
385Module 19: Grouping Practices

Master the 
content.
edge.sagepub.com/durwin3e

or ability. Cooperative learning, a more recent approach, is a method of grouping students to 
work collaboratively, usually with students of different achievement levels within each group. 
Although students within ability groups also may work collaboratively, ability grouping creates 
a more competitive atmosphere than cooperative learning. The segregation of students into 
distinct groups of higher and lower achievers often results in the groups experiencing differ-
ent teacher expectations and working toward different learning goals, usually with different 
curricula (Weinstein, 1993).

The distinction between ability grouping and cooperative learning does not necessarily 
mean that one grouping structure is better than the other. When choosing a grouping struc-
ture to address heterogeneity in student ability, teachers need to consider many factors, both 
academic and socioemotional. Let’s examine the different approaches and discuss some best 
practices for grouping students.

GROUPING BY ABILITY

➊	 Discuss the pros and cons of within-class and between-class ability grouping.

➋	 Discuss the advantages of flexible grouping methods.

The aim of ability grouping is to enhance learning for students of all ability levels by allowing 
teachers to adapt learning goals, activities and materials, and the pace of instruction to meet 
the specific needs of students within each particular group or class. When ability grouping is 
implemented correctly, students of all ability levels show achievement gains (Fielder, Lange, & 
Winebrenner, 1993; Shields, 1995; Slavin & Madden, 1989). Students from minority groups 
and economically disadvantaged backgrounds also benefit from well-implemented ability 
grouping (Lynch & Mills, 1990).

Within-Class Ability 
Grouping. This method 
is commonly used in 
elementary schools for 
teaching reading and math.

Reference: Ability 
Grouping
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