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Flexible Grouping 
 

Teachers can assign students to learning groups based on same or mixed level ability with explicit learning goals.  Once groups 
have been established, teachers monitor peer interactions and provide positive, corrective feedback to support productive 
learning.  Using small learning groups to accommodate learning differences, teachers promote in-depth student interactions, 
teach students to work collaboratively, and keep students engaged.  

FLEXIBLE GROUPING: accommodate diverse levels of readiness 
What is It?  Flexible grouping addresses the overuse of whole group instruction and the disengagement of students 
who needed the most help in a diverse classroom setting. Flexible grouping is not static; instead, for example, members of a 
reading group change frequently.  Some examples of flexible grouping are: 

• Grouping without tracking where the teacher offers varying levels of support. 
• Jigsawing where students receive differentiated instruction within a text. 
• Connected Literature Circles where teachers select different whole texts for different sets of students based on 

group matched reading level. 
• Focused Workshops where lessons are taught to the whole class to guide students as they work independently. 
• Formative Assessment followed by homogenous/heterogeneous grouping of students based on level of mastery. 
• Random Assignments for students based on role assignments or color coding cards. 

 

TEACHING IN ACTION Flexible groups must be created within a highly structured classroom 
environment.  Teachers must monitor student progress, group performance, provide positive and constructive feed as well 
as hold students accountable to increase their student agency.   
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LEADERSHIP IN ACTION Leaders model when they work with teachers to establish appropriate data 
driven instructional decisions, create dynamic assessments, and create an evidence-based school environment.  Leaders help 
to develop a system of routines to support differentiation. 
 

See the videos of successful uses of flexible grouping in Reading Comprehension, Differentiated Instruction, Reading 
Strategies Grades K - 1, Reading Strategies Grades 2 - 6, Reading Strategies High School and videos on applications of flexible 
grouping. 
 

How effective is It?   Research shows students who were instructed in schools that incorporated flexible 
grouping improved their reading skills whereas schools not incorporating this strategy did not show the same improvement.  
Small homogenous skill-based groups are a critical in the tiered reading intervention model. 

• The average effect size of interventions that influence student achievement is .40.  
• Student’s cooperative learning can be structured into competitive (students working against each other to achieve 

a goal) or individualist (students working independently to achieve a goal) arrangements.  Flexible groups that 
incorporate an individualist style have a 0.59 rate of success whereas groups that incorporate a competitive format 
have a success rate of 0.54. 

• In some cases, cooperative learning which is a type of flexible grouping method, has a higher success in reading (e.g., 
reading, d = 0.44 vs. math, d = 0.01), and the success rate increases with age (e.g., elementary, d = 0.28, vs. middle 
school, d = 0.33, vs. high school, d = 0.43) 

• An effect size close to “1” signals greater effect on student learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT TEACHERS ARE TEACHING AND STUDENTS ARE LEARNING    

Groups can change frequently to meet the different needs of the student.  This requires organization, monitoring and data 
driven decisions. To ensure students show mastery of the content, teachers should provide high quality instruction that is 
evidence-based and highly responsive to students’ complex and varied needs. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources 

• Ford, M. P. (2005). Differentiation Through Flexible Grouping: Successfully Reaching All Readerss. Naperville: Learning Point 
Associates. 

• Hoffman, J., (2002). Flexible grouping strategies in the multiage classroom. Theory into Practice, 41(1), 
4752.doi:10.1207/s15430421tip4101_8 

• Hattie, J. (2008). Visible learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 

• Radenchich, M. & McKay, L. (1995). Flexible grouping for literacy in the elementary grades. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon 
 

• Coyne, M. D., Kame’enui, E. J., & Simmons, D. C. (2001). Improving beginning reading instruction and intervention for students  
with LD: Reconciling “all” with “each.” Journal of Learning Disabilities, 37, 231–239. doi:10.1177/00222194040370030801 

• Stevens, R. J., & Slavin, R. E. (1990). When cooperative learning improves the achievement of students with mild disabilities: A 
response to Tateyama-Sniezek. Exceptional Children, 57, 276–280. doi:10.1177/001440299105700311 

• Watts-Taffe, S., Laster, B., Broach, L., Marinak, B., McDonald Conner, C., & Walker-Dalhouse, D. (2012). Differentiated  Instruction: 
Making Informed Teacher Decisions. The Reading Teacher, 303-314. doi:10.1002/TRTR.01126 

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/csr/cresource/q1/p01/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/di/cresource/q1/p01/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/palsk1/cresource/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/palsk1/cresource/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/pals26/cresource/q1/p01/#content
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/palshs/cresource/#content
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ob4eGz04G4

