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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
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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.

40



REF &S Bl SEEEAL ) UL R LR X A E R

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 1Q 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); 5and (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.” 6

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 (Fh. = 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 (F. = 5.453,p =.023). In con-
trast, Transfer and Group B perceived the ungrouped class (M, = 2.91 and My = 2.79)
more interesting than the grouped class (Mygy = 2.77 and My = 2.59) although the
difference reached significance level only for Group B (F\. = 5.040,p = .026). Be-
sides, in grouped class there was a significant group difference in perceived fun of Eng-
lish learning (F,.60 = 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,.0 = 5.618, p =.004) was found in students’
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—— Gruop A

Fun of the English 2.8 —@— Gruop B
27 —— Transfer

Grouped Ungrouped

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 (F\. = 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
(Fap00= 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.

Zg —4— Gruop A
Peers’ Concentration 2.5 —@— Gruop B
2.4 —— Transfer

Grouped Ungrouped

Figure 2 Interaction Between Students’ Groups and Grouping Practices in Pe-

ers’ Concentration Level in Class
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There was also a significant interaction effect (Fy.q = 4.095,p =.018) in students’
perception about the likelihood of finding role models in class (see Figure 3). Although
Transfer reported that the likelihood of finding role models was the same under the two
learning situations (M = 2.07), Group B reported that it was more difficult to find role
models in grouped class (M = 2.15) than in ungrouped class (M = 1.88) whereas Group
A reported that it was more difficult to find role models in ungrouped class (M = 1.92)
than in the grouped class (M = 1.85). But only for Group B did the differences in respon-
ses to the two grouping practices reach significance level (F\. = 11.659,p =.001). Note
that there was also a significant group effect on perceived accessibility to role models in
grouped class (F.0 = 4.620,p =.011). Specifically, Group B (M = 2.15) reported a
significantly higher degree of difficulty finding role models in grouped class than Group
AWM = 192).

22

2.1 —4—Gruop A
Lack of Role Models | g —l— Gruop B

1V8 —@— Transfer

Grouped Ungrouped

Figure 3 Interaction Between Students’ Groups and Grouping Practices in Lack
of Role Models in Class

Finally, a significant interaction effect (F,. = 4.890,p =.008) was found in stu-
dents’ perception about accessibility to familiar peers for consultation (see Figure 4).
Although all groups tended to agree that it was easier to find familiar peers in ungrouped
class than in ability-grouped class, Group B perceived an especially sharp difference in
accessibility to familiar peers between grouped and ungrouped classes. In fact, Group
B (F\200= 32.404,p =.000) and Transfer (F,,0= 6.564,p =.013) responded signifi-
cantly differently to the two grouping practices. Both groups reported a lower degree of

accessibility to familiar peers to consult in grouped class (My = 2.68, My = 2.89)
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than in ungrouped class (M = 3.18, My = 3.10). What is more, there was signifi-
cant group difference in responses to grouped class (F,.0 = 5.787,p =.003). Specifi-
cally, Group B (M = 2.68) agreed significantly less than Group A (M = 3.05) on easy
access to familiar peers in grouped class. However, Group B (M = 3.18) agreed slightly
more than Group A (M = 3.17) and Transfer (M = 3.10) that they had easy access to

familiar peers in ungrouped homeroom class although the difference was not signifi-

——Gruop A
—l— Gruop B
—@— Transfer

Accessibility
to Familiar Peers

DI WL
AN N0OW—DNL

Grouped Ungrouped

Figure 4 Interaction Between Students’ Groups and Grouping Practices in Ac-

cessibility to Familiar Peers for Consultation in Classes

cant.

In addition to the above four significant interaction effects, a total of 14 significant
effects of group membership (i.e., A, B, or Transfer) and/or grouping practice were
found. With regard to group effects, significant differences were observed among stu-
dents of different group membership in (1) perception of Group A’s superiority under
the ability grouping plan (F,. = 6.523,p =.002); (2) learning confidence in the grou-
ped class (F..0 = 4.233,p =.0.16); (3) perception of teachers’ low expectations under
both conditions: ability grouping (F,.e = 6.407, p =.002) and mixed-ability grouping
(Fa20= 5.930,p =.003); (4) learning progress under both conditions: ability grouping
(Faa60= 6.189, p =.002) and mixed-ability grouping (F».e = 4.050,p =.019); (5) under-
standing of instruction under both conditions: ability grouping (F,.« = 7.822,p =.001) and
mixed-ability grouping (Fs.= 4.336,p =.014); and (6) attitudes toward the practice
(Fase0= 7.381,p =.001) and abolition (F,.= 10.665,p =.000) of ability grouping.
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Specifically, Group B (M = 2.65) and Transfer (M = 2.64) agreed significantly
more highly than Group A (M = 2.19) that ability grouping made Group A students
exhibit a sense of superiority. Besides, Group B (Mot = 2.17, Mugronpea = 2.19) and
Transfer  (Myopeda = 2.17, Mugropea = 2.21) felt more strongly than Group A
(M yroiped = 1.80, Mygropea = 1.88) that their teachers had low expectations about them,
either in the ability-grouped class or ungrouped class. Group B (M = 2.60) also repor-
ted less confidence in learning than Group A (M = 2.94) in the grouped class. On the
other hand, Group A reported significantly better understanding of instruction than Gro-
up B in both ability-grouped (M,= 3.22vsM,;= 2.75) and ungrouped classes
(M, = 3.05vs M, = 2.71). Group A (M = 2.68) also felt more strongly than Group B
(M = 2.27) that they made progress in ability-grouped class while Transfer (M = 2.60)
believed more strongly than Group B (M = 2.34) that they made progress in ungrouped
class. Both Group A (M = 2.80) and Transfer (M = 2.67) were happier than Group B
(M = 2.30) about the practice of ability grouping in the seventh-grade English class. In
contrast, Group B (M = 3.04) were happier than Group A (M = 2.41) and Transfer
(M = 2.70) about the abolition of ability grouping in the eighth-grade English class.

As to grouping effects, significant differences between the two grouping practices
were found in (1) Group B’s perceptions of stigmatization (F, ., = 9.083,p =.002); (2)
Group B’s (Fi.0= 6.556,p =.012) and Transfer’s (F,,o= 6.149,p =.016) percep-
tions about their peers’ willingness to help; (3) Group A’s self-perception about concentration
(Fra0= 7.092,p =.010); and (4) Group A’s feeling of pressure (F, . = 10.026,p =.002). To
be specific, Group B felt the effect of stigmatization was much stronger in grouped English
class (M = 2.43) than in ungrouped class (M = 2.17). Group B and Transfer both per-
ceived that their grouped peers (M; = 2.66, M. = 2.63) were less willing to help each
other learn English than their ungrouped homeroom peers (M = 2.91, My,ppr = 2.93).
More interestingly, Group A reported to concentrate significantly better in grouped class
(M = 2.83) than in ungrouped class (M = 2.53) although they felt more pressure of
public performance in grouped class (M = 2.63) than in ungrouped class (M = 2.29).
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Both group membership and grouping practices made significant differences in
two aspects. Firstly, group (Fy.0 = 4.681,p =.010) and grouping (F .= 5.748,p =.017)
both had significant effects on students’ perception about the flow of classroom activities. The
significant group effect was observed in ability grouping practice (Fi.0= 4.116, p
=.017), with Transfer (M = 2.97) agreeing more strongly than Group B (M = 2.64)
that activities in grouped class went smoothly. The grouping effect was found in Group
A’s perception of classroom activities (Fa.q = 4.895,p =.031). They perceived that
classroom activities went significantly more smoothly in grouped class (M = 2.75) than
in ungrouped class (M = 2.49). A second significant effect of group (Fa.e= 3.621, p
=.028) and grouping (F, .o = 27.329,p =.000) was found in students’ perception ab-
out accessibility to capable peers for consultation. The significant group effect was ag-
ain found in ability grouping practice (Fi.0= 5.265,p =.006), with Group A
(M = 2.97) agreeing more highly than Group B (M = 2.61) that it was easy to find ca-
pable peers to consult in grouped class. The significant grouping effect was observed in all
three groups of students: Group A (F\.0 = 5.538, p =.022), Group B (F.= 26.073, p
=.000), and Transfer (F,,, = 7.541,p =.008). The three groups unanimously reported
greater accessibility to capable peers for consultation in ungrouped class (M, = 3.17,
My = 3.10, My = 3.09) than in grouped class (M, = 2.97, My = 2.61, My, =
2.80).

Finally, when asked to choose their preferred grouping practices, nearly half
(49.8%) of the students chose ungrouped class; only one quarter (25.1%) of them chose
grouped class (see Table 1). Chi-square tests revealed that students’ choice was signifi-
cantly related to their group membership (X*= 21.634, p =.000), but not to students’
gender, years of English learning, or experience with ability grouping at elementary
school. A posteriori comparisons indicated a significant difference between Group A
and Group B. More Group A students than Group B students preferred grouped English

class, whereas more Group B than Group A students preferred ungrouped class.
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Table 1 Frequencies of Students’ Choice of Preferred Grouping Practice

Grouped  Ungrouped  Not sure

n % n % n %
Group A (n =59) 25 424 18 305 16 27.1
Students” group Group B (n = 134) 26 194 8 612 26 194
membership
Transfer (n = 70) 15 214 31 443 24 343
Boy (n=145) 34 234 75 517 36 248
Gender
Girl (n=118) 32 271 56 475 30 254
Years of English 1year (n = 64) 14 219 36 563 14 219
learning before 2to3years (n = 134) 27 201 72 537 35 26.1
junior high school 4 years or more (n = 65) 25 385 23 354 17 262
Ablllty grouping in Yes (I’L = 77) 19 24.7 42 54.5 16 20.8
elementary English class N (, — 186) 47 253 89 478 50 269
Total (N = 263) 66 25.1 131 49.8 66 25.1

Parents’ Questionnaire

Regarding parents’ responses to ability grouping, significant differences were
found among parents of different student groups (A, B, or Transfer) in responses to (1)
benefit of ability grouping in English learning (F,,; = 11.973, P =.000) and (2) nega-
tive effects of ability grouping on students’ affect (F, ., = 7.429, P =.001). Parents of
Group A (M = 3.27,n = 45) and Transfer (M = 3.21,n = 47) agreed significantly
more strongly than parents of Group B (M = 2.78,n = 78) that ability grouping in
English classes met their children’s needs and benefited their English learning. How-
ever, parents of Group B (M = 2.47,n = 78) agreed significantly more strongly than
parents of Group A (M = 2.00,n = 45) that ability grouping caused negative affective

effects on students, such as a sense of inferiority and arrogance.
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When asked to indicate their preference for grouping practices, more than half of
the parents opted for ability grouping and 30% of them favored mixed-ability grouping
(see Table 2). This result was in sheer contrast with the finding obtained from students,
which showed that 50% of the students preferred mixed-ability grouping whereas 25%
of them favored ability grouping.

Chi-square tests indicated that parents’ choice was significantly related to their
children’s group membership (X*= 42.969,p =.000) and years of English learning
(X*= 25.827,p =.000), but not to their children’s gender or experience with ability
grouping in elementary school. A posteriori comparisons revealed that significantly
more Group A and Transfer parents showed preference for ability grouping than Group
B parents. Besides, in comparison with the parents of students that studied English for
only one year before entering junior high school, a significantly higher percentage of
parents whose children had learned English for more than two years favored ability gro-
uping. In contrast, significantly more parents of Group B preferred ungrouped class than
parents of Group A and Transfer. So did the parents whose children had studied English
for only one year prior to junior high school, when compared with those parents whose

children had learned English for more than two years.

Interview Data

Data gathered through interviews with students, parents, teachers, and administra-
tors were analyzed to shed further light into the effects of the two grouping practices.
What follows are major findings on how the two grouping practices influenced teach-
ers’ instruction, students’ learning, and administrative work.

Grouping Practices and Instruction
The interview data showed that English teachers’ instructional plans and teaching

strategies varied with the two grouping practices and different problems ensued.
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Table 2 Frequencies of Parents’ Choice of Preferred Grouping Practice

Grouped  Ungrouped  Not sure

n % n % n %
Group A (n =45) 38 84.4 4 8.9 3 6.7
Students’ group
. GroupB (n=178) 24 308 40 513 14 179
membership
Transfer (n = 47) 35 745 7 14.9 5 10.6
Boy (n =179) 48 608 19 241 12 152
Gender
Girl (n =91) 49 538 32 352 10 11.0
Years of English 1 year (n = 36) 8 222 21 583 7 194
learning before 2to3years (n=95) 60 632 25 263 10 10.5
junior high school 4 years or more (n = 39) 29 744 5 128 5 12.8
Ablllty grouping in Yes (I’L = 58) 35 60.3 19 32.8 4 6.9
elementary English class N ( — 112) 62 554 32 286 18 16.1
Total (N = 170) 97 571 51 30.0 22 129

Ability grouping practice. Both groups of student and teacher interviewees repor-
ted that teaching pace in Group A and Group B classes differed when ability grouping
was implemented. The teaching pace was usually fast in Group A but slow in Group B,
so that Group A students were allowed more class time to go beyond the textbook
whereas Group B students could have sufficient practice on the basics in the textbook.
Accordingly, instructional approaches and arrangements of activities differed with gro-
ups. In Group A, students were given more supplementary materials to enrich their
learning. Besides, more innovative, communicative activities were designed for Group
A, where students were expected to apply what they learned about English to communi-
cation (e.g., doing role plays and oral presentations in English). In Group B, the teachers
spent most of their time lecturing, doing mechanical drills, and reviewing the lessons.

Students were merely expected to master the basics. In the words of those that had tran-
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sferred from one group to another, lessons in Group B were more boring and repetitive
than those in Group A.

One major problem of teaching in ability grouping plan came with the need for
English teachers to adjust instruction according to students’ ability levels. Because each
teacher was assigned to teach both levels (Group A and Group B) for the sake of avoi-
ding stigmatizing teachers, the workload of each teacher increased tremendously. With-
out collaborating with each other in lesson planning, each individual teacher had to pre-
pare two instructional plans for each lesson. Another problem was concerned with class
management. To those teachers that worked as an English subject and homeroom tea-
cher at the same time, they felt troubled that they could teach English to only a part of
their homeroom students (either in Group A or Group B) when students were divided
into two levels. This arrangement made it difficult for them to know the other part of
students equally well and caused problems in managing their respective homeroom
class. The same issue was also raised by one of the four homeroom teachers that did not
teach English. The homeroom teacher considered it easier to manage class affairs when
students learned in ungrouped homeroom class, such as reminding students of the de-
adlines of English assignments and collecting homework.

Mixed-ability grouping practice. When mixed-ability grouping was practiced,
the English teachers reported to teach in a way more like what they did in Group B class.
They focused more of their attention on basic pattern practices and drills, considering
that two-thirds of the students in the eighth-grade ungrouped class came from previous
Group B classes. To meet advanced learners’ needs, the teachers sometimes offered
more challenging materials or assignments for high-ability students to complete by
themselves or added more challenging questions on test papers for more advanced
learners to answer. However, not all of the high-ability students took the supplementary
materials and assignments seriously.

Generally speaking, the teachers tried to fulfill the average needs of all students in

the mixed-ability (ungrouped) class. This instructional choice had difficulties meeting
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the needs of those students at either the high-ability or the low-ability ends. Previous
Group A students generally felt the learning tasks in the ungrouped class less challen-
ging and thus less motivating than those in the ability-grouped class. One previous Gro-

up A student commented:

Group A teacher spoke more English. In ungrouped class, the
teacher spoke more Chinese, so it was very easy to understand
------ In Group A, the outside readings were more difficult for
me, whereas in ungrouped class | only needed to study the tex-
tbooks, which were easier for me to learn. Therefore, | was not

as hard-working in the ungrouped class as in Group A. (SA3)

In contrast, previous Group B students felt the learning tasks in the ungrouped
class more difficult than those in the grouped class. What is even worse, some low
achievers felt ignored in ungrouped English class because they felt their teachers did not

consider their needs. One student complained:

In ungrouped English class, the teacher cared for those advan-
ced or intermediate learners more than us, low achievers. She
might think that most of the class already learned this part,
and she skipped it and moved on. We were not able to keep up
with others. To some extent | felt the teacher in the ungrouped

class did not care about me. (SB17)

Grouping Practices and Student Learning

According to the interviews, each of the two grouping practices had both positive
and negative effects on students’ learning.

Ability grouping practice. Most of the students, parents, and teachers believed
that ability grouping (in particular, the adjusted instruction in ability grouped classes)

benefited students of different ability levels in learning. The benefit of adjusted instruc-
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tion to high-ability students under ability grouping practice is evident in the following
comments offered by two students that transferred from Group B to Group A in the sec-

ond semester of seventh grade:

In Group A, the teacher did not show us flashcards (different
from the teacher in Group B). She just led us to read the vo-
cabulary by looking at the word lists in the textbooks:--- The
rest of the class hours were our show time. We were divided

into small groups and we became teachers ourselves. (ST7)

(Unlike in Group B,) there were a lot of interactions in Group
Aeeeees Group A students spoke more English; | could learn from
both the teacher and the classmates in Group A. (ST9)

Similarly, students of lower ability could learn better in ability-grouped English
class due to easier learning tasks, slower teaching pace, and more opportunities but less
anxiety to participate in classroom activities in the absence of high-ability students. For

example, one Group B student remarked:

The teacher did not teach very fast. She gave us a lot of prac-
tice and often helped us review in class---- The teacher usually
asked us easy questions. We could use the sentence structures
we just learned to answer these questions:---- Without top stu-

dents in class, | felt more relaxed to speak English. (SB3)

Ability grouping was also found to have some positive effects on students’ confi-
dence and motivation. The parent of one Group B student reported that her children be-

came more confident as a result of learning in ability grouped class:

He became more self-confident in Group B. He could easily fol-
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low the teachers’ instruction and understand what she said in
class: - especial ly he got good grades on quizzes carried out
in Group B. (P1)

Besides, most of the Transfer interviewees that experienced both Group A and
Group B classes noticed that ability grouping practice brought them both pressure and
motivation to study hard, no matter which group they were in. When they were in Group
A they worked hard in order to stay in the same class; when they were in Group B they
studied hard with a desire to be shifted to Group A.

It is noteworthy that ability grouping practice benefited some Group B students
that had negative learning experience at elementary school due to limited English pro-
ficiency. Learning in Group B at the first year of junior high school helped these stu-
dents not only build up confidence but also improve English because they were given
chances to learn again the basics in the low-ability class. This positive effect was rev-

ealed in the following comment from one parent:

------ my son never went to English cram schools before; he had only
one year’s learning experience in elementary school. In fact, he
did not like studying English at first. When he was in Group B,
he did well on quizzes and tests. He felt encouraged by this ex-
perience and was motivated to work harder. | think that is why he
could move to Group A in the second semester------ so ability grou-
ping benefited his English learning at seventh grade. (P8)

Nevertheless, ability grouping was not without problems. The problems identified
by students, parents, and teachers were mainly psychological, including stigmatization
of Group B (in particular B2) students, resentment of Group B students toward Group
A students, and inflation of arrogant attitudes in Group A students. Ability grouping
even caused conflicts between B1 and B2 students. Although B1 and B2 essentially bel-

onged to the same ability level, using numbers (1 versus 2) to label classes misled stu-
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dents to believe that B1 was academically better than B2, resulting in discrimination and
conflicts among students. Some B2 students reported that they were looked down upon
and teased by B1 students.

Moreover, some students, teachers, and parents considered it a source of problem
that the English homeroom teacher could not teach all of the students in the homeroom
class when ability grouping was practiced. They felt the policy caused a sense of alien-
ation between the English homeroom teacher and those students taught by other English
teachers.

Mixed-ability grouping practice. When mixed-ability grouping was imple-
mented, many students felt the aforementioned problems of stigmatization, discrimina-
tion, and alienation were solved. Those Group B students who had been plagued by stig-
matization and discrimination felt quite happy with the abolition of ability grouping. In
fact, most Group B interviewees reported that they got more encouragement from their
classmates, were more motivated to study hard in the presence of more capable students
and role models, and learned more in the mixed-ability, ungrouped class. Apparently,
most Group B students benefited from mixed-ability grouping practice.

Mixed-ability grouping also benefited those in the low standing of Group A, as il-

lustrated in one Group A student’s statement:

In ungrouped English class, the teaching pace was slow, and the
teacher helped you review; it was easier to memorize the con-
tent in class In Group A, the teacher thought we had learned
the content before, and she skipped a lot of things and went
through them very quickly. But | probably stayed at the previ-

ous stages. | needed more time to think and absorb------ (SAT)

However, some Group B students reported having even greater problems learning
in ungrouped English class. No matter how hard they tried in the ungrouped class, they

remained in the low standing in English and could not compete with other classmates.
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Therefore, they easily felt discouraged. Similarly, one homeroom teacher observed that
several slow learners in her homeroom class totally gave up learning English in the
eighth-grade ungrouped class although they had worked hard and showed willingness
to try in the seventh-grade grouped class. In contrast, some Group A students reported
that they became lazy and unmotivated in ungrouped English class because of the easy
learning tasks and the uncompetitive learning atmosphere. In view of this problem,
many parents of Group A students worried that their children would stop making any
progress in English.
Ability Grouping Practice and Administrative Work

The three administrators interviewed did not find many difficulties in managing
administrative work, such as forming ability groups and arranging classrooms and time-
tables, when ability grouping was implemented. They thought it was because ability
grouping was practiced for only one year. Besides, they did not receive any serious com-
plaints from parents about the policy of ability grouping. They, however, did mention
some minor problems, including the need to deal with complaints from some teachers
that could not enjoy the advantages of ability grouping, difficulty in correctly re-sorting
test papers administered in the homeroom class into different ability groups, and incre-
ased workload caused by the need to create a new system to computerize grades for each
grouped English class. More interestingly, the three administrators differed in their per-
sonal preferences for the grouping practices, with one advocating ability grouping, the
second endorsing mixed-ability grouping, and the last one holding an ambivalent atti-
tude towards the two grouping practices.

Similarly, all of the four homeroom teachers interviewed did not noticed serious
problems in class management no matter which grouping practice was used. They, how-
ever, disagreed in support for the grouping practices. Specifically, two supported ability

grouping whereas two preferred mixed-ability grouping.
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Discussion

This study evaluated two grouping practices—ability grouping and mixed-ability
grouping—carried out for the subject of English at Sunny Junior High School with the
same group of students in two consecutive school years. Students, parents, teachers, and
school administrators that had experienced both grouping practices were interviewed
and/or surveyed with questionnaires. Results regarding the perceived benefits of the two
grouping practices are mixed; so are different groups of stakeholders’ attitudes towards

and preferences for the two grouping practices.

Benefits of Ability Grouping

As the interview data reveal, many students, parents, and teachers recognized that
ability grouping could help students of different ability levels learn effectively by adjus-
ting instructional activities and teaching pace to students’ ability levels and learning
rates. This finding lends support to such researchers as Chien, Ching, and Kao (2002),
Hereford (1993), and Yu (1994), who argued for the advantage of ability grouping over
mixed-ability grouping in improving students’ learning through instructional adjust-
ment.

What is more important, the interview data show that ability grouping benefited
low achievers that had had negative learning experiences before entering junior high
school because they were given chances to learn the basics again in the low-level class,
thereby building up their confidence and motivation to learn English. In fact, some Gro-
up B students who were willing to try improving their English or to participate in the
seventh-grade ability-grouped class were found to give up in the eighth-grade hetero-

geneous class, where the learning materials and tasks became far beyond their abilities.
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This finding suggests that ability grouping may benefit students in the high standing of
low-level class, who tend to hide themselves in the crowd in a mixed-ability class
(Kelly, 1969).

Furthermore, most interviewees of the Transfer Group claimed that ability grou-
ping practice motivated them to study hard, no matter which ability group they were
placed into. Like Group A in the present study, the Transfer Group perceived instruction
in ability-grouped classes smoother than Group B did. Unlike the elementary school
students in Chiang’s (2000) study, those Transfer students did not see transferring to a
lower group as a matter of losing face, but a source of positive pressure for them to make
improvement. This finding is consistent with previous research that suggests positive
impact of ability grouping on students’ self-concept and attitudes towards the subjects
when grouping is used only for specific subjects (Goldberg, Passow, Justman, 1966; Ir-
eson, Hallam, Plewis, 2001; Kulik, 1981; Kulik, 1992; Slavin, 1987), and more impor-
tantly, when students appreciate the advantage of ability grouping (Hallam et al., 2000;
Lou, 1986; Kulik, 1981; Su & Lin, 2003; Yu, 1994).

Nevertheless, analyses of the questionnaire data indicate that ability grouping may
benefit high-ability students more than low-ability students. Specifically, Group A con-
sidered the flow of classroom activities smoother and learning more interesting in abil-
ity-grouped class than in ungrouped class although the learning tasks were more deman-
ding and the pressure of public performance was higher in grouped class. They also per-
ceived themselves and their classmates concentrated better in grouped class than in un-
grouped class. Besides, their rating of the fun level of the grouped English class as well
as their peers’ concentration level in ability-grouped class was higher than that by Gro-
up B. In contrast, they reported a lower degree of difficulty accessing role models and
familiar peers for consultation in grouped class than Group B did. In light of these re-
sults, it is not surprising that Group A reported making greater progress and feeling
more confident in themselves when they were in grouped class than Group B did.

Kulik and Kulik (1982) claimed that ability grouping could benefit high achievers
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through enriched curriculum and stimulation of capable peers in the high-level class.
Note that the two levels of classes (Group A and Group B) at Sunny Junior High School
used the same set of textbooks and took midterm and final exams of the same contents.
However, different instructional approaches were adopted in each level of class. Group
A class more often involved contextual learning, high-order cognitive activities, and
student-centered discourse than Group B class. While lectures and drills took up most
of the class time of Group B, such activities as oral presentations and role plays that re-
quire application of linguistic knowledge to communication often occurred in Group A
class. This finding is quite similar to the reports on high-ability classroom activities by
French and Rothman (1990), Gamoran (1989; 1993) and Page (1991). Taken together,
these results suggest that instructional differences favor high-level groups when classes

of different ability levels share the same course outlines (Gamoran & Berends, 1987).

Problems of Ability Grouping

Despite its benefits, ability grouping brought about many problems among stu-
dents, most of which were in the affective domain. First and foremost, both interview
and questionnaire data reveal that ability grouping placed a stigma upon students in the
low-level group (i.e., Group B and especially B2), as reported in Burroughs and Tezer
(1968) and Chen (2005). Student interviewees further pointed out that the labels of B1
and B2, which did not carry any substantial meaning, caused unexpected conflicts be-
tween B1 and B2 students. For the latter were thought to rank academically lower than
the former. Differentiation of ability levels also resulted in low-level group’s (Group B’
s) resentment and hostility towards high-level group (Group A) that exhibited superior-
ity and arrogance obscured in mixed-ability classes (Esposito, 1973; Wilson & Schmits,
1978). Ability grouping caused psychological problem not only to students in the low-
level group but also to low performing students in the high-level group. Because they

were not able to compete successfully with the high performing students, low achievers
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in Group A were under great stress and often felt frustrated, reflecting the negative big-
fish-little-pond effect (Boaler, Wiliam, & Brown, 2000; Eder, 1979; Ireson et al., 2001).

Besides, those who had transferred between Group A and Group B depicted Group
A and Group B classes in the same way as Eder (1982), French and Rothman (1990),
and Page (1991) did: Low-group lessons were often more boring and repetitive than
high-group lessons. Therefore, more students were off-task and inattentive in Group B
than in Group A. On top of the aforementioned problems, ability grouping brought Eng-
lish teachers and administrators such problems as increased workload and difficulty in

classroom management.

Advantages of Mixed-Ability Grouping

As the interview data show, mixed-ability grouping offered one solution to the psy-
chological problems and interpersonal conflicts resulting from ability grouping practice
implemented in the previous year. Students that used to be in the low-level group were
relieved of the attachment of stigma. Those in the low standing of the high-level class
were rid of the pressure to absorb knowledge of English at an intolerably racing speed.
The conflicts between high-level and low-level classes were resolved with the break-
down of the physical boundaries of ability grouped classes. Furthermore, English tea-
chers’ and school administrators’ work stress was reduced. These findings suggest that
mixed-ability grouping may be an educational practice more beneficial to the mental
health of students and teachers than ability grouping.

Moreover, consistent with the claim made by Ireson, Hallam, Hack, Clark, and Ple-
wis (2002), mixed-ability grouping appears to benefit low achievers more than high
achievers in this study. According to the questionnaire data, Group B felt significantly
less stigmatization in mixed-ability, ungrouped class than in ability-grouped class. In to-
tal contrast to Group A, they felt less confident in ability-grouped class. Also different

from Group A, they perceived the ungrouped class more interesting than the grouped
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class and their classmates in grouped class less concentrated. Besides, they agreed less
than Group A that they could find role models in grouped class. In fact, they felt it easier
to find role models in the eighth-grade mixed-ability class than in the seventh-grade
Group B class. They also considered it easier to access familiar or more capable peers
to consult in ungrouped class than in grouped class”. What is more, Group B, together
with Transfer, perceived their peers in grouped class less willing to help each other learn
English than their peers in mixed-ability class. These results on peer relationship sug-
gest that when ability grouping is practiced, students in low-level groups may be depri-
ved of the example and stimulation that could be provided by capable learners or high
achievers (French & Rothman, 1990; Oakes, 1985). Apparently, one of the greatest ad-
vantages of mixed-ability grouping lies in the assistance and modeling high performing
students can offer to the low performing learners. Group B interviewees also reported
that they studied harder in the mixed-ability class due to competition with high perfor-
ming classmates and learned more because of enriched learning contents. No wonder

Group B was much happier than Group A with the abolition of ability grouping.

Problems of Mixed-Ability Grouping

Generally speaking, the results of this study suggest that mixed-ability grouping
favors low achievers and causes fewer psychological or interpersonal problems among
students and teachers. However, mixed-ability grouping was not free of problems. As
expected, the most obvious problem of mixed-ability grouping is the difficulty for tea-
chers to provide instruction of an appropriate level of challenge to most of the students
in a mixed-ability, ungrouped class. The interview data reveal that many students in

Group A considered the instruction in ungrouped class not challenging enough for them

7 Itis interesting to find that Group A and Transfer agreed with B in the relatively easier access to capable
peers in ungrouped class than in ability-grouped class, even though Group A agreed more strongly than
Group B that it was easy to access capable peers in grouped class,.
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to work hard while some Group B students felt their needs were sacrificed as average
or high achievers came into focus in the heterogeneous class. Consequently, these stu-
dents of Group B felt ignored and desperate, reported more serious difficulties catching
up with others, and ultimately chose to give up in the mixed-ability class. It comes as
no surprise that Group B agreed less than Transfer Group that the flow of classroom ac-
tivities was smooth and that they could make progress in the ungrouped class. The fin-
ding that students in the low-level group (Group B) made less progress than their more
proficient counterparts (Transfer) in the mixed-ability class is counter to the expectation
of French and Rothman (1990), Gamoran and Berends (1987), Hallinan (2000), and Ir-
eson et al. (2002). This finding cautions educators against taking it for granted that mix-

ed-ability grouping practice can increase the achievement of low performing students.

Stakeholders’ Attitudes Towards Grouping Practices

Different groups of stakeholders demonstrated divergent attitudes towards the two
grouping practices. Parents’ attitudes towards the grouping practices were related to the
groups their children were assigned to at seventh grade. Specifically, parents of Group
A and Transfer supported ability grouping more than parents of Group B; but parents of
Group B held a more negative view toward ability grouping than parents of Group A.
Nevertheless, more than half of the parents (57.1%) endorsed ability grouping in Eng-
lish class and only 30% of them advocated mixed-ability grouping. To parents, learning
efficiency appears to be a more important consideration in deciding grouping practices.

Students’ attitudes towards the grouping practices showed a similar pattern to their
parents’. That is, students of Group A and Transfer had more positive responses to the
grouped English class than those of Group B; but Group B had more positive responses
to the ungrouped English class than Group A and Transfer. As a result, more Group A
students opted for ability grouping whereas more Group B students chose mixed-ability

grouping. However, different from their parents, nearly half of the entire students
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(49.8%) showed their preference for mixed-ability grouping; only 25.1% of the students
supported ability grouping. The students seemed to care more about good peer relation-
ship when determining the grouping practice.

The administrators and teachers were divided in their attitudes towards the grou-
ping practices. The number of school faculty supporting each of the two practices was
nearly equal. Workload turned out to be one major concern in their choice of the grou-

ping practice.

Conclusions

This study is one of the few studies that evaluated ability grouping practice against
mixed-ability grouping practice with the same group of students. Based on the results
of this study, we are still unable to declare which grouping practice is unequivocally
good or bad for English class at a junior high school, where wide discrepancy in stu-
dents’ English proficiency poses a big challenge to teachers. The two grouping practices
each had advantages and disadvantages. The participants of this study were not unani-
mous in their support for the two grouping practices. Students and parents differed in
their acceptance of the two grouping practices. School faculty members were divided in
their preferences for the two practices.

Although this study fails to provide strong evidence to prove which grouping prac-
tice is better, some general conclusions and implications can be drawn based on the fin-
dings of this study. First, analyses of student questionnaires found few (4 out of poten-
tial 19) significant interaction effects between students’ group membership (i.e., group
A, Group B, and Transfer) and grouping practices. The results indicate that to each gro-
up of students, in most cases learning under the two grouping plans did not make great
difference. As suggested in Kulik (1992), it is likely that no differentiation in textbooks

between the two levels of classes and the broad (two-level) grouping policy diminished
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potential contrasting effects of the two grouping practices on teaching and learning, be
it in the cognitive, affective, or social aspects. What is more, the policy of having each
English teacher teach both levels of classes, representing a way of equal allocation of
teacher resources, might also mitigate the differentiating effects of ability grouping. In
view of these findings, the ability grouping practice of Sunny Junior High School might
be a choice for schools and teachers that want to somewhat reduce the disparity in stu-
dent ability levels in one class and find a reasonable ground for instructional adjustment
through ability grouping, but do not hope to thereby create grave impacts. However, if
the goal of the program is to bring about strong effects of ability grouping on students’
learning or achievement, finer differentiation of ability levels and curriculum, as recom-
mended in Chien, Ching, and Kao (2002), may be needed, though probably at the risk
of causing serious problems in other aspects (e.g., conflicts and discrimination among
students).

Secondly, in comparison with the number of significant interaction effects, the
number of significant main effects found in the analysis of student questionnaires was
relatively large (4 vs. 14). The results suggest that group membership and grouping
practice respectively played a significant role in students’ responses. To be specific, stu-
dents of different groups (A, B, or Transfer) felt differently about learning and teaching
under each of the two grouping plans. The two grouping practices also had differential
impacts on students’ perceptions about English learning and teaching. The question-
naire and interview data consistently suggest that high-level students (Group A) pref-
erred ability-grouped class while low-level students (Group B) liked mixed-ability, un-
grouped class. Correspondingly, ability grouping favored high-level students due to en-
riched and accelerated curriculum, competitive learning atmosphere, and sufficient op-
portunities to work with equally capable peers in the high-level class. Mixed-ability
grouping benefited low-level students more by ridding them of stigmatization and
allowing them access to challenging learning contents, role models, and capable peers

for consultation in the heterogeneous class. These findings present a dilemma to schools
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and teachers—whose benefit should we give more weight to in deciding the grouping
practices, the high performing students or the low performing students?

Despite difficulties in resolving the above-mentioned dilemma, the following fin-
dings suggest that judicious use of an ability grouping plan that takes into consideration
students’ cognitive and affective needs could be beneficial to most of the students at a
junior high school: (1) Low performing students who had negative English learning ex-
periences before entering junior high school could make progress and gain self-confi-
dence and learning motivation by the ability grouping policy that offered them chances
to learn the basics again. These students might have more problems learning English in
the homogeneous class where instruction was not aimed at them. (2) Those in the low
standing of Group A could not benefit from the instruction in the high-ability class char-
acterized by fast teaching pace and an abundance of supplementary materials. (3) Stu-
dents’ motivation would be increased if they were allowed to move upward or down-
ward in level each semester depending on their English achievement. (4) Names denot-
ing ranking, such as A vs. B and B1 vs. B2, could cause stigmatization and discrimina-
tion.

Considering the needs of high and low performing students and equity of educa-
tion, one sensible grouping plan for the subject of English is to have the majority of the
students stay untracked and study English in their homeroom classes. Only a small num-
ber of advanced classes, probably in the name of an honors program, are offered to stu-
dents that pass an entry exam. Students, after consulting with their parents, are granted
the liberty of deciding whether to take the exam or not. To avoid the problem of stigma-
tization, instead of placing low functioning students into a separate group that carries a
negative stigma, bridge courses should be provided to them, perhaps in winter or sum-
mer vacation. Because mobility could function as a motivator for students to study hard-
er and reduce the problems of labeling students as belonging to a particular group, it
should be promoted by means of regular and flexible reassignment of students to the ad-

vanced or regular classes based on their progress in English learning.
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If, with reason, a grade-wise between-class ability grouping plan for one or two
particular subjects is to be implemented, it is suggested that, in addition to flexible gro-
uping or reassignment, the following principles be followed: (1) Avoid assigning low-
level groups to the same teacher to prevent the morale of the teacher from being terribly
affected. (2) Ease students’ and parents’” worries about unequal access to the curriculum
by having all levels of students share the same set of core textbooks. But different
supplementary materials and learning tasks should be developed for each level, taking
into account students’ ability levels. To reduce the workload increased by preparing dif-
ferent sets of teaching materials and learning tasks, teachers had better collaborate with
each other on preparing lessons. (3) Help students understand sufficiently the rationales
and advantages of the grouping policy. (4) Be careful in naming groups of different lev-
els, avoiding names that denote ranking or carry negative connotations.

When a grade-wise between-class ability grouping is put into practice, it is impera-
tive that efforts be made to ensure that students identify primarily with a heterogeneous
homeroom class, rather than the ability group they each are assigned to for a particular
subject, such as English in this study. To achieve this, instead of starting the ability gro-
uping plan from the outset of junior high school, students had better be arranged to study
English in homeroom class for at least one semester. This policy may not only help stu-
dents get identified with the homeroom class but also eliminate some potential problems
of ability grouping. For instance, given some time to teach and thus get familiar with
the whole homeroom class, each English homeroom teacher may have fewer problems
in managing the class regrouped for English later, with parts of the students taught by
another English teacher. Besides, the chances of misplacement may be reduced because
students can be grouped into different levels based on more than one source of informa-
tion: students’ academic achievement in English, their performance on a placement test,
and English and/or homeroom teachers’ observations of their in-class performance and
participation for one semester or more.

Before closing this paper, some major limitations of the study are in order. First,
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the generalizability of the findings is limited because only one school was involved in
this study. Second, the subjects had to recall their learning in the seventh-grade grouped
classes and eighth-grade ungrouped class when filling out the questionnaires and being
interviewed. The lapse of time and memory might reduce the reliability of the reported
data. Third, the students who transferred upwards and downwards were categorized as
belonging to one group—Transfer—when questionnaire data were analyzed. Without
distinguishing between upwards-transferred students and downwards-transferred stu-
dents in data analysis, interpretations regarding the responses of the Transfer group
should be taken cautiously. At last, this study evaluated the effects of the two grouping
practices on students’ learning based on perception data, instead of actual academic per-
formance. The fact that the two grouping plans were implemented in two consecutive
school years made it impossible to evaluate their respective effects adopting a pre- and
post-test experimental design that controls all other possible causes of differential
learning, such as differences in learning materials and years of formal instruction. Re-
search is much desired that could offer more objective evaluation of the two grouping

practices.
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