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- Researﬂh data on ability g:oup;ng cc;lested from the
- 1920s ony u;th pa:t;cula: enphasis on the last tuy decades, are

summarized. This review of the literature was originally intended- té
fgliaa meta—analy51s procedures, but that type of analysis bad 't> be’

American Eﬂucatianal Reséarch Assac;at;en tESth, Las_i -

_ abanﬂbned because only 11 of the 20 research studies published in- theg

_19205 used any fora of control group. Things improved only slightly
by the 1970s. with two thirds of the major studies of ability grouping

in the United States using some fa:m of control group.. Unfartunately,»‘f

the caﬁtral groups were often intact. -gchools with numerous between
school differences in both. student and teacher populations. Other’

- characteristics of the quantitative literature which preclude a “valid -

meta-analysis approach are undefined or inconsistent criteria for
- forming ability groups, undefined, vague or single- stully unique

R |

criteria for comparing grouped and non-grouped classes. and Cémblﬂlng;

treatment (grouped) and nat—tfeatnggt (no ablllty grouping)
conditions for 1ﬁd1vidual childrenY In addition, a great many of thé

important articles on ability grouping are qualitative and based upnn_

subjective rather than ije;tlve data_.along with a tabular - summary
¢f the quantitative studies, an overview of qualitative studies. aid
d;scuss;ans of ab;l;ty g:auplng are presentea (Autha:{BL) -
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7 Do We P'EJI‘S;i%!:;—a“n’ﬁhould.-We;

oL :Q*'.ﬁ'; "Groupinggis not. s;mplv a matter of traditlon fﬁ S

“ o ; .and reseafch._thouplng expresses’ phllasaphic o T

cammitmenzs in education and. canclu51ﬂns frem _ .

"psyzhalogleal 1nqu;fyi,..Graup1ng policies : S
rgflezp a c@mmun%ty s idea of the purpa!%s‘of’; T

eduzatian (Ggld 1965 p 316) L :

;Introduct10ﬂ gnﬂ Drganlgatlﬂn . "-i 'v o : - A ’
} - - N, L
A;thoughitherpraeedlng qpﬁtatlon 15 slxteén yeafs old it is still
- Televant. - The isgues Surf§Uﬂd1ng the 1mpact of grguplng Students for class-
" room insttuction are far reath1ng.~ The range from the spéclflc concerns for
the affective (emat;@nal) and 1ntellectual develapment of. indlv1dual child-
"ren to the swaep;ngﬁlegalﬁand Ethltai resgonsibilltles of ‘a community to*r

@ramotﬂ~a stable Dr mellE social. Stfuctuféf ) .
v Q. Y : ' . . . .
, : 3 . Sen . ,

. ‘The térm grcuplng is - ccmménly'uéed in é&ucatioﬂ.'“Gréuping, as
jused here,, fefefs to the practice of gstablishing clagses of students based
. upon- some spéclfled arlteryai, Academic achl;vement or intellecftual: ab;llty
. - are the crlterla most commonly used for grouping. Dne tychal method of
~organizing- students for . instruction is hommgeneous : ability grouping.
In this pfotedure stuﬁents of similar schaol related skllls are grouped
o tcgéther. “BY gontrast hetezogeneous grouplﬁg involves placing students .-
.= from a brc@d faﬁge of aﬁllltles together in & classroom. . In th1$ paper ,
grauping w111*fefer tD aarOSS class or acrass grade pracedufes aud not’ Eo

= . .

\Af;g;- ' The intant of ~ thls pape is to summarize the mass ‘of research data'
. collected from ‘the 19205 on, with particular emph351s on the" last two .
: decades. Thls review Wwas,origimally intended to follow the meta-= analy51s
’ pfocedUEES dasaflbed by Glass (1978) Ccn51der1ng the amounvt af research -

* literature dvailable in the area of homogeneous grouping,. such an analysis
and. summary. of results would have been- invaluable. That Eype.cf analysis
‘had to: be abandcnéd thowever, once the nature of the research being rev1éwed

. becsme clear. Dnly eléﬁen of the twenty research studies publl%hed in the,
Ki décade of the 1920s used any'fatm of control group (}QllEf & Otto, '1930).
Things improved only sllghtly by the 1970s wath two thirds.-of the~ major -
?udles of ability groupiiig in the United States using some, form of cantrcl ]
Uniartunately,,the control groups were often intact schools with | 3 -~
: nﬁmehius between schpol dlffEfEHQEE in both student and teacher populations
(for E,ﬂfplevsee Bgtﬁer, Ward & Wurster, 1974; and Thomas, l??é) chér
characterigtics of the quantitative 11teratufe which pTa:lude a valid meta- vt
aﬂalysis app;aach are yndefined or inconsistent criteria for forming ability®.
groups, undaflneé vague or 51ng1e=study unique EILEEE;E for comparing
grouped and non- grcuped classes, and combining treatment (grouped) and won=
treatment (no ability grouping) conditions for individual children. In :
addition, a great many of the important articles on ability grouping are
qualltatlva and based upon, SubJECLlVE rather than DbjEEtIVE daga.

=

i

_ Iﬁ place of a mets analy51%,'a umﬁary of the’ results Df the studlas R
reviewed .is presented. First, a historical review, including studies
conducted prior tg 1930 is introduced (seeVI%ble 1), . /Next, a tabular
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presentation Df Stgﬂies ccnducﬁed betwegn 1931 and 1980 is glven (sae Table 2)
Ttie tabular summar§ of the quangitative studies is followed by an.overview of’
: qualitative studies or discussions of .ability grouping. .The five. major ‘themes
. which recur in both the quantitazive studies-and quailtative articles are then
- presented and dis;ussed - Fdnally, comments about when ability grauping may

R 2

His igal_?grspectfv%

. : ‘s

+public schools was one of the fifSE systematic modifications to be 1mHDSEd

- upon- the class method of ‘instruction developed in 1680 by Canaﬁ :LaSalle
(Hillérﬂ%(hma, lQBD) Homﬂgenecus grouping of students by abillty was prea

- valent in American gducation until the early lQBOS.’ The préctlce has*exPEfa7

- lenced a series of unfavorable and favorable feceptlons from-qﬁe 1930s to the
present. The favorable receptions were primarily due to the traditional
belief 'that a reduction of the range: 6f_ student abjllities in a clmas accom -
plished through grouping allaws bette adaﬁtation of instructional methods and.
materials, he1ghtens interest level on the part of students, and fosters more
cnnsis;ent rates of student progress in classes. However, it ‘is di'fficult. to
find empirical support for these beliefs. Historically, periods of departure

be E;pected to wark best ‘and alﬁernatlves to the procedure are given.: S

The use of studant abilities as a cr;terian for establishing classes lﬂ;;-v

from the ability grouping model often follow the emergence of, evidence regard- -

ihg negative effects of grouping upon affective and cognitive chardcteristics:

@f children. The social and political concerns of the nation also lﬂfIUEﬂC

Ehe attitude of educators and parents toward ability grouping. 3 -
: = i

v 1In 1926 appraxlmateiy fgrty glt;es having populatlcns of 100, DDO or
.* more and 88 clﬁles of 30,000 to-100,000 people reported the use of- ability
grouping in their public elementary and secondary schools (Mlller & Otto, 1930)
Currently more than 77 percent of .the nation's public schools CDnElnue to use
some form of ability. grouping (Findley & Bryan, 1975). As suggested above, _
.ability grouping has not. expérlénced a smooth increase in popularity from.1920"
to the present. Grouping fell intd disfavor in the 1930s and 1940s .as a ‘
résﬁiz of questions regarding’ the academlc and social outcomes of grouping.
Miller & Otto (1930) presented a review of studies on the influence of grouping:
- Their. summary of the results of twenty studies was rot de¢131ve indicating :
that there was ''ng clear-cut evidence that hamageueous grouping is either -
~advantageous or disadvantageous" (p. 101) .and that grouping was ineffective in ,
incr3§51ng student achievement above levels " found in mixed ability classes.
They ' did, howevar,:ralse important questions abbut the influence of ability-
grouping upon the social and psychological development of childrén. It was
their ‘questions, and the speculation and research,.te arise from them which .
helped, to. suppress the use of’ablllty groupiﬂg untll the 19595.
kY
The studles reuiewed by Mlller & Otto (1930) are summarlzed in Ibble 1.
A quick inspection of that table prondeS a historical perspective on the )
~criteria msed for grouping, grsdes and subjects in whifh grouping was common’
and shows the limited use of stat;sglﬁal prmg&dures in determining the outcomes

‘of grouping.
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. 4 Table 1 (continued)
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: © physles’ CR | Lt faster, :
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. ; , ' I . - S
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S Y comptehenaion . 0 .o 0 U7 o "EﬂmeEhE“ﬁiﬂ“ .
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- This, téble is tak’én fram Hiller ; Otto, 1930 *
This study included 728 pupils in Algebra, 711 in English 330 in L&tiu, and 304 In F:ench
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Ihe practice of ability grauplng was again viewed wich favar fDllGWlﬁg
the - launching Df Sputnik in l957 Homagenenugly gruupad classes were - T
thought to be an efficient way to provide an education for all chlldten while .
still recognizing the need to concentrate ducational efforts on intellec-
-tually gifted children., It was not until<the mid- lQaDs that‘abllity T
‘grouping again came under fire.' Renewed critlclsm of ‘the practlae was based
. nof only upon the previously considered issues Df ‘cognitive and affective ' .
» outcomes. New issues raised by the ethlcally conscious citizens of the 1960s ‘
. included two concerns: ~the validity of criteria used to place students: in.
; ability graups, and the da facto segfegatlon which resulted from ability
-, Broupipg (Havighurst & Neugaf en, 1975).  Educators and parents are still
considering these issues, and ‘m =h current- fasearch is dlrECtEd tayard these é*;

: 'CDI’ICEﬁIS . "

Studies-of homageneausly graupad sﬁudéﬂts prlDr to 1930 focused -
o exclusively ﬂpOﬁLCGgﬂlﬁlVE and achievement Qgtccmes. At that Elﬁe crltérla _
- to determine- .the effects of grcup;ng "often included the fumber of failures or -
promotions to: hlgher grades, grades awarded - by teachers, ‘and teacher made-
objective .tests in cagnitive -8kill areas:(see Table 1).  Following Alice’ o
Keliher's. critical. study of hﬁmogéﬁeous gro: ing in 1931, attention began to -
turn toward the self”aonﬁepﬁ and affective levelgpment of children in abllity
grouped élassrooms (Mann, 1960).- The ‘affeétivel oriented 'studies shafed
the center stage with 1nvestigatlﬁg% ‘of the. academic outcomes of grouping
until concerns of segregati nd ‘civil rights arose.- By 1965 the third magar
. eriterion for comparing hete 20usly. and hamggenecusly grouped schanls had
-emerged: ‘'the racial ‘and socioeConomic: segregatlon or integration which resulted

;followlﬁg ability groupggg of cléifes. Lo B ) e e o _

‘m

A sampling of. ghe results DfxquaﬁﬁltaElVE research studies conducted dithln .
- the last 20 years on the - effects of grouping is .presénted in Table 2.° A -
comparison of the,data.in Tables 1 and 2 is reveallug The nature cf studylng
ability grouping hag,zhanged_con51derably. REcentxitudLES show greater 1ﬁterest
in affective outcomes and more widespread use of contrcl or comparison grmups.. .
‘In addition standardized tests with objective, replicable, scoring Cflterla
were used more frequently after 1960, -thus allowing. fom statistical analyses
and systematlc interpretations of results The samples of students ﬁtualed in
the ,more recent research are- géh&fally larger than the decade of the twenties..
Df all the quantltatlve studies rev1ewed thé Hafascu;la (1970} and =,
Marascuilo & McSweeny "(1972) stu‘%es are- by far the most comprehens;ve and best
‘- designed. They prVldE the best treatment ofw the data collected and offer a
longitudinal. assassment of the ,outcomes of grouping. The cognitive outcomes
reported fit well with the axpectatlons éne would davelop bas,,]upcn the

résults of other. studies (see Tables 1 and 2) . .Marascuilo's summary- :egafdlng
hhezarogeneous as compared to hamugeneous grouplng is- worthy of quotatlﬂn :
b

(this studj) "11m1ted itself to determlning whether the malﬂtenance

of ability grouping was neces;ary for effective ;nstructlon...The ,
.., answer to that research question was an unqualifiéd no. Hetercgen—=
. i eous grouping in a single course had at least a neutral effect, and
! at'best a positive effect, on the cognitive performance of volunteer

students..." (1972, p. 318) | o
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Qualitggi?é Studies

A range of qualitative discussions on ability grouping and its effects
are presented in the April, 1960 issue of Childhood Education.  That issue
pfavides a serles of articles which have received pMrticular attention)over
the past twenty years. Included is Mann's (1960) often cited quantita ive

~study of the self image of homﬂgenecusly grouped primary grade pupils.
Clausen introduces the .topic of homogeneous grouping and the series of
-articles by pointedly questioning the educational prineiples upon which
gfouping iis built. He provides thought provoking comments on the uninten-
tional effects of the labels which inévitably accompany ability grauping.
His article concludes with a set of SUmMmATY questions aimed at administra-
tors. . The two most prnvacative questions are these:

1. Do the grouping procedures used in a-school ‘and classrcam :
promote the social goals essential to the current world scene; and

2. Are de&isiéns‘abéﬁt»gfguping students based upon administrative
-eonvenience or on our knowledge of people and their reeds?

These two questions are re sponded tn 1mmediately by John Bahner (1960),
a public school principal. Bahner agrees-yith Clausen's suggestion that ‘
most grouping practices used in ‘'schools are the result of administrative
expediency rather than resulting from knowledge of what benefits the: most
" students. Bahner recommends some administrative alternatives to homogeneous
grouping. These recommendations are reviewed at the end of this paper
. (see Alterﬂatives)

in'their 1930, rEview of ‘the-literature Miller & Otto were unabljétn
. resolve the question of which method of grouping students «is most ad
tageous. Those.reviewers did, however, ‘make a significant ‘contribution to
the litérature in th questions they raised and the observations they made . -
In their cancludlng -emarks the authors note that though there appear to be
no significant diffefrences im the achievement of students grouped in '
different manners, there may be differences in the affective characteristics
of the students. They pondered whether '"the social and psychological ’
advantages coming out of homogeneous classification will Justify the practice
of homogeneous gr@uping" (p. 101). .

Reviews published over the past two decades have paid attentien to these
concerns. Two authors who made a major contribution to educators' knowledge
of cognitive, social, moral and political effects of homogeneous grouping are
Warren Findley and Miriam Bryan. Their 1975 review of the relevant research
focuses on academic achievement, affective development and socioeconomic and
ethnic segregation as a result of ‘grouping practices. In that report they
conclude that grouping students by ability leads te a restriction in the

"quality of instruction children receive when academic and social outcomes are
identified as criteria of effective education. In addition, ability grouping
tends to restrict ethnic and socioeconomic integration in schools, thus
‘1limiting the range of incldental experiences students may encounter in their

own classrooms.
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Bryen (1971) previdee a shorEer vereion of the report by Findley. & I
" Bryan (1975). In Bryan's article she concentrated most heevily upon | .
achievement end self eageepe characteristics of students in homogeneously

.grouped arrangemernts. p provides a discussion of the misuse of . .
standardized tests for gPuping etudente. The material Bryan presents raises-
additional reason to- question not only the actual procedure of abilirty
grouping, but also the validity of the eyetem by which: student groups are v
identified. Bryan.includes a discussion of, six alternatlvee to ebility '
grouping. Hef suggestions are refereneed in ‘the Alternatives section of this.

report. . i : : .

s In a re:iew of the findinge reported in the research on ebility grouping
between 1930 and 1972 Esposito (1973) addresses the concern about whether

ebility grouping tends to enhance or reduce (the) school learning e&perienc’"
‘(p. 163). Esposito presents a good synthesis and interpretation of the major
findings reperted. He maintains that a periodic reinterpretation of the-
accumulated research ee necessary for three reasons. First, homogeneous
-grouping is again the' predominant means of classroom organization in public.
schools in America, hence its 1mpect should be ebntinuelfy eeeessed Second,
etudiee to determine the social and ethnic eémpneltlon of the vafieue ability
 groups within schools often indicate thee there may be a relationship between
homogeneous grouping and’ de facto segregation., If that is so, then homo-
geneous grouping may interfere with equal educational ‘opportunity. Finelly, .
Esposito proposes that periodic reevaluations of abllity grouping are i
: neeeeeery beeeuee the edm;nletfetive preeedure is one Dﬁ the few whieh can

7reeehed by Miller & Qtto (1930) or Findley E Bryen C1975) Ahllity gfouplng,
as described by Esposito, appears to have a mixed. impac¢t upon-the achievement
of high ability‘students, while showing an almost unlfermly negatiive influence
upon - the achievement of middle and low abigity Students. Esposito propeses '
tha't where advantages are found for the high ability students, the increased
cognitive gains could more accurately -be attributed to changes 1in educational
objectives, organization of the eurrleulum, teaehing methods and instructional
materials and not to grouping pfoeeduree. To summarize the impact upon
achievement,. Eepos;te Epneludee that, '"taken as a whole,...wvhen the full range
of ability groups in the homogeneously organized eetting is compared with the
full range of ability represented in the heterogeneeuely organized setting,
the dete ere, at besﬁ, mixed, incenclueive and indefinite" (p- 167)

Eepasite s statements regerdiﬁggthe_impeet of grouping preeedufee'upon
etudente affective development dre more definitive. He reports that homo-
geneous grouping fosters an inflated self cencepe in high eblllty groups while
reducing the self esteem of ehlldren in average and low ability grbups. In
addition, it appears that teachers' attitudes, an important factor in school
learning, are influenced by grouping practices. Teachers who place greet value
on academiec achievement tend to ignore the personal. development of avﬁrege end _

low ability students in heteregeneeusly grouped classes.
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..'status and race are related to academic success in the American school: °
. Bystem, Persell invesglgatas various explanations for this Telatfonship.

Alth@ugh Espasitﬂ 's remarks About the 1nf1uence of grcuping upan .
students' affe;tive develapmeng maly seem conclusive, they are not. He is
careful tq point out- that these are- trends found in the data. It is
notable that the majority of studies in the afféEEiVE domain omit the use
of control groups or d35cr1pzicns of tha types of social and educational
settings, _§§}§§Vfrom the grouping procedures, to which children are -
expcsgd The Dmissiaﬂ of this information makes it difficult to detérmine
5y 1f affective outcomes are due to the grouping procedures used in a school,
due to curriculum variables, #r due to .the broader societal environdent to

which students are exposed.’

fEspégita-iﬁcluded both educational and social research in his review.
From these sources he concluded that even in relatively integrated school
systems homogeneous grouping provides a separate educatiorial environment
which isolateés students according to socioeconomic and ethnic status. This
conclusion is echoed by Havighurst, & Neugarten (1975) who point out that
the practice of ability grouping for classrcom arganigatiﬂn has Eggn ruled
illegal because it results in de- facta Segregation. :

i Anothgr review which is highly reeammended reading for .administrators
"who are seriously considering the’ impact of ability grouping upon ‘students .
is Persell's 1976 a:glcle.r Starting from thé recognition that socioeconomic

pafticula:, the duthqr explores 1Q testing, the structure of- ability group-
ing, and the teacher expectations as contributors to the depressed a;hieve—
ment levels found in groups of low income and minority group students.
PErEEll'ééﬁgludas that the current system of organizing cléssroams in
schools, that is, -ability grouping, not only. coritributes to but creates anﬁ
legitimises inequlties between childfeﬁ. . L %

. A touching arti@lg by Cmttla (f@?&) describes the impaét of . ability

grcuping on an ele
S to’ any quantitative data, the author asks the reader to consider the damage

ability grouping has done to one student.d Thls article is an opinionated
comment about ability grouping, foeréng a dialogue withégﬁ%tudaﬁt Myietim"-
as food for thought. . . ¥

. B f.

A discuésion of the potential for self fulfilling prophecies as .a
result of ability grouping is given by Rakow (1973). He reviews four
experiments  on the Pygmalion effect and ties that phenomenon .to the. labeling
‘associated with grouping in the schools. - Although Rakow is primarily con-
‘cerned with .adult learners; he does EﬂFe an important statement for public
school educators. _He stresses that ey, must be aware of the labels which
accompany -any gfaup of students and cansidef the 1ncidental persnnal and
i mﬂtivational impact of those labels upon leamers. B :

i Dgletrea & UJlakl (1971) intf@duce the idea of role dévelopmeni in
children as it relates to classroom grouping. The authors provide ‘an
introduction’ to role theory, the research related to it and describe the
importance of role development to the affective growth of children. They

In .
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fi;und in
c@nfusiqn i Ehildren. The authors maintain that homogeneous grouping

perpetuates \the middle class value that academic achlevement and high
ability group placenent are to be sought Along with: that value g0
certain role'expectations within the educational setting. Ggletfee &

. Ujlaki suggégt that these ‘expectancies are_in conflict with variables,
-associated wiFh ‘the class status and environmental surroundings of cultuf—
‘ally disadvantaged children. 1In short, ability grouping for instrgg&idn
and classroom organization may contribute roadblocks to the affective
devélgpment Dk children, particylarly disadvantaged children, . rather than’
-aiding their ﬂégelapméﬁt as an educational experience should. The authafsr
conclude that homogeneous.grouping prepares students for an unrealistic ’
world organized superflcially by academic 'skill, . They maintain that the

-~ strict ability grouping and isolation of differeﬂt social class groups .

found in thogenEDusly organized schools is not reflected in the real wnrldﬂ——ggs§

) -?‘Thus, segregation by ability lgvels again’' diminishes rather than enhantes
©. - the socialization process’ which_ should be féstered by our schggls.

.- . As a grpup, the qualitative discussions of abilicy grouping, 1its logic
*. and dacumEﬂ ed effects are surprisingly severe. Discussions or reviews '
o aﬂvacating its use with the ma;ar;;g;ﬁ%fgzudents are rare. Such litera- -
ture 1is virtually nonexlsteﬁtFin the general educational journals published
in the past ten years. GCiven this comment: by omission, it is surprlsing
that ability grouping continues to be pracciced on such a braad scale in
the Uhited States. -
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One graup of Eualitatively Driented artickﬁs stands apart in bﬂth tone
« and cancluslons regarding the -.use of homogeneous |grouping. ‘Recently, the)
literaﬁute on grouping students within vocational education programs has
revealed sope surprising successes. The 1979 Site Report 2 on the status of
, Ehe Qaafdinated Vocational Academlé Education (CVAE) Program-illustrates how
o Eéschers, when confronted with a group of potential dropouts who are academ-
~ deally and/er economically disadvantaged, can take aévantage of a homogen-
, ~ eous grouping situdtion « ich’cannot be' avoided. By definition, the CVAE
! Program offers a curriculum®for underachieving, alienated youth. Providing-
instruction for students in gtrades nine through twelve, the program focuses
upon the problems which have forced the homogeneous grouping of these
‘students. ‘Special remedial instruction, is given in the academie areas
Q:onsidered necessary for sufvivai in today's world. Attention is given to .
¢ competencies required for entry into selec;ed cccupations. Sutcess exper—
iences are provided for all students, samethlng not often encountered in 1ow
"ability groups. Individﬁélrcouﬂsellng to meet the developmental needs of
‘students is insured. In short, the vocational educators- in the CVAE :
Program make use of the homogeneous ‘grouping of their students. They activaly
change instruction to fit the groups Qf students. Data regarding reduced
.absentee rates and improved academic performance of students in the program
indicate that by adjusting the methods and materials used to fit specific
student needs in the homogeneous classes found in the CVAE Program ability

grouping can be turﬁed into a productive means of classroom Drganization_

" The second unique aspect of Ehe se of grouping in vacatianal educatian
pertains to the de facto segfégatign wl i h f,equ&ntly results from ability

a . ?




grouping. Cgurt deeieiene in the @9605 on sehool deeegmegeticn had a severe
impact bn voca'tional education pregfams_' In large metr?politee cities,
schools 'could be inEegfated but the various euriieuler offerings or abildity
groups within the schools often remeined segregated. This was often the
case in the voeational educezion programs. Similerly, if eeheole enrolled,
—gtudents from particular restricted districts. within a city,. entire Seheele
could be segregated as a resul’t of raeial-or- Ethnie eoncentretiene in
ﬁeighﬁbghe,de. Unleee the elEernetive of mandated: bueing was used, school

integretien was diffleult. ii . Y
oo : » :

Altheugh the preceding discussion of segregagion may. seem peripherel Eol

~ab{lity grouping, it is not. It-was similar concerns and ‘court orders. to

w;'u,"

- grouping by vocational 1t
_scholastic echlevement

' & Cogswell, 1979)

desegrege{e schools in Detroit and Dallas which éhcouraged educators to make

 dreative use of homegeneeue ‘grouping within vocational gducation. -In both

cities vocational ceénters, or magnet schools, were established threughout the
tropolitan area to atttact students of similar educational or eeeupatlenel
intésests and pursuits, yet nee neeee%erily homogeneous in their racial or
ethnic biekgreunde; g ‘

' PorteT (l979) reports that in reeponse to a 1975 éﬂuft deeieien in
DEtroit to desegregate the schools, five area vocational schools were con-
structed. The five schools 'are identified as speeleligiﬂg in specffic skill

inetruetien, such as grephle arts, cenetruetién, areo mechanics, computer
prcgremmlmg, etc. After a helf dey in attendance et a reguler eempreheneive

1

te go te the verlousﬁveeetlenel cenzege In this wey DeEreit desegregeted

its school system without deurt enforced bueiﬁg. By using homogeneous
Interests rather than by heighborhood district or

ffective and useful instfiction was prov1ded for.
egration was encouraged C

more etudeh5§_and in

The city of Ddllas created a systejp similar to that in Detroit (Moffett
Prior to 1976 the eeheel system in Dallas was composed
of high schools drawing students from specific school districts. - The use of
districts to identify each school's population led to obvious segregation.
JIn order to inteégrate the schodls without enforced busing, the concept of
"districtless" schools was explored. These schools evolved into what is now

‘known as magnet schools.

Themeeﬂin ﬁhegLi;eregu:ef

Currently 3500 etudents ﬁerticipete in the magnet eeheel program in.
Deilae. "Academic eubjeeze are Eeught in reguler bigh echcele, inten ified

& Gegewell repert thet the wma et system is e'eueeeseful means of eéhievE'

#

ing desegregation. Students' interests in careers appear to ¢ut across reeiel

ethnic and academic ability restrictions wHich had heretofore been assoc-
iated with restrictive homegenecue grouping patterns.

o
the pufpeeee ef inetruetian hee been the predeminent method of eleeereem and

n

school forganization from the turn of the century to the present. While fall-

ing %#iz disfavor during ths late 1930s, .the practice enjoyed elheydeyr
- ' : - : B - ~
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in the léSDs and ‘early 1960s. Civil rights issues and concern for indiv-
idual freedom during the second half of Ege 1960s reserietez\greuping

somewhat, -but by the 1970s more than thre quarters of the nation's
public schools were again using sbility grouping. Such. widespread use

. of grouping procedures is difficult to understand given the consistency y

of the empirical eyidence and subjective reports on the practice. It

seems clear that grouping procedures, when used without other edminiserea-

tive direetives for instructional efgsnieation, may result in more damage

' to students than benefits eeerued. The following themes emerged from the-

litereture feviewed' o S

1. Only high ability groups sho _aeademic ‘benefits in ability grouped
classes. Thesé benefits are diffjicult to interpret, however,
‘becguse of the mature of the high ability student; , It may be that
the student who enters a teaching situation with abofé average skill
will blossom regardless of the classfoom organizatiod. This
-natural blossoming is clearly not the case with average or below

. average ability students in .homogeneously grouped classes. Average
~ and &%w ebility gfoups show ‘no eegﬁitive gains over mixed ebiii??ii

arra
~ geneously greuped elssses.
This theme was feund in the- reﬁ&ews eondueted By Esposito {1973) and
t

pos
Findley & Bryan (1975) and ‘was reconfirmed in the additioral
literature reviewed her The effects seem sturdy and are absent

only in the case ofnvocstie"’l education programs which actively 7,

ehenge instruction and materials to fit student needs. The adapta-
tion of curriculum and instruction is the exception rather than
_ the rule in hemegeneeus grouping~grrangements (see 4 be

2, ‘Ability greupiﬁg'appears eg hsveze Eemeging effect epeﬁ 5061
affective develdpment. Stutus rankings of studer’ts are mdte rigid
in ability grouped classes than in mixed ability classes. Abdlity
grouping may be felated to unjustly inflated or deflated self- -
eeneepts in high and low ability students’ tespeetlvely. .

- . This is a recurren 4
the eeneerﬁ'wés f,iused'ﬁpen low abiiity or handicapPed students whb
appeared to beét'e wietims of 1labeling and negative teacher '
expeetsneies.. dta collected in the Starkey & Klusendorf (1977) .
study of grouping indicate’ that, many high sbility grouped students
report feelings of too: much pressure and competition. These -
students express the desire to be performing relatively better (as
compared to in class peers) in lower ability greups, . '

5

3. Ability grouping often results ig dé facto segregation by classes
within otherwise integrated schooly. This theme occurs not only '
4n the educational and social sclenke literature, but in popular

" media arnd in the results of .court cases directed at 1nvestige£1ng
sehool cemplience with desegregation efdersf;} ’

< o - e

sue in the litereture from 196§ on. Originally
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4. Teachers in public schools dogngz appear to alter .instructional
techniques to fit the abilities of students in ﬁbmﬂgeneously
igrﬂuped classesy This Ehame has eluded educatmrs for many years,
and ignorance of it might explain our continued hope that ability
groupinglwould provide improved instruction.- Ability grouping =~ .
A is an’'organizational method, most frequently décided upon at an ‘
\ﬁ administrative level. Teaching Eeehniques and use af cl 55TOOM "

1evei by teachers. Ihe two are not Synonomous and shauld not be.
treated 4s such. . - - o~ "
When instructional methods afé'ﬁansgientiausly;adaﬁted "to student
needs within ability grouped classes, affectivefand cognitive . ) .
(‘benefits may result . gffle CVAE Program offers an 1llustration of .
» such an occurrenceiv ' ) ' =

5 # fhe clear majority of published literature is cfitical of the
practice of ability grﬂupl'g, ‘either based upon empirical or
philosophical arguments. ' The only articles which appedr to be
neutral or positive in théilr reviews of the results of homogeneous
grouping are those from thel\area of vocational education. ' Evidence

b ~included in the 1979 Site Reéport 2 on the status of the GVAE-

* program, and that reported by Porter (1979) and Moffett &
Cogswell (1979) indlcaze that ability grouping- can lead to stunn;ng
. student benefits.. It-'is clear," hadéver that abllity grouping on
* 1ts own shouldfnot be expected to produce beneficial Zéudent
- outgomes without other EPECifiE admlnlstratlve and insltrictional

= ¢ interventians-

& - -

s

Altérnatives

Because the majority of literature published during the past decade has
served to enumerate the problems assgciated with homogeneous ability group-
ing, it seems important to point out some alternatives to the method. If.
grouping students by ability levels does nat appear to be a beneficial
procedure for most s'tudentsxE en: what shauld replace it? The folloewing
are- some methcds nf classraﬁm~ ganlgatlan or instruction which have been

He;erugeneaus gféuping'iﬁ combined grades
£ .

.In recognition of the problems associated with ability gfﬂuping, Eahner
(1960) recommended the alternative of heterogeneous grouping by age in
combinatjon clagses. Similar-in structure to an ungraded approach, Bahner's
' 1dea makes use &f combination grade levels. -First and second grade :

students might be in one group, second and third in another, third and
" fourth in yet another, and so on. The unique characteristic of Bahner's
suggestion is to. keep all extremely advanced or retarded students in one’ of N
the combination classes at each grade level. For ‘example, one first and
second grade combination class might have all the low ability second grsders,
another second and third grade combination might have all the most advanced

second graders. Thus, although two grade levéls afre combined, teathers do
. : : ) .

L
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not have to be prepafed to instruct students whose abilitiee might span
the full two years' represented by the ehrenelogieal ages of the students
in.the classes. Bahher suggests that this arrangement may be most.

successful in retaining both student heterqgeniéty and effeetive inatrutg
tion when used in een,'rt with team teaching.

= . . B

Team teaching Iy N f . _ o S ,

=

o . : . ) . : . L
The team teaching alternative is a popular one and is frequently:
. suggested. to replace”ability grouping (Bahner, 1960; Findley & Bryan,
.1975). Team teaching involves two or more teachers previding instguction
. in a class. By ‘providing two instructors in a classroom it is poss ible =
 to'deal with a wide range of student abilities. One teacher.mdy provide =~
- remedial inatrueticn for low ability-st déhts or advaneed inatructleg for
high ability: atudeﬂte.b Individual or s%%ll group work is moré easily
accomodated when two teachers are in a rdom ~ one .can work with & small
group while the other handles#he larger group of students. - While research
.on the team teaching model and all its -variations is still™ unéerway, its -
'poaaibilities for dealing effectively with a heterogeneeus gfeuP of

atudents are premising-l

Stratifie? heteregeneeua greuping
)
" The alternative of eembiﬂing‘ﬁemegeneeue and heteregeneous ability
~ grouping in such a way that a partial but not the entire, range of
student- abilities in any grade can'be found i\ one class has been- implei .
. mented in the Baltimore schools (Hall & Findley, 1975). 1In this =~ .. : ;L A
.arrangement, ealled stratified or pianned heterogeneous gfouﬁing, ehildren
are first rank,ordered aeeetding to some measure of academic ability. If
four classes are to be established at.a given ‘grade level, then the entire
group 15 broken into twelve parts or. subgroups, each of approximately the
. sape size, based upon the rank order by. ability. The fitet teacher 1s
then. aaaigned the top, fifth and ninth auhgreup by rank; the second
. teacher is assigned the second, sixth and tenth.subgroup by rank. The
" other two -classes are assigned in a similar fashion.. This.planned or
stratified student assignmenf assures two thinge in :each’' classroom. First,
each class will have a heterggeneeus group’ of students, thus there 1is no
elear tep or bottem class. Seeond although the atudent abilltlee Hiﬁhiﬁ_‘

the grade as a whele' the firat teaehef has gﬁe top gfoup but none of thg
students in the bottom three groups. In addition, there will be s tudent ™
"leaders” ‘in each class to act as foils for their peers 'and to stimulate
student interaction. Finally, ‘teachers will not be faced with attitude or
motivational problems which may depreaa instruetion and enthusiasm in low

ability <classes.
 Peer t ,utoring . .

The peer tutefing model 1is a very eimple method which may used in
heterogeneously grouped classes to.capitalize on the broad. range

of atudent abilities which exists there. The only necessities of the

model are two students,  one better than the other in a given subject.
The etedenta may be in ‘the same OTr diffefent gradee._ All that is required

C g .
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'isg thet the more pfoficieﬁt (nete, not ne ssar ily excellEnE or high

ability) student provide instruction for the student with less skill in

the subject being addressed. Many verietione on the model are possible.

Adveneed gstudents in a pertieuler subject may pfcvide remedial instruction

for same dge peers.  Low achievers in upper*gredes may “tutor younger ’

students- in lower grades. 0One of the clear, documented benefits of the

peer tutoring model is that both tutees and tutiors show eubsteﬁtiel-

E%EK. academic gains 1in subjects covered in the tutoring (Cloward, 1967; -

' Gartner, Kohler & Riessman, 1971). Peer tutoring, when used in con-
june;ion with some of the ether elternetivee listed above, could promote

. affective development as well as eognitive achievement within a hetero-

geneeue eleeereom. :

£

Conclustons s _and Recommen da?iené

The eixty year debate over the impaet of ebil;ty grouping in the - S
grades kindergarten through twelve seems to be winding down. Although , -
there is an absence of‘eon51etent, replicated empirical study which might

: condemn ability grouping, it is difficult to _gather much support for its
- eontlnued practice. At best, ‘the impact of homegenenue grouping is
ﬁeglfgible. High .ability groups are the only ones vwho show lachdevement
. benefits related to grouping.-’ *The inconsistent yet recurring findings
' fegerding aehie”’ment end effeetive impedimente in everege endplow

&

A beginning, egein, te ebeﬂdan the prectiee. The seeial eeneerﬁe ef our

current culture’ may demand its abolishment because of the eegregetien
T polieiee which frequently eeeeebeﬁy ebllity greuping.-ﬁ
Hhet may edminisﬁretore, teaehere, and perente do’ new? The first
reeommendetieﬂ would: be to explore the other teaching and grouping methods
introduced in the Alternatives section of this report.- Ebllewing a review
of the literature it may' be appropriate to implement small scale pilot
programs. of the altéernatives which appear most promising. if mul tiple -

s - alternatives seem eeeeptable, various experimentel of’ preEOtype pfograms ;F.y_‘f'“”
could be eetebliehed in various systems to serve ‘as medele or treinlng T

grounds fer other; eehecl -systems seeking similar alternatives.. In" eheft
a ceutioue pl n of exper;mentatlen and eyetemetie eeeeeemene eheuld be

L (o

4 " And what should be done until a preduetive ‘and workdble altefnative
. to homegeneoue grouping can be found? When homogeneous grouping s’
inescapable, teachers should 'be encouraged to take advantage of it.
1Speeifie materials and methods’ should be developed to meet the needs of
each- unique group.  Teachers should nhot simply go slower in low ability
»greups; as they often do. They should adapt techniques to_fit the
femediel or advanced requirements of students. Teachers cannot meet the
needs of less adept learners by merely presenting the same material at a
.slower pace. Similarly, they cannot effectively instruct high ability
~.groups by simply assigning more homework problems or a greater number of *
pegee or books to be teed than in everage or low ability eleesee.

L




) - B - . ‘ o .

Yet develaping new curri:ula for graups of EEudEh£5 with differiug

'abilities is diffizulﬁ. Teachers may find the’ task' to be a problem for -

a number of reasons:: lack of time, lack\of nécessary information, lack
of student, peer or administfataf;suppaft within the school, There are
no easy answers as to how to resolve these problems. Cafefully pld nned
and organized development of curriculum may -help avoid duplication ot
overlap of effort in the various schools within a system or state.
nZEary incentives for teachers or professional leave time to develop
iﬁs;ructional madels may prcve successful in stimulating participation.

In canclusiﬂn, it is again time to move Eway from the tradizignaiff‘

- aBility grouping model of classraam QrganisatiOﬂ. .The. academic,” sggiglr

and political demands of our times, as well as the individual needs ¢f
students, require such a shift in our educational planning and implementa-
tdon. To quote the conclusion reached by Esposito (1975),

) "{f -one of ‘the principal objectives of the American
;o education syszem«is to provide each child with an
: » equal educatiomal opportunity to maximize and develop
» his potent{al so that he'may benefit himself, and
thereby contribute more effectively to the larger
society, then the presant status and predicted trends
with respect to hamageneaus gtouplng suggest thd

=

= E - 5o
. L s e, m L
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