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with more out-of-school reading practice by good readers than by below-average readers, 
creates a so-called Matthew effect—above-average readers increase their reading achievement 
at a faster rate than below-average readers (Stanovich, 1986).

Boys, minority students, and students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may 
be particularly disadvantaged by this grouping method because they are more likely to be 
placed in lower ability groups. Teachers place more boys than girls in lower groups for read-
ing (Catsambis, Mulkey, Buttaro, Steelman, & Koch, 2012). Similarly, students from lower 
income families or from minority groups typically are placed in lower ability groups, whereas 
students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds usually make up the highest ability groups 
(Saleh et al., 2005; Tach & Farkas, 2006). In schools with large populations of students 
from lower socioeconomic or minority backgrounds, within-class ability grouping does not 
improve student achievement (Nomi, 2010). Within-class ability grouping may also widen 
the achievement gap for English language learners (Chang, Singh, & Filer, 2009).

Several factors may influence placement decisions, such as teacher expectations, past 
performance, and standardized test scores. Lower school readiness at kindergarten entry 
(e.g., knowledge of letters, sounds, numbers, and counting) is one reason that boys and 
children from impoverished and culturally diverse backgrounds may be placed in lower 
groups (Catsambis et al., 2012; Tach & Farkas, 2006). Placement of boys into lower reading 
groups is also based on teachers’ subjective evaluations of boys’ reading ability and behav-
iors (Catsambis et al., 2012). Lower initial teacher expectations for boys and students from 
minority and lower socioeconomic backgrounds may lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy, where a 
groundless expectation leads teachers and students to act in ways that make the expectation 
come true (Merton, 1948). Initial teacher expectations—especially in classrooms where stu-
dents perceive there is differential treatment—may contribute to an achievement gap in the 
early grades, which can be sustained through middle school and high school (Kuklinski & 
Weinstein, 2001; McKown & Weinstein, 2008; Sorhagen, 2013).

Between-Class Ability Grouping
Between-class ability grouping (also called tracking) is a common practice in high school and 
sometimes middle school, in which students are placed into homogeneous classes based on their 
level of achievement. Tracking has changed over time from a rigid prac-
tice of assigning students to curriculum tracks (e.g., honors, college prep, 
remedial/vocational), in which all their subjects are with students of similar 
ability, to a more flexible method of skill-based sorting, where students can 
take courses in different levels, such as an advanced English class but lower 
level math class (Kalogrides & Loeb, 2013). In skill-based sorting, every 
student experiences the same curriculum, with classes at the lower skill level 
covering content at a slower pace. Assignment of students to courses using 
either form of tracking is based on past performance, such as grades or stan-
dardized test scores. Students’ ability group placement in elementary school 
is often another criterion for determining tracking placement in middle 
school or high school (Moore & Davenport, 1988; Rist, 1970; Rosenbaum, 
1980). A student who was in the low reading group in elementary school is 
likely to be placed in a lower track in middle school or high school.

One criticism of tracking is that it reinforces racial and socioeco-
nomic segregation. Like within-class ability grouping, tracking results 
in students from lower socioeconomic and minority backgrounds 
being placed into lower ability classes (Buttaro, Catsambis, Mulkey, 
& Steelman, 2010; Gamoran, 2010; Kalogrides & Loeb, 2013). As 
discussed earlier, students from minority groups and impoverished 
backgrounds are more likely to be placed into lower ability groups 
in elementary school. Low expectations for students in lower ability 

Matthew Effect. Good readers, like the boy 
shown here, read more often outside of school 
and increase their reading skills at a faster rate 
than below-average readers.

Self-Fulfilling prophecy: 
See Module 20
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