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INTRODUCTION

For many years, the question of how to group students
for instruction has been a concern of teachers and
administrators. Traditionally, students in the United
States’ system of public education have been placed in
graded classes essentially by age groups. However, given
the range of skills, knowledge and learning rate of
Individual students within the same grade level, educators
have needed to ook for ways to regroup students for more
effective Instruction. Abllity grouping, non-graded school
organization plans and multigraded classes illustrate
attempts of educators to improve the school’s ability to
meet the individual needs of students. Today, the
controversy about groupling practices contlinues, as school
restructuring efforts refocus the attention of educators on

the efficacy of the traditlional scheo] organization.

HISTORY OF THE GRADED SCHOOL ORGANIZATION

The tradition of public education in the United States
dates back to the colonial era. Early schools, such as the
"dame" schools of the seventeenth century, were ungraded
systems with small student populations. Instruction was

highly individualized and student movement through the

curriculum was based on the individual’s rate of
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achievement. By the mid-nineteenth century, a greater
emphasis began to be placed on a more ordered approach tb
instruction. With record numbers of students entering the
public education system, school districts began to !mplement
plans for pupll c]assificatlpn. Grade “norms" were
introduced as the expectations for curriculum and
instruction began to be developed. By 1870, the present-day

system of graded schools was firmly establ ished (Goodlad and

Anderson, 1959),
CURRENT PRACTICES

In many ways, little has changed since the
establ ishment of the graded school structure in the
mid-nineteenth century. Most schools continue to group
students in a sequenced grade structure from kindergarten
through twelfth grade. Within these grade classifications,
educators must deal with a diverse population with
signiflcant differences in background, experiences, and
skills,

Since the turn of the century, educators have attempted
to reduce the effects of this diversity by organizing
students into more homocgeneous instructional groups on the
basis of academic ability. Although there are many
different applicatlons of abllity grouping, the following

definition of abllity grouping will bbe used in this report:

Ui
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a system of Instructional grouping in which students are
grouped according to some measure of learning achievement or

capability. The groups are generally formed on a yearly

basis with limited opportunities for movement between
groups. Although ability grouping has been a common
practice for nearly a century, educators are now questioning
the effectiveness of this practice (Weaver, 1989).

Those who support ability grouping argue that it aliows
high-achieving students to move rapidly through advanced
material without being slowed down by poorer students.
Low-achieving students can be instructed together to provide
them with sufficient support and a s!ower pace of
instruction. However, Slavin <(1987a), in a review of
research on ablility grouping, concluded that grouping
Students by ability at the elementary level does not
result in Increased student performance for either high- or
low-achieving students.

Proponents of ability grouping suggest that
low-achieving students will be more comfortable in a school
setting which removes them from competition with
high-achleving students. Current research, however,
indicates that the organization of groups by ablility creates
a soclial hierarchy within the school; those assigned to
low-achieving grﬁups may experience feelings of inferiority

and self-doubt, while b gh~achieving students develob a
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sense of superiority (Holloway, as clited by Levenson, 1979).
Levenson (1979) found that abllity grouping leads to
stereotyped roles which prevent gtudents from developing a
positive self-concept and healthy soclal relations with
their peers.

Assignment to instructional groups based on student
ablllty is belleved to provide a better match between
student needs and the type of instruction provided. Many
studies have shown that, rather than improving instruction
for low-achieving students, ability grouping often leads to
lower teacher expectatlions, poor peer models for behavior
and achlevement, and a lower overall quallty of instructlion
(Maxwell, 1986; Slavin, 1987a; Weaver, 1990).

While abi.ity grouping has attempted to address issues
of student diversity, this type of grouping often fails to
create groups which are truly homogeneous. Because groups
are generaliy formed according to a single criterion, such
as student performance in a given subject area, vast
di fferences in other skill areas may still be evident.
Overall, this plan has a limited impact on reducing student
heterogeneity within the classroom (Slavin, 1987a).

Although abllity grouping has been a common practice in
Amerlcan public education for nearly a century, it has been
shown to have little effect on student achievement and a

negative impact on student self-esteem. Further, it has not
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been shown to have a significant impact on the ability of
teachers to address individual differences in the classroom.
At this time, there is no research evidence which supports
the assignment of students to classes on the basis of
achievement or ability. While ab lity grouping has been
shown to be a questionable educational practice, educators
continue to.néed methods of grouping which allow them to
successful ly address the needs of a diverse student
population.

The problem may lie more within the structure of the
graded school than within the concept cf using some type of
ability grouping to form effective instructional groups.

The current graded school system, in which students are
primarily classifled by age, contributes to the difficulty
in meeting individual needs by ignoring the developmental
range of students at a given grade level (Kaufhold, 1981).
Tyler (1985) suggests that the "lock-step' nature of the
graded system Is a signiflcant factor in student failure in
school; individual! differences in learning rate and actual
performance are largely ignored by teachers who are expected

to use a single graded curriculum.

The purpose of this paper,then, is to examine
alternatives to the current system of graded classes and
ability grouping which allow teachers to balance individual

needs with practical considerations in instructional

3
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delivery. 1In additlon to reviewing alternatives, the
research which has been conducted examining these different

approaches will be upgraded and syntheslzed.

CRITERIA FOR EFFECTIVE USE OF ABILITY GROUPING

Three alternative methods of grouping students for
instruction will be examined. In each of the methods, a
varlation of abillty grouping is used to address student
heterogeneity in the classroom. According to Slavin
(1987b)>, there are three criteria which must be satlisfled |f
abllity groupling is to reduce the heterogeneity of classroom
groups and be Instructionally effectlive:

1. The grouplng plan must measurably reduce

student heterogenelty in the specific skill being
taught;

2. The plan must be flexible enough to allow
teachers to respond to misassignments and changes
in student performance level after initial
placement; and

3. Teachers must actually vary thelr pace and

level of instructlion to correspond to students”
levels of readlness and learning rates (p.322).

When lInstructlional groupings are formed in which
students are assligned to classes by their abillity, the first
two criteria are not met. First, students are grouped by

gross measures of abillty rather than by their ability
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relative to the specific skill being taught. Second, once

placed In a class or group, students are rarely regrouped

regardless of changes In thelr academic performance
(Maxwel]l, 1986).

In contrast, the alternative grouplny practices
examined In this paper are seen to meet the criteria
presented. This report will present three alternatlve
grouping practices currently in use in American public
schools: nongraded schools, multigraded classes, and the
Joplln Plan. For each alternative, a deflnition of the
approach to forming Instructional groups will be presented
and current research examining the practice reviewed.
Synthesls of the research find'ngs and recommendations for

their application will fol]ow.

NONGRADED SCHOOLS

In some school districts, a nongraded approach to
school organization has been implemented In order to allow
teachers to form instructional groups without concern for
traditional grade level designations. Many variations of
nongraded programs exist, rangling from dlstricts which
eliminate grade level designatlions from entire schools to
schools which have organized nongraded classes for a portion
of the school population. In this report, the term

"nongraded schools" refers to a system of instructional

1y
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grouping in which students are allowed to progress at their
own rate of learning rather than being tied to the set
curriculum of a glven grade level. Students are placed in
flexible groups by performance level, not age,.and grade
level deslignations are removed.

As early as 1964, Hillson, Jones, Moore, and Van
Devender reported that many publlic elementary schools viewed
non-graded organizations as a solution to many academic
failures in the primary grades. Some of the benefits

attributed to a non-graded system are:

1. Children progress at a rate approprlate to their

abilities without a threat of failure.

2. Children and teachers have less anxiety and
tension.

2. The Instruction Is adjusted to individual needs
and developmental levels.

4. Chlldren compete only with themseives.

5. The system does not require all children of the
Same age to perform at the same grade level.

6. Chlldren make contlinuous progress by picking up

each school year exactly where they left off.

Hillson et al. (1964, conducted a research project
designed to assess the accuracy of these claims by

evaluating the effects of a non-graded program on reading

« 1i
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achlevement of elementary students. All first grade

students entering Washington Elementary School were rendomly

asslgned to an experimental or control group. These
children remained in these groups for the next three years.
Teachers were assigned randomly to elther group, but all
were glven in-service training on non-graded programs.

The chlldren in the non-graded group moved from one
reading level to the next as needed. Children in the
control group participated in the conventlional graded
reading program. After three semesters of participation in
the program, students in the non-graded group scored
significantly higher than the Students in the traditlional
graded program on all three of the reading achievement tests
administered. Because the experimental deslgn controlled
for pupil ability and differences |In teaching methods, these
positive results can be attributed to the organizational

structure of the non-graded group.

Wiersma (1986> describes an alternative to traditional
school ing designed by the Wisconsin Research and Development
Center for Cognitive Learning. Individually Guided
Education (IGE)» programs are organized in multi-age groups
with 3 to 5 teachers providing instruction for a group of 90
to 150 students, with a strong emphasis placed on the
Indlvidualization of instruction. An evaluation of IGE

programs indicated three unlfyling characteristics: teachers

12
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teaming for instruction, shared decision-making, and
programming which focuses on the lnstructional needs of
indlviduals (Popkowitz, Tabachnick, & Wehlage, as clited by
Wiersma, 1986>. Altthough Wlersma provides descriptive
information, there is little research evidence which
supports the effectlveness of IGE as an alternative to

traditional schooling.

Yarborough and Johnson (1978) conducted a study that
investigated the relative effectiveness of six years of a
non-graded and graded system for puplls of four intelligence
levels in an elementary school setting. The non-graded
school was similar to schools that provide Indlividually
Guided Education (IGE>. Students moved through the
curriculum without grade leve! designations or report cards.
The graded schocl was characterized by didactic instruction
and grade-level curricula. The results of the study were
that all students profited equally cognitively. Pupils with
lower IQs appeared to beneflt more in the affective domain
from non-graded schooling, whereas hlgher I1Q pupils appeared
to profit more from traditional, graded schoollng. The
researchers recommend that a more careful Examination of
which types of schooling best suit the needs of different
types of students is needed, rather than a continued search

for one praogram which will meet the needs uf all students.
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Slavin (1988) found that non-graded plans produced
positive effects on student achlievement, although the
results of some studies were inconsistent. A closer
examination of the studles whirch pfoduced inconsistent
results revealed that many of the studies had taken place in
laboratory schools or in systems in which the Implementation
of a non-graded structure had resulted in little significant
change from the traditional program. 1In contrast, studles
in regular classrooms in which a non-graded model was used

generally found positive effects on student achievement.

MULTIGRADED CLASSES

In many school districts, multigraded classes exist as
an alt-rnative to the traditional graded system. As with
nongraded school programs, several varliations of the model
exist. ©Some districts provide multigraded classes as an
alternative only at the primary (kindergarten to second
grade) level, while other districts have maintained a blend
of traditional and multligraded classes at several levels.
The term "multigraded classes" will be used to describe a
system of instructional grouping in which students of
various ages are placed together without regard to ability
or achievement levels, These classes are sometimes referred
toc as multiaged classes or ungraded units. In general, the

distinction between multigraded class assignments and

14
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nongraded schools is that the primary class assignment In a
multigraded system is a heterogenecus class, composed of
students with a range of abilities as well as from several
age groups. Nongraded schools usually attempt to reduce the
heterogeneity of primary class assignments by grouping
students accordlng to performance level.

Way (1981) conducted a study to examine the effects of
multiage grouping on achievement and self-concept. The
sample was selected from three elementary schools in a
suburban schooi district. Each school had both multiage and
single-age classrooms. The Comprehensive Test of Basic
Skills was used to provide achievement data, while
sel f-concept was measured using the Piers-Harris Children’s
Self-Concept Scale. No significant differences were noted
on the effects of classroom type on student achievement.
Students in the multiage classrooms had a significantly
higher mean score on the Happiness and Satisfaction factor
than students in the single-age classrooms. On each of the
other factors and on total self-concept, students in the
multiage classrooms had slightly but consistently higher
scores than students in single-age classes, but the

di fference was not statistically significant.

Jarvis (1989) conducted an evaluation of Project SAIL,
an ungraded primary unit for chlldren ages five to eight,

located at P.S. 41, District 23, in Brooklyn, NY. The unit
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consisted of 24 classes of 18 to 22 children, grouped
homogeneously for reading and math and heterogeneously for

all other curriculum areas. In February and June, a Chilg

Behavior Rating Scale was administered by classroom
teachers. The results indicated that children who had
participated in the program showed a statistically
significant improvement in social skills., On the
Metropolltan Achlevement testing, the mean percentiie score
of kindergarten children improved from the first percentile
on the fall pretest to the 70th percentile on the spring
posttest. For first grade students, the mean percentile
score improved from the 30th percentile to the 47th
percentile. No matched pretest-posttest scores were

available for secona or third grade students.

McCabe and Crozier (1984) describe a model of
multigraded classes in the Grand Haven, Michigan public
schools. In this program, students are grouped in
Klndergarten to third or third to sixth grade classes; all
children enter the program by choice. School officials
gathered data from a parent questionnaire, a student survevy,
and a follow-up study of academic performance. The results
Indicated that students in fourth and seventh grades
attained 75 to 100 percent of all objectives on the Michigan

Educational Assessment Test. Program particlipants achieved

a grade point averagé of 3.19 in junior high school.




Page 14

Although these results appear to support the positive
effects of this multigraded model, no comparative data is

available for non-participants.

THE JOPLIN PLAN

The Joplin Plan was originally developed in the Joplin,
Missouri school district in the 1950s as a method of
regrouping students for reading instruction across grade
lines. As other districts adopted this concept, many
variations of the original plan were developed, resulting in
programs which can be characterized as "Joplin-like". The
Joplin Plan is a system of instructional grouping within a
graded scheool structure in which students are regrouped for
instruction in a specific skill area by ability, without
regard to grade level or age. This plan utilizes the
concept of cross-age grouping within the parameters of the
graded school system. Unllike nongraded schools and
multigraded class systems, the traditicnal grade level
designations continue to be used for student placement.

Slavin (1987b) conducted a comprehensive review of the
research examining the effectiveness of the Joplin Plan.
Overall, the results from the fourteen studies consistently
support the use of the Joplin Plan. The following exammples

illustrate the types of results reported by Slavin.
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Halllwell (as cited by Slavin, 1987b) examined a
program in which gstudents in gracdes one to three were
regrouped across grade levels for reading only, while
remalning in heterogeneous classes the rest cf the day.
Considerably higher reading achievement was notesd in the
regrouped classeg at every grade level. Nearly a .94 grade
level increase was seen at the first grade level when
compared to classes from the previous year.

Rothrock (as cited by Slavin, 1987b) compared reading
achievement of students participating in Joplin Plan classes
with students who were placed in heterogeneous classes that
used within-class abllity grouping. Scores of students in
the Joplin classes averaged .44 grade equivalents more than

scores of students in the heterogeneous classes.

DISCUSSION

Each of the three alternative methods of grouping
students we have discussed meets the criteria for effective
use of ablility grouping as set forth by Slavin (1987b>. All
three programs place students into groups based on student
ablility in the specific skill being taught. Each program
allows for student movement between groups as needed,
depending on changing academic performance. Finally, the
programs allow teachers to adapt instruction to the

performance level and learning rate of students.
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Another factor that each of the plans have in common |s
the underlying premise that the individual student is of
primary lmportance in all instructional planning decisions.
This is significantly different from traditional graded
school gystems, in which instructional planning decisions
are determined largely by curriculum guidelines and grade
level, rather than by the needs of individual students.

This focus on individual students provides teachers
with a wider array of options to address the range of
developmental levels typically found within a graded
classroom. The individualized approach permits students to
progress at their own rate of progress with fewer
comparisons to expected student performance standards at

that grade level.

Research conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of
nongraded instructiocnal groupings supports the use of this
type of plan as a vehicle to meet individual needs.

However, the impact of nongraded grouping vields
inconsistent results when effects on student achievement are
considered. While none of the studies revealed any
detrimental effects, some of the studies indicated that no

change was seen In student performance.

As In the research on nongraded schools, research

findings on multigraded classes are limited in their support

ERIC Ly
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for the use of this type of instructional grouping in order
to enhance student achievement. Although gains in student
achlevement were reported in several studies, the research
designs were quasi-experimental and the lack of a control
group makes it difficult to.assess the true impact of the
mulitigraded class structure. At least one study indicated
that multigraded classes had a significantly positive impact

on student self-concept.

Research on the Joplin Plan has the most consistent
positive results of the three alternatives presented. The
program has been found to produce higher levels of student
achievement when used as method for regrouping students for
reading. Siavin (1987b) indicates that this may be a result
of the plan’s impact on increasing direct instruction time

by reducing student heterogeneity in reading groups.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the research reviewed for this paper provides
inconsistent support for the use of nongraded and
multigraded classes over traditional grouping practices. In
contrast, the use of the Joplin Plan is well-supported by
research. Although the findings are inconclusive, no
detrimental effects were attributed to any of the

alternative plans presented and many of the studles found

21
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some type of positive effect. Since llittle support for the
use of abillty grouping as a sc.e method for determining
academic placement can be found in the research, educators
continue to need to examine alternatives to this widely used
practice.

The alternative methods discussed in this paper provide
a stepping stone for teachers and adminlistrators in the
search for effective grouping practices. 1In many school
districts, it may be more practical for teachers to
determire which elements of these grouplng practices they
may be able to utiljze In their classrooms, rather than
focusing on plans which would reguire redrganlzation of the
entire graded school structure. Teachers may wish to
evaluate the methods they currently use to group students
within their classes and begin to examine alternative
approaches. They might consider establishing flexible skill
groups within their classroom, team-teaching at or across
grade levels, and other practices which increase their
options for changing instructlional groupings to meet the

needs of indlvidual students.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

As many of the studles reviewed for this paper were
descriptive or theoretical, the results of the research must

be loosely interpreted and have 1imited generalizabllity to
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cther school settings. Several of the studies describe the
program as implemented in a single school; other studies
provided insufficient information regarding the
instructional practices actually utilized In the various
grouping methods. More research is needed in order to
assess the impact alternative grouping practices have on
student achlievement, self-concept and school climate.

In order to assess the effectiveness of alternative
grouping practices, a combination of descriptive and
experimental research is needed. Studies must examine the
Impact alternative grouping practices actually have on
classroom instruction in order to allow researchers to
separate out the effects of various program components. For
example, a change in classroom grouping practices may alter
the teacher’s approach to whole-group instructlion or the
pattern of student interaction; research which focuses on
making distinctions among the effects of several variables
would provide valuable information about effective grouping
practices.

In-depth case studlies would provide more complete
descriptions of the effects each type of alternative
grouping practice has on the entire school environment.
Such studies would allow researchers to assess the lmpact of
different aspects of program implementation, from teacher

selection and inservice training to instructional techniques

2z
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and student outcomes. Detailed descriptions of these

programs would enable educators in other settings to

replicate the most effective models of Instructional
grouplng.

In order to increase genera)l lzablllty of the research
findings and to allow comparisons among alternative
programs, |t would be desirable to conduct in-depth case
studles in schools which represent a variety of school
districts across geographic locations. Finally,
longitudinal studies of students who have experienced
alternative instructional groupings in their education are

needed in order to assess the long range impact of these

grouplng practices.
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