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Evaluation of Ability Grouping and Mixed-Ability
Grouping Practices in Junior High English Class

Yuh-Show Cheng! Chin-Ying Shih?
Abstract

This paper reports a case study that aimed to evaluate two grouping practices—
ability grouping and mixed-ability grouping practices—carried out with the same group
of students for the subject of English at one junior high school in Taipei. To offer a more
comprehensive understanding of the effects of the two grouping practices, the study ad-
opted both quantitative and qualitative approaches to seeking reports and opinions from
all major groups of stakeholders, including students, parents, teachers, and school ad-
ministrators. Those students who experienced ability-grouped English classes at sev-
enth grade and ungrouped classes at eighth grade as well as their parents were first sur-
veyed with two different sets of questionnaires and then interviewed. Interviews were
also conducted with the English teachers, homeroom teachers, and administrators invol-
ved. The study fails to provide strong evidence to prove which grouping practice is un-
equivocally good for the junior high English class, where wide discrepancy in students’
English proficiency has posed a big challenge to teachers. It was found that the two gro-
uping practices each had advantages and disadvantages. Ability grouping appeared to
favor high performing students whereas mixed-ability grouping, low performing stu-
dents. Correspondingly, high performing students tended to prefer ability grouping but
low performing students, mixed-ability grouping. Nevertheless, the number of students
that opted for mixed-ability grouping was greater than that showing preference for abil-

ity-grouping. The opposite was true for parents: There were more parents supporting

35



(ERRFHE) F7 F+EHE-H

ability grouping. As students and parents differed in their acceptance of the two grou-
ping practices, school faculty members were divided in their preferences for the two
grouping practices. Based on the findings of the case study, some suggestions and prin-
ciples for grouping plans at the junior high school are offered, which take into consider-

ation different needs of high and low performing students and equity of education.
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Introduction

Wide discrepancy in students’ English proficiency level has become one of the ma-
jor issues in Taiwan’s English education at the elementary and junior high school levels
(Chang, Chou, Chen, Yeh, Lin, & Hsu, 2003; Chen, Y. H., 2004; Chen, Y. P., 2004; Chi-
ang, 2000; Lin, 2003; Wu-Yen, 2006). Such discrepancy makes it a great challenge for
teachers to teach a mixed-ability English class, where low achievers often reveal infer-
iority and easily give up learning whereas high achievers often show arrogant attitudes
and take little interest in classroom activities (Chen, Y. P., 2004; Huang, 2002; Reid,
Clunies-Ross, Goacher, & Vile, 1981). Ability grouping is believed to be one of the so-
lutions to this problem (Chen, 2002; Chiang, 2000; Wu-Yen, 2006). In fact, up to 44.8%
of junior high school English teachers surveyed in Y. H. Chen’s (2004) study called for
“implementing ability grouping for English courses” in Taiwan (p. 71). By placing stu-
dents into different ability levels, it is believed that teachers can provide students with
materials and instruction appropriate to their levels and thereby improve students’
learning (Chien, Ching, & Kao, 2002; Hereford, 1993; Yu, 1994).

However, studies on the effects of ability grouping have yielded mixed results (Ni-
cholson, 1998). On the one hand, ability grouping was found to benefit students’
learning. Research has shown that ability grouping could have a positive impact on stu-
dents’ self-concept and their attitudes towards the subjects when grouping was used
only for specific subjects, that is, when students were assigned to heterogeneous home-
room classes for most of the day but were re-sorted into ability grouped classes for one
or more subjects (Goldberg, Passow, Justman, 1966; Hsiao, 2006; Ireson, Hallam, Ple-
wis, 2001; Kulik, 1981, 1992; Slavin, 1987). This grouping plan helped students see the
advantage of instruction adapted to their achievement levels (Hallam, Ireson, Morti-
more, & Davies, 2000; Lou, 1986; Kulik, 1981; Su & Lin, 2003; Yu, 1994). Moreover,
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it gave low achievers in the heterogeneous class a chance to take a leadership role in a
grouped class that challenged their ability appropriately (Kelly, 1969) and might thus re-
duce their pressure of learning (Hsiao, 2006).

Besides positive affective effects, ability grouping has also been found to enhance
students’ achievement. For example, Slavin’s (1986, cited in Hollifield, 1987) compre-
hensive review of research on different types of ability grouping in American elemen-
tary schools indicated that ability grouping for reading or mathematics improved stu-
dents’ achievement. Likewise, after a review of 52 studies on ability grouping carried
out in American secondary schools, Kulik and Kulik (1982) concluded that ability gro-
uping contributed to a small, yet significant, gain in students’ achievement on examin-
ations. Similar findings were reported in studies of ability grouping at college level in
Taiwan. For example, Chien, Ching, and Kao (2002) found that students in ability-gro-
uped freshman English classes made greater progress in their performance on TOEFL
tests than those in the ungrouped classes. According to Luo (2005), except those grou-
ped in the advanced level, students in the basic and intermediate levels exhibited impro-
vement in English proficiency, as determined by their performance on two proficiency
tests conducted at the beginning and the end of the one-year freshman English program.

On the other hand, evidence has accumulated that demonstrates negative effects of
ability grouping on learning, be it in the domains of students’ affect or academic achie-
vement. In terms of negative affective effects, ability grouping was reported to cause
problems such as anxiety about English classes (Lin, 2004), stigma attachment to low-
ability groups (Burroughs & Tezer, 1968; Chen, 2005; Chou & Luo, 2003; Wang, 1998),
impaired self-concept of low-level students (Esposito, 1973; Lu, 1991; Wilson &
Schmits, 1978), adverse peer culture in low-ability groups that discourages learning and
promotes rebellious and mischievous behavior (Chiang, 2000; Eder, 1981; French &
Rothman, 1990; Burroughs & Tezer, 1968), artificially inflated self-esteem of high-level
students (Chiang, 2000; Esposito, 1973; Wilson & Schmits, 1978), and negative big-
fish-little-pond effect on poor performers in high-ability groups (Chiang, 2000; Ireson,
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Hallam, & Plewis, 2001).

With regard to achievement, while Slavin’s (1990) review of 29 studies at second-
ary schools in the United States and Chien’s (1987) study at a college freshman English
program in Taiwan revealed essentially no effect of ability grouping on achievement,
other researchers suggested that ability grouping favored high-level groups in achie-
vement but did not help or even retarded academic progress of students in low- or inter-
mediate-level groups (Bryan & Findley, 1970; French & Rothman; 1990; Gamoran &
Berends, 1987; Kulik & Kulik, 1982; Oakes, 1985; however, cf. Luo, 2005). Obviously,
previous research did not demonstrate any conclusive evidence regarding the effects of
ability grouping on students’ learning. Neither have the effects of ability grouping been
systematically evaluated against those of mixed-ability grouping with the same group
of students. The practice of ability grouping remains a controversial issue that requires

continued scrutiny of its effects.

The Study

The Context

To address the problem of heterogeneity in students’ English proficiency that could
be exacerbated by the official implementation of English education at the elementary
school level, the school administrators and English teachers of Sunny Junior High
School’ in Taipei City decided to implement ability grouping in the seventh-grade Eng-

lish class in the school year of 2002. The students involved were among the first groups

1 To respect the school’s right to privacy, a pseudonym, Sunny Junior High School, is used to refer to the
school under investigation.
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of students in Taiwan that received English education under the grade 1-9 curriculum
reform launched in the school year of 2001, when they were sixth graders. That is, be-
fore they entered junior high school, those students had received one year’s formal edu-
cation in English. However, because many of those students were arranged by their par-
ents to learn English outside school, there were great variations in years of English
learning among the students. According to their self-report, more than 76% of the stu-
dents had learned English more than one year before they entered junior high school,
with 25% of them having learned English for more than four years and 51% of them, for
two to three years.

For the convenience of scheduling classes, nine homeroom classes were first di-
vided into three sections of classes. Classes of the same section shared the same course
schedule. Students were assigned to each class in such a way that the three sections con-
sisted of students of similar intellectual ability, as determined by a standardized IQ test.
Each section was further divided into three classes (one class of Group A and two clas-
ses of Group B) according to students’ performance on an English placement test con-
structed by two English teachers of Sunny Junior High School.2 Without considering
consequences of naming, the top one-third students in each section were placed in Gro-
up A. The rest of the students in each section were placed into B1 and B2, supposedly
two classes of equal English proficiency. Although students were placed into two dif-
ferent ability levels (i.e., A and B), they all used the same set of English textbooks and
took the same midterm and final examination questions for the sake of fairness in
learning and grading. However, teachers were given the freedom to design their lessons
according to the needs of different classes. Such policy made it possible to re-sort stu-
dents in the second semester on a seemingly fair basis, i.e., average scores on the mid-

term and final English examinations of the first semester taken by all students. Original

2 The two teachers tried to ensure content validity of the placement test by consulting the textbooks used by
the two elementary schools in their school district when constructing the test items. However, no formal
report on the reliability and validity of the test was given.
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Group B students that advanced to the top one-third in each section were transferred
from Group B to Group A, and vice versa. Another equity-minded policy concerns tea-
cher assignment. To avoid the problem of labeling English teachers as “Group A teach-
ers” or “Group B teachers,” with only one exception, different groups of classes were
assigned evenly to the four English teachers involved. All of them were certified Eng-
lish teachers with more than 7 years’ teaching experience.

One year later, a meeting was held to decide whether to continue the ability grou-
ping plan. Six out of the nine English teachers at Sunny Junior High School voted ag-
ainst continuing the ability grouping system based on the four English teachers’ reflec-
tions on ability grouping. 3Therefore, in the next school year, the same group of students
had their eighth-grade English in ungrouped homeroom classes. That is to say, this gro-
up of students experienced two kinds of grouping practices—ability grouping and mix-
ed-ability grouping—in English class during their junior high school years. The case of
Sunny Junior High School offers a rare chance for educators to evaluate the effects of

ability grouping practice against mixed-ability grouping practice.

Research Questions

The present study aimed to evaluate the two grouping practices carried out at Sun-
ny Junior High School in the school years of 2002 and 2003, in the hope of offering edu-

cation policy makers, school administrators, and teachers implications for decision

3 Three of these four teacher were against ability grouping at the meeting, pointing out several problems of
the practice, including arrogant attitudes of Group A students, students’ late arrivals caused by moving
from one classroom to another between classes, diminished time to be with and thus difficulty in under-
standing those homeroom students assigned to classes taught by other English teachers, increased lesson
preparation load caused by the policy that each English teacher was assigned to teach students of both lev-
els (i.e., Group A and Group B). However, it is interesting to find that when the three teachers were later
interviewed in this study, two of them said that they would have voted for ability grouping if they did not
have to consider management of their homeroom class.
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making in choosing ability grouping plans. To offer a more comprehensive understan-
ding of the effects of the two grouping practices, this study sought reports and opinions
from all major groups of stakeholders, including students, parents, teachers, and school
administrators. Specific questions addressed here include:

1.How did English teachers teach in ability-grouped and ungrouped classes respectively?

2.How did students, parents, teachers, and school administrators feel about learning and
teaching English in ability-grouped classes, as opposed to in ungrouped classes?

3.What difficulties and problems did students, teachers, and administrators encounter un-
der each of the two grouping practices?

Methodology

Data Collection Procedures

This study adopted two data collection procedures: questionnaires and interviews.
First, a total of 263 (145 male and 118 female) ninth graders at Sunny Junior High
School who experienced both ability-grouped English classes at seventh grade and un-
grouped classes at eighth grade as well as their parents were surveyed, using two differ-
ent sets of questionnaires. A questionnaire was administered to students in class while
their parents were given a questionnaire to fill out at home. Among the 263 parents sur-
veyed, 170 returned their questionnaires, resulting in a response rate of 65%. Besides,
interviews were conducted with the following five groups of stakeholders: (1) three of
the four English teachers involved in both grouping practices;# (2) four homeroom tea-
chers that experienced both kinds of grouping practices and did not overlap with English
teachers; (3) the administrators in charge of ability grouping, including the director of
students’ academic affairs, the chief of curriculum section, and the chief of registry sec-

tion; (4) forty students randomly selected according to the ratio of students in Group A,

4 The only exception was, in fact, one of the researchers of this study.
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Group B, and Transfer Group (approximately 2:5:3); Sand (5) ten parents randomly
chos-en from those that expressed willingness to participate in a phone interview after
completing the questionnaire.
Instruments

Students’ Questionnaire. The questionnaire for students consisted of two parts.
Part one inquired about students’ background information. Part two comprised 48 sta-
tements related to students’ perceptions of and attitudes towards learning English in
ability-grouped and ungrouped classes. Specifically, Items 1 to 47 were constructed to
explore the effects of the two grouping practices in six areas that have been frequently
discussed in the literature on ability grouping (e.g., Burroughs & Tezer, 1968; French &
Rothman, 1990; Goldberg, Passow, & Justman, 1966; Lou, 1986; Yu, 1994). The six ar-
eas were (1) stigmatization; (2) students’ affective states; (3) teacher’s instruction and at-
titudes; (4) students’ learning outcomes and attitudes; (5) classroom atmosphere and in-
teraction; and (6) students’ satisfaction with grouping plans. Students’ responses to
Items 1 to 47 were scored on a four-point Likert scale (4 = strongly agree; 3 = agree; 2
= disagree; 1 = strongly disagree). Item 48 asked students to choose their preferred gro-
uping practices from three options: “grouped class,”  “ungrouped homeroom clas-
s,” and “notsure.”

Parents’ Questionnaire. The questionnaire for parents also consisted of two parts.
Part one dealt with their children’s background information. Part two contained three
statements that tapped parents’ perceptions about the effects of ability grouping on stig-
matization (Item 1), enhancing English learning (Item 2), and inducing negative affect
(such as sense of inferiority or arrogance) (Item 3). Parents’ responses to the three sta-
tements were also scored on a four-point Likert scale (4 = strongly agree; 3 = agree; 2

= disagree; 1 = strongly disagree). Item 4 asked parents to indicate their preferred gro-

5 Consequently, 8 of the 40 student interviewees were from Group A, 20 from Group B, and 12 from Trans-
fer Group (i.e., those either transferred from Group A to Group B or from Group B to Group A).
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uping practice for their children: “grouped classes,”  “ungrouped homeroom clas-
ses,” or “notsure.” ©

Interview Questions. To obtain a more in-depth understanding of the effects of the
two grouping practices, five sets of questions were constructed for interviews with stu-
dents, parents, English teachers, homeroom teachers, and school administrators. The in-
terviews with students started with questions about their English learning experiences
and then proceeded to questions pertaining to (1) their feelings about being assigned to
a particular group in the first semester of the seventh grade; (2) their observations about
classroom activities and peer interactions under the two grouping practices; (3) their opi-
nions about the effects of the two grouping practices on their English learning; and (4)
whenever applicable, their feelings about being transferred to another group in the sec-
ond semester of the seventh grade and their observations about the classroom activities
in the two ability-grouped classes. Interviews with parents focused on parents’ observa-
tions of their children’s learning and achievement under the two grouping practices.
Parents’ opinions about ability grouping in junior high school were also sought.

Interviews with English teachers, homeroom teachers, and administrators were
aimed to add information regarding the effects of the two grouping practices from in-
structors’ and administrators’ perspectives. Accordingly, in addition to questions about
teaching experiences, the English teachers were asked to talk about (1) their observa-
tions about students’ performance and reactions in English classes under the two grou-
ping plans; (2) their own instructional practices and decisions under the two grouping
plans; (3) the expectations and goals they set for students in English classes under the
two grouping plans; (4) their thoughts about the effects of ability grouping in enhancing
English learning; (5) the problems and difficulties in English instruction they encoun-

tered under the two grouping plans; and (6) their preference for future grouping plan.

6 Due to space limitation, the questionnaire was not provided in this paper. Readers interested in the ques-
tionnaire may request one copy of the questionnaire from either of the two authors.
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Similarly, the homeroom teachers were interviewed about their observations of their
homeroom students’ reactions towards ability grouping in seventh-grade English class
and towards the abolition of ability grouping in eighth-grade English class. They were -
also asked to recall parents’ responses to the two grouping practices, if any. At last, the
homeroom teachers’ personal preference for grouping practices was explored. As to in-
terviews with the administrators in charge of ability grouping, the focus was on their
knowledge about parents’ and teachers’ general responses to the use and abolition of
ability grouping as well as the administrative difficulties they encountered under the
two grouping practices. Their personal preference for the two grouping practices was
also asked.
Data Analysis Procedures

The questionnaire data were analyzed using SPSS. After computing descriptive
statistics such as means and standard deviations, inferential statistic procedures were
employed to analyze the data. For those pairs of questions inquiring about students' per-
ceptions about the two grouping practices (i.e., grouping vs. ungrouping), two-way
ANOVA repeated measures were used to examine whether any interaction effect exis-
ted between students’ group membership (i.e., A, B, or Transfer), a between-subject fac-
tor, and the two grouping practices, a within-subject factor. Whenever necessary, fol-
low-up one-way ANOVA or ANOVA repeated measures was conducted to examine
simple main effects. A total of 19 pairs of questions underwent such a procedure.

Students’ responses to other questions that addressed each of the two grouping
practices independently were analyzed by one-way ANOVA to determine the group
membership effect (group effect hereafter) on students’ responses. When a significant
group effect was found, post hoc comparisons were conducted to detect where the sig-
nificant difference lay. Chi-square test was employed to examine the relationship be-
tween students’ choice of preferred grouping practices and background variables such
as group membership, gender, and years of English learning.

In addition to descriptive statistics, parents’ responses to Items 1, 2 and 3 on the
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questionnaire, as described above, were analyzed using one-way ANOVA to see if the
group their children was assigned to (A, B, or Transfer) made a significant difference in
their perceptions of the two grouping practices. Chi-square test was conducted to exam-
ine the relationship between parents’ preferences for grouping practices (item 4) and
such variables as their children’s group membership, gender, and years of English
learning.

All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed for content analysis.

Results

Questionnaire Data

Students’ Questionnaires

Of the 19 analyses of interaction effects, four significant interaction effects were
found between students’ groups and their responses to grouped and ungrouped classes.
The first significant interaction effect (Fi. = 5.786, p =.003) was found in students’
perception of the interest level of the two English classes (see Figure 1). Group A con-
sidered the grouped class (M = 3.08) more interesting than the ungrouped class
(M = 2.80) and the difference reached significance level (Fi.0= 5.453,p =.023).In con-
trast, Transfer and Group B perceived the ungrouped class (Mpmz = 2.91 and M, = 2.79)
more interesting than the grouped class (Myuye = 2.77 and My = 2.59) although the
difference reached significance level only for Group B (Fi.0 = 5.040,p = .026). Be-
sides, in grouped class there was a significant group difference in perceived fun of Eng-
lish learning (F,.0 = 7.935,p =.000). Group A (M = 3.08) felt significantly more fun
learning in grouped English class than Group B (M = 2.59).

Another significant interaction effect (F,., = 5.618,p =.004) was found in students’
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Figure 1 Interaction Between Students’ Groups and Grouping Practices in Fun
of the English Class

perception about their classmates’ concentration level in class (see Figure 2). Although
Transfer did not perceive much difference in concentration level between their grouped
(M = 2.57) and ungrouped (M = 2.54) classmates, Group A perceived that their peers in
Group A class (M = 2.71) concentrated more than their ungrouped homeroom peers
(M = 2.39) and the difference reached significance level (Fiz0= 10.174,p =.002). In
contrast, Group B perceived that their ungrouped homeroom peers (M = 2.51) concen-
trated more than their Group B peers (M = 2.40) although the difference did not reach
significance level. In fact, in grouped class Group B rated their classmates less concen-
trated than Group A did to their classmates and the difference was significant
(Frx0= 4.739,p =.010). However, the opposite was true in ungrouped class: Group A
rated their classmates less concentrated than Group B did to their classmates. But the

difference was not significant.

2.8

;'Z —€@— Gruop A
Peers’ Concentration 2.5 —@— Gruop B
24 —&— Transfer

23
2.2

Grouped Ungrouped

Figure 2 Interaction Between Students’ Groups and Grouping Practices in Pe-
ers’ Concentration Level in Class

48






