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RESEARCH SYNTHESIS ON ABILITY GROUPING

The opening of the first graded 
school in this country in 1848 
started a revolution in American 

education (Otto, 1950). With its multi 
ple classrooms, each under the direction 
of a different teacher and all governed 
by a single principal, the graded school 
introduced economies and efficiencies 
into education that were hard to ignore 
By I860 nearly all the larger cities in 
America had graded schools, and by 
1870 the age-graded school was firmly 
established as the dominant model for 
school organization.

By the turn of the century, however, 
critics were raising questions about the 
adequacy of this model What they ob 
jected to most was classification of stu 
dents exclusively by age in the new 
schools. At each age level, the range in 
student mental age was likely to be as 
great as the number of their grade a 
two-year range in mental age in the sec 
ond grade, a three-year range in the 
third, and so on. How can children who 
differ so much be taught in the same 
classroom, critics asked. Revisionists 
therefore soon began modifying schools 
again to accommodate the individual 
differences among children. Ability 
grouped classrooms were among the 
earliest and most enduring of these 
modifications. From the turn of the cen 
tury when they were first introduced 
until the present, such classrooms have 
been a prominent feature on the land 
scape of American education some 
times singled out for praise, sometimes 
criticized, and nearly always a focus for 
discussion and debate.

Supporters of ability grouping claim 
that homogeneous groups of students 
are easier to teach. According to such 
advocates, teachers have fewer individ 
ual differences to contend with in abil 
ity-grouped classes, and students learn 
more when instruction can be aimed at 
the right level. Opponents of grouping,
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"The effects of
grouping were clearer

on student attitudes
than on student
achievement."

on the other hand, bitterly criticize the 
practice. They complain that grouping 
is popular because it appeals to a basic 
human need to stratify society into m- 
groups and outgroups. In this account, 
grouping does not foster better learning, 
but confers unnecessary distinction on 
those in the fast tracks while placing a 
stigma on those in the slow groups.

In 1916 the first serious attempt was 
made to study homogeneous grouping 
with something resembling controlled 
experimentation. In that year. Guy M. 
Whipple studied a gifted class consist 
ing of 13 boys and 17 girls, chosen on 
teacher recommendation from the fifth 
and sixth grades of a school in Urbana. 
Illinois. In the years since, researchers 
have carried out many additional studies 
of grouping effects. In a typical study, a 
researcher divides students of a given 
grade into experimental and control 
groups. Members of the experimental

group are instructed in classes that are 
relatively homogeneous in ability; 
members of the control group are taught 
in conventional heterogeneous classes. 
At the end of the experiment, the re 
searcher compares responses of the ex 
perimental and control groups on a com 
mon examination or on a course 
evaluation form.

In the years since such studies first 
appeared, reviewers have often tried to 
make sense of the accumulating find 
ings Their central tool in summarizing 
results has been the "box-score" tally 
of positive and negative findings, and 
their central message has been that noth 
ing is established with certainty about 
the effects of grouping. Unlike these 
earlier reviewers, we employed an ob 
jective and quantitative approach to 
draw conclusions about effects of 
grouping. The method we used has been 
called "meta-analysis," or the analysis 
of analyses. The term was first used by 
Glass (1976) to describe the statistical 
analysis of a large collection of results 
from individual studies for the purpose 
of integrating findings Meta-analysts 
use objective search procedures to lo 
cate as many studies of an issue as pos 
sible. Thej then describe the features 
and outcomes of the studies in quantita 
tive or quasi-quantitative fashion. Fi 
nally, meta-analysts use statistical 
methods to relate study features to study 
outcomes.
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Highlights from Research on Ability Grouping
Except for high-ability students in honors classes, ability grouping has little 
significant effect on learning outcomes, student attitudes toward subject 
matter and school, and self-concept. The differences that are found in 
grouped classes are all positive, however slight, and there is no evidence 
that homogeneous grouping i s harmful.

Learning Outcomes. I n general, students who are grouped in classes ac 
cording to academic ability outperform nongrouped students only slightly. 
However, students in gifted and talented programs perform better than they 
would in heterogeneous classes. In contrast, students in classes for the aca 
demically deficient perform neither better nor worse than they would in a 
mixed-ability class. The effects in multi-track, as opposed to mixed, class 
rooms are also negligible.

Attitudes. S tudents who are ability-grouped for a particular subject, such 
as mathematics or English, have a better attitude toward the subject. There 
is very little difference between grouped and ungrouped students in their 
attitudes toward school.

Self-Concept. The effects of grouping on self-concept are positive but 
minor.
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It was impossible for us to cover all 
aspects of ability grouping in our re 
view, however. Like other reviewers, 
therefore, we adopted a specific focus. 
Our review was limited to comparative 
studies at the secondary school level. 
Among the major questions that we 
asked were: What are the effects of abil 
ity grouping in the typical study? Does 
grouping have different effects on stu 
dents of different ability levels? Does 
grouping have different effects in differ 
ent areas of student development for 
example, in academic, attitudinal, and 
personal areas? Finally, do the effects of 
grouping vary with study settings, with 
methodological features of the studies, 
and with types of grouping practices?

Method
The data for the meta-analysis came 
from 52 objective, comparative studies 
of grouping that we located through 
computer searches of the educational lit 
erature The studies differed somewhat 
in their basic approach to grouping. 
Some grouping programs covered the 
full range of student ability ("multi- 
track" programs); some provided spe 
cial classes only for gifted or talented

students (honors programs); and some 
provided special classes only for low- 
achieving or low-aptitude students (re 
medial programs). The studies also dif 
fered in experimental design, course 
setting, and publication history. We cre 
ated categorical variables, similar to 
those used in our previous meta-analy- 
ses (Kulik. Kulik, and Cohen, 1980) to 
classify the 52 studies according to such 
features.

The 52 studies also described educa 
tional outcomes in three different areas: 
learning, attitudes, and self-concept. To 
quantify effects of grouping in each of 
these areas, we used Glass's (1976) 
index of effect size ( ES). This index 
gives the number of standard deviations 
that separate the group averages that are 
being compared. The index is defined as 
the difference between the means of two 
groups divided by the standard devia 
tion of the control group.

Learning Outcomes
Fifty-one of the 52 studies described 
effects of grouping on examination 
scores of students. In more than 70 per 
cent of these studies, students from the 
grouped classes outperformed students

from the ungrouped classes by at least a 
small amount. The average ES in the 51 
studies, however, was only .10. This 
means that in a typical study, grouping 
raised the performance of students by 
.10 standard deviations, or from the 
50th to the 54th percentile Cohen 
(1977) has referred to effects of this 
magnitude as small in size

Further examination of the data 
showed that studies with certain features 
consistently produced strong effects An 
especially important feature was the 
basic type of grouping program. Effects 
were largest (approximately .40) in the 
14 programs designed for talented and 
gifted students; these students accom 
plished more in special "honors" pro 
grams than they would have in mixed 
ability classrooms. Effects were near 
zero in the four programs designed es 
pecially for academically deficient stu 
dents; such students learned as much in 
mixed-ability classrooms as they would 
have in homogeneous classrooms Fi 
nally, effects were also near zero in the 
33 studies that compared effects of 
multi-track vs. mixed-ability class 
rooms on unrestricted populations.

We earned out a further analysis of 
the 33 studies of unrestricted popula 
tions. Each of these studies included 
students of high, middle, and low abil 
ity, and in each study students were as 
signed to both homogeneous and heter 
ogeneous classes In 19 of the 33 
studies, the investigators reported re 
sults in enough detail so that we could 
calculate separate measures of effect 
size for students at each ability level, 
and thus determine whether effects of 
multitrack programs were strongest on 
high-, middle-, or low-ability students. 
The effects turned out to be similar at 
each ability level. The average effect 
size was .00 for students in the high- 
ability classes; - .06 for students in the 
middle-ability classes; and .002 for stu 
dents in low-ability classes.

Attitudinal Outcomes
Eight studies reported results on student 
attitudes toward the subject matter 
taught in grouped and ungrouped class 
rooms. In each of these eight studies 
grouping was used only for teaching a 
specific subject matter for example, 
mathematics or English composition  
and not for an entire school program. In 
seven of these studies, student attitudes 
were more positive in the grouped class 
The average £5 was .37. Even though 
the number of studies available was 
small, results were consistent enough
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for us to conclude with statistical confi 
dence that grouping had a positive effect 
on student attitudes toward the subject 
being taught.

Another 11 studies reported results on 
attitudes of students toward the school 
they were attending. In eight of the 
studies the students from grouped 
classes expressed more favorable atti 
tudes toward their schools; in the other 
three studies the attitudes of the students 
from ungrouped classes were more fa 
vorable. The average ES in the 11 stud 
ies was 09 This effect is a very small 
one at best, and was not large enough to 
be considered statistically reliable

Effects on Self-Concept
Fifteen studies reported results on stu 
dent self-concept. In seven studies self- 
concept was higher for students in 
grouped classrooms; in six studies self- 
concept was higher for students from 
ungrouped classrooms; and in two stud 
ies self-esteem was equal for the two 
groups. The average ES i n these studies 
was .01, a trivial value.

Discussion
The practice of ability grouping has had 
a long and a sometimes stormy history. 
When first introduced as a way of indi 
vidualizing instruction in large schools 
at the turn of the century, ability group 
ing excited the imagination bf teachers, 
administrators, and educational re 
searchers. In the years since then, teach 
ers have continued to support the prac 
tice, but the reputation of ability 
grouping has waxed and waned among 
educational researchers and administra 
tors. Although reviewers have never 
lacked an adequate pool of research 
studies with which to answer the basic 
questions about ability grouping, they 
have lacked a way of reading the mes 
sage that the research studies hold.

Meta-analysis showed that only one 
type of grouping has clear effects on 
student achievement. This is the type in 
which students of high ability are put 
into a special honors class for enriched 
instruction in their secondary school 
subjects Studies of this type usually 
report significant results, and they usu 
ally report effects on achievement that 
are medium in size. High ability stu 
dents apparently benefit from the spe 
cial curricula that grouping made possi 
ble.

Other types of studies reported only 
trivial effects on student achievement. 
Most studies that compared achieve 
ment in multi-track and single-track

MAY 1982

schools, for example, reported no sig 
nificant effects of grouping. Students 
learned as much in the heterogeneous 
classrooms as in the homogeneous ones. 
And this was as true of the students as 
signed to the high aptitude classes in a 
multi-track school as it was of the stu 
dents who ended up in the low aptitude 
classes. Studies that dealt only with 
low-ability students assigned either to 
special remedial classes or to heteroge 
neous ones also reported no examina 
tion differences associated with group 
ing

"the effect of group 
ing was near zero on 

the achievement of 
average and below- 
average students...."

Our conclusions about student 
achievement were generally consistent 
with the conclusions drawn by narrative 
reviewers. Others have also noted the 
effectiveness of honors classes in re 
views of grouping research (Ekstrom. 
1961). and they have also noted that 
ability grouping has only trivial effects 
on the achievement of average and 
below-average students (Findlay and 
Bryan. 1971). Our results support these 
observations, but they do not support 
the view thai grouping has unfavorable 
effects on the achievement of low apti 
tude students. In our analysis, the effect 
of grouping was near zero on the 
achievement of average and below- 
average students; it was not negative.

The effects of grouping were clearer 
on student attitudes than on student 
achievement. Students assigned to 
grouped classes for work in certain sub 
ject areas, such as mathematics or Eng 
lish composition, responded more fa 
vorably to these subjects than did 
similar students assigned to heterogene 
ous classes Effects were positive in 
nearly all the studies of attitudes toward 
subject matter, and in the typical study 
these attitudinal effects were medium in 
size. Effects of grouping on attitudes 
toward school and on self-concep! were

also positive, but these effects were 
smaller and less consistent.

Our conclusions about attitudinal ef 
fects introduce a new note into reviews 
of grouping research Many narrative 
reviewers did not consider attitudinal 
outcomes at all in their reviews, and 
those who did tended to emphasize the 
negative effects of grouping on the atti 
tudes and self-concepts of low-ability 
students. Such conclusions, however, 
were based primarily on anecdotal and 
uncontrolled studies. The controlled 
studies that we examined gave a very 
different picture of the effects of group 
ing on student attitudes. Students 
seemed to like their school subjects 
more when they study them with peers 
of similar ability, and some students in 
grouped classes even develop more pos 
itive attitudes about themselves and 
about school.

This meta-analysis thus confirmed 
some common beliefs about the effects 
of grouping, and it showed that other 
common beliefs are not supported by 
the facts. More important, however, 
this meta-analysis provided precise, 
quantitative estimates of the size of 
grouping effects, based on a large num 
ber of diverse studies We believe these 
estimates give researchers and policy 
makers alike a new starting point for 
planning future policy and research in 
this area.  
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