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Ability grouping is a common practice in American public schools.
At the elementary level the most popular use of ability groups is for
reading jnstruction. At the sccondary level students are often
assigned to "tracks,'" or sequences of curricula, which are designed
to take into account differences in ability. This assignment to
ability groups is onc of the most important deéisions made by school
personnel, for studies show that once a child is placed in an ability
group, he is very likely to remain in that group throughout his school
career.1 Thus, levels of expectation may be set which affect subsequent
perfommance, constrain later decisions regarding high school curricula,
and cventually limit choices regarding further education.

The practice of placing students in ability groups has been
especially criticized as a fonn of segregation wﬁich further per-
petuatcé discriminaticn against those from lower socioeconomic gTOUpS.Z
This is because studies have shown that children from middle and upﬁer
socioeconomic status homes are over-represented in the high ability
groups, while lower sociocconomic status children are more conrionly
placed in the low ability groups.3 Ability grouping may be particularly
detrimental to lower status children for they are often taught less and
expect less of themselves than children placed in higher groups. As a
fesult, they are far less apt to go to ccllege and may only be prepared
for low-income jobs.4

Onc of the reasons that ability grouping segregates pupils along
socioeconomic lines is because of the positive correlation between I1.Q.
and sociveconomic status found in the population.S However, there is
some cvidence to suggest that socioeconomic criteria play a role in
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. furthering this scparation. Children with all types of ability are born

to parents of low as well as high status. Yet, the children from low

status families are consistently placed in lower ability groups, while
high status children are placed with other high status children, often
whether or not their ability warrants it.6

An additional mechanism contributing to the SES-ability group
correlation may he the decision process teachers use in assigning
students to groups. It has been suggested that teachers' perceptions
of children, particularly on non-intellective factors, may be related
to those children's SES. Yor example, pupils who are perceived as
"disinterested" by their tecachers are more likely to be assigned to
lower ability groups than their measured intelligence or achievement
would seem to indicate as appropriate.7 Since teachers' judgments are
commonly employed in making the grouping decision, teachers may be fur-
thering sociocconomic segregation of groups by using criteria for
grouping which are related to children's SES.

Two studies which offer some evidence that teachers are contributing
to socioecconomic segregation in their classrooms are an observational
study of a single class of ghetto children by Rist8 and a large scale
study of 72 schools in Great Britain by Barker I.unn.9 Rist found that
the kindergarten teacher formad subjective judgments about students
based upon social class criteria and separated them into groups re-
flecting the social status conposition of the class. A similar process
of separation occurred in grades one and two, with children generally
being assigned to the same ability grouvs as used by the previovs
“teacher.

Barker Lunn found that grouping involver to some extent segregation
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of the social classes. The relationship between academic performance

and social class accounted for part of the allocation to groups. However,
the teacher's judgment of a child's ability was apparently influenced by
his type of home, for there was a tendency for teachers to over-estimate
middle class children's ability and to under-estimate that of working
class children. Because teacher judgments werc solicited in making the
grouping decision, :cciccconrwic segregation was firthered beyond what
could be expected if the children's test scores were the basis for
placecient,

The research reported here is the third in a series of studies
designed to illuminate the mechanisms which result in the SES-ability
group correlation. The first focused on how teachers perceive differ-
ences among students.10 The sccond was designed to specify the exact
role of teachcfs' perceptions of children in making grouping decisions.11
This resecarch investigated how socioeconomic status enters into ghe
grouping process employed by teachers when assigning children to intra-
class reading ability sroups and the cffect of ability grouping on
classrooin socioeconomic segregation.

This study had two main objectives. One was to examine the relation-
ship between teachers' criteria for grouping children and the socio-
economic status of those children. We suggested :hat teachers' percep-
tions of students' ability, achievement, work habits, classroom adjust-
ment and ascribed characteristics are associated with the students' SES.
Since teachers group students on the basis of these perceived character-
istics, classroom rcading groups formed by teachers may be segregated
to a greater extent than reading groups formed on the basis of students!'

measured achievement. The second objective was to estimate the extent



of the sociocconomic segregation which is occurring in classrooms because

of tcachers' ability grouping practices.

Method

A convenicence sample of thirty-seven fourth, fifth and sixth grade
teachers and their students from four school districts in central New
York State took part in this study. Near the end of the school year
these teachers were asked to recommend their pupils for placement in
high, middle or low reading groups the following year. Teachers were
also asked to name the criteria on which they based the placement of

~each child. The interviewer, who had alrcady ranked the pupils from
high to low on the basis of their reading comprchension scores on the
Iowa Test of Basic Skillé, grouped the students into high, middle and
low groups on the basis of their test scores, using the same placement
ratio as the teacher. Comparing test score only groups with teacher
formed groups showed that some pupils were "misplaced' by their teachers.
That is, they were placed by £eachers in higher or lower groups than
indicated as apprcpriate by their reading test scores. Teachers were
probed particularly about their reasons for grouping these "misplaced"
pupils.

Another part of the data collection involved obtaining an SES score
for each student in the sample. This was done by administering The Home
lggg§,12 a brief objective inventory for assessing sociocconomic factois
in the home and family environment. Since group administration was
possible, it was the most convenient and quickest way of measuring the

SES of 914 pupils. However, since there was some question as to the



validity of this questionnaire, an item analysis was done. Thirtcen
of the 22 questions were found to discriminate between upper and lower
SES families,13 and only these werc used in obtaining an SES score
which ranged from 0-13.

Next, the criteria teachers named for placing children into recading

groups were assigned to five classification cafegories. The first cate-
gory included all mentions by teachers of items related to a child's
ability (e.g. "high 1.Q."). The sccond criterion category referred to
achicvement related percepts (e.g. ''fair oral recader"). Work habit re-
lated percepts were assigned to the third category (c.g. "hard worker').
The fourth category included statements about classroom adjustment (e.g.
"behavior problems'), and the fifth category was that of ascribed charac-
teristics (e.g. "poor home background"). These criteria were also coded
as to whether they connoted a positive, neutral or negative percept.
For cxample, in the arca of ability, "very brilliant" and "above average
ability'' werc considered positive percepts; "average ability,'" a neutral
percept; and "low ability,' a negative percept. Finally, these percepts
were assigned the appropriate SES index of the student for whom used.

Upon completion of this process, data collected and coded consisted “ 7
of students' scores on the reading cemprehension part of the Iowd Test';
of Ba51c Skills (asswncd to represent a child's leadlng ab111ty), studentsf;;

":SLb scores, tcachcrb placement of students in hlgh, avelagc and low

'”f, 7rcad1ng groups, students' 1ead1ng group placement on the ba51s of test ;:

{"~ §gof¢s 'and teachers' cxlterla for grouplng each chi'd 5categor12e




teachers' percepts for grouping children, and assess: the extent to which

teachers contribute to classroom ability group segregation,

Results

Since so many studies have reported that ability grouping results
in sociocconomic segregation in classrooms, we testes the hypothesis that
reading ability groups formed by teachers in this sample are segregated
along socioeconomic lines. The mean SES indices of iall 914 students
placed by teachers in high, average and low ability groups were computed.
The means were found to be in rank order from high to low with the high
reading group having the highest mean SES. An analysis of variance of
the diffcrences in means resulted in an F value significant at the ,01
level. Thus, we concluded that reading ability groups formed by teachers
were scgregated socioeconomically,

However, hecause much of the segregation found is due to the positiVe
correiation Between SES and reading ability, our se¢ond hypothesis tested
this reiationship by stating that reading groups formwd on the basis of
’chlldren S measured ab111ty in 1ead1ng are segregated along socioecononic
‘lines The mean SES indices were computed for the students who had been
‘assigned to readlng ab111ty gloups on ‘the baqls of thelr test scores alone.,_i

~{ngaln, the means were in rank order and found to be 51gn1ficant1y dlfforent

k\*f,when tested w1th ai‘1y51syof Varlance.‘ Grouping?on:the b351s of teSt scores




TABLE I: SES MIANS FOR TOTAL SAMPLE

Test score groups Teacher formed groups
Group 1- High 7.24 7.46
Group 2- Average 6.17 5.88
Group 3- Low 5.53 5.30

the mean of tcacher formed high reading groups was greater than that of
high test score groups, while tbe teacher formed low groups had a lower
mean SES than the low test score groups. These differences result because
teachers "misplace" students. They assign some students to‘reading groups
different than indicated as appropriate by their reading teat sc01es In
this sample, 13 percent were found to be "upwardly misplaced' end 13 percent
"downwardly misplaced."

Because we suggested that teachers' perceptions of students are
related to socioeconomic status of the students, we next tested the hypothef’“
sis that teachers' criteria for placing children in reading groups are :
reléted to the children's sbcioeconomic status. The critefia used by

'teachers wele d1v1ded 1nto five categ01les' ability, aChieVement, work

: ff_hablts, classloom adJusnnent, and ascrlbed characterlst1CS. In each’éf',fk‘:?

", §the flveﬁcategorles, the mean SES 1nd1ce< for posit1ve, neutral anc;negaﬂ, -

\‘f;ftlve cr1t01,a7were-com)uted' Tﬂble II shows that posltlve'criteria we i




TABLE II: TEACHERS' USE OF GROUPING CRITERIA

Positive Neutral Negative Total

Ability Nunber 182 76 92 350

Related

Criteria Percentage 52 22 26 100
Mean SES 7.21 5,72 4,99

F ratio=30.21

Achicvement Number 194 84 163 441

Related

Criteria Percentage 44 19 37 100
Mean SES 7.41 6.00 - 5.20

F ratio=38.72

Work llabits Number 256 79 196 531

Related o

Criteria Percentage 48 15 37 100
Mean SES 6.79  6.62 591

F ratio=7.21

Classroom  Number | 112 43 160 315

Adjustment ;

Criteria Percentage 36 14 S1 100
Mean SES T 6,97 6,02  5.68

F ratio=9.13

- Ascribed  Number -~ - 75 .65 - 115 256 ..
- Character- -~ 0 T e
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at the .01 level in cach of the [ive criterion categories, supporting the
conclusion that teachers' criteria for grouping pupils for reading are
related to the pupils' sociocconomic status. Teachers are more apt to
apply positive criteria to higher SES students and negative criteria to
lower SIES students. |

Teachers!' usage of these criteria was also cexamined. . Percepts
related to work habits were mentioned most, followed by achievement
related criteria and ability relatern criteria. These three categories
represented approximately 70 percent of the percepts teachers used for
grouping. Previous studies indicate that teachers rely heavily on per-
ceived ability and achievement in making grouping decisions. However,
the usc of percepts related to work habits seems to Be less pertinent
to reading grouping and yet was the most frequently used category. Teachers
apparently believe that a student's work habits have much influence on his
reading achievement. Therefore, use of work habit related criteria may be
anothef way of assessing a child's probable reading performance.

Trachers also used criteria for grouping that have little direct
relationship to reading achievement or ability. Categories of classroom
adjustment'and'ascribed Characteristics accounted for 30 percent of’teachcrs?T

, petcepts for grouping students. In these two categories'teachers were more
'llkely to mentlon negatxvc pelcepts for gloup1ng than p051t1ve perccpts.,q; ,;

: 1 ‘TThe negatlve percept mqy be 1nterpreted as a dlrect hlndrance to a child':x‘

n"w'?5read1ng achlevomcnt and so 1s mentioned by tcachers asian 1mpedim t ;o :
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After finding that the percepts teachers used for grouping for reading
instruction were related to the children's socioeconomic status, the
percepts teachers applied to children whom they "misplaced" were exanmined.
Table @Il summarizes the use of positive, neutral and negative percepts
in upward and downward misplacement.

In upward movement from an average test score group to a high teacher
fonmed reading group, positive percepts were more important than neutral
or negative percepts. All mentions of ability were positive, and 75 percent
of achicvement mentions were positive. None of the children moved up from
Group 2 (average) to Greup 1 (high} had negative mentions of ability or
achievement, Positive percepts of work habits and classroom-adjustment
were also cited in the majority for these students. The few negative
percepts in the categories of work habits, classroom adjustment and ascribed
characteristics which were used to describe a few of the students moved
from Group 2 to 1 obviously did not detract from those students' perceived
positive characteristics in other areas. Positive ability, achievement
and work habit percepts appear to be most important in moving these pupils
upward. | |

~ Teachers also moved students from a low test score group to an average" 
‘readihg group maihly~oh the basis of ability, achievement and WOrk habits;,;‘f

“The m33011ty of percepts teachers used in these three arcas were p051t1Ve -

: lligjor neutral., A neutral pPlCOpt 1nd1cates average ab111ty, dchlevement or‘




. TABLE m
11JK]HJUS' UbB OF GROUPING CRIFLRIA FOR MISPLACLD STUDLNHS

T Upward Movcment (2 to 1)
: ;fSéuattzx.;~xf.~<‘~f- . ’,,r~f No. % _No._ % No.__ %;"fNo. ,g;,tapt

 bility f’f f 23 100 0 0 0 0 231
o Achmvement e 78 2% 0 0 28 I
© VWork Habits 20 65 BN
5

‘ ,,i,jff“*Class*‘oom Adjustment 11 58 16 5 26
‘ ,jéj_Ascribed Characteristics -6 ;‘40, | 271 - ; ;33» 15 100

R N

. Upward Movement (3 to 2) .

o e s e : Posxtive Neutral Negative Total

faban '23,-, 10 45;,.,;;'7;;;;;;,3_] 22 100
;Workfuab ts "M;;;>>1z,;:,39f,>;4\;;13;_;,ﬁ,;us4a;;,,ﬁsa
Classr 'om"?Adjusunent 8 38 1§ 12 57 20

Ascribed Chara isticswzfa;ul,;;siSJ»;sSS5‘28,’

: ,"Achiev)ément
-Work Ha

rit ed Chdracteris tics 2
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© . more in middie gloup,” and "wouldn't fit socially with GrOUp ; (low grOUp)

‘ ’;imenbexs."; chn though mmo ncgative than positivo percepts were mentioned_ .

in the classroom adjustmont and ascribed characteiistics catcgories, students

were Qtlll moved upward on the basis °f POSlthe mentions in other aieas,v,’V?

"~kPeihaps sone of the students with negative ascribed characteristics S
;attributed to a bad home env1ronment were moved upward by teachers Jn an

”"fndattempt to help the students overcome the dctrimental influonces of their

n;homes. A connwnt such as "bad home«-school uplifts” indicates that thlS :}~ﬂ

"<f:may have occuried. | - | k e
| Ikmnnvard movement irom Gzoup 1 to 2 was associated w1th mainly negavu

fis,tive or neutral grouping percepts. Since neutral pezcopts 1epresent aveiag -

- h‘«ability, achievement and work habits and no effect one way or the other on
':f}fclassroom adjustment and ascribed characterlstics, they are consonant witl

"fsiasGroup 2 placement. The only percepts thCh seemed to contradict downward

vﬁfiffmisplacement were the'p051tiVe ab111ty‘mentions. Since 68 percent ofﬁth°'“

. “Tfefwere'positive;:ffiiﬂk?'

':~f?; as being morekimportantni t

‘if*jieof classroom”idjustment and ascribedvchﬁracteiistics appeaied to carry a

‘ :7f};1ot of 1nf1uence 51nce 60 percent:of the m;,tions 1n eaCh were negative.
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TABLE 1V: MISPLACED PUPILS (TOTAL SAMPLL)

Type of misplacement - Nwber of students  Mean SES index
 Upward | 120 . . 6.32
'rDownward . , 119 ‘ 5.47

£=2.65 (significant at the .01 level)

;o The final paxt of thlS research was to measure the extent of the L

”75"ftsegregat1ng effect in classrooms of teachers use of group1ng criter1a~

yrelated to‘SES It was reasoned that if teachers ‘use of percelved

":f~criteria'Was'further1ng s001oeconomic~segregatlon 1n claSsrooms, then ~ °

whi%ri'reading groups formed by the addition of teachel judgment would show a7~"p7f‘t

'dr{f,greater socioeconomic segregatlon than those formed on the ba51s of |

“"!rreadlng test scores alone.~if7

To be able to compare the segregatlon of a reading group formed On ji‘}fg

\7fgif the bas1s of test scores with the segregatlon of the comparable group

“7“7'?fonmed by the teather, the var1ance of the SES 1ndices of pupils placed

‘f.qffln each group was computed If the teacher was furtherlng the 9OCioeco.,"““

‘fnomlcfsegregat1on of a part1cu1a1 group in her classroom, the var1ance5f
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TABLE V: COMPARISONS OFf VARIANCLS OF SES SCORIS OF TEACHER FORMED READING
- Groups WI fil ILST SCORE READING GROUPS

“Classroom reading groups

High - Average  Low
“ ’ - No. % ~ No. E No. %
Variance leSs in teacher ‘ u | ,

- group. than m test score 20 54 22 59 19 51
‘group o Sy , ; f
kaarianceygreaterfin,el} | e e A
- teacher group than o017 46 15 41 18 49

~in test score group : ; S S |
fiTotal e '37‘100‘ | 37!100:[' e 37‘1oo='

,5*high average and low reading groupa formed by test scores only were <:om-'5iﬂ7'?~

‘ ‘;pared with the SbS variances of 1ead1ng groups formed by teachers. ‘The SEva

- fxvaiiances were less 1n the teacher formed ieading groups for 54 pertent of !ff

"~;h'7the high groups, 59 pertent of the average groups, and 51 percentkof the o

‘"'cyllow ability groups. The SES variances were higher or remained the same ?5*

. inde percent. of the hlgh groups, 41 percent of the average gr°“ps and

.V,gg;rf49 percent of the low groups.; This means that teachers furthered soc1o-~‘k

‘;’:pdeconomic segregation of ability grOUps in slightly over‘half of the reading f%

fgroups 1n th1s sample i These pxoportions are not statisticallyfsignificant.‘j




f;,e‘]cially on the basis of rank on a read1ng test socioeconomlc segregation

o mean. SES and thoee in the low groups,the lowest mean SES.; Again, the ; o

15
The conclusions presented heve are based upon our findings from thirty-
seven classrooms in central New York State.

- Our assumption that criteria teachers use for grouping by ability are f;h{
related to students' socioeconomic status was supported POSItlve cr1ter1a
,were associated with the highest mean SLS and negative grouping criteiia
were associated w1th the 1owest mean SLS in each criterion category
lherefoxe, when teachers grouped for reading u51ng these cr1te11a, socio-t°’:

‘economic segregation resulted. Th1s finding was supported by the fact . :

that the mean SES 1nd1ces of students as51gned to three 1ead1ng ab111ty lj,f°7

‘rhlgl ability group The diffeiences 1n these mean SFS indices were signia '
i ficant, | e | -
However we conclude that 1ead1ng test scores are also related to

' students‘ socioeconomic status. When reading groups were formed artifi-~- ‘
i‘~also resulted Students placed in hlgh ability groups had the highest

:'frdifferences 1n group means were statistically signlficant.:-re

We found that teachers "misplaced” 26 percent of their students and‘

p;examined the criteria teachers said they used to place chiidren in differen“
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used these non-academic criteria in contradictory ways. Some students
whose ability and achievement indicated they were above average were
apparcntly'“misplaced” downwardlf’by'tcachers on the basis of negative
ascribed characteristics and classroom adjustment criteria. Othexs whosc
abillty was 3udged Tow or bolow ‘average and who were descr1bcd w1th ncga-

tive non- academlc petcepts were noved upward Feachers may have "m1s‘

e f,‘placed" these students 1nto hlgher groups in an attempt to help them ,‘

“overcome the handlcaps of p001 home backglound or poor classroom adJustmont.«,?
Due to this 1ncon31stent use of non- academic 011ter1a, classroom

‘.fxeading ab111ty groups 1n our sample showed 11tt1e overall 1ncrease in :

d scgregatlon as a consequence of teacher Judgment.t Fven though teachers

”,:"mlsplac(d“ students mOV1ng up hlgher status chlldlen and movzng dmn1 fggfi;f

'_;fhlower status children, they added 11tt1e to thc segregatlon already

'.‘~‘ftogether., Howevcr, 1n the rema1n1ng classroom groups, the varlances of

:‘efaccounted for by the use of readlng test scores as the only grouplng cri- ,i“'?

_terlon. As a result of using the varlance of SES scores of students in a

= ;readlng group as a measure of soc1oeconomic segregatlon we found that

- sl1ght1y over half (SS percent) of the classroom reading groups formed by

ff»iteachels were more seglegated than conmarable 1ead1ng test score groups.

“ofln these groups teachets wele puttxng students w1th s1m1131 backgrounds

‘”“p?ses scores 1ncreased 1nd1cat1ng 1ess segregation.; These ftndlngs offer
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the need for helping teachers deal with the decisions involyed in grouping
kstudents. 5Teachors"judwnents are crucial to tho‘grouping process, for -
most schools 1ecognize that the decision to place a child in an ability
group is far too important to rely on objective tests alone for placement,ni“
Teacheis should be awale of the criteria they are using for grouping '
_ students and how they are applying these ciiteria.

For 1nstance, it seems 1mportant to noto that cr1ter1a teachers say

they use f01 grouping children for reading are 1e1ated to those children s;ffﬁ

 fSES.¢ That is, teacheis tend to perceive highei SES students 1n a m01e

7i7p051t1ve manner than lower SES students. Teacheis may be perceiving
. higher SES students as being more capable and placing them 1n higher ‘
: gzoups than warranted by the1r ability.; Conversely, teacheis negat1Ve

eél‘p perceptions of students may be contributing to downward misplacement of fp‘u

‘ntlower SLS students.g

At least 30 pelcent of the cr1ter1a teachers sa1d they were using

}7ffor grouping students for reading can be considered non academic. Teacheis~
"".,should 1ecogn1ze that these may or may not be valid criteria for placing -

‘;i;~f<students in ability groups.‘ Our data 1nd1cate that negative perceptsuin;

| ;*ff;these two categoxies wngh faiily heav11y in the placement of childien in

”hfffireading gloups lower than wa 'anted by their ability.~ Howevei, we also

'mfound that some teacnexs may be us1ngtthese criteria in,ways which may

n moking equitable growping decisions,
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