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Th e  Disadvan tage s  of Trackin g  an d Ability  Grou pin g:
 A Look at Coope rative  Le arn in g  as  an  Alte rn ative

By
  Margaree S. Crosby and Emma M. Owens

In trodu ction

Technology and in terna t iona l compet it ion
are crea t ing dramat ic changes in  the workforce
skills needed to main ta in  a  compet it ive busi-
ness edge for  a  hea lthy economy in  Amer ica .  At
the same t ime, demographic sh ift s in  the popu-
la t ion  foreshadow ser ious gaps in  the supply of
qua lified labor .  According to the Nat iona l Alli-
ance of Business (1986), the overa ll competence
of the workforce is predicted to decline while
the need for  more and bet ter  t ra ined workers
will grow.

The mission of our  public schools histor ically
has been to develop moral, responsible, and
educated cit izens.  Educat ion has been viewed
as a   means to increase opportunity, inculcate
socia l va lu es, a n d fost er  u pwa r d m obilit y
(Oakes, 1985).   By the turn of the twent ieth
century, however , schools were finding it  hard to
deal with  the increasing racia l, linguist ic, cul-
tural, and religious diversity of the student

populat ion.  Social Darwinism—the theory that
children from lower  classes were inherent ly
infer ior—led to the development  of var ious
ways of sor t ing and classifying children.

For  more than 100 years, one of the most
persistent  pract ices in  schools has been to group
students into course sequences and classrooms
on the basis of personal qualit ies, performances,
or  aspira t ions.  Since students enter  school with
a wide range of differences in  their  readiness to
learn, t racking/ability grouping has appeared to
make sense.  The pract ice was developed around
three general goals:  (1) to ra ise the academic
achievement  of students beyond what  it  would
be in  mixed ability classes; (2) to help students
feel bet ter  about  school and themselves as
learners; and (3) to help teachers be more effec-
t ive (George, 1988).

Educa tors have a rgued about  the effect s of
t racking/ability grouping from the beginning.
Although researchers and those who review
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that  ability grouping is maximally effect ive
within classrooms when it  is done for  only one or
two subjects and students are studying in  het-
erogeneous classes for  most  of the day.

Regardless of what  the research  shows,
however , the a t t itudes of many educa tors and
pa r en t s  fa vor  t r a ck in g/a bilit y gr ou p in g.
Eighty-five percent  (85%) of the research  says
t racking is not  beneficia l while eigh ty-five per -
cen t  (85%) of the schools cont inue to pract ice it
(George, 1988).  Since most  of the research
a ppea r s  t o in d ica t e t h a t  t r a ck in g/a bilit y
grouping does not  do what  it  is expected to do
with  a  major ity of the students (George, 1988;
Slavin , 1991a), the pract ice is considered by
many to be one of the major  unresolved issues
in  our  educa t iona l system today.

Crosby and Owens (1991) examined the de-
gree to which pr incipals feel that  ability group-
ing/t racking contr ibutes to the quality of educa-
t ion in  their  schools.  The study sought  to deter-
mine if the pr incipals in  a  sta tewide public
school system had at t itudes which supported
t racking/ability grouping.  The researchers
found that , as a  group, the pr incipals did not
express support ive or  facilita t ive a t t itudes to-
ward t racking/ability grouping.  The study also
found no differences in  a t t itude between el-
ementary and secondary pr incipals, male and
female pr incipals, or  black and white pr incipals,
or  differences in  a t t itude based on years of
experience as a  pr incipal or  on the character is-
t ics of the student  populat ions of their  schools.

The study did find that  the pr incipals be-
lieved that  t racking/ability grouping is benefi-
cia l for  minority students, that  ability grouping
often results in  racia lly or  ethnically ident ifi-
able t racks or  groups, and that  being poor  or
black causes teachers to lower  their  expecta-
t ions and assign these students to lower  groups.
The pr incipals a lso expressed their  belief that

research have reached no consensus, the view of
the authors of this paper is that  tracking/ability
grouping is a harmful educational practice which
results in lower educational attainment and higher
dropout rates, especially for students living in
poverty and for racial and ethnic minorit ies.  This
paper reviews the practices of tracking/ability
grouping and suggests that  cooperative learning
strategies are effective alternatives for students
who need optimum preparation for the chal-
lenges of cit izenship in the twenty-first  century.

Syn th e s is  o f Re se arch  on  Ability
Grou pin g

Research  studies have a t tempted to answer
two major  quest ions regarding t racking:  (1) Is
there bias involved?, and (2) Does t racking have
a  sign ifican t  impact  on  educa t iona l ou tcomes?

Studies have genera ted lit t le agreement  on
the answers to these quest ions.  One   group of
researchers has sta ted tha t  cur r icu lum t rack-
ing helps to main ta in  and perpetua te socia l
class sta tus from one genera t ion  to another  by
sor t ing ch ildren  from differen t  backgrounds
in to differen t  cur r icu la  programs where they
are exposed to differen t ia l t rea tments and en-
cou n t er  d iffer en t  lea r n in g en vir on m en t s
(Alexa n der  & E ckla n d, 1980; E der , 1981;
Oakes, 1982).  Another  group of researchers
has suggested tha t  t racking plays a  min imal
role in  sta tus main tenance because students
a re placed in to t racks more on  the basis of
ability and mot iva t ion  than  on  the basis of
socia l class membersh ip (Davis & Haller , 1981;
Alexander  & Cook, 1982).

A third group of researchers has asser ted
that  the debate is ir relevant , because t racking
in high school does not  have a  significant  impact
upon achievement , values, and educat ional out-
comes (Alexander  & Cook, 1982; Kulik & Kulik,
1982).  Yet , Slavin (1986) has found evidence
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t rack a re more ser ious, spend more t ime on
task, spend less t ime handling discipline, and
place a  grea ter  emphasis upon  learn ing.

The pract ice is one of the most  undemo-
cra t ic in  our  schools and often  resu lt s in  in -
equa lity of educa t iona l oppor tun ity (Nicholls,
1989; Massachuset t s Advocacy Center , 1990).
A dispar ity exist s in  the quant ity and qua lity of
educa t ion  between  the h igh  t rack and the low
track.  Students in  the h igh  t rack often  have
the most  mot iva ted and best  t ra ined teachers,
have bet ter  equipped classrooms and smaller
class size, have h igher  expecta t ions placed on
them by their  t eachers, and engage in  crea t ive
problem solving and dia logues.

In  cont rast , students in  the low t rack a re
expected to lea rn  more slowly and a t  lower
cognit ive levels.  They have fewer  demands
placed on  them and spend the major ity of their
t ime in  rou t ine act ivit ies such  as rote lea rn ing,
wr it ing in  workbooks, basic computa t ion , and
memor iza t ion  (Barquet , 1992).  As a  conse-
quence, many ch ildren  who a re placed in  a  low
track show a  progressive reta rda t ion  as they
progress th rough school (Reynolds, 1989).

Cooperative Learning:  An Alterna-
tive To Tracking and Ability Grouping

While t racking/ability grouping has been
cr it icized for  it s impact  on  minor it ies, research
reviewed by the Massachuset t s Advocacy Cen-
ter  (1990) indica tes tha t  coopera t ive lea rn ing
m a y h a ve im por t a n t  benefit s  for  Afr ica n -
Amer ican  and Hispanic students.  In  today's
informat ion /service economy, individua ls need
to know how to work with  others in  teams to
solve problems or  to accomplish  tasks, yet  most
classroom act ivit ies require students to work
independent ly and to compete for  grades.  Co-
opera t ive lea rn ing builds upon  the socia l in -
st inct s of ch ildren  and adolescents as well as

parents are given an opportunity to help decide
to which t racks their  children are assigned.

The pract ice is suppor ted a lso by paren ts of
h igh  ach ievers who tend to believe ability
grouping is impor tan t  for  their  ch ildren’s suc-
cess.  These paren ts often  use their  under -
standing of school dist r ict  polit ics to in fluence
decisions favor ing t racking.  In  addit ion , t rack-
ing persist s because cur r icu lum mater ia ls and
t radit iona l inst ruct iona l st ra tegies a re  famil-
ia r  and, therefore, a re considered easier  by
many teachers.  For  th is reason , many career
teachers act ively lobby aga inst  the adopt ion  of
heterogeneous grouping st ra tegies.

  Lacking firm research  suppor t  for  the ben-
efit s of t racking/ability grouping, the cen t ra l
issue becomes one of equity.  Vanfossen , J ones,
and Spade (1987), examined the role of t rack-
ing/ability grouping in  the perpetua t ion  of so-
cioeconomic sta tus advantage by asking the
quest ion :  Does the pa t tern  of recru itment  of
studen t s in to t he differ en t  cu r r icu la r  pro-
grams revea l a  socia l class bias?

The researchers found that  the chances of a
student  being in  the top academic t rack are 53%
if a  student  is in  the top socioeconomic sta tus
(SES) quar t ile and only 19% if the student  is in
the bot tom SES quart ile.  The chances that  a
student  will be in  a  vocat ional t rack are 10% if
the student   is in  the top SES quart ile and 30%
if the student  is in  the bot tom SES quart ile.

Regardless of the reasons for  placement ,
(pr ior  academic per formance, grades, t eachers'
r ecom m en da t ion s , or  edu ca t ion a l a sp ir a -
t ions—all of which  a re in fluenced by socioeco-
nomic background), there a re substan t ia l so-
cia l class differences in  the resu lt ing t rack
designa t ions.  The findings by Vanfossen  and
associa tes (1987) a re consisten t  with  other
repor t s indica t ing tha t  classes in  the academic
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1) Form ing:  those skills directed toward
organizing the group and establish ing
minimum norms for  appropr ia te behav-
ior  such  as "stay with  the group," "use
quiet  voices," and "encourage everyone
to par t icipa te."

2) Function ing:  those skills involved in
managing the group’s effor t s to com-
plete the task and main ta in  effect ive
working rela t ionsh ips such  as "express-
ing suppor t  and acceptance," "offer ing to
expla in  or  cla r ify," and "asking for  help."

3) Form ulating:  those skills needed to build
deeper  understanding of the mater ia l,
to st imula te the use of h igher  qua lity
reasoning st ra tegies, and to ensure mas-
tery and reten t ion  of the mater ia l such
as "summar izing out  loud what  has just
been  read or  discussed," "elabora t ing,"
and "discussing the reasoning process."

4) Ferm enting:  those skills required for
cha llenging other  group members’ con-
clusions and reasoning such  as "cr it iciz-
ing ideas, not  people," "in tegra t ing a
number of ideas," and "generat ing a  num-
ber  of plausible answers or  solu t ions
from which  to choose."

There a lso is st rong evidence tha t  t eam
rewards a re an  impor tan t  element  in  produc-
ing basic skills ach ievement .  It  is not  enough
to simply tell students to work together .  They
must  be willing to accept  the responsibility for
one another ’s ach ievement , and team rewards
encourage th is willingness.  When the group’s
task is to ensure tha t  every member  learns
someth ing (ra ther  than  does someth ing), it  is
in  the in terest s of every member  to spend t ime
expla in ing concepts to h is or  her  team mem-
bers (Slavin , 1991b).

su pplem en t in g a n d r epla cin g in depen den t
sea t  work with  act ivit ies for  small, mixed-
ability groups.

Since students a re expected to work to-
gether  toward the complet ion  of a  group task
tha t  benefit s each  member , most  coopera t ive
learn ing act ivit ies include both  an  academic
and a  socia l skills object ive.  Students a re
involved in  team effor t s designed to help one
another  master  academic mater ia l.  Simply
put t ing students in  groups and ca lling it  coop-
era t ive lea rn ing, however , is ra rely successfu l.
Students who have never  been  taught  how to
work effect ively with  others cannot  be ex-
pected to do so au tomat ica lly.  All students
need to become skillfu l in  communica t ing,
bu ilding and ma in t a in ing t r u st , providing
leadersh ip, and managing conflict .  As stu-
dents become more effect ive in  working with
each  other , academic ach ievement  improves
(J ohnson  & J ohnson , 1984).

Conditions for Effective  Cooperative
Learning

Cer ta in  condit ions a re required if coopera-
t ive lea rn ing st ra tegies a re to increase stu-
dents’ effor t s to ach ieve and improve the qua l-
it y of t heir  r ela t ionsh ips with  cla ssma tes.
Among these condit ions  a re posit ive in terde-
pendence, face-to-face in teract ion , and indi-
vidua l accoun tability (J ohnson  & J ohnson ,
1990).  In  addit ion , socia l skills have to be
taught  just  as systemat ica lly as any subject .
Doing so requires tha t  t eachers  communica te
to students the need for  such  skills, define and
model the skills, have students pract ice them,
provide feedback on  how well students per form
the skills, and make sure tha t  students fu lly
in tegra te the skills in to their  behavior  reper -
toires (J ohnson  & J ohnson , 1990).  There a re
four  levels of coopera t ive skills (J ohnson  &
J ohnson , 1984, pp. 45-48):
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The teacher ’s role in  coopera t ive lea rn ing is
more than  just  st ructur ing coopera t ion  among
students (J ohnson  & J ohnson , 1984), and there
are a  number  of step-by-step gu ides to facilit a t -
ing effect ive coopera t ive lea rn ing classroom
pract ices (J ohnson  & J ohnson , 1991; Topping,
1988; Ca lderon , 1990; Slavin , 1991a ; and Ellis
& Whalen , 1992).  In  addit ion , there is a  need
for  grea ter  professiona l coopera t ion  and sup-
por t  a t  the classroom level from pr incipa ls,
t eachers and other  sta ff members to imple-
ment  and/or  facilit a te h igh ly effect ive coopera-
t ive lea rn ing processes a t  the school.

Re se arch  on  th e  Effe ctive n e ss  of
Coope rative  Le arn in g

In  a  major  synthesis of the research  on
coopera t ive  lea rn ing, Slavin  (1991b) iden t ified
67 studies tha t  he considered “h igh-qua lity.”
Of those studies, 41 (61%) found sign ifican t ly
grea ter  ach ievement  in  coopera t ive lea rn ing
than  in  cont rol (t radit iona l) classes.  Twenty-
five (37%) found no differences, and in  on ly one
study did the cont rol group outper form the
coopera t ive lea rn ing group.  However , the ef-
fect s of coopera t ive lea rn ing var ied consider -
ably according to the par t icu la r  methods used.
The studies of methods in  which  both  group
goa ls  a n d in dividu a l a ccou n t a bilit y wer e
present  resu lted in  consisten t ly posit ive effect s
on  ach ievement  (84%).

Studies of the effect iveness of Group Inves-
t iga t ion , a  coopera t ive lea rn ing st ra tegy,  were
car r ied ou t  in  Israel to ascer ta in  the method’s
effect s on  ach ievement  and socia l in teract ion .
In  Group Invest iga t ion , students take an  ac-
t ive par t  in  planning what  they will study and
how.  They form coopera t ive groups according
to a  common in terest  in  a  topic.  All group
members help plan  how to research  their  topic,
divide the work among themselves, and each
member  car r ies ou t  h is or  her  par t .  F ina lly, the

group synthesizes and summar izes it s work
and presents these findings to the class (Sharan
& Sharan , 1990).

 The researchers found tha t  a t  both  the
elementary and secondary levels, students from
the Group Invest iga t ion  classes genera lly dem-
onst ra ted a  h igher  level of academic ach ieve-
ment  and did bet ter  on  quest ions assessing
high-level lea rn ing than  did their  peers taught
with  the whole-class method.

An ana lysis of students’ spoken  language
found tha t   both  lower-class Middle Eastern
and middle-class Western  students used more
words per  tu rn  of speech  than  did their  ethn ic
peers t aught  with  the whole-class method.
Moreover , those lower-class Middle Eastern
students—often  considered to have limited lan-
guage ability—who studied in  Group Invest i-
ga t ion  classes used as many words per  tu rn
dur ing the discussions as did the middle-class
Western  students in  whole-class inst ruct ion .
The studies a lso found tha t   Group Invest iga-
t ion  promotes coopera t ion  and mutua l assis-
tance among students (Sharan & Sharan, 1990).

Research conducted by Slavin and his asso-
cia tes a t  the Center  for  Research on Elementary
and Middle Schools rout inely analyzed achieve-
ment  outcomes according to students’ pretest
scores.  They found that  those students scor ing
in the top third, middle third, and low third a ll
gained consistent ly rela t ive to similar  students
in  t radit ional classes as long as the cooperat ive
learning program provided group goals and
individual accountability (Slavin, 1991c).

Posit ive effects on  in tergroup rela t ions have
been  found for  a ll forms of coopera t ive lea rn-
ing.  Two studies included follow-ups of in ter -
group fr iendships severa l months a fter  the end
of the studies.  Both  found tha t  students who
had been  in  coopera t ive lea rn ing classes st ill
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named sign ifican t ly more fr iends ou tside their
own ethnic groups than  did students who had
been  in  t radit iona l classes (Slavin , 1991b).

The Massachuset t s Advocacy Center  (1990)
h ighligh ted research  which  shows tha t  coop-
era t ive lea rn ing promotes h igher  product ivity
and achievement , more frequent  use of h igher
level reasoning, grea ter  reten t ion  of fact s, bet -
ter  problem-solving skills, and improvement  in
conceptua l skills.  Other  ou tcomes for  coopera-
t ive lea rn ing methods have included grea ter
acceptance of mainstreamed students, improve-
ments in  students’ self-concepts, liking school,
development  of peer  norms in  favor  of doing
well academica lly, feelings of individua l con-
t rol over  student ’s own fa te in  school, and
coopera t iveness and a lt ru ism  (Slavin , 1991b).

Coope rative  Le arn in g  Mode ls  w ith
P rove n  Be n e fits  to  Stu de n ts

The Massachuset t s Advocacy Center  (1990,
pp. 118-119) descr ibed coopera t ive lea rn ing
models tha t  have proved especia lly beneficia l
to students who have exper ienced lit t le success
in  classes organ ized a round t radit iona l in -
st ruct iona l approaches.  Severa l of these a re
descr ibed below:

Le arn in g  Toge th e r—Students work to-
gether  in  four - or  five-member  heterogeneous
groups on  assignments to produce a  single
group product .  Students may be eva lua ted and
rewarded on  the basis of th is single product  or
on  a  combina t ion  of their  own per formance and
the overa ll per formance of the group.

Group Investigation—Students work in
small heterogeneous groups and assume sub-
stant ia l responsibility for  deciding what  infor-
mat ion they will gather , how they will organize
themselves to gather  it , and how they will com-
municate what  they have learned to their  class-

mates.  For  example, a  group might  choose a
subtopic within a  class unit , break down this
subtopic into individual tasks for  each member
of the group, and prepare a  group report , pre-
sentat ion, or  display for  the whole class.

J igsaw —A subject  or  topic to be lea rned is
divided in to sect ions or  subtopics and each
member  of a  heterogeneous “home base” group
is a ssign ed r espon sibilit y for  on e sect ion .
Members of differen t  home base groups who
are working on  the same sect ion  meet  together
in  “exper t  groups” to discuss their  topics.  They
then  return  to their  home base groups and take
turns teaching groupmates about  their  sec-
t ions.  Students a re eva lua ted individua lly
through quizzes, project s, or  the like.

J igsaw  II—Simila r  to the or igina l J igsaw,
a ll students a re fir st  provided common infor -
ma t ion .  Studen t s t hen  break in to exper t
groups to study their  specific subtopics.  There
is t eam recognit ion  based on  team scores and
often  a  newslet ter  recognizing team winners
and individua l h igh  scorers, in  addit ion  to
individua l grades and scores.

Te a m -Ga m e s -To u r n a m e n t  (TGT)—
Student  work together  in  four - or  five-member
heterogeneous teams to help one another  mas-
t er  ma ter ia l and prepa re for  compet it ions
aga inst  members of other  teams.  For  the
compet it ions, each  student  is assigned to a
th ree-person  table with  studen ts from two
other  teams who a re simila r  in  skill level.  In
th is way, a ll students have an  equa l chance to
earn  poin ts to cont r ibu te to their  t eam score.

Stu de n t Te am -Ach ie ve m e n t Div is ion
(STAD)—In  th is var ia t ion  of TGT, games and
tournaments a re replaced with  a  qu iz.  Thus
while both  TGT and STAD combine coopera-
t ive lea rn ing with  team compet it ion  and group
rewards for  individua l per formance, STAD
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tradit ional methods in increasing the achieve-
ment of students from at-risk situations.   With
the variety of effective cooperative learning ap-
proaches available to teachers, tracking/ability
grouping may no longer be viable options.  Many
educators, however, will need professional devel-
opment in order to become proficient  in coopera-
t ive learning processes.

P oss ibilit ie s

"The fu ture of coopera t ive lea rn ing is r ich
in  possibilit ies...If we use the pr inciples of
coopera t ive lea rn ing and the va lues of coopera-
t ion—empowering teachers and students, va lu-
ing coopera t ion  as both  process and conten t ,
and a ffirming in terpersona l rela t ions—we can
crea te schools tha t  a re t ru ly coopera t ive and a
society in  which  people rea lly do work together
for  shared, equitable goa ls"  (Sapon-Shevin  &
Schniedewind, 1990, p. 65).
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depersona lizes the compet it ive aspects of TGT.
Quiz scores a re t ransla ted in to poin ts based on
how a  studen t ’s individua l score compares
with  the scores of other  students of simila r
ability—whose ident it ies a re not  disclosed by
the teacher—or  a re based on  individua l im-
provement .

T e a m -As s i s t e d  I n d i v i d u a l i z a t i o n
(TAI)—Developed especia lly for  math  classes
in  grades th ree to six.  TAI combines direct
inst ruct ion  by the teacher  with  follow-up prac-
t ice using a  team learn ing approach .  Students
work in  heterogeneous teams on  mater ia l ap-
propr ia te to their  individua l skills level.  Team-
mates help one another  with  problems and
check on  another ’s work.  Meanwhile, the
teacher  ca lls forward students from the var i-
ous teams who a re working a t  the same level to
inst ruct  them as a  group.  In  th is way, TAI
provides for  both  in teract ive peer  lea rn ing and
individua lized inst ruct ion .

Coope rative  In te grate d Re adin g  an d
Com position  (CIRC)—This method is simi-
la r  to TAI but  designed for  inst ruct ion  in  read-
ing, wr it ing and language a r t s.  Students work
in  mixed-ability teams on  a  ser ies of reading
act ivit ies or  in  wr it ing in  peer  response groups
using the “process wr it ing” approach .

Con clu s ion
Although the controversy over tracking/abil-

ity grouping remains unresolved, the practice
continues to be implemented widely throughout
this nation in spite of the lack of research support .
The practice is believed by many researchers to
contribute significantly to the dropout problem
and to the growth of an unproductive underclass
in this country.   More educators must become
sensit ive to the effects of tracking/ability group-
ing on students from at-risk situations.  As alter-
native classroom strategies, cooperative learn-
ing methods appear to be more effective than
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