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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a reviev of studies on within school (inter-class) grouping for in-
struction in the United States and United Kingdom. It seeks to compare grouping practices and
predicted trewnds in these countries with the rasults of a recent study of within school (inter-
elass) grouping praetices in infant and primary schools in New South Wales. The survey sample
comprised a random sample of first and second class schools in New South Walee, and responses
were received from 27 per cent of schools in this elassification. Data were collected by
means of a questionnaire completed by one infant and one primary teacher in each school.
Rasponges to the survey indicated mimed ability grouping to be significantly more common than
ability grouping.

This paper seeks to compare current practices for grouping children in infant and primary
schools in New South Wales with existing practices and predicted trends in the United States
and United Kingdom. An intensive review of the literature revealed that no large scale study
had been conducted in this field in Australia, although in the United States and United Kingdom
such data were readily available (for example, Dean, 1960; Jackson, 1964; National Education
Asscociation, 1968; Bealing, 1972).

Grouping of students in schools takes place at three levels (Calfee and Brown, 1979:145):
betwesen schools, within schools between classes (inter-class) and within classes (intra-class).
As Yates (1971:1} noted:

Any prescripfion for the effective organisation of schocling must inciude at
the outset, appropriate arrangements for the assembling of groups of pupils.

In New South Wales, children have traditionaliy attended the school which is clogest to
their home, In the Department of Education Handbook (1275:125} the procedures determining
this were outlined as follows: ‘

In order to utilise efficiently available schocl accommodation, it is sometimes
necessary to set boundaries for certain schools or for certain departments of a
school. Pupils residing beyond these boundaries shall not be admitted, once
boundaries have been determined, to the school situated within the geographical
area thereby defined.

In practice, however, it is customary for schools te receive an area map divided into
zones for each school (perscnal interview, primary school principal, 1982). Such zones might
have their boundaries in the middle of a street. This practice, known as "zoning", is still
in operation. out of zone placements are granted only on direct application to the department
by individual parents. The existence of this zoning policy means that parents have limited
choice in terms of the enrcolment of their children in State schools. fTherefore, for children
attending State schools, grouping to schools ig predetermined by home location, Once the
childrer are in attendance, schools may choose to organise them into classes for instruction
in a number of ways.

It is the process of organising children into classes which is the focus of this paper.

The study was concerned with the educational principles upon which children are placed
into classes in first and second class primary schools in New South Wales. In these larger
schools, various administrative devices are adopted to provide for the needs of children differ-
ing in age and ability. For the purposes of this paper, we accept Good's definition (1973:268}
of an ipstructional group as being "a group of pupils chosen in such a manner that instruction
can be carried on expeditiously". ‘Grouping can then be defined as the process of placing
children in groups: or more accurately, as "the process of classifying pupils for instructional
purposes on the basis of predstermined criteria®” (National Education Association, 1968:6).
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Within schoolsg, children are organised into groups kboth vertically and horizontally.
Vertical organisation is concerned with how students progress upwards through the school
from year to year (Heathers, 1969:560). Schools may choose a graded, non-graded or
multigraded organisation (National Education Association, 1968:7). In & graded school
children are grouped chronolegically throughout the school moving up one level each year.

A grade is a teaching group comprising all children of similar chronclogical age in the
achool {for example, grade one comprises all seven year olds: c¢hildren in their second

year of schooling). When a school has multigrading,. each c¢lass will comprise several

grades with promotion ketween grades depending on ability. Ina nongraded school there are
no grade distinctions, flexible grouping is more easily attained and progress through the
school is on an individual basis (Goodlad and Anderson, 1963}. This may be on the basis of
attainment, gocial or physical maturity, or on a combination of these factors. In Australia,
as in the United States and the United Kingdom, most schools have favoured a graded gystem
in which children are promoted annually in accordance with their chronological age (Goodlad,
1960:224; Yates, 1966:55; Bassett, 1968:28).

in addition to the schools' vertical organisation, in larger schools, with more than one
clags at each grade level, pupils are grouped horizontally. This grouping procedure relates
to the way in which students are assigned to instructional groups (Heathers, 1969:560) and can
be either homogeneous ox heterogeneous in nature. A homogeneous group may be defined as "a
group having a much higher degree of similarity amonyg its members in respect to a given trait
or complex of traits than is found in randor sampling”. (Good, 1973:268}.

Homogeneous grouping first became common in the nineteen twenties (Westby-Gibson and
Wilhelms, 1966:10; Franklin, 1967:423; Esposito, 1973:104). At that time, as Westby-Gibson
and Wilhelms (19€6:10), Espositc (1973:105) and Kelly (1978:7) noted, testing technigues were
gaining popularity and educationalists were becoming aware of the exigtence of individual
differences in children's abilities. Homogeneous grouping was introduced as a means of
modifying instruction to accommodate those differences between learners {Passow, 1962:282;
Walton, 1976:40; Simon, 1978:34}. Children grouped homogeneously are grouped according to
some criteria of likeness. This characteristic may be that of interest, age, height, weight,
sex, physical handicap, social maturity, ability or achievement. The most common form of
homogeneous grouping is ability grouping, often referred to as streaming (Yates and Pidgeon,
1959; Jackson, 1%64; Bernstein and Davies, 1969; Bouri and Barker Lunn, 1969; Barker ILunn,
1970; Jacka, 1971; Palmer, 1971; Simon, 1978) in which "an attempt is made to divide the
students into classes . . . according to their ability to attain." (Goodlad, 1960:223)

The actual criterion used for this division will vary from school to school. Selection
may ke based on an intelligence test score, a readiness test score, a reading achlevement
geore, general achievement scores or on any combination of these. Goodlad {1960:223) noted:

more than twenty crxiteria, singly or in combination, have
been used from time to time as bases for establishing
classroom organisation.

Hetercgeneous grouping refers to a disgimilar mix of children which can be achieved

by either randomly assigning all children in a grade or school
to instructional classes, or by deliberately assigning children
to instructional classes such that a wide range of individual
differences is present., (Hsposito, 1973:165}

.children in this type of organisation are often selected on the criterion of age,
chronolegical sequence of enrdlment, alphabetical assignment, random selection from the total
pupil list or a deliberate balance in terms of IQ distribution (National Education Association,
1968:7; Heathers, 1969:567). Heathers (1969:567) noted that often a deliberate attempt is
made to distribute natural leaders and troublemakers evenly among classes. The National
Education Association's Research Seminar on Ability Grouping (l968:7) pointed out that, due to
the chance factor involved in much heterogenecus grouping, "the final composition of a class
will typically include pupile with a wide range of abilities.”

Streaming, the horizontal grouping of children within a grade by ability is thought to
have reached its peak in the nineteen twenties and thirties and to have given way to
heterogeneous or mixed ability classes by the nineteen fifties (Walton, 1876:40; Frankiin,
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1967:423; Simon, 1978:34). A close examination of the available data, however, points to a
regurgence in the popularity of homogenecus grouping in the nineteen eighties.
Studies from United States

The National Education Association's Research seminar on Ability Grouping (1968:11) cited
a gurvey conducted by the association in 1958-9 on the administrative practices of urban
achool districts with populations in excess of 2,500. Results showed that 77.6 per cent of
the districts surveyed practised “eithe:,ﬁull or limited ability grouping in the elementary
grades," 68.6 per cent making "limited pfqvision for ability grouping," and the remaining
nine per cent practising full ability grouping. Zimited abkility grouping refers to a
gituation in which only some grades were grouped inte classes by ability whereas full ability
grouping refers to a situation in which all grades were grouped by ability. An interesting
addendum to this is that almost 25 per cent of districts which did not practise ability
grouping at that time envisaged adding it 'in the near future , while, of those which
practised full ability grouping, 20 per cent reported a trend towards its expansion, only two
per cent predicting its curtailment.

In 1960, Dean {cited in Passow, 1962:282; Franseth and Kourxy, 1966:5; and Natiocnal
Education Association, 1968:) examined 4,307 urban places with populations over 2,5C0.
Results, cited by Franseth and Koury (1966:5), suggested that

national practice is in terms of heterogeneous grouping in
the grades 1 through 6 level, since 72.1 per cent group
heterogeneously and only 16.9 per cent group homogeneously
in those grades.

Passow made the interesting point that in Dean's study all schools "were in agreement
that there would be an increase in homogenecus grouping in the future.,®™ {19862:282)

A further study by Gore and Koury in 1960-1 (e¢ited in Franseth and Koury, l966:6 and
Naticnal Education Association, 1968:13) comprised 11,645 school districts in communities
with enrclments over 229. Three methods of grouping were defined for the study: homogeneous,
partially homogeneous and heterogenecus. Results showed that 78.7 per cent favoured
heterogeneous grouping though a shift towards homogeneous grouping was noted at the beginning
of primary school. Esposito (1973:164), citing these and other natiompal studies conducted in
the United States in 1962, 1965 and 1966, concluded

in thousands of elementary and secondary school classrooms
acrosg the nation, homogeneous grouping is a predominant
method of organising teachers and students into instructional
units . . . large school systems tend to employ this pattern
of organisation more frequently and in higher proportion
than do small school systems, and further, the practice is
more and more prevalent as students proceed through the
educational system and is likely to be more widespread in the
near future. ‘

More recently, Shearron (1976:95) noted the continued existence of ability grxouping in
the United States:

In 1970 approximately 77 per cent of the nation's public
schools used some form of ability grouping. Ability grouping
tends to be more popular in the higher than in the lower
grades . . . ability grouping is widely approved by teachers
and administrators,

He predicted that future trends would lead to further departmentalism in primary sqhools
and an increase in the use of ability grouping, particularly in reading and mathematics.
Studies from United Kingdom

in 1963 a study was made of the grouping policies of 1,753 junior schools in England and
Wales {Palmer, 1971:23). Of these schoolg only 24 per cent were large encugh for streaming to
be possible, that is, there were several classes at each grade level. In this group of larger
schools, 50 per cent were wholly streamed, 15 pexr cent streamed only in years two, three and
four, four per cent streamed only in year four, six per cent were wholly non-streamed, and
20 per cent reported the use of other grouping procedures not specified by Palmer. Children
were streamed initially on the basis of infant school work, intelligence or achievement tests.
Subseguent adjustments were made on the basls of English and mathematics tests, often
supplemented by IQ tests.
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Jackson (1964) examined the way in which schools in England and Wales grouped older
primary children {7-1l year olds). This gample comprised 660 schools with enrcimentsg of
over 300 pupila. Results reported that "an overwhelming majority," 96 per cent, of those
schools streamed children (1964:16). Of those children, 74 per cent were streamed by seven
years of age, 87 per cent by eight years, 92 per cent by rine years and 96 per cent by ten
years of age. Of the schools in the sample, 134 also contained infant and junior primary
children. From this group it was reported that five per cent were streamed at five years and
25 per cent at six years of age. Jackson reported ten different methods which, in a variety
of combinations, were being used as selection criteria. The most common of those were an
infant school report, a class teacher's recommendation, schoel English and mathematics tests
and "the 'experienced judgement' of a head teacher and her staff." It is interegting to note
the sgubjective nature of a number of these.

Bealing, in a gurvey of 18% English junior school teachers (1972:232) reported that
"the overwhelming majority of classroom contained children of unmixed abilities and
attainments" and that there was "very little getting or team-teaching.”

Palmer (1971:30) foreshadowed a movement away from the practice of streaming in Britain:
"there seems to be little doubt that the trend toward unstreaming of junior schoolg in Britain
will continue." This opinion was supported by Walton (1976), Wragg (1976} and Simon (1978).

In 1977, Boydell followed up her earlier study (Bealing, 1972) by surveying the same
sample of schools using a slightly modified version of her original gquestionnaire. She
reported (1%80:15) the complete disappearance of streaming except in the case of four
remedial classes. Setting and team teaching were still noted as being uncommon though almost
a third of the sample comprised mixed-age classes.

Studies from Australia

A careful search of the Australian Education Index has failed to uncover any major study

of grouping practices in Australian schools., A collection of case studies which exist
(Bassett, Jacka and Logan, 1982) refers to one example of multigrading, one example of family
grouping and one example of "stratified ability grouping." (1982:58), This latter procedure
involves pupils Eeing placed in rank order by reading age and allocated to the two classes in
stratified groups with teacher A being responsible for groups one, three and five and teacher
B responsible for groups two, four and six {1982:62).

In 1262, a conference organised by the Australian Council for Educational Research
examined the provision being made for individual differences within Australian primary schools,
but did not specifically study inter~class grouping procedures. It did, however, recommend
that "children should be allocated to classes on a random basis." (Bassett, 1968:34)

Current Practices in New South Wales

The aim of the survey was to gather information from New South Wales infants and primary
schools on a number of teacher demographic characteristics, and types of school grouping
procedures, It was part of a larger survey which alsc\éxamined grouping within lessons in the
subject areas of reading, spelling, mathematics and social studies. This will be the subject
of a further paper. The instrument used for gathering data was a gquestionnaire to be referred
to here as the "School Grouping Survey®,

Due to the nature of the information required by the study and the size of sample
desired, it was decided that the questionnaire was the most appropriate initial method for the
eollection of the data for the present study, despite the disadvantages of the guestionnaire
as a data-gathering instrument (Hiliway, 1969; Good, 1971; Kerlinger, 1973; Bassey, 1978).

The "School Grouping Survey” was developed for the purposes of this study. The
guestionnaire was designed with two parts. Part one elicited personal information from the
respondents in relation to sex, age, years of teaching experience in a “one or two teacher”
school, years of teaching experience in a composite class of two or more grades and level of
training completed., Part two recorded information relating to school organisation.

This included questions with regard to the class currently being taught by the responding
teacher, the number of pupils in the class, the number of classes operating at that grade



258

level, the criteria by which the classes at that level were formed and the manner in which

ciasses in the school were usually organised., In all instances respondents were reguested

to place a tick against the appropriate response. Items were multiple choice with the

addition of “other® (please specify) categories in relation to school organisational patterns.
Teachers were asked to state then the classes operated at their year level by nominating

either:

a) On a parallel basis, where children of mixed ability levels are included in sach class.

b) On a streamed basis, where children of high ability are placed tegether in an "A" class,
average ability children are together in a "B" class, and go on.

¢} ©n a large group basls, where all children in the same year or grade level are placed
together in a large group and taught by one or more teachers.

d) In combination with children from other grades or years on a vertical greuping arrangement,
or -

e) Other: Please specify.

In this study the population to be studied, and therefore to be represented within the
samnple were all first and second class schools in New South Wales, there being 864 schools in
thegse classifications. The study was restricted to first and second class schools as it was
felt that schoocls of that size have more opportunity for varied grouping procedures than do
smaller sechools.

At the time of the survey, Term 3, 1979, a first class schocl was one with an enrclment
of more than 500 pupils and a second class school one which had an enrclment of between 187 and
500 pupils.

In an attempt to randomise the sample as much as possible, schools were selected from the
"List of Schools and Inspectorates 1979%," using a table of random numbers {Leedy, 1974:95-7).
Method of entry to the tables was gained by axial interaction, In this way, 145 first and 148
second class schools were selected., Although no attempt at stratified sampling by region was
made, all elevern administrative regions of the Department of Education were represented
{(Table 1l). 'Regional stratified sampling was not attempted since there were no reason to susgpect
differences in practices associated with regiocnal location. The sample 1ls considered to be
strongly representative of scheols in the state since 27 per ceant of schools in New South
Wales were included. :

Two guestionnaires were sent to the principles of each school in the sample with an
accompanying letter informing them of the nature of the study and requesting thém to give a

questionnaire to

TABLE 1
sample of Schools Selected to Participate in the Study

ghown by Educational Administxative Region

First Class Second Class
Region Schoels Schools Total
Central
Metropolitan 18 14 32
North Sydney 26 22 48
St. George 16 9 25
Metropolitan
Wast 24 14 38
Liverpool 22 14 36
South Coast 10 1l 21
Hunter 7 27 34
North Cecast 5 8 13
Western 2 11
Riverina 3 is 22
North West 9 5 14
Totals 145 149 294
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those teachers in the infants and primary departments, whose names appeared third on the
alphabetical list of staff. In this way an attempt was made to randomise the selection of
teachers within schools. Each teacher then received an envelope containing a copy of the
questionnaire, a covering letter and a stamped, addressed envelope. This enabled each
teacher to return the guestionnaire individually and so ensure complete confidentiality.

The guestionnaires were distributed to schools in October 1979. 2n initial response
of 60 per cent was achieved and after a follow up letter in November 12 responses were
received £rom 81 per cent of schools and 67 per cent of teachers. The response was slightly
better for second class achooié‘64 per cent for schbbls and 70 per cent for teachers) than for
first class schools {78 per cent for schools and 63 per cent for teachers),

It was considered that, in view of the preliminary nature of the research, relying on
respondent’s perception rather than direct confirmation by the researcher, it was most
appropriate to use descriptive procedures in reporting the results of the survey. Freguency
distributions were cbtained by use of the freguencies program in the Statistical Packége for
the Social Sciences, (Nie, Hull, Jenking, Steinbrenner and Bent, 1975:181).

Results

a} How are classes formed at this level?

In angwering this question, it was found that in first class schools, 43 per cent of
classes in the sample were formed on a parallel basis and 36 per cent on a streamed basis.
In other words, there was only a small difference in the largest schcools between adherents
to these two significantly different educational practices.

In second class schools - the smaller sized schools - the difference was much greater.
51 per cent of classes in these schools were formed.on a parallel basis, while only 30 per
cent used streamed classes. For the total group, the respective percentages were 47 per
cent for parallel classes and 33 per cent for streamed.

The percentage of classes using a large group team teaching organization ranged from 1
per cent for first class schools to 6 per cent for second class schools and 3 per cent for
the total group. Because this means no division was made on the bagsis of streaming, it could
be considered that the large group situation was similar to the parallel class.

The percentage of responses using a vertical group organization was steady at 2 per cent
for all groups.

A significant percentage of respondents indicated dissatisfaction with the alternatives
offered and utilized the "other" response alternative. This included 19 per cent for first
class schools, 1l per cent for second class schools, and 15 per cent for the total group.
{Table 2} A further examination of the raw data for these responses determined that, apart
from one class at that level, the responses originally classified "other" fell into three
main categories. These were by age (three per cent}), a situationin which the top group was
gtreamed with the remaining c¢lasses being formed in a parallel manner (three per cent} and
a situation in which the bottom group was streamed while the remalning classes were formed
in a parallel manner {one per cent). Of the remaining cases, two per cent were streamed,
and pne per cent, parallel. This leaves five per cent of the sample unaccounted for. These
were, for the most part, responses which either described a mixed situation (for example,
stregmed for reading with vertical grouping for phonics and mathematics or a straight year
three, four, five and six plus a composite year three, five and six) or were unclear as to
their meaning (for examplie, stratified).

This does not substantially affect the trend of the resulis which indicates that the
various forms of mixed ability grouping were gignificantly more common than ability grouping
(streaming) at the 0.05 level. (Chi square eguals 18.6 with one degree of freedom).






