb, et al, conclude that
school-wide scores produce higher achievement when students are
heterogeneously grouped: the increase of lower-ability students'
performance is greater (.41) than the decrease of higher-ability
students (-.13). It does need to be noted that the grouping in this
research was limited to within-class grouping and was for a short
duration. It does, however, show a significant change for the highability students when grouped together.
Loveless (1998), in his review of the literature on the effect of
ability grouping on academic achievement, found that the
achievement gain schoolwide is best served by mixed:-ability grouping.
Though high groups were best served by homogeneous grouping, the
low group gain with mixed-ability grouping statistically outweighed
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the loss of achievement for the high group in the mixed-ability group
classroom.
Likewise, Lejk, Wyvill, and Farrow (1999) found inconsistent
results depending on the grouping structure. In a controlled three-year
experiment they found that gifted-students' scores were n% higher
when they were instructed in homogeneous groups than the gifted
students instructed in mixed-ability groups. Contrary to this, students
in the lowest group achieved a

12%

higher score when they were in a

mixed-ability group than those in the same lower-level group
instructed in same-ability groups. The researchers suggest that this
may be due to higher motivation for higher-achieving students when
with like-ability students and less so in the mixed groupings. In
contrast, they suggest that lower-ability students were more motivated
in the mixed-ability classes.
Other research has shown that heterogeneous groups are no more
effective in raising achievement of low-ability students than
homogeneous grouping (Webb, Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998). If
true then one must ask: if there is no loss for lower-ability members of a
class by being in the lower group than why not group students by
ability in order to at least get the gain for the higher-achieving
students?

Heterogeneous Grouping
Arguments in favor of heterogeneous grouping takes many forms
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as well. One of the common arguments is that lower-ability students
need the modeling of the higher-ability students in order to develop
their own reading skills. This supposes that they will hear the modeling
of a successful student and will learn from that exposure. With the
increased number of higher-ability students the number of advanced
interactions will increase and will aid the lower students in their
ability and knowledge construction. If this is the case, grouping
students by ability segregates those with the higher ability from those
with less ability. Ability grouping then, effectively denies those in
lower groups of the higher-level examples that they need in order to
succeed (Slavin, 1993). Others' research generally supports this notion
that heterogeneous groupings benefit lower-achieving students as they
learn from the interactions with the higher achievers (Webb, Nemer,
Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998).
A second argument in favor of heterogeneous grouping is that
teachers tend to lower expectations on what low achievers can do.
Lowering the level of instruction and having less-interesting materials
and activities is a common occurrence in lower groups (Hallinan,
1994). Heterogeneity is what lower-ability students need in their

academic experiences as this will give them access to the higherquality experiences that the higher-ability students are accustomed
(Oakes, 1994).
A third reason cited for homogeneous grouping states that
reading is a hierarchical subject. Calling reading a hierarchical subject
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does seem inadequate. Hiebert (1987) argues that reading doesn't
follow the mastery of one skill to another in many respects. While even
though reading levels can become more difficult and the vocabulary
can be more demanding, the strategies used for reading are often the
same for the young reader and those more proficient.
For example, both low and high readers take into account prior
knowledge and attempt to integrate it into what they are reading to
make understanding. A teacher could model the strategy to a group of
heterogeneously-grouped students, and they can use the strategy in
readings at their own particular level. This may reduce the need for
homogeneous grouping if instruction is presented this way. Many
researchers are proponents of this interactive model that takes in many
skills, often simultaneously, in the process of reading. It's not a strict
advance from one level to another as the previous one is mastered.
Thus, the hierarchical argument as a reason for ability grouping in
reading may come into question.
The most fundamental reason often given for ability grouping is
that it allows teachers to match their chosen reading materials with
the student's particular ability. Differentiating the instruction implies
that the level of text in a reading group differs, or the pace at which it is
utilized differs. Instructional materials, therefore, need to be considered
within the grouping debate. The precision of this matching is not
supported by research. Often elementary classroom students are
assigned to different lev~ls of a basal reading series. But the reading

16

series themselves come into question as to whether their levels are in
fact accurate (Jenkins, et al, 1994). Teachers may often find that their
perception of the difficulty of a particular story in a basal series is far
removed from the perceived difficulty of the publishers as they have
placed stories in particular levels. Teachers must then consider the
impact this will have on their instruction. But it suggests that even if
the groups are homogeneous, the level of difficulty of the reading
selections within the reading series may vary depending on the
particular selection.

Social Justice
There is also a social-equity issue argued surrounding the ability
grouping. Elitism and social prestige often become associated with
higher-ability groups (Slavin, 1990). Being in the accelerated higher
group appears to have social-prestige benefits: not only can these
students lay claim to being smarter, but their interaction within
instructional time in the classroom tends to be more highly prized by
other students. Grossen (1996) has found that higher-group instruction
tends to have enriching, social activities, more group work, and less of
the paperwork (read: "worksheets," dittos) often associated with the
lower groups. This elitism can be so strong that parents may enter the
fray by wanting their child in the high group as much for the social
prestige as for the higher level instruction.
Some research suggests a disproportionate number of minority

17

and lower-socioeconomic class students are assigned to lower tracks
(Grossen, 1996; Hallinan, 1994; Wheelock, 1992). The implication is
that whatever the method of student placement-- teacher
recommendation, standardized, district, or school test scores, teacherdesigned tests, or a combination of these--the lowest group tends to be a
class that is not consistent with the makeup of the student body in
ethnic distribution nor socioeconomic status. It suggests that ability
grouping continues to foster the systemic continuation of the
socioeconomic status of the underclass and many non-white
populations. This leads to a segregation of a student body and works
against democratic ideals by sorting students in such a manner
(Slavin, 1990; Wheelock, 1992).
In a democracy, access to all curriculum can be achieved only if
all are given access to it. Tracking and ability grouping deny that
access to the lower groups. Social policy should dictate that all students
be exposed to the same curriculum to keep the opportunities the same
for all. If not given that access, mixed-ability group proponents claim,
the social status of those placed in a lower group then is further
reduced. This has lead Oakes (1994) to suggest that "tracking is school
welfare, relegating lower socioeconomic-status and minority-students
to a less interesting and lower-quality school experience at no benefit to
them" (p. 89).
This finding, however, has not been consistent. Loveless (1998)
found that once test scores are taken into account African Americans
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are over-represented in higher classes by

10

percent. He goes on to

argue that detracking, the dismantling of any form of ability grouping
penalizes the African American, especially the high achiever.
Students themselves feel mixed-ability grouping is of high value.
Two thirds of all students responding to an upper-elementary school
survey on grouping preferences reported that mixed-ability grouping
would benefit poor readers (Elbaum, Schumm, & Vaughn, 1997). Some
felt that poor readers in mixed ability groups would be unfair because
they "might not know what they're doing or would get confused" (p.
483). Others felt same-ability groups would be unfair as these readers
would not progress and would be 'stuck' at their present level.
Interestingly, the same study found no students responding that mixedability groups were unfair to the better readers.
The studies above look predominantly at the grouping structures
and some quantifiable achievement mark to measure the effectiveness
in this grouping debate. They mostly ignore other factors in drawing
their conclusion on the effectiveness of grouping: who decides the
grouping structure, who teaches each group, how students are placed;
the degree of flexibility in group placement, and so forth. These factors
may heavily influence the success or not of each grouping structure.
Just as the public has always opined on the degree to which a teacher in
particular and teachers as a profession are effective, so too must this
issue enter this debate. Some of those factors will be considered here.
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The Grouping Decision
Who decides the issue may influence the degree to which
implementation of ability grouping is or is not successful. If teachers
decide to ability group between themselves then there may be an
assumed acceptance by the teachers. They have chosen it because they
believe it is the best way to meet the most students' needs. That may or
may not be the case. It may also stem from teachers choosing to decide
to do this structure because of the belief that it is easier: i.e., thoughts
that one group will allow more concentration and instructional time for
the students, or one group equals one prep and only one group to
manage. Trusting teachers to choose solely on the merits of the
instructional value of something may not always be the case.
If the decision is handed down from above-.,- site or district

administration-- then it may be perceived as a negative that will be
done because they were told to do it. Though most teachers do
presumably want what's best for the students and will do what it takes
to give them the best possible-- in whatever grouping structure-- it may
lead into an expected outcome that may alter some teaching choices.

Teacher Placement
Along with what type of grouping to do comes teacher placement
within each group. Inequities are claimed in the fairness of teacher
placement. The complaints seem to be of two mixed varieties. On one
hand are the complaints that ability grouping is unfair because the
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most qualified teachers are usually placed with the higher-ability
students while the less-qualified are placed with the lowest groups
(Loveless, 1998). The second variation of the complaint is that the
least-qualified teachers tend to be placed in the lowest socioeconomicstatus schools (Keating and Oakes, 1988, Wheelock, 1992), often poor
and urban, and ability grouping then puts the least qualified of those ·
with the most-often at highest risk-- the lowest ability group. These are
legitimate complaints that each school needs to contemplate.
Two issues need to be considered. The first is that if a school is
going to offer an advanced course (e.g., Advanced Placement) it "might
be a good idea to have a teacher who know something about the subject.
Such a teacher would generally be better qualified" or one with more ·
education in that area (Gallagher, 1995, p. 217). The second issue of
the least-qualified teachers in the poorest socioeconomic status schools
seems to be solved by district decision of the particular placement of
teachers within their schools. This would clearly involve teachers'
unions and the issue of seniority, but maybe adding an attractiveness
to those assignments by creating some incentives to entice and retain
qualified teachers to come to these sites would increase the motivation
for the best teachers to work with some of the most disadvantage and
at-risk students (Keating and Oakes, 1988).

Group Placement Issues
Homogeneous grouping may be a misnomer: even ability groups

21

referred to as homogeneous will often have a great variety of abilities in
general and knowledge of specific skills in a subject in particular.
Grouping students within a grade level into two or three homogeneous
groups may reduce heterogeneity only a minimal amount (Slavin,
1986). No matter the criteria--teacher recommendation, standardized
test scores, classroom assignments and test scores, or a combination of
these-- classroom makeup will have many non-homogeneous aspects.
Some students learn quicker; some need different instructional methods
than their classmates; some are strong in some aspects of a subject and
weaker in others; and others who are grouped as alike have the opposite
strengths. Consistent ability groups, especially in a regrouping
structure where there is likely less tendency to keep groups too flexible
due to need for students to adjust to different teachers in the middle of
the year, may lock students into a particular group, limiting
achievement potential for the year.

Cutoff Points
The act of creating ability groups and deciding which students
will be in what group is often claimed to be at its best unfair and at its
worst have detrimental effects. Whatever the criteria used teachers
make some cutoff point to determine group membership. Pallas,
Entwistle, Alexander, and Stluka (1994) found that children with
similar academic potential were placed in different reading groups. The
students that were placed in the higher group learned more and
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received better grades.
In their study of twelve Israeli junior high schools (1,269
students), Linchevski and Kutscher (1998) examined the effect of
ability grouping. In eight of the twelve school students who were close
to a group cutoff point were found to gain more if placed in the higher
group; the remaining four schools' near-cutoff-point students benefited
from being placed in the lower group. In ten of the twelve schools the
difference was not considered significant but it does raise questions
regarding teacher placement, attitudes, and expectations of ability
grouping in general and the expected achievement of the members of
some groups specifically.

Achievement Advantage
Achievement advantage is an area that can not be overlooked.
Achievement advantage refers to the difference in relative growth of
students. On standardized test scores a year's growth is determined by
achieving the same percentile ranking in two consecutive years. For
example, a student who has a 65 percentile score in fourth grade is
considered to have grown one full year relative to others his or her age
if in the fifth grade sjhe achieves a score of 65 percentile.
Rowan and Miracle (1983) found a large, direct effect on
achievement based on reading group placement: students in higher
groups obtain an achievement advantage over the lower groups based
on their placement. Whether it is due to more challenging work in the
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higher group, creation of friendships of higher ability classmates, or
some aspect of their ability that has a teacher place them in the higher
group is unclear, but their achievement is better.
Some studies suggest there is a discrepancy in growth based on
standardized tests between those in the lower group and the gifted or
high-achievers (Linchevski and Kutscher, 1998; S0rensen and
Hallinan, 1986). This was found to be due to losses by the lower group
students as opposed to real gains by the higher group. Many argue that
this achievement differential, since it is based on each child's
individual starting place, shows ability grouping to be unjust. Hallinan
and S0rensen (1987) found no such achievement advantage in their
study of mathematics achievement.
Of course, there is some unfairness to this simplistic comparison.
It suggests that students must all have the same rate of growth and if

one learns more, obtains skills quicker, or can commit something to
memory at a faster pace, than the system is unfair. The fact is that
students will learn at a different rate regardless of the grouping
structure. Within a heterogeneous group the rates of learning will be
different. Should those students be required to stop achievement gain so
others can 'catch' up to them?

Other Placement Issues
Hallinan and S0rensen (1987) found unfairness in their study of
placement in ability groups for math instruction: teachers are more
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likely to assign high-ranking boys to a high-ability class than
similarly-ranked girls. Thus teachers must be using some other
considerations for grouping in addition to test scores, and that factor
may apparently include gender bias.
Other non-academic considerations may also determine group
placement, such as parental requests for particular teachers or size of
the group above or below a particular one. For example, if the low
group would be the appropriate placement for a new student and the
low group is considered full by whatever criteria a teacher may use,
the child may be placed in the group above the lowest, thus
theoretically increasing the heterogeneity of the group.
There is also the logistical problem of students new to the school
that have no cumulative folder for (often) months after arriving. Their
placement has to be determined by some type of measure and usually
within a day or two. A quick test given the first or second day upon
their arrival in an unfamiliar setting may not aptly show of what they
are capable.

Philosophical Reasons for Opposition to Ability Groupin~
Many educators opposed to ability grouping are in opposition for
non-academic reasons. One of the primary concerns is one of self.·
esteem. The very nature of ability grouping implies there is a low
group. The students of this group are often then labeled and
expectations and self-fulfilling prophecies may often keep them in the
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low group each successive year.
Pallas et al. (1994) found that placement in a particular ability
reading group in first grade may have continual effects on student
achievement for years and may shape parent and teacher expectations
for years. Slavin (1993) concluded that any ability grouping may
create the stigma of being identified as low and result in low
expectations. Further, it leaves low students with poor student
examples to emulate and often creates group divisions along ethnic
group lines. Hallinan (1994) concurs that tracking, the placement of
students in high school classes based on their ability, perpetuates a
lower class status on those in the lower groups. Since proportionally
more minorities are in the lower groups, it decreases their status and
further segregates them from the rest of the population. Oakes (1994) ·
believes tracking isn't only about cognitive development; it's also about
political and social privilege and discrimination. Heterogeneity is the
only way to ensure that privilege has a chance of being distributed
fairly.
Slavin (1995) suggests ability grouping is against democratic
and egalitarian norms, that it's often along racial lines, and condemns
many children to low quality instruction. Therefore, the burden of
proof of its effectiveness, Slavin contends, is on the proponents of ability
grouping. Jaegar and Hattie (1995) would concur with Slavin's
contention: since meta-analysis research finds both positive gains and
marked reduction when grouping is done by a school, the overall effect
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on ability grouping is very small. A far greater factor in student
achievement are the instruction choices teachers' make and have a far
greater influence on that achievement than any class organization
structure.
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CHAPTER THREE

Methodology

Introduction
There are many topics that surround ability grouping. Much
research focuses on its effectiveness in terms of overall academic
benefits (Slavin and Karweit, 1984; Gentry and Owens, 1999; Lou,
Abrami, and Spence,

2000);

best meeting the needs of the gifted

students (Oakes, 1986; Fiedler & Lange, 1993; Mosteller, Light, and
Sachs, 1996; Kulik and Kulik, 1992); and utilizing classroom time most
effectively (Simpson, 1999).
This study is based on the belief that there are many other
factors that lead to both the decision of whether or not to group students
by ability and whether or not it is an effective strategy to do so. It
examines the pros and cons of this grouping structure within the
Copaceil School* cited. One possible method to get the information on
what the factors are that lead to this grouping structure's being
successful or not at this particular school is to interview those mostly
closely situated to decide: the teachers and an administrator at the site.
* The names of the school and the study participants have been changed.
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A second method is to examine standardized test results from fourth
grade and fifth grade for this particular class. In this study, both
methods are chosen.
An interviewing method to gather data was utilized because it
allows more readily for both specific response questions and responses to
open-ended questions. The specific-response questions revolved around
issues of particular instructional practices while the open-ended
questions allow the interviewees to express opinions on more general
aspects and considerations surrounding the ability grouping question.
It also allows for follow-up questions leading to richer information from

those being interviewed.

Research Question
This case study of the J.S. Copaceil School looks at the ability
grouping system put in place here during the

2000-2001

school year.

What are some of the factors that influenced ability grouping at
Copaceil Elementary? What was the impact of the particular manner
by which students were placed in groups? Were there differences in
instruction between the groups? Was ability grouping successful and
what are those measures of success?

The School Context
The Copaceil School is a modified year round school located in a
suburb of southern California. The K-5 school has a student population
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of approximately 650. The fifth grade class sample population is 71%
non-Hispanic White, 26% Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 1% African
American. Eighteen percent of the student body are in the free or
reduced lunch program. Students are tested on national standardized
tests annually (Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T or
SAT-9), as well as District Assessments (annually for Language Arts
and each trimester for a writing sample) and tests a teacher may
administer.
Total Reading SAT-9 scores were examined for the 115 students
who had scores recorded for both their fourth grade (1999-2000) and
fifth grade (2000-2001) school years. This represents approximately
71 percent of the fifth grade student population of 162. The remaining
29 percent of the fifth graders were not part of the sample because they
did not have standardized test scores for both the fourth and fifth grade
year.
As fifth graders, the grade level was divided into five groups for
reading instruction. The groups consisted of a Gifted And Talented
Education (GATE)

I high achieving group, a high average group, a

middle average group, a low average group, and a low group. The
groups were relatively static for the year with only about fifteen
students moving from one group to another after initial placement. The
top four classes were larger than the lowest: the top four had 30 to 37
students while the lowest had 17 to 22 depending on the time of year.
This was due to an attempt to reduce class for the lowest group in order
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to concentrate more small group activity with this group. There was a
two-days-per-week instructional aide and two days-per-week Resource
Specialist Program (RSP) teacher helping in the lowest ability reading
classroom.
The smallest group in the data collection consisted of eleven
students. This is due to students new to the school and not having access
to previous SAT-9 scores to use in the data collection. No students were
identified except in aggregate: only the reading groups' total average
growth scores will be identified. There would be no way to trace these
back to individual students: the group sizes with data range from
eleven to twenty-nine students.

Research Steps
The research consisted of two parts: data collection and analysis.
Data collection was in two parts. The Stanford Achievement Test,
Ninth Edition, Form T (SAT-9) results for the fourth grade class from
the 1999-2000 school year and the fifth grade class results from the
2000-2001 school year were used. The relationship between test scores
and placement of students in ability groups was considered. Placement
was examined for how closely the test results match the actual
placement of students within ability groups at the beginning of the
year. Growth was measured by the change of results for the students
over these two tests. That is, did the students in each of the ability
groups gain one year according to the SAT-9 test results?
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The second part of data collection was interviews with six
teachers and one site administrator. Interview questions were created
to accomplish three main areas of investigation: how students were
placed in groups; how instruction was or was not differentiated between
groups; and the teachers' thoughts on grouping for instruction. These
questions would allow assessing the impact these decisions had on
ability grouping.
Questions regarding student placement and basic instruction
were more specific than those asking for the teachers' views on the
other factors surrounding ability grouping. The administrator's
questions focused upon the rationale for the school implementing this
ability-group structuring for the second through fifth grades, the
placement of students, opinions on ability grouping, and the value of
the SAT-9, both as an individual measurement tool and as a measure of
overall school academic success. Each individual teacher and the
administrator were taped for an interview and the recordings were
transcribed for analysis.

Interview Participants
The interviewees were six teachers and one site administrator at
Copaceil School. Five of these teachers were the fifth grade teachers
during the

2000-2001

school year, and all were involved in the ability

group instruction. The sixth teacher was the Resource Specialist
Program (RSP) teacher whose caseload consisted of the identified Special
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Education students and who was involved in the daily instruction
within the ability grouping structure. The site administrator
interviewed was instrumental in setting up the ability group structure
as well as involved in the placement of students into the ability groups.
All participants volunteered to participate and signed consent forms
permitting the tape recording of their interview. Audio-taping was
used to make an analysis of the interview and transcribed by the
following day.
Julia, the teacher of the gifted and high-achieving reading class,
was new to Copaceil after four years teaching first grade in an urban
school. This was her first year teaching upper elementary. Christine,
teaching the high average reading class, was in her twelfth year at
Copaceil, all at the fifth grade. Claire taught the average reading group
and was in her first year at the school. She had previously taught
kindergarten and second grade for five years.
Dori was in her first year at Copaceil and in her fourth year of
teaching. She had previously been a second and third grade teacher
and a resource teacher. John, teaching the low reading group, was in
his first year of teaching at Copaceil and in his twelfth year teaching
fourth, fifth, and sixth grades.
Rita, the RSP teacher, was in her nineteenth year teaching, ten
years as a teacher of the deaf, and was in her ninth year at Copaceil, all
as the RSP teacher. Carol, a site administrator interviewed, was a
classroom teacher for ten years, a reading specialist for six, and was in
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her first year as an administrator.

Interview Questions
Questions were created to facilitate dialogue on the topic. The
questions were specific regarding teaching strategies and open-end€d
for comments on the effectiveness of the school's grouping structure for
instruction and whether it was a preferred method of delivery.
Questions were grouped into four general categories: student
placement, instructional techniques, student achievement, and
perspectives on different grouping structures. Student placement
questions referred to how individual students were placed in each group
and whether the grouping changed during the year. Instructionaltechniques questions referred to strategies for teaching reading
comprehension and vocabulary, how assessment for understanding was
done, and whether any further grouping was done within the ability
groups. Student-achievement questions revolved around a general
assessment of student progress during the year and more specific
questions regarding actual student achievement according to the
standardized test results for the given students. The perspectives on the
grouping structures asked questions on the beliefs of the effectiveness of
this form of instruction, what the perceived progress of the students
was, and how the structure may have affected that progress. (See
Appendixes A and B for questions.)

34

Data Analysis
Data analysis was in two parts. The first analysis consisted of
using the Total Reading Scores on the Stanford Achievement Test,
Ninth Edition (SAT-9) for the students in the sample. Normal curve
equivalences (NCE) were used for reporting most scores, allowing the
finding of averages and factoring in the uneven distribution inherent
in percentile scores of standardized tests.
First, SAT-9 scores were examined to compare with the ability
group placement. Ranges and standard deviations were found and used
to measure homogeneity of the groups. Secondly, average growth on
the test from the fourth grade to the fifth grade was found by
subtracting the average scores (fifth grade score minus fourth grade
score) both individually and in aggregate. This included individual
scores to consider group results that may significantly skew the group
results. Thirdly, this same comparison was made by group with
percentile rankings since this is the usual method of reporting to the
public the test results. Lastly, grade level averages were reported both
for the sample population and the results as reported by the school
district.
The second, larger analysis was a thematic analysis of the taped
interviews. The transcripts of the interviews were examined for
general themes:
Rationale: the factors that led to ability grouping;
Placement: how the teachers felt placement was aligned with
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their perception of the students' abilities and achievement
once school was under way, and the flexibility in
placement if a discrepancy was noticed during the school
year;
Differentiation:. to what degree instructio:e was different for
students from group to group and within a group; and
Ability Grouping: the teachers' perception of ability grouping:
specifically, the positive aspects of it and the problems, and
given those, their preferences for the future.

At the conclusion is a discussion of ability grouping and
recommendations for further research and suggestions for what
practice schools might consider regarding ability grouping.

Limitations and Delimitations
This study is limited in that it does not include scores for all
students who participated in the ability grouping in fifth grade.
Though there were 155 students participating in the grouping, this
study included only those who had standardized test scores recorded for
both fourth and fifth grade. This accounts for seventy-one percent of
the population included in the sample.
A second limiting factor is the study is based on interviewing.
Though this can be a very powerful instrument for data, it does rely on
self-reporting by those being interviewed. Specifically, the issue of how
instruction was presented was based not on classroom observations but

on teachers reporting on their own practice. This allows for
exaggeration and a perspective that may not be shared by others in the
process.
Delimiting this study is that it only looks at the issue of ability
grouping from three perspectives : the teachers' perspectives, a site
administrator's perspective, and test score results. Two significant
perspectives missing include the students' and their parents'. These
were not included as the students were already in middle school when
this study was conducted so were no longer as easily accessible. This
made it more difficult to get both parental and student perspectives.

Assumptions
This study assumes that standardized test scores are a legitimate
measurement of academic achievement and can demonstrate the level
of growth from one year to the next. Not everyone would agree with
that assessment. Alfie Kohn (News Report, CNN, January 8,

2002)

typifies some of the opponents' views:
The tests tend to measure what matters least. The effect of that is
that ... when schools are driven to raise test scores at any price,
the real heart of the curriculum is carved out, squeezed away to
the point that we should be skeptical about test scores going up ....
Even a good [test] cannot possibly cover everything that we
want students to be able to do; a stressful examination ... does not
give a fuller sense of what a child can do. Therefore the

37
curriculum preparing ... for the test becomes narrowed and
distorted .... When tests are multiple choice kids can't explain or
generate answers; when timed then kids are tested for speed, not
for thoughtfulness .... [The tests] were not designed for whether
kids can think well; the tests were designed to rank and sort kids
or schools so the operative question is not 'how well are our kids
learning?' The question is "who's beating whom?'

This assumption of tests being valid measurements of students
achievement is built into the questions for both the teachers and the
administrator. It is intended to get their perspective on the test's value
as a measurement tool and whether their beliefs affect their
instructional strategies and to what extent test scores were used for
placement as well as achievement and growth over the course of the
school year.
Proponents for standardized tests suggest that (1) there is certain
knowledge that all students should be able to master and therefore be
tested on; and (2) reading comprehension, upon which this study is
based, examines comprehension levels. They feel a comprehension test

is a legitimate, testable subject area because it merely asks whether a
child is understanding what is being read at a specific difficulty level,
arguably the most significant reason for having schools.

CHAPTER FOUR
Results and Analysis
This chapter is divided into five sections:
1) the rationale for the grouping structure and the teacher

placement;
2) how students were placed in groups and teacher perception of

that placement;
3) the instructional techniques used and their effectiveness;
4) student achievement under this grouping structure; and
5) interview participants' thoughts on ability grouping now in its
second year at Copaceil School.

Rationale for

Groupin~

Structure and Teacher Placement

Copaceil Elementary School is part of the Adams School District
in Southern California. The district was concerned that schools may not
be meeting the needs of the Gifted and Talented Education (GATE)
students as well as they could be. Each school was asked to examine
closely what they were doing to meet these students' needs.
The site administrators and teachers at Copaceil felt the needs of
the GATE students were being met. Nevertheless, there was a concern
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that the school needed to create a way to meet the needs of the students
struggling in Math and Language Arts. The school personnel decided to
do two things: one, to begin a before-school program where struggling
students could come to get extra help. Secondly, the school.decided to
implement ability grouping. It was believed that clustering the GATE
kids would help meet their needs.
Some teachers who taught at the primary level before and since
the class size reduction movement felt reducing the number of students
at the lowest level could have the greatest impact.
Rita, the Resource Specialist Program (RSP) teacher, wanted to
meet the needs of her identified special education students in an
inclusive way. The group decided the best way to meet the lowest
students' needs would be to group them in a smaller class of less than
twenty students and with two adults in the room for instruction: two
days per week with an aide and two-days a week with Rita in the class.
This would create a better teacher-to-student ratio by allowing for more
individual help with the lower students.
Those who made this decision, the site administrators and some of
the teachers, felt that if they grouped students by ability and were able
to get teachers to target their teaching to that ability they could help
students reach their potential. The group looked at different grouping
models from ability-grouping research and decided that differentiating
instruction based on the needs of each group would be the most
successful strategy. The differentiation of instruction based on student
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need was believed to be the critical element in determining this
decision.
Teacher placement for each group was determined by having the
site administrators consider the background of each teacher and place
them based on their prior teaching experiences. For example, one
experienced fifth grade teacher had worked more with lower-ability
students so was placed with the lowest reading class. Another teacher
volunteered to teach the GATE class and agreed to take classes offered
by the district and work toward her GATE certificate. The remaining
three teachers were placed with an average ability group.

Student Placement
The efficiency of instruction in ability grouping is often given as
the most fundamental reason for its use. If a group is homogeneous then
the instruction can be tailored to that narrow level. This homogeneity
was next analyzed, starting with an examination into how students
were placed into particular groups.

How were students placed?
Students were grouped in the summer based on their previous
academic performance. The previous year's teacher recommendation
was the highest consideration, but scoring well on the SAT-9 and/or the
district assessments also allowed for placement in a higher group. The
teachers, in general, felt that for most students, the struggling and the
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high ability students' standardized test scores would reflect or validate
the teacher recommendation. Large differences between teacher
recommendation and SAT-9 scores would be looked at in a case-by-case
basis.

What SAT-g Scores Reveal of Students' Abilities
A fundamental assumption of ability grouping is in creating
homogeneous groups so teachers may cater their instruction to a
discrete level. Graph

1

shows the range of SAT-9 NCE scores for each

ability group at Copaceil School.

Graph
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Note. Low ability group on bottom of graph through high ability group
on top. Average score for each group is denoted by 'X'.
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The most noticeable trend in Graph

1

is that the range of scores

within each ability group overlaps to a great extent with the adjacent
groups and others. For example, the range of the average group in the
middle of the chart overlaps to a great degree both with the highest
ability group and the very lowest. Even the lowest group has overlap
with the highest group. This raises the question of whether these groups
are in fact homogeneous by any definition. Since homogeneity is the
goal of ability grouping, it is unlikely that this has been accomplished
at this school. These scgres do not follow the idea described for student
placement that classroom achievement should be validated by the SAT9 scores since the ranges of each score overlap so significantly.
One item worth noticing on the chart is that the ability group
averages, marked by an 'X', do in fact increase the higher the group.
This would, of course, be an expected outcome of homogeneous
grouping. The placement of students, even with teacher
recommendations being the overriding factor, did in fact lead to
ascending test score averages from the lowest through the highest
group.
A second way to perceive the grouping is to look at the placement
in terms of standard deviations. This needs to be considered since it will
tell whether the range is actually skewed by a single or pair of low or
high scores or whether the distribution within the group is varied.
Table

1

shows the mean, range, and standard deviation for each group

based on the students' SAT-9 scores. Within a single standard deviation
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Table

1.

SAT-g Total Reading NCE Scores by Ability Group
Range

SD

Sam:Qle

45·4

30

9·4

n=11

Low Ave.

51.0

36

10.5

n=20

Average

55·4

47

12.3

n=30

High Ave.

61.6

43

12.3

n=25

High/GATE

72.2

45

11.6

n=29

Total

59·3

65

14·4

N=115

Ability Group

M

Low

of the average group's mean are the means of the low, low average, and
high average groups. These groups are not homogeneous due to to the
great overlap of means and standard deviations.
The standard deviation of the entire population sample of fifth
graders in this study (N=155) was 14-4. Given that the standard
deviations of the groups from highest to lowest groups are 11.6, 12.3,
12.3, 10.5, and 9.4, it can be argued that grouping didn't decrease the
heterogeneity to a great extent. It did remove the fringes, the highest
ability students and the lowest ability students, from the other groups
but it did not create true homogeneous grouping according to SAT-9
scores.
A third way to consider grouping is based strictly on a
numerically-ordered class list and comparing that to how the students
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were actually grouped. The 115 students were listed in order of their
Sat-9 scores. This list was then divided in order into the same number
of students as the actual groups. Only forty five of the one hundred
fifteen students were placed correctly if they had been placed based
solely on the SAT-9 test. This means that only 39 percent of the
students were placed in ability groups based on their ability as opposed
to their teachers' perception of their abilities.
In summary, student placement was based on teacher perception
of achievement and ability and not on actual ability as measured by
SAT-9 results.

Teachers' perception of the effectiveness of student placement
Upon interviewing, most teachers found a range of abilities
within the homogeneous groups. Julia, the highest reading group
teacher, was said to have just a little variety: she said, "Two thirds of
the students were at about the same ability level, a sixth were far
advanced, and another sixth were lower than those two-thirds in the
middle." Apparently the heterogeneity was greatly reduced though
they were not homogeneous: those two sixths account for twelve
students whose ability is outside the average for the group. Julia didn't
feel it was a major difficulty to meet their needs and didn't do anything
different in terms of instruction for these twelve students.
The high average group teacher, Christine, felt the students in
her group were "pretty close" in ability. She said she felt there was a
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small range of abilities but she felt no need to divide them any further
to meet their needs.
The teacher of the middle-average group, Claire, felt there were
three levels of comprehension within her group: "There were a couple
who stood out really strong compared to the rest and there were a
couple too low but the majority of the students were at the same level.''
Claire wanted to move "a couple" of students up to the next group who
were stronger readers than the rest but "there was no room" in the next
leveled class. When asked if she had some to move down she said she
did, but there was no room in that class either.
Dori, the low-average group teacher, felt there were two distinct
groups within her room with a bigger range than her group the
following year. She noted that "everybody was in different kinds of
places" with some who were good at comprehension but poor at writing.
[Note: Both reading and writing, as well as grammar, were taught in
this language arts block time.] Dori went on to say that there was a
wide range, especially when some came up from the lowest group. "I
felt that they were, not struggling . . . but I had to keep an eye on them
the whole time, making sure they understood directions, looking over
their shoulder."
The lowest group teachers, John, a regular education teacher,
and Rita, an RSP teacher, both felt there was significant range of ability
within the group. There were some without low SAT-9 scores, John was
quick to point out, who were in the lowest group based on previous

year's teacher recommendations. This included at least four of the
eleven students with data who had scored above the soth percentile on
the SAT-9. He commented on the difference in their ability:
Those with the higher scores were there based on teacher
recommendation. I could see the range of abilities but it was
inconsistent. There were times when their comprehension
seemed almost identical and other times those four seemed far
higher than the rest.

Rita found a variety within the lowest-ability class of "nine
months to a year" for most students which was well below the range in
a regular classroom where "it would be within two years." She found
the low group may have been lower all-around but more so they had
"gaps in their learning ... [that] were not as significant as those that
would normally be found within a heterogeneous group."
This grouping also resulted in the placement of students into the
lowest reading-ability group being the only one mentioned in the
interviews with some real behavior issues. The lowest group's numbers
differed from seventeen to twenty-two depending on the time of year.
There were two identified special education students, five students
medicated for attention problems, and, according to both Rita and
John, others non-medicated who had attention problems also. (Two
additional ones were subsequently retained for maturity reasons for the
following year.) In addition, there were three second language students
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who were in transition from a bilingual class.

Summary
All groups seemed to have some heterogeneity but clearly the
grouping had reduced the heterogeneity found in a typical class if even
only eliminating one level. The three average groups had few
extremely low-scoring students as well as few very high-scoring
students. Though the highest group appeared to have some students
who were average, it didn't have any at the lowest level. Likewise, the
low group seemed to have some who were average ability but none who
were even high average. So the grouping did decrease heterogeneity
but it doesn't appear that any group was truly homogeneous.

Flexibility in the student placement during the year
About twelve students from the sample of 115 students were
moved from one group to another. Four students worked their way
from the lowest group to the low average group. They were deemed
ready to be reading the grade level stories, albeit at a slower level than
some of the rest in the low average group. Two or three students moved
down into the lowest group and three joined this group at the midway
point from a bilingual class that was not part of the ability grouping
rotation. There were others who moved between the average groups for
the first few months of the year. When it was realized that the three
average groups were essentially doing the same curriculum those
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movements became less. Some who were not in the data collection and
new to the school began in an average group but moved to the highest
group when their high achievement was recognized or the lowest group
when it became apparent that they were in need of a lower reading
level.
Many students were considered good candidates for movement to
another group but were not moved because of class size limitations. As
Claire mentioned, she had high students within her group that she
wanted to move up a level and low students she wanted to move down
but was unable to do so because the respective classrooms were deemed
full. Other teachers interviewed mentioned a desire to move students
but had nowhere to put them because the appropriate setting was full.
The movements down were sufficient enough that the lowest
group grew to twenty two students from its original seventeen. The aim
at the beginning of the year was to keep that groups number under
twenty to allow for more individualized attention. That class grew
rather quickly to twenty-one, dropped to seventeen when students were
moved up, then quickly returned to twenty-two with the addition of
the students from the bilingual class and some new student~ to the
school. Since the idea of the grouping was partially to give the lowest
and most at-risk students the extra help they needed, it's questionable
whether the larger numbers in the lowest group allowed for this
increased attention.
In summary, there was some movement of students between
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groups but it seems to have done little to decrease heterogeneity: all
classes had a significant range of ability according to the standardized
test scores both at initial placement and at the end of the year
(discussed later in the Student Achievement section). There doesn't
seem to be real flexibility due to so few movements. Teachers, too,
perceived a heterogeneity within their groups though all agreed their
groups did have decreased heterogeneity from their homeroom class.
One could argue that since students learn at different rates the
groups should have seen more movements periodically as the students
would be achieving at different rates and could have been reshuffled to
increase homogeneity in each class. This lack of significant movement
will partly to be due to the notion of switching teachers during the year
more than once may not go over well with the parents. All movements
would have to be explained as 'going up' or 'going down' from one group
to another since parents were aware of the ability grouping. Going from
one level to another can be understood by parents if done once, at most
twice, during the year. But how does one explain why children must
have to adapt to new teachers every few months and why they possibly
went up one month, then down the next? This is a practical
consideration that the school personnel had considered. It showed a
recognition that flexibility could produce problems when informing
parents of the moves.

so
Instructional Techniques
Differentiation of instruction is generally discussed in two forms
within ability grouping: either the instructional pace' differs or the
materials being used differ. This necessitated careful consideration of a
school's choice to meet the needs of its students.
In the beginning of the year at Copaceil School four of the five
groups were using the same curriculum. Neither the pace of
instruction nor materials differed. All but the lowest group used the
Signatures: Coast to Coast (1997) basal reader. They read one selection
per week, did similar if not the same workbook and spelling pages, used
the same vocabulary words, and assessed with the same publisherprovided comprehension test and the same vocabulary test created by a
teacher at the school in a previous year. Any differences in story
presentation or discussions were due to varying teacher style or
preferences as opposed to differentiating the curriculum due to the
needs of the students in the particular group.
As the teachers became more comfortable with the grouping
structure being used, differentiation of instruction became more
apparent. These are now examined for each group. The average groups
are examined first to see what the standard material and pace of
instruction were.
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Christine and Claire and the High Average and Average Ability

Reading Classes.
Christine and Claire, teaching the high average and average
reading classes respectively, continued on through the year essentially
following the activities for the selections by Harcourt Brace. They had
students read the stories in class and would assign and discuss the
activities both from the teacher's edition and the Practice Workbook, a
publisher-made consumable book to supplement the textbook. The class
read a single selection per week, as suggested by the publisher, and
would take a weekly publisher-provided test on the selection. One
difference between the two groups was the number of times a story was
read. Christine had the students read the story only one time in class,
while Claire's students read it twice: once listening to Claire read it
aloud or in partners and once reading it silently. Both teachers would
then assign it to be reread the night before the comprehension test.
Their instruction differed in their particular presentation techniques
and not the pace nor the reading materials.

Dori and the Low Average Reading Class
As in the case of Christine and Claire, Dori followed many of the
activities suggested by the reading series' publisher and her pacing was
identical. To accommodate her lower-than-average students she added
a component in her program to work on fluency. Students would meet
in small groups with her at least once a week to read a lower level text.
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Dori chose books that students in her class could read at their
independent level and had students read them aloud in the small
group. Outside of this activity she followed the activities and program
suggested by Harcourt Brace. Just after mid-year she changed what
she was doing: she cut back on spelling and workbook activities and
began Literature Circles because she thought it was more meaningful.
Again, the materials Dori used were similar but with a mild
differentiation with the small group weekly reading of lower level books
to increase fluency.

Julia and the GATE I High-Achieving Class
By the second trimester Julia, the high achieving/GATE (Gifted
And Talented Education) class's teacher, had become comfortable with
the grade level materials after her move from the primary grades. Also
at this time, the Junior Great Book Series (1992) of books at the sixth
grade level previously ordered had arrived. Julia began slowly using
the sixth grade level books alongside Coast to Coast. The weekly plan in
the high-achieving class changed. Whereas before they were doing a
single selection from Coast to Coast, they began to do Junior Great Book
stories simultaneously. Instead of reading each story in the Coast-toCoast basal two times in class and doing multiple activities with it they
would read it only once in class and do few activities with it beside
discussion. The discussion may be in a Literature Circle style or some
whole class activity.
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The single reading time and less activities for the story freed up
time to do the Junior Great Book selections. After an adjustment period
Julia was able to put in place a system where they continued reading
the Coast to Coast selection weekly but also read a Junior Great Books
selection, usually taking one to two weeks to complete these selections.
These sixth grade level books required students to read them twice .
In addition to the difference in materials, the strategies used
began to differ in this class. In addition to Literature Circles, the
technique known as Shared Inquiry was added. In Shared Inquiry the
teacher poses questions to the students that have no definitive answers.
They are generally open-ended questions with

a multitude

of possible .

answers. Students are given thinking time followed by a chance to
share responses and use the text to support their answer. This
technique was used along with the Literature Circles with the highachieving class.
It could be argued that Shared Inquiry is a different instructional

strategy and not true differentiated instruction. This discussion
technique could be used with any group of readers at any ability.
However, Julia's use of the Junior Great Books for Shared Inquiry,
books at a sixth grade level, alongside reading the Harcourt Brace
reading series at the publisher's suggested pace, does show the highachievers had a different pace and set of materials than the average
groups.
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John and the Lowest Reading Class
The lowest group did not use the Harcourt Brace except
occasionally for exposure to the stories so that they would have this
experience in common with the rest of the fifth graders. When used
students would listen as John read the story out loud in a shared
reading format or listened to the story on cassette tape. John would stop
reading occasionally and the class would discuss the plot, reread an
especially descriptive section, etc. The exposure would usually be just a
single day.
Generally they were using trade books that were in the third to
fourth grade difficulty level. They read these particular books both
silently and in groups with one of the teachers or the aide. Much of the
reading was also done aloud in their groups. Groups would consist of
about nine students and each would meet with John and either the
Reading Assistance Program aide or Rita, the RSP teacher, who would
be in the class for an hour each two days per week. There was less
independent work and more assignments were done orally or as a class
than in the average groups. The students were believed to be both more
dependent on help and less willing to figure out the answer if it wasn't
readily perceivable. John had a sense that his students were less
motivated to do quality work and less willing to complete homework
assignments. This sentiment is aligned with the research that says that
expectations for the lower group are lower than for the average and
high groups (Hallinan, 1994; Pallas et al., 1994).
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In summary, after the initial months of becoming comfortable
with the grade level materials, there was some differentiated
instruction. The highest group used some sixth grade materials along
with the fifth grade materials so the pace was faster than the average
groups. The lowest group used materials more suitable to students who
were reading below grade level. There was little to distinguish the
middle groups from each other, other than the low-average group's use
of the extra reading for fluency. Differentiating between the middle
groups seems unnecessary when the students' standardized test results,
discussed in the Student Placement before, show such overlap of
abilities. More appropriate might have been differentiating instruction

within each of these ability groups: all but one teacher felt that their
group was not homogeneous.
Carol, a site administrator, had a different perspective on the
instruction at Copaceil. She felt that the instruction at all levels needed
changing.
My challenge is to get teachers ... to change the way they
teach. If [students] are just going to read the stories and
answer questions in the practice workbook, I don't think
that benefits any children .... Breaking into ability groups,
using the same instruction isn't going to make a difference.
Specifically of concern to her was that the GATE students who
didn't do well on the SAT-9 test wouldn't be put in the gifted classes in
the local middle school the following year, where they only look at
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standardized test scores to determine placement. She wondered aloud
whether there was something that could be done better to help them
reach their potential rather than the current methods. By her
comments she felt the same about the instruction in all of the groups:
We do need different instruction. That is part of my challenge as
an administrator: how do I change that? How do I get people to
change the way they teach? ... What I'm realizing is it's a long
road with baby steps.

Student Achievement
Schools are generally measured by how well students achieve.
This study looks at two measurements of that achievement: first is
teachers' overall impressions of their reading classes. This will be
followed by an analysis of student achievement as measured by the
Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition, Form T (SAT-9).

Teacher Perspectives on Student Achievement
All teachers felt their students had shown growth in reading
within the ability group structure. All, however, were hesitant to say
that they strongly felt that the students had grown a year
academically even as groups. Julia felt that she had given the students
a demanding program and had taught them thinking and problem
solving skills well, but was wary that maybe those skills were not
geared toward SAT-9 testing and wondered aloud if that was
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detrimental to the students in terms of scores: "I sometimes wonder if I

took them away from structured, recall questions. I think they
progressed mostly in being able to reason more .... [In] reasoning and
discussion of books ... I really brought them up."
Christine and. Claire, two of the average-ability group teachers,
hesitated when asked and didn't feel they could confidently say that as
a group the students in their reading class had in fact grown a full year
on average. Christine answered, "I don't know for sure, I felt they did
well and overall averaged about a year's growth. Being the kids they
were I think they did pretty well."
Claire felt "it was evident through their writing that they'd
progressed in comprehension," but that not having taught fifth grade
before couldn't accurately say whether a year's growth had taken
place.
Dori, the low-average group teacher, felt that her students had
grown a year's growth collectively but the real high achievers in the
group had been offset by others in the class.
They definitely had growth. I think there were a lot of them that
did really well, and they really grew ... and there were quite a
few who were absent a lot, that didn't do the activities, didn't
participate, didn't do their homework, ... didn't do their
literature Circle job.

Both Rita and John felt that some students had shown good
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growth in the lowest group, but so many other issues concerned most of
those students that overall they did not show a year's growth. John
suggested that the preponderance of attention problem in the lowest
gro:up
... impacted their progress in some ways ... and behavior
problems were far more dense than they would have been in a
regular class. These situations made it difficult to determine
growth. I think some made ... social and self-esteem progress that
was greater than the academic growth. There was confidence
growth that might be a decent step to academic growth if they
could maintain it.

Rita, the resource teacher who worked with the lowest group also,
felt it "difficult to know if their [SAT-9] scores reflected the ability
grouping or the students' lack of motivation, poor attention, and for
hyperactivity."
It appears in general that either these teachers didn't know their

students' abilities well enough at the beginning of the year to
determine a year's growth, or they didn't know what should be
expected of students by the end of fifth grade. In either case they were
at best only vaguely in agreement that the students in their groups
had demonstrated a year's growth within the ability group structure.
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Teacher Beliefs on the Value of SAT-g as a Measurement Tool
Teachers were asked what value they think standardized tests in
general and the SAT-9 Test had in particular as an achievement
measure. Since it is a somewhat controversial topic the teachers'
thoughts will enrich the discussion because it shows whether they feel
it is an effective measurement tool. Schools, students, and teachers are
all judged to some degree on the results of standardized tests.
In general the six teachers thought that standardized test results
are a single measurement that tells you something of the particular
child on the particular day of the particular test. Most teachers think it
should have very little to do with the placement of students within
ability groups, while one felt it should be an integral part of placement.
Common arguments of students not being assessed in a true, valid
evaluation were mentioned: some students don't test well; they may
have had a bad day; it's a reflection of their upbringing/ socioeconomic
status; it depends on what was going on at home on the test day; did
they eat breakfast and get a good night's sleep?; maybe they cheated
that day, etc.
Rita, Dori, and John did say that standardized testing informs
teachers how the students fall within a nationwide sample. Other
suggestions were that it tells you what kind of socioeconomic status the
students are from, in general; it reflects what the students are and are
not learning and the standards of the school; and the test scores are not
a reflection of the teaching or teachers at the school. All agreed that as
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parents they would want to know the school's test scores and consider it
as one measure of a school's success.
This dichotomy of thinking between individual assessment value
and school assessment value of standardized testing appears to suggest
that there is a belief that the tests have more than a little value.
Whether that is due to real concern over having a true assessment of a
child or not, or whether it is based on the fact that school's scores are
reported to the public is uncertain, but it does suggest that the majority
of students must have relatively accurate test results or how could the
school's result be significant? It may be the concern that it reflects on
whether a teacher is or is not performing well in their job as educator of
young minds.

SAT-g Results by Ability Group
The students at Copaceil School were administered the fifth grade
SAT-9 Test in May of

2001.

The sections that make up the Total

Reading Score were taken over two of the four days allotted for the total
test. Students were administered the test in their homeroom class. The
option of having students take the test in their reading group class was
discussed and then dismissed due to the large class size of some groups.
It was also felt that tests should take place in a comfortable

environment for the students and the homeroom was felt to be at least
as comfortable as the reading class if not more so since they spent a
greater part of each day there. Approximately eight students took the
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test in an alternate setting such as a vacant classroom as attention
problems or special testing arrangements were allowed per their
Instructional Education Program (IEP) or their 504 plans which
dictated such an arrangement. These were proctored by a resource
teacher or a school administrator.
Total Reading NCE scores for each ability group are given in
Table

2.

In each case the average of each reading group went down, less

so for the low average and high average classes than the remaining
three. All three are appreciable declines: the low group, down 5.6
NCE's; the average group, down 5.6 NCE's also; and the high group,
down 8.2 NCE's. Some of these class averages were skewed some by a

Table 2.
Average SAT-g Total Reading NCE Scores by Ability Group
.4th Grade

75

•

70

5th Grade

65
tl)

Q)

2:)60
C,)
r::n.
55

~

~50
45

40
35

Ability Groups, High to Low

Note: The table shows the mean score on the SAT-9 for each group from
the end of fourth grade and the end of fifth grade. In each case, the
mean score decreased from fourth to fifth grade.
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few extreme scores showing drops of sometimes forty five to fifty five
points where individual test validity may become an issue but the
declines in each group were still appreciable.
School scores are generally reported to the public in terms of
percentile rankings in order to make comparisons to other schools and
individuals. Table 3 shows the fourth and fifth grade average scores by
group and the change in percentile ranking from year to year.
Since presumably every school's goal is to show at least one year's
growth -- to end a year with at least the equivalent of that particular
group of students' standardized test score average from the previous
year -- it is evident that this school did not achieve that goal.
These scores match very closely with the state report for this
class in fourth grade (1999-2000, NPR-65; N = 214) and fifth grade
(2000-2001, NPR-57, N= 155). It suggests that the scores and growth

Table 3·
Average SAT-q NPR Scores by Ability Group
Ability Group

NPR-4th

NPR-5th

Change

Low Group:

40

31

-11

Low Average:

51

-2

Average:

59
71

49
50
68

High Average:
High:
TOTAL

8s
66

-9

73

-3
-12

5..8.

-8
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changes may be extrapolated over the entire fifth· grade population and

not only to the 71% who make up the sample population.

Thoughts on Ability Grouping by the Teachers and Site Administrator
The six teachers involved in this study, the five regular
education teachers and the resource teacher, were evenly divided on
regrouping though generally agreed with grouping for ability in
principle.
In terms of ease of teaching all teachers said it was 'easier.' That
is, they thought the idea of preparation for a single class with
theoretically like-ability students made their prep time easier. The
grouping did increase class size for all but the lowest group teacher.
This meant that teachers had up to thirty-seven or thirty-eight
students in their room for at least one subject (since they grouped for
math also). This was an acceptable tradeoff for having a single prep.
The low group with approximately twenty students had the increase in
behavior issues, far more dense than in a regular heterogeneous class;
but with less numbers the teacher was able to physically spread the
students out a little, decreasing some of the behavioral issues.
The teachers also felt that the notion that students who are in a
group with similar abilities had advantages for students. The low to
high average group teachers felt that students were more likely to
participate in class, given more of an opportunity to do so, v;ere more
willing to take chances, and overall [had] ~ greater chance of finding

64
success with instruction at their level, and not be under the shadow of
the highest achievers.
For the gifted and high achieving students, the ability grouping
was good for the fact that "GATE kids can move on without being
hindered and held back, moving slower than they should be able to."
There was a sense that "we've been able to meet the needs of a lot
of kids that would have been left behind" if they had taught in
heterogeneous whole classes for reading instruction. This might imply
that if they had reading instruction in their homeroom class they
would teach reading as a single group and not differentiate instruction
according to ability. Some of the teachers did suggest that if they had
their own homeroom they would do at least some grouping for
instruction in reading.
The ability regrouping was also thought to take away some
modeling that high-achieving students may have shown by being with
the lower-ability students.
Grouping did allow teachers to give more one-on-one time with
students where in a within class ability grouping situation the teacher
might often be with another group when questions arise.

Logistical and Time Concerns
There were logistical problems and time concerns. Keeping track
of up to eighty young children a day can be difficult: an obvious
problem that middle and high school teachers can easily relate. But
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elementary teachers tend to have a greater requirement for leading
students by the hand. Claire, the low-average group teacher, summed
it up as follows:
"I didn't like [regrouping] because I didn't feel like I had a handle
on it. I didn't think I knew my kids like I did when they were in
my room the whole day.... No matter how much regrouping we
did, when they came back to homeroom they felt like your kids ..
. . I felt like they're my kids and I want to be the one in charge,
the one responsible for their learning."

Since students spent approximately forty to sixty percent of the school
day in their heterogeneous homeroom, teachers did express some
concern that they didn't get to know 'their own students' as well as they
would have liked.
There was also the perennial problem of having to keep track of
assignments from students who were not in their homeroom class. "[A]
'

downfall would be losing students, not being able to stay on top of them.
We had [eighty or so] we were getting to know and having to chase
around instead of thirty."
Time was a big concern with the teachers. They recognized
quickly that they were losing close to twenty minutes of instructional
time daily due to the time it took for switching. Assemblies or other
school-related functions (eyes and ears check, picture day, etc.) would
take another bit of time. The biggest offender was the Drug Abuse

66

Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) program. This program, taught by a
local police officer, was brought to the school one day a week. There
were five fifth grade classes but the officer could only fit in three a day.
So three classes met for the first two months, and two met for the second
two months. On these days it wasn't possible for the classes to regroup
for instruction at any time of the day. The teachers instead had a study
hall in their homeroom class for thirty minutes designated for reading
assignments given by the reading teacher. So for a four-month period,
students 'lost' twenty percent of their instructional reading time. The
math regrouping had the same twenty percent loss. This problem of
interferences with the allotted time is not uncommon (Baumgardner,
1997).

Another time issue was related to the t1ow of a lesson. Regrouping
for instruction required a rather strict time to begin and end. In their
interviews, teachers commented that there were many times when
they were well into a lesson, needing a little more time to complete the
activity begun, and the reading time ended. It was one drawback that
was discussed by teachers and did cause some longer transition times as
teachers were trying to complete a lesson in the given time. They
offered that if they had been with only their homeroom students they
would have continued the lesson, to see it to its end, to keep going in a
'teachable moment,' but with regrouping it wasn't possible.

Overall Thoughts
As stated earlier, the teachers were evenly divided over what
form of instruction they would choose if given that freedom. Two stated
they would choose to continue regrouping with all levels of students as
it was currently being done. Rita and Dori, the resource and lowaverage group teachers respectively, felt that it was the most efficient
way for teachers to meet the needs of the students. "[Regrouping]
provides the opportunity to teach [lower-ability] students at their
ability level without as big a fear that that you will be holding the
remainder of the class back." In this regrouping format "children
experience great success, which in turn creates higher self-·esteem."The
low kids wouldn't grow as much as if they were with the high achieving
students because "they are so timid about answering questions, or
looking stupid, thinking 'they're so much smarter than I am."' They
strongly felt it was the best way to meet the students' needs.
Two teachers continue to struggle V\ri.th what they think is the
best way to meet these students' needs. Christine suggested that it is a
toss up between regrouping and within class ability grouping and that
"both are hard." Julia felt that students should definitely be ability
grouped for at least some of their reading instruction but is unsure if it
would be better within one's own homeroom or in a regrouping
structure, but does slightly lean towards regrouping across the grade
level.
Claire and John, an average-group teacher and low-group
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teacher, are both in favor of sometimes using ability grouping but not
within a regrouping structure. Within one's own class they would like
to see a mix of heterogeneous group activities and same ability
activities. "All students should have a common thread of activities
within reading and the opportunity to be within a like ability group
also. This is best done within a single classroom." Claire saw the
regrouping structure to be too rigid: "Homogeneous grouping is best but
it has to be flexible groups and be focused on specific skills and
instruction has to be differentiated." They both found the flexibility to
be lacking and believed flexibility, time and logistical issues, and the
need for heterogeneous and ability groupings were needed. This didn't
appear to be a possible solution under a regrouping format.
Carol, the site administrator, still favors the regrouping
structure but believed the teachers needed to use the reading time
better in terms of instructional choices.

Thoughts During Their Second Year of Regrouping
The regrouping structure continued for its second year in fifth
grade at Copaceil School. All teachers were asked about any
instructional changes they had made. One noted change was that due
to reduced numbers of students Claire had moved to another grade
level where she does within class flexible grouping. This reduced fifth
grade to four classes. Christine and John have switched places:
Christine taught the lowest reading group while John had an average

group.
All teachers commented that they felt they were more confident
in what they were doing in terms of the regrouping. Programs such as
Junior Great Books were begun earlier in the year rather than
midway. These sixth grade level books were used by the high-achieving
class. The average groups both continued to follow relatively closely the
Harcourt Brace format with the basal reader along with grade level or
below novels. The low group used lower level trade books instead of the
grade level reader. All teachers felt regrouping went better the second
year. They continued to lament that there was never enough time to do
everything they'd have liked to accomplish.
One unexpected find was a greater dialogue between the teachers
and between the teachers and site administrators regarding reading
instruction. There was increased discussion over the merits of ability
grouping in general but also on classroom instruction: how does one
best instruct, facilitate, or lead reading instruction? What is best for
students to both improve their reading and to take ownership of their
learning? Are the best practices of reading instruction used most
effectively in heterogeneous or homogeneous ability groups or is it only
a factor of the instructional choices as some suggest (Jaegar and Hattie,
1995)?
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CHAPTER FIVE

Summary of Findings, Discussion, and Recommendations

Summary of Findings
This case study of the fifth grade at Copaceil School took place
during the

2000-2001

school year. It examines ability grouping from

the teachers' and a site administrator's perspective, and compares it to
standardized test results, comparing both student placement and
achievement. This school used a regrouping structure: ability grouping
across a grade level for both reading and math instruction. Though the
study only examines reading, some of the issues may have the same
implications for math regrouping, especially logistics and time
concerns.
This study found that the Resource Specialist Program teacher,
the Title I Reading teacher (who became the district GATE teacher),
and the site administrators decided that regrouping for instruction was
the best way to meet the varying needs of the students. Specifically,
their concern was primarily for attempting to meet the needs of the
struggling low-ability students by keeping their class size low and
bringing in two other adults, a reading aide and the Resource
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Specialist, to even further reduce the adult-to-student ratio and allow
for more individual help. It was felt to be an appropriate plan for the
gifted students as well and was acceptable for the average students. The
school was willing to let the four highest reading classes have up to 38
students.
A second finding in this study was that student placement in
ability groups was done primarily based on the previous year's
teachers' recommendations. This lead to reading groups with a wide
array of standardized test scores and a perception of the current
teachers that the classes were not homogeneous. The teachers did
believe grouping by ability did decrease the heterogeneity found in the
regular classroom before regrouping. That is, the range of abilities
decreased by regrouping for reading instruction. Based on the test
scores (see chart on page 41) there was a tremendous overlap of abilities
between reading groups and only 39% of the students were correctly
placed in the appropriate reading group according to test scores.
A third aspect of the findings was that there was little true
flexibility in reading room assignment. Though some students did
move from one group to another, the fact that there were few
movements along with the perception that the groups were not
homogeneous, suggests that there likely may not have been a true
sense that even relatively homogeneous groups could be created. The
teachers essentially perceived the grouping as somewhat fixed.
Additionally, some student moves that were wanted by teachers were

72
not made because the class above or below was full and thus incapable
of taking more students.
A further finding was that there was some differentiation of
instruction between the groups. The highest group used more difficult
reading materials and the lowest-ability group used reading materials
that were below grade level. The practices and activities between the
groups were similar though the level and depth of inquiry and
discussion of reading selections for the highest group was reported to be
greater than the other groups. It wasn't satisfactorily explained why
some of these higher level discussion and inquiry activities were not
done more throughout all groups.
Teacher perceptions of achievement were generally positive
though they did express concern over unequal grouping within each
ability group. Student achievement did not fare well under this
regrouping format according to standardized test results. Student
scores were found to drop an average of eight percentile points on a
national standardized test between the end of fourth grade and the end
of fifth. Many factors likely contributed to this decline. Four of the five
teachers at fifth grade were new to this school district and three of these
four were new to teaching upper elementary. Presumably the need to
adapt to the student personalities and needs at fifth grade, not to
mention the curriculum, would take time to adjust teaching to that
grade level. Instructional techniques do come into question for three of
the five grade level teachers as these three groups showed appreciable
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declines.
Interruptions to the schedule for regrouping, specifically the
drug education program meeting once per week, took away

20%

of

reading instruction time for four months.
A final general finding is the lack of clarity among the teachers
as to whether regrouping is the best way to meet the needs of the
students for reading instruction. They saw the benefits and the
drawbacks but were divided as to what it is the best way to provide
instruction. Two strongly feel they should continue the regrouping
format. Two were undecided though leaning toward continuing the
regrouping. Two strongly felt that both heterogeneous and
homogeneous grouping are necessary and should therefore be within a
class and not across the grade level. An unexpected finding related to
this study was that the teachers felt like they had begun a dialogue on
instructional facets of reading that had been generally missing up to
this point.

Discussion
The discussion section compares how these findings relate to
other research on ability grouping. It is divided into five sections:
1) ability grouping rationale;

2) student placement;

3) instructional techniques;
4) student achievement; and
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5) teachers' thoughts on ability grouping.

Ability Grouping Rationale
The rationale for ability grouping at Copaceil School came from
two real or perceived pressures. The school district asked its schools to
clarify how they were meeting the needs of the identified gifted
students. The school, on the other hand, was looking more closely at
what they could do to meet the needs of the lowest-achieving students,
those performing below grade level and at risk for retention.
Ability grouping for gifted students is an area that school
districts and parents often encourage or demand. It is supported by
research for the high-ability students (Fiedler & Lange, 1993; Kulik &
Kulik, 1992; Lejk, Wyvill, & Farrow, 1999; Loveless, 1998; Mosteller,
Light, & Sachs 1996; Oakes, 1986; Webb, Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue,
1998). This pressure and tacit encouragement from Copaceil's school
district to ability group to support an increased pace and higher-level
materials for the high achievers is well-founded in the literature. It
appears that this research certainly had an impact on Copaceil's
decision to do regrouping across the grade level.
The ability-grouping decision for the lowest-ability students is a
different case. Though there is research suggesting that homogeneous
grouping works as well as mixed-ability grouping for the lowest-ability
students (Hallinan & S0rensen,1987; Slavin & Karweit,1984), there is
a significant opposition in the literature for this grouping structure.
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Many studies find that ability grouping is least effective for the lowestability class members (Lejk, Wyvill, & Farrow, 1999; Mosteller, Light,
& Sachs, 1996; Webb, Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998).

The Copaceil decision was based additionally on class-sizereduction anecdotal evidence which suggests the smaller class sizes
were having a positive effect on learning. The school thought if they
could combine ability grouping with a smaller class size for the lowest
reading level members, they could effectively meet those students'
needs. With only the lowest group benefiting from this reduction in
numbers though, it did come at the expense of greater class size for the
remaining 130 students.
There are also studies that show that lower-ability students need
the examples of the higher members of a class and interactions with
them to succeed (Hallinan & S0rensen, 1987; Slavin, 1993; Webb,
Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998 ) . Though not directly measured in
this study, the teachers found that this was a need, though some felt
that these interactions could still take place the rest of the school day in
the mixed-ability homeroom class and that would suffice. That is, the
students were able to observe this modeling and participate in these
interactions but not during arguably the two most important subjects,
math and reading, which account for approximately 6o% of the school
day at Copaceil.
Some research claims grouping students by ability (1) hurts selfesteem by labeling children as a low-group member (Pallas et al., 1994;

Slavin, 1993); (2) is against democratic principles (Slavin, 1990;
Wheelock, 1992); and (3) is inequitable to ethnic minorities and lower
socioeconomic students (Hallinan,1994; Oakes, 1994 ). Teachers did
share anecdotal evidence that some of the students were able to build
self-esteem by not being in all classes with the highest achievers, i.e.,
others would shine. At the other end, teachers of the gifted classes did
feel some of the higher-achieving students' self-esteem may have been
lowered by the competitiveness of having the highest students together
in one class.
Relating to inequitable treatment, the low group was found to be
24% non-white while the fifth grade is overall 29% non-white. This
therefore was inconsistent with the research that suggests ethnic
minorities are over-represented in the low group. This study did not
directly investigate the self-esteem, democratic principle, nor
socioeconomic issues.

Student Placement
Grouping to have homogeneous classes in order to target
instruction at a single level is often given as the rationale for ability
grouping. This though assumes that students can be effectively divided
according to their skill level. Some researchers have disagreed with this
theory on principle: it assumes that having differences in the same
classroom reduces instructional efficacy and suggests that students can
be assigned accurately to homogeneous ability groups (Keating and
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Oakes, 1988).
At Copaceil, students were found to be placed overwhelmingly by
teacher recommendation done at the end of the previous year.
Standardized test scores were then examined to see if there were any
glaring inconsistencies between the recommendation and the
achievement on the test. Discrepancies were handled on a case-by-case
basis. Ultimately, however, the teacher judgment with the later
consideration of the test score prevailed: the test results were not
considered until after the groups were essentially created. Test score
discrepancy was said to only move 'a small amount' of students
according to the site administrator.
The greatest discrepancy came after the year started when the
teachers did in fact see a wide variety of abilities within their
homogeneous reading class. Teacher perception was then clearly
involved in the whole structure: the previous year's teacher's
perception often clashed with the current year's teacher. This lack of
homogeneity was seen within the test scores of initial placement (see
chart on page 41 ). Even though test scores were considered for
placement, even late in the process, they must not have played a
significant role due to this great range of test scores in each class. This is
supported by Slavin's research (1986) which found that ability
grouping tends to only decrease heterogeneity a minimal amount. Most
of the teachers felt the range was significant though none did anything
within their reading group to adapt for these perceived differences. This

suggests that differentiating instruction became less important even
though there was a great range of abilities.
The teachers of the low-ability reading class perceived behavior
issues were more prevalent in that class than in the general population.
There were numerous students with apparent attention problems
including five (24% of the class) who were on medication for identified
attention disorders. In addition, the teachers viewed this group as
having less motivation overall.
These findings are consistent with much of the research on the
lowest ability group. Low ability group teachers tend to spend
significant time on business activities, such as getting students to sit
down, be quiet and arrive to class on time (Keating and Oakes, 1998).
This extra management time, often exacerbated by greater density of
these students in low groups, cuts into the instructional time of the
group that needs it most.

Instructional Techniques
The general idea behind ability grouping is to target instruction
at the level of the ability group. This has often led to the lowest ability
group teacher to use less interesting, less-challenging, and a greater
degree of low-level worksheets (Hallinan, 1994). This was generally
found to be true for the lowest reading group at Copaceil. i\1.any of the
stories were read aloud by teachers or students, a slower process not
seen much in the other rooms. The story was then discussed as a whole
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group, often for details of the story, and less was read by individuals
and overall. Students in at least some of the other ability groups were
engaged in literature circles or shared inquiry, discussing stories in
small groups of students, giving impressions and insights into the
stories, and not being limited to the details and lower-level questions.
This coincides with the literature that says the lowest group tends to
have lower-quality experiences during reading class (Oakes, 1994).
Furthermore, the students who could arguably need to be reading the
most are the ones reading the least.
The high group did have some instructional materials
differentiated from the rest, the most notable being a sixth grade level
text. The pace was more rapid as they were reading the regular
selections from the grade level text simultaneously with a sixth grade
level book. This fits in well with much research that suggests that if
some kind of ability grouping is not being done than it is the gifted and
high-achieving students who lose the most (Fiedler & Lange, 1993;
Kulik & Kulik, 1992; Mosteller, Light, and Sachs, 1996; Oakes, 1986).

Student Achievement
Publicly reporting standardized test scores is fast becoming the
normal way for a school and district to be measured. Proponents of
ability grouping suggest that students can be grouped homogeneously
to raise achievement. Copaceil chose regrouping expecting to
successfully meet the needs of all of their students. Specifically, they
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felt it would better meet the needs of the high achieving as well as the
low. But the reality is that average standardized test scores for the
gifted and high-achieving students at Copaceil went down

12

percentages points which is inconsistent with much of the research
(Fiedler & Lange, 1993; Kulik & Kulik, 1992; Lejk, Wyvill, & Farrow,
1999; Loveless, 1998; Mosteller, Light, & Sachs, 1996; Oakes, 1986;
Webb, Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998). These research studies all
found that homogeneous grouping to be quite beneficial for high-ability
group members' interactions and ultimately raised their achievement.
Support for this grouping structure for the lowest-achieving
students isn't clear though does lean toward it being a poor way to
effectively meet the needs of these students. There is literature that
says that the support for ability grouping for the high group is at the
expense of the low group ( Lejk, Wyvill, & Farrow, 1999; Loveless,1998;
Webb, Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998). The low group's results were
consistent with the literature.
At Copaceil School the low group fared poorly on the standardized
test scores with an average drop of
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percentage points. This is closely

aligned with the research on ability grouping that says that it is a less
effective way to meet those students' needs than mixed-ability
instruction. Though the drop is more drastic than typical for low
reading group scores, it is not uncommon to see only a drop for the
lowest students.
Achievement advantage suggests that the higher the ability
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group the greater the achievement. The span between the lowest
achievers and the highest is said to increase through ability grouping
according to this theory (Linchevski & Kutscher, 1998; S0rensen &
Hallinan,1986), though Hallinan and S0rensen (1987) found no
achievement advantage for the high group. At Copaceil School, this
span stayed essentially the same since both the low group and the high
group saw approximately the same percentage loss. With neither group
achieving a year's growth as measured by SAT-9, it's difficult to
compare achievement advantage. Interestingly, the two groups that
ability grouping was most determined to help, the lowest and the
highest groups, had the greatest declines in SAT-9 scores.

Teachers' Perspectives on Regrouping
Copaceil teachers are divided over regrouping as an effective
instructional strategy. Two of the six teachers, one the resource
specialist and the other an average-group teacher, believe it is the best
way to meet the needs of both the low and the high students. This
catering to the level of the group allows teachers to target their
instruction to the particular level. Two other teachers, the gifted and
high-achieving teacher and one of the average-group teachers, are
undecided though slightly leaning toward regrouping over other
instructional formats. They see some problems with ability grouping
but don't see other options as much better. The other two teachers, an
average-group teacher and the low-group teacher, both feel that a
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combination of within class same- and mixed-ability grouping is the
most effective. They prefer the flexibility of within class grouping and
feel a need at times to teach reading strategies in a heterogeneous
setting.
The difference of opinion on how to best meet the needs of
students in terms of grouping has been long-cited in research (see
Slavin, 1987). There has been much research over the years on ability
grouping, comparing different grouping structures and, to a lesser
extent, differing instructional practices within these groups.

Recommendations
This final section is divided into two parts. First are
recommendations for the particular school in this case study. Secondly
are general recommendations about ability grouping.

School Site Recommendations
Copaceil School is in its second year of regrouping for reading and
math instruction at the fifth grade. With last year's poor results in
reading on the SAT-9, they might want to look at their own
instructional practices to see where they might need to make ehanges.
The first step could be having the teachers become a learning
community on literacy, discussing strategies that they've found
successful, comparing what has not worked to get suggestions for
improvement, and joining others to discuss best practices. This may
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require release time or the use of staff development days to do this. This
could be a positive way to utilize these days. The instructional
techniques are the key to successful schooling regardless of the
grouping structure (Jaegar & Hattie, 1995).
A second step might be to offer specific literacy training, possibly
again on staff development days, that allows teachers to attend
workshops and acquire district training. This could include model
lessons by other teachers or district in-service providers. An important
part of this step is to give teachers think time about their practice, to
not structure whole staff days to do non-instructional activities. A staff
development day could begin with one-hour on~ best-practice reading
strategy mini-workshop and an hour and a half to two hours discussion
among the fifth grade teachers how this could be transformed to work
with the specific class. This could then be followed by time to work out
the 'but how is it going to look in my classroom?' individual thinking
time of about one hour, and ending with a half-hour as a grade level to
discuss the plans they would like to put into action.
Devoting staff days to help develop specific teaching practices can
be beneficial when it is desired by the participants and allows real time
to think through logistics and time to consider how it might look in
each teacher's classroom. It does require administrators' willingness to
accept that some teachers may use some of their individual time on
other aspects of their job, such as grading papers. But it also allows
those who are truly interested in advancing their practice the time

needed to make any significant changes in how they deliver
instruction. This type of staff development needs to be ongoing and
teachers need time to discuss as a grade level what they might do to
better their practice.
Thirdly, the school might want to do a comparison after this year
on SAT-9 scores. If scores decline across the grade level again than they
might want to seriously consider other grouping structures as well as
requiring teacher literacy training.
Lastly, the school should question to what extent teacher
recommendation should be part of student placement within ability
groups. Copaceil's reliance on teacher perception resulted in significant
discrepancy with the following year's teachers' perceptions of students'
abilities. These same discrepancies were found with test results for
placement. Scores did not validate the particular placement of
students. The school might consider grouping students by standardized
test scores and then moving the students whose scores are considerably
different than the teachers perceive their abilities. Since the school
professes that scores should validate achievement this format should
require the movement of about

10

to

15%

of the students. An

alternative placement option may be to adopt a comprehensive
strategy that places students by actual achievement. It may consist of
grades, SAT-9 results, and/ or an alternate reading comprehension test,
preferably one with written responses in addition to multiple choice.
This would then help eliminate the biases inherent in teachers'
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perceptions. It could be done strictly by student number and not name
to limit the biases.

General Recommendations
Ability grouping ought to continue to be considered a viable
instructional option. It's prevalence for so long has shown that it has
effectively met the needs of many students. But many is not all. Special
considerations for those whose needs are not being met ought to be
looked at carefully. Since much research discussed in this paper has
shown ability grouping to be effective for the higher ability students
and a negative result for the lower students, instruction needs to be
looked at closely. It is instruction that makes the difference between
students who reach their potential and those that don't. Since the
performance of high and low students cannot simultaneously be
optimal (Webb, Nemer, Chizhik, & Sugrue, 1998) then flexible
arrangements might be the best way to optimize learning. All students
need the higher ability students with them. The low may learn from
the high both as models for higher achieving and to directly learn from
them. The higher-ability students too need others like them in order to
continue to challenge and enrich their own learning.
Flexible arrangements allow for changing grouping patterns in
an as-needed basis in the classroom. But this is not always easy to do.
Research into schools and programs that do so effectively are needed to
further disseminate good grouping practices.
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But instruction is the key. Many students have succeeded in
many forms of grouping structures when there have been teachers who
have taught, facilitated, motivated, and challenged all learners in the
classroom. Ultimately, the effects of ability grouping are trivial
compared to the choices teachers make in their instruction (Jaeger &
Hattie, 1995). Research on effective teaching and grouping strategies
that can be replicated in other schools and to other situations might
enable this success to be spread to other schools.
Each school should weigh the pros and cons of different ability
grouping structures, taking into account the research and their
particular situation and decide for themselves what will work best.

Appendix A --Teacher Questions

1.

Describe your typical weekly instruction. (Comprehension & Vocabulary only]
a. How, specifically, did you teach Comprehension?
b. How, specifically, did you teach vocabulary?
c. How did you assess understanding for:
• vocabulary?
• comprehension?
d. Did you find your strategies effective:
•for learning vocabulary?
•for comprehension?
e. Did you change teaching strategies during the year? In what way'?
f. In a typical week how many times did students read that week's required reading?
Why this many?

2.

Did you do any kind of grouping in your class? [literacy? ability?]

3. Do you do anything different this year?
4. What are your impressions on the growth/progress of your reading students last year?
5· Did you perceive a wide range of abilities of your students or were they fairly equal in
ability?
6. What are your thoughts on regrouping?
7· What type of reading instruction is best for students: heterogeneous grouping, within-class
ability grouping, or regrouping?
8. What are your thoughts on the SAT-9 scores? What value do they have?
g. Share scores. What are your impressions of your group's scores? vVhat do you think are the
factors that caused your students' scores to change?

Appendix B -- Administrator Interview

1.

What was the impetus for the school district to make a renewed look at ability grouping
throughout the district?

2.

What led the school to do ability grouping? Why did the school choose this type of ability
grouping rather than some other grouping structure?

3· What, if any, other grouping methods were considered? Why did regrouping prevail? Why
not insistence on in-class grouping?
4. When were students grouped? When were the grouped lists made for returning schools?
5. How were they grouped?

What criterion were used? What role did SAT-9 scores take?

What role did teacher recommendation take?
6. How were teachers chosen to teach particular groups? How was that decided?
7. What is your perception on the growth and progress of last year's class of students'?
8. Has your view of regrouping changed at all since implementation of this structure?
g. What type of reading instruction is best for students: heterogeneous grouping, within-class
ability grouping, or regrouping?
10.

What are your thoughts on SAT-9 testing? What value does it have?

11.

Share overall SAT 9 results. Any comments on the scores?

12.

Share SAT-9 results by teacher. Any comments?

13. What are your thoughts on the regrouping after seeing the SAT-g? Does it change your

thinking at all?
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