Chapter 8 Educational Extension


Flexible Grouping
Have you ever seen groups of friends who were walking together without talking to one another? Instead, they are busy texting, listening to their ipods, or checking their Facebook messages. To prepare students to become contributing citizens, family members, and productive employees, they need to acquire much more than technical skills, they also need to hone their social and communication skills. Effective teachers can sharpen these skills by providing frequent opportunities for students to interact with their classmates. Because students need to become able to work with every person in the classroom, not just their intellectual or social peers, teachers need to use flexible groupings so that every student interacts with a variety of classmates. 
Teachers often use the results of preassessments and diagnostic tests to group students by ability level. Sometimes students who have similar ability work together; other times teachers form groups of students representing the full spectrum of abilities. Students need an opportunity to work with their intellectual peers as well as with classmates who are more or less capable. Sometimes teachers form groups representing an array of learning styles. Teachers can also vary groupings randomly or based upon students’ social needs or interests.
Random Groupings


Form random groups using the following strategies.
· Students work with shoulder partners (people sitting to their right or left). 
· Count off students (1-2-3-4). Have students work with peers who have the same number.

· Distribute blank analog clock faces. Students seek partners for each hour on the clock (a total of 12 partners). For example, Matilda and Gertrude choose to be 2:00 partners. Then, have students work with their 6:00 partners, their 10:00 partners, etc. 
· Create a class-sized deck of cards by removing suits or cards so the remaining cards are equal to the number of students. Give each student a card. Have them form teams based upon the same suit, same type of card, face-card/number card, etc.

Social Groupings

Teachers use flexible social groupings to help students develop their abilities to communicate effectively and work with a variety of personalities. In addition to providing opportunities for students to work with male and female classmates representing multiple cultures, effective teachers also create sociograms to analyze students’ social needs. 

First they interview students using questions such as: Whom do you play with at recess? With whom do you like to work? Whom would you like to get to know better? These interviews can be conducted face-to-face or on paper. 

Next, teachers create a chart with one labeled circle per student. They use color-coded arrows to depict students’ responses. For example, if Jorge likes to play with Benjamin, the teacher draws a blue arrow starting at Jorge’s circle and ending at Benjamin’s circle. If Analy wants to become friends with Chelsea, the teacher draws an orange arrow originating at Analy’s circle and ending at Chelsea’s circle. Studying these arrows will reveal cliques, loners, and social butterflies. Teachers can use this information to create flexible groups based upon social needs. 
Interest Groups


Effective teachers also group students by interest.  After establishing a common foundation of knowledge about a topic, invite the class to brainstorm a list of related sub-topics. For example, after a unit introducing various forms of transportation, third grade students could brainstorm a class list of their favorite modes of transportation. Then they could form groups with classmates who have similar interests to create a razzle dazzle version of that type of transportation. After learning about the history and organization of the Summer Olympics, eighth grade students could brainstorm a list of favorite modern-day Summer Olympic events. Then they could work with classmates who favor the same event to conduct additional research about the sport and its premiere athletes.


Another way to group students is by creating interest centers. These are book and multimedia displays or learning stations focusing upon different aspects of the same topic. After giving students time to wonder and wander through the center materials, they identify topics they’d like to explore in more depth. Students form small inquiry groups with similar interests. They conduct independent research, reconvene to share information, and then conduct additional research to address any information gaps or misperceptions. Then they cooperatively create a presentation to share what they’ve learned. A variation on this strategy is to set out multiple leveled books on the same topic (e.g. easy readers up through chapter books about volcanoes). Give students time to browse through the books and identify which one they would like to read. Form groups of students with similar interests to participate in literature circles or book clubs.
POINTS TO PONDER

1. How did your K-8 teachers form groups for your classroom activities? 

2. Observe a group of people interacting with one another in a social setting. Create an interaction sociogram. Draw a labeled circle for each person. Use arrows to indicate who speaks or interacts with whom. The person initiating the interaction should be at the base of the arrow; the person their attention is directed towards is at the head (or point) of the arrow. Draw a tally mark on the arrow for each time the person initiates an interaction. Study the results. What can you conclude about the group dynamics?

3. Create a four column table with these headings: student names, learning style, reading score, interest (favorite food, movie, music, sport, etc.). Fill in the table for a group of 20 faux students. Group the students for a class project. Explain how you arrived at your groupings.
