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Grouping for Gifted Learners

lacing students in classrooms based on their learning
aptitudes and demonstrated readiness is a viable
alternative to using age alone, as age can be an
insufficient indicator of academic readiness. The learning
needs of students of the same age might vary greatly

(e.g., Peters et al., 2017; Rambo-Hernandez et al., 2024).
Grouping can help address this variability and potentially
enable more students to be challenged in school. Although
there are many ways to group (that we later detail), the goal
of grouping is to better match students’ instruction with
their demonstrated readiness. NAGC supports grouping

as a viable tool for advanced learners when it is based on
student readiness for the instruction.

Grouping has been one of the most controversial
educational practices for decades. It is important to
differentiate grouping, which is flexible, ongoing, and
responsive to changing student needs, from tracking, which
is fixed and inflexible.

Research Overview

Empirical research generally shows positive academic
benefits of grouping for students of all achievement levels
(Plucker & Callahan, 2020; Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016).
Because students can be grouped in many ways, it is
important to evaluate the effects of various types of grouping.

Between-Class Grouping

Between-class grouping places students from the same
grade into different classes (e.g., high, average, and low)
based on prior performance or readiness. Research findings
are mixed (Johnston & Taylor, 2023); however, positive
achievement benefits were found in more methodologically
rigorous studies (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016) and
longitudinal studies (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2024).

Within-Class Grouping

Within-class grouping involves teachers assigning students
within a class to small homogeneous groups for instruction
based on students’ prior achievement or readiness,

often referred to as cluster grouping (Gentry & Tay, 2017).
Integrated outcomes of five previous meta-analyses
showed that within-class grouping had a small, positive, and
statistically significant impact on K—12 students’ academic
achievement, regardless of their initial achievement or
ability levels (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016); a recent meta-
analysis of studies that analyzed national large scale data

sets found a small but not statistically significant effect on
achievement (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2024).

Cross-Grade Grouping

Cross-grade grouping consists of grouping students
from different grade levels together into one setting,
typically based on readiness in a specific subject such
as reading or math. Multiple meta-analyses consistently
reported positive effects for academic growth associated
with cross-grade grouping (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016).
Importantly, one meta-analysis (Kulik & Kulik, 1987)
showed that cross-grade grouping resulted in academic
achievement gains for students at all levels, not just high
ability, suggesting that students of all levels achieved
better when in cross-grade grouping compared to
traditional heterogeneous grouping.

Special Grouping

Special grouping for the gifted includes practices
designed specifically for students who have been
identified as gifted and talented. Special grouping may
include grouping students from different grade levels
with a special focus (e.g., magnet schools, specialized
STEM schools), school-based extracurricular activities
(e.g., Math Olympiad, robotics clubs), or in out-of-school
educational settings (e.g., enrichment programs offered
by universities). Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2016) reported
large and statistically significant positive results on
academic outcomes. Kim (2016) also found large effects
for enrichment programs for gifted students.

Although there are few studies on social-emotional
outcomes for various types of grouping, they generally

do not report harm to students. There is evidence that
attending a gifted class may benefit students’ self-concept
of acceptance and generate more interest in school and
better student-teacher relationships than gifted learners
attending a regular class (Vogl & Preckel, 2013).

Research-Based Best Practices

1. Grouping should be provided as part of a set of services
that can help meet the diverse learning needs of
students. Assignment into the flexible groups should be
based primarily on student readiness and not on other
factors (e.g., SES, race/ethnicity, or gender). Like other
educational practices, grouping is neither for all nor a
one-size-fits all service.

National Association for Gifted Children | 1300 | Street, NW, Suite 400E, Washington, DC 20005 | 202.785.4268 | nagc.org


http://nagc.org

2. Grouping early and often is needed to maximize 5. Grouping requires school leadership to support
the benefits. effective implementation, ongoing assessment, and re-

3. Grouping should be flexible and take place at regular grouping as needed.

intervals (i.e., not a permanent one-and-done but

multiple opportunities to move in and out of groups). Conclusion

Schools should strive to employ equitable methods to Many forms of flexible grouping have research support for
identify all students with advanced learning needs who their positive effects on student academic achievement and
may benefit from grouping. social-emotional development. The benefits of grouping

are not limited to just high-achieving and gifted students;
importantly, typical and relatively lower achieving students
can also benefit academically. NAGC supports grouping
as a viable tool for advanced learners when it is based on
student readiness for the instruction.

4. Simply placing students within groups is not sufficient.
To be effective, the timing, dosage, pace, frequency of
grouping, and the level and pacing of the instructional
content must be aligned with overall instructional goals
and the learning needs of students.

Resources

Brulles, D., & Winebrenner, S. (2019). The cluster grouping handbook: How to challenge gifted students and improve achievement for all. Free Spirit Publishing.

Matthews, M. S., Ritchotte, J. A., & McBee, M. T. (2013). Effects of schoolwide cluster grouping and within-class ability grouping on elementary school students’ academic
achievement growth. High Ability Studies, 24(2), 81-97. https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251

Tieso, C. (2003). Ability grouping is not just tracking anymore. Roeper Review, 26, 29-36.

Van de Werfhorst, H. G., & Mijs, J. J. (2010). Achievement inequality and the institutional structure of educational systems: A comparative perspective. Annual review of
sociology, 36(1), 407-428.

von Hippel, P. T., & Cafiedo, A. (2022). Bias in kindergarten ability group placement: Does parental lobbying make it worse? Do formal assessments make it better?.
(EdWorkingPaper: 22-576). Retrieved from Annenberg Institute at Brown University. https://doi.org/10.26300/n2d4-z467

Wai, J., & Worrell, F. C. (2016). Helping disadvantaged and spatially talented students fulfill their potential: Related and neglected national resources. Policy Insights From
the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 3(1), 122-128. https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215621310

References

Gentry, M., & Tay, J. (2017). Using cluster grouping to improve student achievement, equity, and teacher practices. In J. A. Plucker, A. N. Rinn & M. C. Makel (Eds.), From
giftedness to gifted education: Reflecting theory in practices (pp. 65—90). Prufrock Press.

Johnston, O., & Taylor, B. (2023). A systematic literature review of between-class ability grouping in Australia: Enduring tensions, new directions. Issues in Educational
Research, 33(1), 91-117.

Kim, M. (2016). A meta-analysis of the effects of enrichment programs on gifted students. Gifted Child Quarterly, 60(2), 102—116. https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986216630607

Kulik, J. A., & Kulik, C. C. (1987). Effects of ability grouping on student achievement. Equity & Excellence in Education, 23(1-2), 22-30. https://doi.
org/10.1080/1066568870230105

Peters, S. J., Matthews, M. T., Rambo-Hernandez, K., Makel, M. C., & Plucker, J. A. (2017). Should millions of students take a gap year? Large numbers of students start the
school year above grade level. Gifted Child Quarterly, 61(3), 229-238. https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986217701834

Plucker, J. A., & Callahan, C. M. (2020). The evidence base for advanced learning programs. Phi Delta Kappan, 102(4), 14-21.

Rambo-Hernandez, K.E., Makel, M.C., Koehler, N. (2024). Millions of students are (still) above grade level: Achievement and achievement variability in mathematics and
reading before and during COVID-19 in the United States. Journal for the Education of the Gifted. https://doi.org/10.1177/01623532241277840

Steenbergen-Hu, S., Makel, M. C., Olszewski-Kubilius, P. (2016). What one hundred years of research says about the effects of ability grouping and acceleration
on K-12 students’ academic achievement: Findings from two second-order meta-analyses. Review of Educational Research, 86(4), 849-899. https://doi.
0rg/10.3102/0034654316675417

Steenbergen-Hu, S., Olszewski-Kubilius, P., Calvert, E., Corwith, S., & Bright, S. (2024, May). How ability grouping impacts K-12 students’ academic achievement: Evidence
from a metaanalysis of 25 years of research. Presentation at the 2024 Wallace National Research Symposium on Talent Development, May 19-21, 2024, Storrs, CT.

Vogl, K., & Preckel, F. (2014). Full-time ability grouping of gifted students: Impacts on social self-concept and school-related attitudes. Gifted Child Quarterly, 58(1), 51-68.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986 213513795

Note:

Copyright © 2025. National Association for Gifted Children, https://nagc.org. NAGC thanks the contributing writers for this paper: Matthew C. Makel, Ph.D., University of
Calgary; Hernan Castillo-Hermosilla, Purdue University; Saiying Steenbergen-Hu, Ph.D., Evanston, IL; Karen E. Rambo-Hernandez, Ph.D., Texas A&M University; and Scott J.
Peters, Ph.D., NWEA. NAGC position papers are developed by the NAGC Publications Committee, in collaboration with NAGC volunteers, approved by the NAGC Board of
Directors, and remain consistent with the organization’s mission, vision, and Strategic Plan. Learn more at https://nagc.org/about-nagc

National Association for Gifted Children | 1300 | Street, NW, Suite 400E, Washington, DC 20005 | 202.785.4268 | nagc.org


http://nagc.org
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251
https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251
https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.846251
https://doi.org/10.26300/n2d4-z467
https://doi.org/10.26300/n2d4-z467
https://doi.org/10.26300/n2d4-z467
https://doi.org/10.26300/n2d4-z467
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215621310
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215621310
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986216630607
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986216630607
https://doi.org/10.1080/1066568870230105
https://doi.org/10.1080/1066568870230105
https://doi.org/10.1080/1066568870230105
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986217701834
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986217701834
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986217701834
https://doi.org/10.1177/01623532241277840
https://doi.org/10.1177/01623532241277840
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://doi.org/10.1177/0016986213513795
https://nagc.org
https://nagc.org/about-nagc

