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SHOULD primary grade pupils be 
grouped across classes for reading instruc 
tion? Is it not reasonable to reassign all high 
aptitude pupils from several rooms of a pri 
mary grade to one teacher for reading in 
struction? There they can progress at their 
own natural accelerated rate and be allowed 
to "soar" in their achievement without being 
held back by their slower paced classmates.

Is it not just as reasonable for the slow- 
learners likewise to be reassigned for their 
basic reading instruction 7 In this way they 
can receive the undivided attention of a 
teacher working with a "smaller group" and 
thereby "achieve up to their expectancy" with 
out the pressures of competing with those 
who learn rapidly and well.

And would not the average residue of 
such an arrangement benefit also by working 
in their own "homogeneous group," with spe 
cial attention being given to their special 
needs and, again, not being held back by the 
slow and difficult learners who place such a 
drain on the teacher's time, attention, and 
patience 9 Growing numbers of schools are 
"innovating" in this direction because they 
believe that the answer to these questions is 
"Yes."

Schemes of this sort designed to make 
the reading instruction of children easier 
are far from new. Educators have been "in 
novating" with such arrangements since the 
late 'twenties. The practice enjoyed an ac 

celerated impetus in the early 'fifties with the 
widely publicized Joplin Plan. Such proce 
dures are administrative arrangements i n 
tended t o improve instruction. Do they ac 
tually improve instruction? Or are they the 
least challenging way for schools to show 
that they are making some effort at individu 
alizing instruction without ever coming to 
grips with the real problem?

Is reduction of the range of ability or 
achievement in a group a reasonable and 
effective substitute for studying individual 
children, their learning styles, growth pat 
terns, skill needs, and interests? Is reduction 
of the range of variability within groups of 
children an acceptable substitute for upgrad 
ing teacher competency to understand both 
children and the processes involved in learn 
ing to read and improved instructional tech 
niques that consider both? Should adminis 
trative arrangements for grouping children 
be offered as a substitute for efforts at up 
grading teacher competency?

Related Research
Most of the evidence to be cited in sup 

port of interclass grouping, ability grouping, 
"Joplin Planning," or the same range reduc-
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tion scheme by any other name is not strongly 
supportive of such "innovation." Newport ' 
has evaluated reports of nine of the best 
studies using interclass grouping for reading 
that give any control group data. Of the nine, 
six favored neither arrangement. Two favored 
interclass grouping. Both of these two were 
studies of only one year in duration. Moor- 
house,- in his report of his study, which was 
one of those which Newport reviewed, stated 
that "After the first semester and concurrent 
with a reduction of pupil and teacher interest, 
reading level gain of pupils in interclass 
groups was no more than, and sometimes 
less than, that of pupils learning to read in 
graded classes."

The Moorhouse project ran for two and 
one half years. Shores : 1 has done a. com 
prehensive review of research related to the 
whole problem of ability grouping over a wide 
range of school ages and for various pur 
poses. His conclusion was that such regroup 
ing plans to reduce the range of variability 
do not result in improved achievement for 
superior pupils, the dull, or the average.

Among studies reported on the topic, 
some do indicate advantage to interclass. 
ability-grouped schemes. Many of these re 
port only authority judgments based on data 
gathered to prove a point with no control data 
reported. Others are reports on short-term 
studies. As suggested by Moorhouse, uncon 
trolled Hawthorne effect accounts for the 
apparent advantages observed in many of 
these reports. Chall 4 states in her book The 
Great Debate that any innovative program 
will show initial improvement over any in 
cumbent one even if, across schools, the 
incumbent program happens to be identical 
to the innovative one. Data freed of the bias

1 John F. Newport "The Joplin Plan: The 
Score." The Reading Teacher 2 1(2): 158-62: No 
vember 1967.

- William F. Moorhouse. "Interclass Group 
ing for Reading." The Elementary School Journal 
64: 280-86; February 1964.

1 J. Harlan Shores. "What Does Research Say 
About Ability Grouping by Classes?" I llinois Edu 
cation Association Journal, Volume 27, Number 4, 
December 1964.

4 Jeanne S Chall. Learning To Read: The 
Great Debate. New York: McGraw-Hill Hook Com 
pany, Inc., 1967. Chapter 9.

of Hawthorne effect are difficult if not impos 
sible to find in direct study of the problem.

Present Study
Let us examine some data pertinent to 

the problem of whether or not interclass 
grouping for reading instruction has a posi 
tive effect on reading achievement of pupils 
in grades one and two. The project from 
which the data accrued was not concerned 
with assessment of ability grouping or inter 
class grouping in any way so the Hawthorne 
effect should be zero in this case.

The figures cited below were part of the 
data gathered in Cooperative Research,Proj 
ect 3231,"' done under the aegis of the U.S. 
Office of Education and Syracuse University. 
The focus of this project was to compare the 
effectiveness of three methods of teaching 
reading to primary pupils. The data ,to be 
discussed were part of the data collected at 
the end of the second year of the study.

The following unique situation occurred 
ivithin one of the three treatment groups.

One of the cooperating schools had been 
using a plan of interclass grouping for read 
ing instruction at first and second grade 
levels before the project began and continued 
the practice throughout the study. That is, 
pupils were randomly assigned to one of three 
homeroom classes. For reading instruction 
they were reassigned to one of the three 
teachers on the basis of readiness and of 
intelligence test scores. The superior pupils 
were assigned to one teacher, the average to 
another, and the below average to the third. 
The superior and below average groups par 
ticipated in the Cooperative Research Project.

At two other schools that were taking 
part in the project there were two other 
classrooms of children that almost exactly 
matched these two classes in terms of readi 
ness and of intelligence measures. The pu 
pils in these rooms had been randomly as 
signed to their class from the pool making 
up the several classes at that grade level in

 "  William D. Sheldon, Nancy J. Nichols, and 
Donald R. Lashinger. Comparison o f Three Meth 
ods of Teaching Reading in the Second Grade. C o 
operative Research Project No. 3231. Syracuse, New 
York: Syracuse University, 1967.
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their school. A comparison of achievement 
scores for the two pairs of matching class 
rooms would, in large part, be a measure of 
the effectiveness of interclass grouping in 
improving achievement in reading at these 
grade levels. Let us first examine the achieve 
ment scores of the matched classrooms that 
could be considered above average in intel 
ligence and in readiness for reading at the 
beginning of grade one.

Findings

Examination of Table 1 reveals that 
the two classrooms were approximately 
equal in average mental ability and readiness 
at the beginning of grade one. The self- 
contained class was slightly inferior to the 
other class on these variables. When a com 
parison of achievement is made, the self- 
contained class is superior on every criterion. 
The achievement of this group exceeds that 
of the ability selected interclass group by the 
following amounts:

Word meaning .6 grade, S.E.M. .25 

Paragraph Meaning 1.0 grade, S.E.M. .20 

Spelling .2 grade, S.E.M. .20 

Word Study Skills 1.4 grade, S.E.M. .25.

Only in spelling is there a strong prob 
ability that the observed differences in 
achievement means reflected measurement 
error.

The superior group does not appear to 
have "soared" in achievement when freed 
from the decelerating effects of slower pupils.

The average achievement of these selected 
pupils averages only three-tenths of a year 
above the norm. More could reasonably be 
expected of a group identified as above 
average.

How did the slower pupils fare? Did the 
teacher's undivided attention to their needs 
help them to achieve up to expectancy?

Examination of Table 2 reveals the fol 
lowing differences in achievement:

Word Meaning 1.1 grade, S.E.M. .25 

Paragraph Meaning .8 grade, S.E.M. .20 

Spelling 1.1 grade, S.E.M. .20 

Word Study Skills 1.3 grade, S.E.M. .25.

These achievement differences are over 
whelmingly in favor of those pupils who were 
randomly assigned and received instruction 
in their own self-contained classroom. Their 
achievement actually equals that of the class 
identified as superior in the school with inter 
class ability grouping. The probability of the 
differences that are shown being due to meas 
urement error is extremely small. Interclass 
grouping, with its alleged reduced range of 
variability and hence instructional needs, did 
not show any benefit for these below average 
pupils after two years of primary instruction.

Discussion
Questions inevitably arise. Were the 

teachers equally qualified and experienced? 
How about the educational facilities? Were 
they equal? Did the home background of the 
pupils favor the higher achieving groups,

Interclass Grouping 
MA' 44.64 Readiness** 72

Stanford
Variable Mean S.D.

Word Meaning 21.2 7.2
Par. Meaning 35.8 11.9
Spelling 16.6 6.1
Word Study Sk. 35.3 9.8

Average Achievement
* Mean Pintner Raw Score Beginning Grade

** Mean Metropolitan Total Score Beginning

Self-Con tained-Heterogeneous 
MA* 43.31 Readiness** 65

Grade
Score

3.1
3.1
3.4
2.1

3.1
1

Grade 1

Stanford
Variable

Word Meaning
Par. Meaning
Spelling
Word Study Sk.

Mean

25.9
44.5
19.5
47.4

S.D.

6.2
7.1
6.3
8.4

Average Achievement

Grade
Score

3.7
4.1
3.6
4.2

3.9

Table 1. Comparison of Two Above Average Class Groups of Equal Ability on 
Stanford Achievement Sub-Test Scores: Actual Grade Placement 2.8
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thus overshadowing the differences due to 
the grouping practice involved?

All four teachers of these classes were 
permanently certified teachers with from 10 
to 20 years of experience. Both teachers 
working with the above average classes hold 
master's degrees. The four teachers varied 
considerably in teaching style but the absence 
of hard data other than pupil achievement 
precludes further objective comment on their 
abilities.

If physical plant and school setting were 
to have an effect on pupil achievement, these 
factors would have favored the progress of 
the interclass grouping. The school in which 
this was the practice was in a quiet suburban 
setting. It was new, modern, pleasant, and 
convenient in every way. It was also equipped 
with an abundance of books and instructional 
materials. The other two schools, where 
the self-contained, heterogeneously grouped 
classes were located, were urban schools. The 
school with the above average class was in a 
middle-class neighborhood with a cross sec 
tion of pupils from middle-class homes. A 
few children in the class were Negro children 
bussed in from the city's core area.

The school with the below average class 
was in a lower middle to upper lower class 
urban neighborhood. The class contained no 
Negro pupils but several children came from 
Spanish speaking homes. Both urban schools 
were old but well kept up structures, with 
their general interior appearance best de 
scribed as austere. Materials, equipment, and 
supplies were adequate but not abundant.

If one of the groups was to have been 
favorably influenced by physical plant or 
socioeconomic factors, it would have been the 
interclass ability grouped pupils.

Two interrelated questions relative to the 
differential in achievement of these classes 
using different grouping plans remain. How 
much does teacher competence influence 
pupil achievement in reading? And, how 
much does teacher (and administrator) com 
petence influence the choice of ways that a 
school will select as measures to meet the 
challenge of pupil variability? We have ten 
tative answers to the first question. The 
second question provides an interesting area 
of research to determine the answer.

Mitzel and Medley " have gathered data 
that indicate that the teacher variable is a 
more important factor in stimulating pupils 
to learn to read than the school the pupils 
are in, the learning ability of the pupils, or 
their previous achievement in reading.

The problems involved in successfully 
meeting the instructional needs of young 
children with wide variations in ability, readi 
ness, learning styles, and driveeneed not be 
elaborated for educators. The problem of 
why growing numbers of school faculties fail 
to consider any alternatives to solving the 
problem beyond attempts to limit the range of 
individual differences within groups must be 
faced up to. We began by citing a few of the

11 Harold E. Mitzel and Donald M. Medley. 
"Pupil Growth in Reading An Index of Effective 
Teaching." Journal of Educational Psychology 48: 
227-39; April 1957.

Interclass Grouping 
MA* 34.4 Readiness" 50

Stanford
Variable Mean S.D.

Word Meaning 11.9 7.0
Par. Meaning 16.9 12.4
Spelling 7.4 5.6
Word Study Sk. 23.2 6.4

Average Achievement
* Mean Pintner Raw Score Beginning Grade

** Mean Metropolitan Total Score Beginning

Self Contained-Heterogeneous 
MA* 34.90 Readiness** 50

Grade
Score

2.1
2.0
2.3
1.7

2.0
1

Grade 1

Stanford
Variable

Word Meaning
Par. Meaning
Spelling
Word Study Sk.

Mean

21.6
29.8
17.0
38.0

S.D.

7.0
12.6
8.2

16.1

Average Achievement

Grade
Score

,3.2
2.8
3.4
3.0

3.1

Table 2. Comparison of Two Class Groups of Equal but Below Average Ability on 
Stanford Achievement Sub-Test Scores: Grade Placement 2.8
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cliches that make these attempts appear to 
be the obvious and logical answer. Some facts 
that apparently are not considered by school 
personnel who accept this easiest and yet 
ineffective solution to a complex problem 
follow.

First, it is improbable that one could 
find one "homogeneous child," so a homo 
geneous group of children based on ability 
or achievement is a myth. Cook ~ has shown 
that a child is apt to vary about four-fifths as 
widely among his own traits and abilities as 
the random group he may be a part of will 
spread over any one variable.

This brings us to the second point. If 
each child shows this unevenness in develop 
ment of skills and other traits, the variability 
and need for individualization of instruction 
remains no matter what the grouping pro 
cedure. Implicit in the practice of interclass 
grouping plans is the belief that goals, pro 
cedures, methods, and timing of instruction 
can be established for g roup* and that chil 
dren can be made to conform to them. 
Zirbes " has presented a discussion of timing 
and its relationship to pupil variability and 
changing pupil interests and economy in 
learning. Interclass ability groups force an 
inflexibility of scheduling upon the class 
room which mitigates against both enough 
time and the riyht t ime to capitalize on evolv 
ing pupil interests and the inevitable spurts 
and plateaus in learning that normal children 
display.

Implicit in this type of grouping too is 
the assumption that reading instruction is 
an entity that is best separated from the rest 
of the curriculum. Its supporters apparently 
assume that it is a matter of no importance 
that the teachers responsible for the remain-

7 Walter W. Cook. "The Gifted and Retarded 
in Historical Perspective." Phi Delta Kappan 39 
249-55; March 1958.

"Ronald C. Doll, editor. I ndiiidiializing In 
struction. 1 964 Yearbook. Washington, D.C.: Asso 
ciation for Supervision and Curriculum Develop 
ment, 1964. Chapter 4, "Fostering Individualiza 
tion in the Classroom." pp. 75-97.

der of the curriculum have intimate knowl 
edge of each learner's capabilities, strengths, 
and weaknesses in reading so that strengths 
can be exploited and weak areas constantly 
strengthened.

Implicit, too, in the adoption of such 
variability reduction schemes is the assump 
tion that a child need not perceive the inter- 
relatedness of the learnings offered by the 
school in order to maintain the integration 
of interest and effort that can lead to his 
real commitment to learning.

One more important area that is over 
looked by those who fix upon ability grouping 
combined with interclass grouping as the 
logical solution to the problems posed by 
individuality is the area of expectancy. 
Teacher expectancy of a pupil's achievement 
level largely determines that level. This has 
been demonstrated strikingly by Jacobson 
and Rosenthal.' 1 The tendency of pupils to 
achieve at their expectancy was demonstrated 
forcefully in the data reported in this paper. 
The class group identified as the "slow group" 
achieved in just that fashion. They averaged 
one year of reading progress in two years of 
time. They did achieve at expectancy un 
fortunately. The matched group, which was 
compared to them but identified only as a 
group of children without the stigma of being 
known to teachers a nd themselves a s the slow 
ones, achieved slightly more than two years 
of reading growth in two years' time.

These are a few of the important points 
that are seldom considered when decisions 
are made to reduce the range of variability by 
cross-class grouping for reading instruction. 
What sorts of teaching staffs and adminis 
trative leaders overlook such points? And 
what sorts of personnel overlook or ignore 
growing amounts of data indicating that at 
best such practices are useless and at worst 
damaging to pupils scholastically, socially, 
and emotionally? D

' ' Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson. 
Pygmalion in the Classroom. New York: Holt, Rine- 
hart and Winston, Inc., 1968.
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