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S

e p a r at i ng students into instructional groups within the same class-
room based on past performance or perceived ability is a common educa-
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tional practice used by elementary teachers during reading instruction. Pro-
ponents of homogeneous grouping, also called within-class ability grouping,1

argue that it is an effective strategy that allows teachers to better tailor their instruc-
tion andmaterials to the needs of their students (Kulik & Kulik, 1992; Lou et al., 1996;
Slavin, 1987; Taylor et al., 2000). Others, however, have argued that grouping practices
exacerbate achievement disparities if children in certain groups benefit more from
these grouping arrangements (Condron, 2008; Tach & Farkas, 2006). Research on
grouping suggests that students placed in the higher achievement groups receive more
attention from the teacher and are exposed to more rigorous instruction than their
peers in lower achievement groups (Chorzempa &Graham, 2006; Oakes, 2005). Thus,
homogeneous grouping may be a school-based mechanism that contributes to educa-
tional inequality (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993; Gamoran, 1992, 2011; Pallas et al., 1994).

Homogeneous grouping appears to be an increasingly common practice among
elementary teachers. One recent analysis using teacher survey data from the National
Assessment of Educational Progress found that the percentage of fourth-grade teach-
ers who report creating reading instructional groups based on ability has steadily in-
creased between 1998 and 2009, from 28% to 71% (Loveless, 2013). My own calcula-
tions using the two waves of the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K),
which follow two nationally representative cohorts of incoming kindergarten stu-
dents throughout elementary school, found that the proportion of kindergarten stu-
dents whose teachers report using “achievement groups” in reading increased from
41% in 1998 to 79% in 2010. This increase parallels a growing emphasis on differen-
tiated instruction, both as an instructional best practice (Tomlinson, 2001) and a pol-
icy mandate associated with high-stakes accountability and use of student-level data
(Gamoran, 2011; Park & Datnow, 2016; Valli & Buese, 2007).

Although researchers have been studying the effects of homogeneous grouping
for over a century (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016), there is little consensus on whether
it is an effective or equitable instructional practice. The central challenge of this re-
search is determining an appropriate comparison case for homogeneously grouped
students. Much of the earliest work on grouping, which compared the outcomes for
students based on a single year of data, has been criticized for not appropriately con-
trolling for differences between grouped and ungrouped classrooms or between stu-
dents placed in higher achievement groups and those in lower achievement groups.
More recent empirical work on grouping in early elementary reading instruction,
much of which uses data from the 1998 kindergarten cohort of the ECLS-K, generally
reports that achievement grouping is positively associated with students’ reading
growth (Adelson & Carpenter, 2011; Hong & Hong, 2009; McCoach et al., 2006)
but that these associations vary based on initial reading skills or group placement
(Condron, 2008; Hong et al., 2012; Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Nomi, 2009; Tach & Farkas,
2006). These studies—which use either covariate-adjusted regression or propensity
score matching—rely on the assumption that researchers can account for student,
teacher, and/or school characteristics to create appropriate comparison groups.

In this analysis, I both update these prior findings with newer data and introduce a
different strategy to estimate the relationship between homogeneous grouping and
reading growth. This study updates prior findings by using data from a more recent
wave of the ECLS-K, which follows students starting kindergarten in 2010.
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Updating these findings is particularly important given that comparisons between
the 1998 and 2010 kindergarten cohorts of the ECLS-K have reported an increased
focus on academic skills and use of homogeneous grouping in the early grades (Bassok
et al., 2016; Wrabel et al., 2015). Furthermore, by leveraging the longitudinal nature of
the data, I use a different analytic approach than prior work. This approach uses stu-
dent fixed effects to compare the outcomes of students who have different grouping
experiences during reading instruction over their first 3 years of schooling. In models
estimating the overall effect of grouping, a student’s ungrouped year becomes the com-
parison case for their grouped year. I argue that this approach offers a more appropri-
ate comparison group to assess grouping than has been used in earlier studies.

To better situate this analysis, I begin by exploring different conceptualizations of
homogeneous grouping as either a mechanism for instructional differentiation or
within-class stratification. I then briefly review the methodological approaches and
results of prior research that examines the relationship between grouping and stu-
dent reading growth. Next, I explain the data and methods used in this analysis,
and then describe the findings. I conclude with a discussion of this study’s limita-
tions, implications for practice, and directions for future research.
Conceptualizing Grouping: Differentiation or Stratification?

Schools are social organizations that sort students in many ways as they progress
through their educational experiences.Within-class grouping for reading instruction
is just one way children are grouped at school (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993; Oakes,
2005). Teachers use many different forms of grouping for reading instruction, from
temporarily grouping students for literacy stations to placing students into homoge-
neous groups for reading instruction that last most of the year. In this analysis, homo-
geneous or achievement grouping is defined as any form of grouping that occurs
within the classroom that the teacher uses to create more homogeneous learning en-
vironments for students (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016). By sorting students into groups
based on measures of student performance in reading (through the use of formal di-
agnostics, benchmark testing, and informal reading inventories) or their perceptions
of students’ literacy skills, teachers are then able to target the instruction andmaterials
to each group’s specific needs. Although such instructional differentiation is often
considered best practice, many question whether it perpetuates inequality through
an unequal distribution of instructional resources within classrooms (Oakes, 2005;
Pallas et al., 1994). This enduring debate is reflected in how generations of educational
researchers have conceptualized homogeneous grouping (Gamoran, 2011). In the fol-
lowing sections, I briefly review how homogeneous grouping has been conceptualized
as both an organizational system supporting instructional differentiation and a within-
school mechanism of educational stratification.
Grouping as Differentiation

Many conceptualize grouping as an instructional practice that allows teachers to
better target instruction based on students’ needs and skills. Many theories of learn-
ing hypothesize that students with varying skills respond differently to the same
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instruction and that instruction is most effective when it builds on students’ existing
skills (Cronbach & Snow, 1977; Palinscar & Brown, 1984; Vygotsky, 1980). Within-
class grouping allows teachers to target their instructional techniques and to use dif-
ferent materials for smaller groups of students. In contrast to whole-class instruction,
instruction in small groups facilitates more remediation or enrichment, allows for
more flexibility to adjust the pace of instruction, and capitalizes on the many benefits
of collaborative learning among peers (Lou et al., 1996). When using homogeneous
grouping as their grouping strategy, teachers can specifically plan instruction and
small-group learning experiences for students based on their reading skill level.

When considering how homogeneous grouping can best support student learn-
ing, proponents have long argued that homogeneous groups should be small and
that group placement should be flexible and regularly reevaluated by teachers based
on students’ current needs (Slavin, 1987; Taylor et al., 2000). Sociological research on
grouping practices conducted in the 1980s found that organizational constraints—
such as a necessity for equally sized groups or classroom configuration—result in a
set number of groups and placements that are rarely changed throughout the school
year (Eder, 1983; Hallinan & Sorensen, 1983). More recent analyses of grouping prac-
tices, in which teachers report having access to numerous data sources on students’
skills and specific needs, suggest that teachers are now more likely to reassess group
placement throughout the year (Hoover & Abrams, 2013; Park & Datnow, 2016).
Thus, greater access to formative data may allow teachers to better follow best prac-
tices around homogeneous grouping (Missett et al., 2014).
Grouping as Stratification

In contrast, these sorting procedures have also been conceptualized as a within-
school mechanism that creates unequal access to educational opportunities (Pallas
et al., 1994). Homogeneous grouping organizes students into groups that receive differ-
entiated instruction and varying level of status within a classroom (Gamoran, 1986).
Sociological research suggests that schools privilege certain cultural, social, and lin-
guistic habits and conflate the cultural capital exhibited by dominant and powerful
groups with academic ability (Bourdieu, 1977). Teachers, then, may consciously or
unconsciously make grouping decisions based on cultural indicators, such as certain
manners of speaking or student habits, which can act as proxies for ability. Such sort-
ingmay appearmeritocratic but actually reproduces the differing cultural capital that
students bring to school (Condron, 2007; Oakes, 2005). A child’s group placement
(e.g., whether they are placed in lower or higher achievement groups) within a class-
room affects the “quantity, quality, and pace of instruction” and acts as a symbolic
marker that can influence the perceptions and expectations of teachers, parents,
and children themselves (Pallas et al., 1994, p. 27).

An enduring finding of research on homogeneous reading grouping is that certain
students—particularly boys, low-income students, and Black children—are more
likely to be placed in the lower achievement groups (Condron, 2007; Dreeben &
Gamoran, 1986; Haller, 1985; Oakes, 2005; Pallas et al., 1994; Tach & Farkas, 2006).
However, it is unclear whether this pattern simply mirrors the well-documented ra-
cial and socioeconomic disparities in the reading skills and academic preparation ex-
hibited by incoming elementary students (Duncan & Murnane, 2014; Quinn, 2015).
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Although some studies report that differential placement rates can be explained by
differences in academic performance (Dreeben & Gamoran, 1986; Haller, 1985; Pallas
et al., 1994), others found that boys and lower-income students are more likely to be
placed in lower achievement groups even when controlling for a reading achieve-
ment test score (Condron, 2007; Tach & Farkas, 2006). Regardless of whether these
differential placement rates can be explained by academic disparities, grouping could
still contribute to inequality if students in higher achievement groups are more likely
to academically benefit from homogeneous grouping. I explore the issue of differen-
tial effects in the following section.
Prior Research on Homogeneous Grouping

If and how students are grouped during instruction could potentially have a large
influence on their instructional experience. Grouping influences how students inter-
act with their teacher and their peers as well as the amount, type, and rigor of instruc-
tion that they experience. Researchers have been trying to better understand the ef-
fects of homogeneous grouping for over a century (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016). In
this section, I highlight different methodological approaches used to study the rela-
tionship between within-class grouping during reading instruction and findings
from relevant research using the ECLS-K.
Methodological Approaches in Grouping Research

Much of the research on grouping occurred in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s (see
Gamoran [1992], Kulik & Kulik [1992], Lou et al. [1996], and Slavin [1987] for a thor-
ough review of earlier work). In most of these studies, the reading scores of students
in homogeneously grouped classrooms were compared with students in ungrouped
or heterogeneously grouped classes, and researchers typically presented information
about students, teachers, or classrooms to assert equivalence between these groups.
The methodology of earlier work has been called into question for not appropriately
isolating the effect of grouping. Citing numerous studies on grouping, Ferguson
(1998, p. 366) concluded that there was “no methodologically sound evidence of
the effects of within-class ability grouping for reading.”

In the past 2 decades, most research on homogeneous grouping has used covariate-
adjusted regression analysis or propensity score matching to estimate the relation-
ship between grouping and students’ reading outcomes (Adelson & Carpenter, 2011;
Condron, 2007, 2008; Hong et al., 2012; Hong & Hong, 2009; Lleras & Rangel, 2009;
McCoach et al., 2006; Nomi, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006). These analyses improve
on prior work by estimating the differences in reading growth between grouped and
ungrouped students while controlling for a larger set of student, teacher, classroom,
or school characteristics. Used in many of these analyses, propensity score matching
is a statistical matching technique that first determines an observation’s probability
of treatment given a set of observed covariates and then estimates the difference in out-
comes between treated and untreated observations that are matched based on that
probability (Rosenbaum&Rubin, 1983). Although proponents have argued that a pro-
pensity score matched sample can mimic a randomized controlled trial if all variables
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that affect treatment have been measured (Austin, 2011; Rubin, 2006), the effectiveness
of this approach is heavily dependent on the availability and choice of covariates (Cook
et al., 2009; Thoemmes & Kim, 2011). In the specific case of homogeneous grouping, it
is unlikely that researchers could observe and measure all of the factors about teachers
and their students that may influence both teachers’ decisions about if and how to use
grouping and the reading performance outcomes of the students in their class. For ex-
ample, teachersmay be influenced byparental involvement in the classroomor student
interest in reading when deciding whether to use grouping and how to place students
into homogeneous groups. It is reasonable to assume that these sorts of factors could
also influence students’ overall reading growth, and it is unlikely that a researcher
would be able to observe all of these factors. Therefore, estimates of the effect of homo-
geneous grouping may be capturing the influence of those unobserved factors rather
than the true effect of grouping.

Studies using random selection into homogeneous grouped or ungrouped classes
could provide causal evidence about the potential effects of grouping during reading
instruction. In their recent meta-analysis synthesizing more than 100 years of re-
search on grouping, Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2016) did not identify any experimental
studies that estimate the effects of within-class grouping during reading instruction.
There is experimental evidence about specific reading interventions or instructional
programs that encourage differentiated instruction. For example, Carol Connor and
colleagues have conducted numerous randomized controlled trials to estimate the
effects of a specific intervention used in early elementary classrooms to provide data-
driven recommendations and plans for individualized instruction during reading in-
struction (Connor et al., 2011, 2013). This intensive intervention includes frequent stu-
dent assessment, software providing assessment and instructional feedback, teacher
training, and supports for the implementation of flexible homogeneous small-group in-
struction. These studies consistently find that individualized reading instruction has
positive, moderately sized effects (dp 0.25–0.50) on reading performance among early
elementary students (Al Otaiba et al., 2011; Connor et al., 2011, 2013). These findings pro-
vide additional support that flexible homogeneous grouping is an effective instructional
strategy. However, given the intensive nature of this specific intervention, it is unlikely
to represent the typical experience of students in homogeneously grouped classes.
Research Using the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study

Most recent research on grouping uses data from the 1998 kindergarten cohort of
the ECLS-K to examine whether homogeneous grouping in early elementary grades
improves reading outcomes (Adelson & Carpenter, 2011; Hong & Hong, 2009; Mc-
Coach et al., 2006) or whether grouping may lead to differential effects based on
group placement (Condron, 2008; Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006), stu-
dent race (Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006), and initial reading skills
(Hong et al., 2012; Nomi, 2009). Given my interest in this analysis and the use of
the ECLS-K data, I focus my review on these studies.

Those studies estimating the relationship between homogeneous grouping and
reading growth in the early elementary grades typically report a small (0.06–0.10
standard deviations), positive association. Two of these studies (Adelson & Carpen-
ter, 2011; McCoach et al., 2006) only include a few student, classroom, and school
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characteristics as control variables to compare the outcomes of grouped and un-
grouped students. Hong and Hong (2009)—who use propensity score matching to
examine the effect of homogeneous grouping based on the instructional time spent
in groups—similarly conclude that homogeneous grouping may improve kindergar-
ten reading growth on average. Their analysis suggests that there is an interdepen-
dent relationship between instructional time and grouping such that students only
receive increased benefits from more intense grouping when there is sufficient in-
structional time and that students only benefit from increased reading instructional
time when teachers use grouping. Their findings reinforce the importance of ac-
counting for classroom-level instructional characteristics when trying to understand
the effects of grouping.

Other studies using the ECLS-K have focused on whether homogeneous group-
ing leads to differential outcomes based on placement in lower or higher achievement
groups (Condron, 2008; Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006) or initial read-
ing skills (Hong et al., 2012; Nomi, 2009). These studies, which vary in their analytic
samples and methodology, report somewhat contradictory findings about whether
homogeneous grouping may be contributing to unequal reading gains across student
groups. Despite methodological differences, studies examining group placement find
that grouped students in the higher achievement groups perform, on average, better
than comparable students in nongrouped classrooms and that grouped students in
lower achievement groups perform worse, on average, than comparable students in
nongrouped classrooms (Condron, 2008; Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006).
These authors report relatively large differences between the estimated growth of higher
and lower grouped students (0.3–0.42 standard deviations) and argue that homoge-
neous grouping may contribute to unequal reading gains across student groups. Two
studies (Hong et al., 2012; Nomi, 2009), both using propensity score matching to
compare grouped students to similar ungrouped students, examine whether the ef-
fects of grouping vary based on initial reading skills. These studies present some ev-
idence of differential effects, but the extent of the differences varies based on school
context (Nomi, 2009) and instructional time (Hong et al., 2012). For example, Hong
et al. (2012) find that kindergarten students with the lowest incoming reading skills
experience more growth when they are homogeneously grouped, but only in class-
roomswith a substantial amount of time dedicated to literacy instruction. These stud-
ies suggest that homogeneous grouping—as reported by teachers surveyed as part of
the ECLS-K’s kindergarten cohort of 1998—may have differential effects, but there
is little conclusive evidence about whether these differential effects may contribute
to unequal reading gains within classrooms.
Research Questions

Equivalent comparison groups are integral to estimating the relationship between
homogeneous grouping and reading growth because we cannot observe what hap-
pens to a student who experiences homogeneous grouping during their kindergarten
reading instruction and what would have happened to that same student if their kin-
dergarten classroom was not grouped. Similarly, we cannot easily observe how the
same student responds to placement in different achievement groups (e.g., low, mid-
dle, high achievement groups). As grouping practices and group placement are not
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randomly assigned within schools, we cannot reasonably assume that the only differ-
ence between grouped and ungrouped classrooms is the practice of grouping itself.
The studies reviewed in the previous section rely on the rich set of student, teacher,
and classroom characteristics collected as part of the ECLS-K to control for other,
observable differences between grouped and ungrouped students in cross-sectional
analyses. They are unable to control for unobserved differences between grouped
and ungrouped students or for unobserved differences between students based on
their group placement.

This analysis takes advantage of the longitudinal nature of the ECLS-K and the
fact that not every student experiences grouping the same way in every year. Specif-
ically, this analysis examines the following research questions:

1. To what extent is homogeneous grouping during early elementary reading instruc-
tion associated with reading growth?

2. Does this association vary based on reading group placement or initial reading
skills?

By using student fixed effects, I estimate the relationship between homogeneous
grouping and reading growth by comparing the growth that students make when
they experience homogeneous grouping in either kindergarten, first grade, or second
grade to the growth of the same student when they are ungrouped. In addition, I ex-
amine whether the estimated association between grouping and reading growth var-
ies by reading group placement or initial reading skills.
Data and Method

Data

This study uses data from the second wave of the ECLS-K, a nationally represen-
tative study of children starting kindergarten during the 2010–2011 academic year
that is conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).2 This lon-
gitudinal study follows the same children from kindergarten through fifth grade and
collects annual waves of data, including direct cognitive assessments in reading and
math, behavioral rating scales, and surveys from teachers, parents, and school ad-
ministrators. The base year sample was created using a three-stage stratified sam-
pling procedure that selected geographic areas as the primary sampling unit, then
schools as the secondary sampling unit, and then kindergarten students as the ter-
tiary sampling unit. Approximately 23 kindergarten students per school were sampled
from 968 schools across the country (NCES, 2015).
Sample

To create the sample for this analysis, I first identified all students who are cap-
tured for the first 3 years of the study (54,522 student-by-year observations). I limit the
sample in three ways. First, the sample is limited to students who do not switch schools
during the 3 years of the study (67% of all observations). By restricting the sample in
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this way, the student fixed effects also control for all time-invariant characteristics of
schools. Next, the sample only includes students who completed the reading assess-
ments conducted by NCES during the first 3 years of the study (80% of all observa-
tions). These reading assessments serve as my key dependent variables. Finally, the
sample is limited to students whose teachers answered questions about their group-
ing practices during each wave of the study (75% of all observations), as these ques-
tions are used to createmy key independent variables. Because of these restrictions, the
analytic sample (32,930 observations) is no longer a nationally representative sample
but still represents 14,430 students in 842 schools. To account for additional missing
data in these observations for the control variables (rates of missingness ranged from
0–21%), I performedmultiple imputation on the analytic sample (Rubin, 1996; Schafer,
1999). This procedure, conducted using Markov Chain Monte Carlo procedures in
Stata, created 10 imputed data sets. When performing the subsequent regression anal-
yses, all inferential statistics are estimated separately for each data set and then aver-
aged into a single set of statistics that incorporate the uncertainty associated with the
imputed values (StataCorp, 2013).

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the full analytic sample and distinctive
groups based on whether students experienced grouping in at least 1 but not all
3 years (labeled “switchers”), grouping in all 3 years (“always grouped”), or no group-
ing (“never grouped”). The vast majority of early elementary students in the sample
have teachers who report using achievement grouping during reading instruction.
Notably, only 28% of the total sample are switchers (i.e., they experienced homoge-
neous grouping in kindergarten, first grade, or second grade but not in all 3 years).
In the student fixed effects models, the coefficients representing the relationship be-
tween grouping and reading growth are estimated using only these students. As
shown in Table 1, switchers are quite similar to the full sample on observable char-
acteristics, but it is possible that these students are systematically different on unob-
served characteristics.
Measures

Independent variables. This analysis presents two distinct sets of analyses that
operationalize grouping differently: (a) a binary indicator for grouping and (b) a
group placement measure. All measures are created using teacher surveys adminis-
tered in the spring of each school year. Teachers are asked to report on class-wide
grouping practices and the relative group placement of each individual student in
the sample.Many studies using the ECLS-K create a binary variable in which students
are categorized as being grouped or ungrouped (e.g., see Adelson & Carpenter, 2011;
Condron, 2008; Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Nomi, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006). This study
first estimates the effect of grouping as a binary indicator for whether the student’s
teacher reported that they used achievement grouping in their class during reading
instruction (based on teacher responses to the survey question “How often do you di-
vide your class or classes into achievement groups for reading activities or lessons?”).

For the second set of analyses, I have created a measure of homogeneous group-
ing based on students’ relative reading group placement using two questions from the
child-specific survey completed by teachers. One survey question asks teachers to
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report on their number of reading groups (“How many achievement groups in read-
ing do you currently have in this child’s class?”) and another asks teachers to report on
each student’s individual placement in a reading group (“In which reading group is
this child currently placed? Use ‘1’ for the highest achievement group”). This infor-
mation allows me to create three categories: (a) lowest group placement, (b) middle
group(s) placement, and (c) highest group placement. Placement in one of these
groups depends on the reported number of groups in each class. For example, in a
class in which the teacher reports only using two groups, students may only be placed
in the lowest and highest achievement groups. In a class reporting five groups, stu-
dents may be placed in the lowest achievement group, highest achievement group, or
in one of the three middle groups (collapsed into the middle achievement group[s]
placement category). Table 2 illustrates the descriptive differences for the students in
my analytic sample based on their reading group placement.
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics by Grouping Status

Full Analytic
Sample

Grouping Status

Switchers
Always
Grouped

Never
Grouped

Student percentages:
Ever grouped (%) 83 57 100 0
Female (%) 49 50 49 46
Race/ethnicity:
Asian (%) 8 10 8 12
Black (%) 11 10 12 13
Hispanic (%) 24 26 23 22
Other (%) 5 6 5 5
White (%) 51 48 52 48

Language minority (%) 29 31 28 28
Disability reported (%) 16 15 16 18

Student averages (SD):
Prior reading score 64.11 64.64 64.39 57.06

(20.42) (20.23) (20.51) (18.99)
Year-end reading score 80.60 81.38 80.84 72.77

(19.92) (19.63) (19.87) (20.68)
Std. socioeconomic status .05 .06 .03 .25

(.98) (.98) (.98) (1.06)
Teacher/class averages (SD):
Class size (number of students) 20.61 20.55 20.71 19.58

(4.87) (5.19) (4.62) (6.20)
Reading instruction hours per week 9.45 9.17 9.68 7.83

(3.83) (3.86) (3.74) (4.37)
Teacher’s years of experience 15.04 15.72 14.68 16.13

(9.99) (10.30) (9.80) (10.55)
Class behavior (teacher-reported, 0–5 scale) 3.44 3.46 3.42 3.46

(.87) (.86) (.88) (.82)
Reading below grade level (teacher-reported,
proportion of whole class) .21 .21 .21 .17

(.16) (.16) (.16) (.15)

Total observations 32,930 9,230 22,110 1,580
Note.—Observations are pooled across 3 years of data. Percentages reported here are column percentages. Standard deviations (SD)

are presented in parentheses for all averages. Std. p standardized.
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For both measures of grouping, it is important to note that I cannot disentangle
static grouping (in which teachers assign reading groups that do not change through-
out the year) and flexible grouping (in which teachers regularly reassess and reassign
reading groups). The teacher surveys only ask about grouping practices and place-
ment at one point in time throughout the year. This limitation is examined further
in the Discussion section.

Outcome variables. My key outcome variable is student performance on direct
cognitive assessments that were administered at the end of each school year as part of
the ECLS-K (these serve as proxies for year-end reading performance). The NCES-
created scale scores are intended to measure students’ reading skills, including basic
skills (print familiarity, letter recognition, beginning and ending sounds, rhyming
words, and word recognition), vocabulary knowledge, and reading comprehension
(NCES, 2015). These scale scores have high levels of reliability (weighted reliabilities
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics by Group Placement

Group Placement

Ungrouped
Students

Lowest
Group

Middle
Group(s)

Highest
Group

Student averages:
Prior reading score mean 60.48 53.77 62.25 75.60
Prior reading score SD (19.86) (16.90) (18.36) (20.66)
Prior reading score range [25.73, 115.41] [25.45, 115.25] [25.52, 114.67] [26.83, 116.59]
Year-end reading score mean 76.62 69.01 79.65 91.64
Year-end reading score SD (20.40) (18.79) (18.19) (17.35)
Year-end reading score range [26.26, 116.21] [26.45, 115.79] [26.70, 115.98] [26.83, 116.59]
Std. socioeconomic status mean .12 –.25 0 .25
Std. socioeconomic status (1.01) (.93) (.95) (.99)
Std. socioeconomic status range [–3.46, 3.06] [–2.83, 3.00] [–2.83, 3.26] [–2.83, 3.06]
Externalizing problem behavior mean 1.67 1.84 1.68 1.57
Externalizing problem behavior SD (.62) (.68) (.61) (.57)
Externalizing problem behavior range [1, 4] [1, 4] [1, 4] [1, 4]
Internalizing problem behavior mean 1.52 1.72 1.54 1.43
Internalizing problem behavior SD (.49) (.57) (.50) (.43)
Internalizing problem behavior range [1, 4] [1, 4] [1, 4] [1, 4]

Student percentages:
Female (%) 49 43 49 54
Race/ethnicity:
Asian (%) 10 6 7 10
Black (%) 11 13 12 10
Hispanic (%) 25 28 24 21
Other (%) 5 5 5 6
White (%) 48 49 52 52

Language minority (%) 31 34 30 25
Disability reported (%) 16 27 15 11
Grouping experience:
Ever ungrouped (%) 100 20 18 21
Ever placed in lowest group (%) 40 100 36 21
Ever placed in middle group(s) (%) 41 48 100 39
Ever placed in high group (%) 30 10 25 100

Total observations 5,590 5,150 13,600 8,590
Note.—Observations are pooled across 3 years of data. Percentages reported here are column percentages. Standard deviations (SD)

are presented in parentheses and ranges presented in brackets for all averages. Std. p standardized.
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of .91–.95), andNCES provides longitudinal scale scores specificallymeant to examine
student reading progress over time (Najarian et al., 2018). These assessments were only
used for research purposes, and the scores were not sharedwith teachers. Because these
assessmentswere given across 3 academic years andwere not all given at the exact same
time during each year, all models will include year fixed effects and a measure of the
time between the year-end score and the assessment that serves as the prior score
(described in the next section). For ease of interpretation in the models including in-
teractions, these scores have been mean-centered for each test administration.

Student, teacher, and classroom characteristics. Student, teacher, and class-
room characteristics serve as important covariates. Even inmodels with student fixed
effects, characteristics that vary across time have also been included in somemodels to
account for changes that could affect reading performance. Student-level variables
that do not change over the course of the 3-year time period include sex, race/ethnic-
ity, and prekindergarten status (an indicator variable for whether a student attended a
center-based prekindergarten program). Student-level variables that are measured
annually include age, socioeconomic status, language-minority status, parent-reported
disability status, teacher-reportedmeasures of problembehavior, and teacher-estimated
absences per school year. Socioeconomic status is a continuous composite variable
created by the ECLS-K that incorporates information about family income, parental
education, and parental occupation. The disability status is an indicator created from
an annual survey in which parents or guardians are asked whether students have a
diagnosed disability. To proxy for student behavior, two scales capturing externaliz-
ing and internalizing problem behavior are included in this analysis. Both scales are
created by NCES using teacher survey responses and have reliability coefficients
above .75 (see Tourangeau et al., 2017, for more information). Finally, the absences
variable is a teacher-reported measure in which teachers estimate the number of days
that students missed that school year.

As noted above, all analyses include a measure of students’ performance on direct
cognitive assessments conducted by the ECLS-K that proxy for students’ prior reach-
ing performance. For kindergarten students, this score is from a reading assessment
that was administered at the beginning of kindergarten. For first- and second-grade
students, this score is from the reading assessment administered at the end of the prior
year. All models include year fixed effects and a student-specific measure of months
between the “prior” assessment and “year-end” assessment.

Teacher and classroom covariates are added in some models. These variables in-
clude teacher’s years of teaching experience, whether the teacher has a graduate de-
gree, overall class size, reading instructional hours per week, a teacher rating of the
class’s overall behavior, the number of reading achievement groups that the teacher
reports using, and classroom composition variables. The classroom composition var-
iables are based on teacher’s responses to annual surveys and include proportion of
female students, proportion of Black students, proportion of Hispanic students, pro-
portion ofWhite students, proportion of gifted students, proportion of students reading
below grade level, proportion of students receiving services for English-language learn-
ers, and proportion of students with disabilities. Finally, I include two variables—the
class average socioeconomic status and the class average prior reading score—that are
constructed based on the average for each class for students enrolled in the ECLS-K.
The students in the sample were selected at random from each school but were not
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necessarily selected to be representative of their classroom. As such, these averages are
not true classroom averages but the best approximation based on the available data.
Analytic Approach

This study uses covariate-adjusted regression with student fixed effects to esti-
mate the relationship between homogeneous grouping and reading growth across
3 years of panel data for the kindergarten, first-grade, and second-grade years of
the ECLS-K. I include two distinct analyses in this article, one of which includes a
binary indicator capturing whether the students’ teacher reports using homogeneous
grouping and one of which captures students’ achievement group placement (e.g.,
lowest, middle, highest achievement group). In each analysis, I use the same set of
models. The base model includes a grouping measure, a prior reading score, time be-
tween testing periods, and year fixed effects. The next model adds student-level char-
acteristics. The full model adds teacher/classroom-level characteristics. For each
model, I include a set of results without student fixed effects and a set of results with
student fixed effects. The set of results without student fixed effects are estimated us-
ing the full sample. The coefficient on the binary indicator of grouping estimates the
difference in reading growth between grouped and ungrouped students while con-
trolling for all other covariates in the models. In the student fixed effects models, this
coefficient estimates the difference in reading growth between a student in their
grouped year(s) and the same student in their ungrouped year(s) while controlling
for the time-varying characteristics of students and classrooms included in the mod-
els. Importantly, themodels that include student fixed effects estimate the association
between grouping and reading performance only for switchers (i.e., students whose
grouping experiences vary across the 3 years of data). Although models with student
fixed effects are estimated using a subset of the data, the benefit of this approach is
that the student fixed effects capture all unobserved, time-invariant factors about
these students and their schools that may influence a student’s reading performance.
The entire analytic sample (even those whose grouping experiences do not change
over this 3-year period) is included in all models to more precisely estimate the rela-
tionship between the covariates and student reading growth.

The full model with a student fixed effect term is given as

readit p b0 1 b1grpit 1 b2priorit 1 b3testpdit 1 bkXit 1 bmWit 1 vi

1 vt 1 εit, t p 1, 2, 3:

The outcome variable, readit, represents the year-end reading score for student i in year
t. The time periods represent the 3 years of data: kindergartenp 1, first gradep 2, and
second gradep 3. The first coefficient (b1) estimates the effect of grpit, whichmeasures
student i’s experience with homogeneous grouping in year t. For each set of analyses,
groupingwill be represented by one of the two grouping variables described previously:
(a) the grouping binary indicator or (b) the group placement variable. The full model
includes prior-year reading score (priorit), time between testing periods (testpdit), a
vector of student-level characteristics (Xit), a vector of teacher/classroom-level charac-
teristics (Wit), student fixed effects (vi), year fixed effects (vt), and an idiosyncratic error
term (εit) that captures any unobserved, time-varying factors that influence the out-
come variable. All standard errors are clustered at the student level.
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Results

To answer the first research question, I present a set of regressionmodels in Table 3 that
estimate differences in reading growthbetweenhomogeneously grouped andungrouped
students. In Column 1, the model only includes a binary indicator for grouping, the stu-
dent’s prior reading score, a variable measuring months between testing administra-
tions, and year fixed effects. In this case, homogeneously grouped students are predicted
to have reading growth that is 0.64 points higher than students who do not experience
grouping, all else equal (when using a standardized outcome variable, this is the equiv-
alent of a 0.03 standard deviation difference). As discussed previously, students who ex-
perience grouping are likely different than those who are ungrouped across a number of
dimensions. Although this model accounts for differences in prior reading score, it does
little to ensure that other differences between grouped and ungrouped students are being
properly controlled. Column 2 introduces student fixed effects and controls for all time-
invariant student characteristics that could influence reading growth. As a result, the in-
terpretation of the grouping indicator changes to estimate the difference in reading
growth between a given student in a year when they experience homogeneous grouping
and that same student in a year when they do not experience grouping (only for students
labeled switchers in Table 1). As Column 2 illustrates, these students are predicted to
have reading growth that is 0.76 points higher in the year that they experienced grouping
than in the year they are ungrouped (equivalent of 0.04 standard deviation difference).

Additional covariates are added in subsequent models. The full model, shown in
Column 6, includes student, teacher, and classroom covariates and student fixed effects.
This model estimates that, on average, students are predicted to experience slightly
more reading growth (0.66 points) in a year that they are homogeneously grouped dur-
ing reading instruction than in a year in which they are not homogeneously grouped in
reading, all else equal (equivalent of 0.03 standard deviation difference). In all models,
the grouping indicator is a statistically significant and positive predictor of reading growth,
suggesting that these results are robust to multiple specifications. This estimated differ-
ence is relatively small when compared with the typical growth that these students ex-
perience in reading skills, asmeasured by the cognitive assessments administered by the
ECLS-K. On average, students in the sample demonstrate 16.5 points of reading growth
between the two test administrations. This estimated difference of 0.66 points between
grouped and ungrouped students represents about 4% of this overall growth.

This overall estimate may conceal variation in the relationship between grouping
and reading growth. To answer the second research question, the remaining analyses
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able 3. Regression Results for the Relationship Between Homogeneous Grouping
inary Indicator) and Reading Performance

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

omogeneous grouping .64*** .76*** .71*** .77*** .76*** .66***
(.11) (.14) (.11) (.14) (.14) (.17)

tudent characteristics X X X X
eacher/class characteristics X X
tudent fixed effects X X X

bservations 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930
Note.—All models include students’ prior reading score, time between testing administrations, and year fixed effects. Standard
errors are reported in parentheses.

*** p ! .001.
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explore whether this relationship varies based on group placement and initial reading
skills. Table 4 presents results from the same set of models with a categorical variable
for group placement. The reference group is still ungrouped students, so these esti-
mates represent the average difference in reading growth between each reading group
category (lowest group, middle group[s], and highest group) and ungrouped students,
while controlling for the same covariates as before. Reflecting the trends found in ear-
lier research (Condron, 2008; Lleras & Rangel, 2009), themodels without student fixed
effects (Columns 1, 3, and 5) find that the lowest group students, on average, experience
significantly less reading growth than ungrouped students (–3.28 points in the full
model presented in Column 5) and the highest group students grow significantly more
than ungrouped students (13.40 points in the full model presented in Column 5). In
all three models without student fixed effects, these differences are both statistically
significant and practically meaningful. For example, the estimated difference in read-
ing growth between the lowest grouped students and highest grouped students (as il-
lustrated in the full model in Column 5) is equivalent to 40% of the average reading
growth exhibited by the students in this sample (equivalent of 0.34 standard devia-
tions). These initial results support the hypothesis that homogeneous grouping can
substantially widen reading achievement gaps between the students placed in the low-
est reading groups and the students placed in the highest reading groups.

Once student fixed effects are included in Columns 2, 4, and 6, the overall pattern
of results is similar but the estimated difference in reading growth between the lowest
grouped and highest grouped students shrinks considerably (to about one third of the
estimated difference in themodels without fixed effects). Thesemodels leverage changes
in group placement (lowest group,middle group[s], highest group, or ungrouped) for
the same student across the 3 years of data to estimate differences in reading growth.
As Table 2 illustrates, most students in each group placement (i.e., lowest, middle, or
highest groups) have either been ungrouped or been placed in other placements dur-
ing other years. This difference in magnitude suggests that covariate-adjusted regres-
sion may not be adequately controlling for selection mechanisms that influence both
group placement and reading growth. For example, factors such as studentmotivation
Table 4. Regression Results for the Relationship Between Reading Group Placement
and Reading Performance

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Group placement:
Lowest group –3.45*** –.47* –3.21*** –.46** –3.28*** –.57**

(.17) (.20) (.16) (.20) (.17) (.21)
Middle group(s) .87*** .74*** .83*** .75*** 1.01*** .66***

(.13) (.16) (.12) (.16) (.15) (.19)
Highest group 2.82*** 1.50*** 2.95*** 1.51*** 3.40*** 1.47***

(.14) (.17) (.14) (.17) (.15) (.19)
Student characteristics X X X X
Teacher/class characteristics X X
Student fixed effects X X X

Observations 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930
Note.—All models include students’ prior reading score, time between testing administrations, and year fixed effects. Standard

errors are reported in parentheses.

* p ! .05.
** p ! .01.

*** p ! .001.
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or family reading habits may influence teachers’ placement of students into reading
groups and students’ ultimate reading growth but cannot be observed by the researcher.

Although the differences across models provide evidence that covariate-adjusted
regression may not appropriately isolate the relationship between group placement
and reading growth, the patterns of results still support the hypothesis that there are
differential relationships between grouping and reading growth by group placement.
Reading growth is predicted to be significantly higher (1.47 points in the full model in
Column 6) during the years that a student is placed in the highest reading groups in
their classroom when compared with years in which that same student is ungrouped.
Similarly, the reading growth for students when they are the lowest reading group in
their class is predicted to be 0.57 points lower than when that student is ungrouped.
Thus, students in the highest reading groups appear to benefitmore frombeing grouped.
This estimated difference between the growth of the highest grouped and lowest group
students (2.04 points) is about 12%of the average reading growth exhibited by students in
this study (equivalent of a 0.10 standard deviation difference).

Table 5 presents analyses that examine whether the relationship between homo-
geneous grouping and reading growth varies based on students’ initial reading skills.3

The first analysis, shown in Panel A of Table 5, interacts the mean-centered prior
Table 5. Differential Relationships Between Grouping and Reading Performance,
by Initial Reading Skills

Panel A: Grouping Indicator Panel B: Group Placement

(5) (6) (5) (6)

Prior reading score .78*** .02 .77** .03*
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

Grouping indicator .79*** .68***
(.14) (.17)

Prior reading score # grouping indicator –.04*** –.02*
(.01) (.01)

Group placement:
Lowest group –2.38*** –.25

(.18) (.22)
Middle group(s) .89*** .66***

(.15) (.19)
Highest group 4.38*** 1.66***

(.17) (.20)
Prior reading score # group placement:
Score # lowest group –.01 –.01

(.01) (.02)
Score # middle group(s) –.14*** –.07***

(.01) (.01)
Score # highest group –.21*** –.06***

(.01) (.02)
Student characteristics X X X X
Teacher/class characteristics X X X X
Student fixed effects X X

Observations 32,930 32,930 32,930 32,930
Note.—All models include students’ prior reading score, time between testing administrations, and year fixed effects. Standard

errors are reported in parentheses.

* p ! .05.
** p ! .01.

*** p ! .001.
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reading score and the grouping indicator variable to examine the extent to which the
estimated relationship between grouping and reading growthmay vary over different
initial skill levels (only the full models are shown in Table 5, the equivalent of Col-
umns 5 and 6 in Table 3). In this model, the coefficient for grouping estimates the
difference in the intercept between grouped and ungrouped students when the prior
reading score is at its mean. In the student fixed effects model (shown in Panel A,
Column 6), grouped students with average prior reading scores are estimated to ex-
perience slightly more reading growth than ungrouped students (0.68 points). The
interaction term between prior reading score and the grouping indicator estimates
the difference in slope for prior reading score between ungrouped and grouped stu-
dents. The statistically significant and negative coefficient (–0.02) for this interaction
signals that the estimated difference in reading growth between grouped and un-
grouped students decreases as prior reading score increases.

The analysis presented in Panel B of Table 5 and illustrated in Figure 1 examines
whether there is a differential relationship between reading group placement and
reading growth based on prior reading score. Figure 1 displays differences in the pre-
dicted mean-centered reading growth by group placement across different levels of
initial reading skills (as shown in Column 6 in Panel B of Table 5) estimated using
Stata’s margins command and holding all other covariates at their mean. Across
all levels of initial reading skills, the predicted reading growth of students grouped
in the lowest reading group is never statistically different from ungrouped students.
The estimated differences in reading achievement between students grouped in the
middle/highest groups and ungrouped students are higher among students who start
with initial reading skills that are below the sample average. For students whose initial
Figure 1. Differential relationship between reading group placement and reading performance, by

initial reading skills. Linear predictions estimated using Column 6 from Panel B in Table 5, with all

other covariates held at their mean.
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reading skills are more than 20 points below average (one standard deviation), the
predicted reading growth for ungrouped students and students placed in the lowest
reading group are virtually identical (and not statistically different) whereas students
placed in the middle reading group(s) and highest reading group are predicted to ex-
perience 2–4 more points of reading growth than ungrouped students. For students
whose initial reading skills are more than 20 points above average (one standard de-
viation), there are not statistically significant differences in reading growth between
ungrouped students and students placed in any of the reading groups (lowest, middle,
or highest).

To better account for these differential outcomes, I descriptively examined the
classroom composition and environment of students whose initial reading skills are
below the sample average but who are placed in different reading group placements.
Although most classroom characteristics appear descriptively similar across students
in the three group placements, students with lower than average initial reading skills
but who are placed in higher reading groups tend to be found in classroomswith lower
average initial reading skills and less variation (as proxied by the class mean and stan-
dard deviation of prior reading scores of students sampled in the ECLS-K study). This
may suggest that students’ initial reading skills relative to their class may be more im-
portant than their skills relative to a national sample.4 Taken together, the findings
from the second research question indicate that homogeneous grouping is associated
with reading growth for students with lower initial reading skills, but only for students
placed in the middle/highest reading groups in their class.
Discussion

Building on prior work on homogeneous grouping during elementary reading in-
struction, my analysis finds that the practice of homogeneous grouping has a small,
positive association with reading growth. This result mirrors past research using the
1998 ECLS-K (Adelson & Carpenter, 2011; Hong & Hong, 2009; McCoach et al., 2006),
but the magnitude of the estimated difference in reading growth between grouped
and ungrouped students is slightly smaller in my analysis. However, this overall esti-
mate masks a differential relationship by group placement and initial reading skills.
My analyses interacting initial reading skills with grouping or group placement sug-
gest that homogeneous grouping is only associated with reading growth for students
with initial reading skills that are lower than the sample average and, among those
students, students only appear to benefit from grouping if they are placed in the
middle or highest achievement groups. This finding clarifies past research on group-
ing, which has separately found differences by group placement (Condron, 2008;
Lleras & Rangel, 2009; Tach & Farkas, 2006) and by initial reading skills (Hong et al.,
2012).

In this concluding section, I discuss the methodological implications and limita-
tions of this study, implications for practice, and directions for future research.

Methodological Implications

Numerous factors may influence teachers’ decisions to use grouping and to place
specific students into groups, including the composition and needs of their particular
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class. Given that observable characteristics vary between grouped and ungrouped stu-
dents and between students placed in the lowest, middle, and highest achievement
groups, we can likely assume that these groups vary in unobservable ways that may
affect students’ reading growth and teachers’ decision making about grouping. As a
result, these groups are not equal in expectation, a condition for estimating the causal
effect of grouping (Murnane &Willett, 2010). By using student fixed effects, this anal-
ysis creates a different comparison in which a student’s reading growth during a year
that they experience homogeneous grouping is compared with their reading growth
when in an ungrouped class. This estimation strategy accounts for the effect of all ob-
served and unobserved time-invariant differences among students and, because the
sample is limited to students who do not switch schools, all time-invariant differences
among schools. Although I do not present these results as causal, this approach offers
an alternative to isolating the relationship between homogeneous grouping and read-
ing growth that addresses some of the criticism about appropriate comparison groups
in past research on grouping (Ferguson, 1998).

Prior researchmainly relies on covariate-adjusted regression and propensity score
matching to compare the reading growth of grouped students to that of ungrouped
students who appear the most similar on observable characteristics. When I estimate
the overall association between homogeneous grouping and reading growth, I find
similar results using both covariate-adjusted regression and student fixed effectsmod-
els. However, in the analyses that examine differential association by group place-
ment, the estimated difference in reading growth between students placed in the high-
est reading groups compared with students placed in the lowest reading groups is
three times higher in the covariate-adjusted regressionmodel than in the student fixed
effects model. The difference in reading growth estimated in the covariate-adjusted
regression model is equivalent to 40% of the average reading growth exhibited by stu-
dents in the analytic sample, and this estimated magnitude is very similar to those re-
ported in past studies that examine differences in reading growth by group placement
(Condron, 2008; Lleras & Rangel, 2009). Although there is still a significant associa-
tion between group placement and reading growth in the student fixed effects models,
the magnitude of the estimated difference in reading growth between lowest grouped
students and highest grouped students shrinks to the equivalent of 12% of the average
reading growth exhibited by students in this sample. Covariate-adjusted regression is
likely not adequately accounting for student characteristics influencing group place-
ment. This suggests that estimated differential effects based on group placement may
be overstated in prior research.

Although the use of student fixed effects addresses some limitations of past work,
it is still an imperfect method for estimating whether students benefit from homoge-
neous grouping. First, the grouping coefficients estimated in models with student
fixed effects only estimate the relationship between grouping and reading growth
for those students who have different experiences in grouping over their first 3 years
of elementary school. The results of these analyses do not generalize to students whose
experience with grouping (e.g., always homogeneously grouped) or group placement
(e.g., always placed in the lowest group) do not vary over these 3 years. This restriction
is more problematic for the analysis of grouping as a binary indicator because only
28% of the sample switches from grouped to ungrouped classrooms over the 3 years
of the study. In the analysis of group placement, more than half of the sample switches
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group placement across the 3 years of the data, so the restriction to switchers is not as
limiting. This choice represents a trade-off between the internal validity of the esti-
mated relationship between grouping and reading growth and the external validity
of these findings.

Furthermore, the fixed effect models do not control for all time-varying character-
istics about students and their classrooms that could influence both grouping practice
and reading growth. The set of analyses estimating the relationship between homo-
geneous grouping and reading growth could be biased if they omit teacher or class-
room characteristics that influence how teachers approach grouping and students’ ul-
timate reading growth. If, for example, more effective teachers systematically chose to
homogeneously group their students, then the estimated association between group-
ing and reading growth would be capturing the effect of both grouping and teacher
effectiveness. Given the small magnitude of the association between the practice of
grouping and reading growth, such a scenario is unlikely. However, this analysis can-
not rule out whether unobserved teacher or classroom characteristics may be influ-
encing the results. In particular, a teacher’s decision about whether and how to use
grouping may be driven by their specific pedagogical beliefs, certain aspects of their
classroom composition and relationships among students, and nuanced understand-
ings of students’ learning needs. It is difficult to capture all of these factors in this sort
of analysis. Future analyses that follow teachers and students longitudinally may be
better positioned to eliminate such confounding variables. Although this analysis
controls for time-invariant characteristics of students as well as a set of time-varying
measures about students, theremay be unobserved time-varying student traits—such
as changes in a student’s family stability, interest in reading, or orientation toward
school—that could bias these results.

Despite these limitations, this approach does offer a valuable alternative for esti-
mating the relationship between homogeneous grouping and student performance.
By controlling for all time-invariant characteristics of students and schools (observed
and unobserved), the student fixed effects models improve on past research that only
includes observed characteristics.
Implications for Practice

These findings also have practical implications for school leaders and teachers
considering whether to use homogeneous grouping in their classrooms. The results
indicate that, on average, students benefit from being homogeneously grouped dur-
ing early reading instruction. The difference in reading growth between grouped and
ungrouped students estimated here is quite modest, representing just 4% of the av-
erage annual growth observed in this sample. This supports the hypothesis that ho-
mogeneous grouping, on average, may be a slightly more effective instructional prac-
tice than whole-group instruction.

More importantly, these findings provide evidence that the relationship between
homogeneous grouping and reading growth depend on reading group placement
and initial reading skills. In particular, this study finds little evidence that homoge-
neous grouping is related to reading growth for students whose initial reading skills
are above average. For students whose initial reading skills are below average, homo-
geneous grouping is positively associated with reading growth for students who are
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placed in the middle or highest reading groups in their class. For students who are
placed in the lowest reading group in their class, there is no discernable difference
in their reading growth when compared with their growth in an ungrouped year.
This suggests that the experience of homogeneous grouping may be qualitatively dif-
ferent for students placed in the lowest reading groups. Given that students placed in
higher reading groups appear to benefit more from grouping, these results support
the hypothesis that homogeneous grouping increases inequalities between students
within the same class (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993; Gamoran, 1992, 2011; Pallas et al.,
1994). Teachers and school leaders deciding whether and how to group their students
for reading instruction should think carefully about the instructional experiences of
students within different groups and consider ways to ensure that students within the
lowest reading groups receive equal access to rigorous instruction and materials.
Directions for Future Research

How teachers create reading groups and how instruction is differentiated by group
can vary substantially from teacher to teacher (Buttaro et al., 2010; Eder, 1983; Moody
et al., 1997; Schumm et al., 2000). In their study of how 30 elementary school class-
rooms utilize grouping during literacy instruction, Schumm et al. (2000) concluded
that the time spent in groups varied across andwithin classrooms, with some teachers
starting and stopping the practice throughout the academic year. This study is limited
in its ability to measure how teachers use homogeneous groups, as I rely on limited,
self-reported information from teachers about their instructional practices and class-
room composition. This analysis cannot capture the complexity of themany different
ways that teachers use homogeneous groups and only offers limited guidance for ed-
ucators seeking to make decisions about their reading instruction. The teacher survey
data included in the ECLS-K only capture how teachers report on the number of read-
ing groups, each child’s relative placement within those groups, and the duration and
frequency of those groups at one point in time.

Future research on grouping should consider alternative ways to capture teach-
ers’ grouping practices and potential effects on reading growth. Although focusing on
a specific intervention in individualized reading instruction, the longitudinal, random-
ized controlled trials conducted by Carol Connor and colleagues offer amodel for cap-
turing both grouping practices and reading growth over time among early elementary
students (Connor et al., 2013). Researchers could conduct observational studies that
capture the specific ways that teachers create and use homogeneous groups or regu-
larly survey teachers about their use of grouping and the relative group placement of
their students. This research would be particularly powerful if it could be combined
with independent assessment of students’ reading growth over time and use student
fixed effectsmodels to further disentangle the relationship between grouping practices,
students’ placement in reading groups, initial reading skills, and reading growth.
Conclusion

Very few studies have utilized the newer kindergarten cohort of the ECLS-K to ex-
amine homogeneous grouping (see Wrabel et al., 2015), and none have specifically
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looked at differential relationships based on achievement group placement or initial
reading skills. Given the shifts in enrollment demographics, better prekindergarten
preparation, and greater academic focus on literacy found in studies of more recent
kindergarten cohorts (Bassok et al., 2016), it is important to conduct analyses using
more recent data from early elementary classrooms. In fact, the continued shift within
early elementary grades to focus more on literacy skills may have contributed to the
increased prevalence of homogeneous grouping and indicates that this research focus
is increasingly salient for early elementary students and their teachers.

Notes

Susan Kemper Patrick is a postdoctoral scholar at the Tennessee Education Research Alliance and
the Department of Leadership, Policy, and Organizations at Vanderbilt University. Correspon-
dence may be sent to Susan Kemper Patrick at susan.k.patrick@vanderbilt.edu.

1. Throughout this text, I use the terms “homogeneous grouping” and “achievement grouping.”
I prefer these terms to “ability grouping” because I believe most grouping decisions are based on
measures of student performance or achievement rather than ability, which cannot be easily mea-
sured. These terms also better reflect the wording used in the teacher survey questions within the
ECLS-K that are used to create the measures of grouping in this analysis.

2. This analysis uses data from the restricted-use version of the ECLS-K’s kindergarten cohort
of 2010. As required by NCES, all sample sizes have been rounded to the nearest 10.

3. These prior reading scores do not account for students’ initial reading skills relative to their
peers in their classroom or school, although the regression models do include a covariate that is an
approximation of the classroom average prior reading score for all the students in the classroom
enrolled in the ECLS-K.

4. The sampling strategy of ECLS-K (in which only some students from every kindergarten
classroom are included in the initial sample) makes it difficult to empirically test this assertion.
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