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The problem with which this investigation is concerned 

is that students of unequal writing ability are frequently 

placed in the same beginning media writing classes in 

college journalism. It is difficult for a teacher to be 

effective when the ability of the students ranges from those 

who cannot write clear complete sentences to others whose 

work already appears in newspapers and magazines. The pur-

pose of this study is to determine whether students who are 

ability grouped into slow—average and advanced groups do the 

same, better, or worse than heterogeneously grouped students. 

In the spring semester of 1987, students in Journalism 

1345, Media Writing laboratory, at the University of Texas 

at Arlington, were given a pretest to determine how well 

they wrote a simple news story and a simple feature story. 

On the basis of that test, which was graded by three raters, 

the students were placed in two separate ability groups in 

three classes. The fourth class contained students with 

heterogeneous abilities who were not placed in groups. 

At the end of the semester a posttest was given in 

news and feature writing. A two-way analysis of >/ariance 



was used to analyze the posttest scores of sixty-seven 

students. There was no significant difference in the post-

test scores of students who were grouped homogeneously and 

those who were grouped heterogeneously. The difference in 

the scores of heterogeneously grouped advanced students and 

homogeneously grouped advanced students was not significantly 

different from the difference between the posttest scores of 

heterogeneously grouped slow-average students and homo-

geneously grouped slow-average students. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Students of unequal writing ability are frequently 

placed in the same beginning media writing classes in 

college journalism. It is difficult for a teacher to be 

effective when the ability of students ranges from those 

who cannot write clear, complete sentences to others whose 

work already appears in newspapers and magazines. 

It could be more effective for teachers to teach and 

students to learn if pupils were grouped according to their 

writing ability in journalism. In this way, the instructor 

may design a course so that the more advanced students can 

increase their skills and experiment with advanced writing 

forms while classes of less experienced students can spend 

more time on drills without feeling intimidated. The 

instructor can set goals and objectives for the course, yet 

tailor the pace to suit the ability groups. 

This ability grouping experiment comes at a time when 

a strategy to improve journalism instruction in college is 

badly needed. Berkman (3, p. 33) states that journalism 

education in this country is in deep trouble for much the 

same reason that higher education, in general, is in such 

dire straits. Berkman writes: 



As higher education is no longer very "higher," 
professional journalism education is no longer 
providing the professional level of education 
mandated by its purported mission of training 
students to commence successful careers in the 
media (3, pp. 33-34). 

An aim of ability grouping is to provide individualized 

instruction. Hopefully, this will enable students who do 

well in beginning media writing to take a giant step toward 

preparing themselves for successful careers in journalism. 

With careful design and implementation, ability grouping 

can be a useful educational practice (10, p. 26). 

Grouping is the subject of a long and often sharp 

controversy, revolving as much around democratic and 

egalitarian issues as about the effectiveness of grouping 

for improving academic achievement (11, p. 716). Some 

educators believe that only through ability grouping can 

the gifted be stimulated (13, p. 72) while others argue 

that the practice establishes an educational caste system 

(4, p. 272). 

Most of the research in ability grouping has been 

carried out in elementary and high schools, rather than in 

colleges. However, some professors have written about 

ability grouping experiments in several different subjects 

in their colleges. The considerable amount of research on 

homogeneous versus heterogeneous grouping allows contradic-

tory conclusions. 



Statement of the Problem 

The problem addressed in this study is the association 

between ability grouping and performance in college begin-

ning media writing classes. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to determine the effects 

of ability grouping upon performance in college beginning 

media writing classes. 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were tested. 

1. There will be an aptitude-treatment interaction 

between writing ability and teaching strategy of ability 

grouping. This is the concept that achievement can be 

enhanced by matching instructional methods to individual 

difference variables (5). 

2. The posttest scores of advanced homogeneously 

grouped students will be higher than the posttest scores 

of advanced heterogeneously grouped students in college 

beginning media writing. 

3. The posttest scores of slow-average homogeneously 

grouped students will be higher than the posttest scores 

of slow-average heterogeneously grouped students in college 

beginning media writing. 



Background 

A review of the literature showed three published 

experiments in ability grouping in college English courses 

and none in college journalism courses. A study on ability 

grouping in college English composition classes at the 

University of Hawaii at Manoa showed improvement in per-

formance of students in homogeneous classes compared to 

those in heterogeneous classes, but the differences were 

not statistically significant (12, p. 13). 

The results of a study on ability grouping in English 

at Memphis State University showed that grouped students 

studying in sections that gave time to their particular 

problem reduced their errors significantly more than students 

who studied in sections with students with dissimilar 

problems (2, p. 5). 

Students were ability grouped in English at the Georgia 

Institute of Technology. The experimental students per-

formed better than the control students with a significance 

indicated at the 90 per cent confidence level (9, p. 6). 

There have been master's and doctoral theses reporting on 

ability grouping in high school English (8, 14). More 

detailed examples of grouping in several subjects in college 

are presented in Chapter II. 



Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined for the purposes of 

this study. 

Ability grouping is the classification of pupils for 

the purpose of forming instructional groups having a rela-

tively high degree of similarity in regard to certain 

factors that affect learning (7). The experimenter in this 

study assigned students to two groups, slow-average or 

advanced, on the basis of recommendations from three differ-

ent raters who scored students' pretests (see Appendix A). 

Aptitude-treatment interaction is the concept that 

achievement can be enhanced by matching instructional 

methods to individual difference variables (5). 

Comparison group is a class consisting of students with 

heterogeneous ability. Members have not been grouped 

according to their ability. 

Content validity (also known as face validity) is 

assessed when the evaluator or evaluators study the concept 

to be measured and determine in his or their best judgment 

whether the instrument arrives at the concept adequately (1, 

p. 70). 

Journalism 1345 is a course in beginning media writing 

entitled Writing for the Mass Media. This course is 

required for all journalism majors at the University of 

Texas at Arlington. The experiment took place in the 

laboratory, not the lecture portion of the course. 



Raters were chosen among the journalism teachers at 

the University of Texas at Arlington. Three different 

teachers rated each student's pretest and posttest. 

Reliability is consistency of measurement (1, p. 69). 

A reliability coefficient (6, p. 436) was computed to 

determine the extent of agreement among three different 

raters' scores on pretests and posttests (see Tables V and 

VI) . 

Significance of the Study 

This study is concerned with the relationship of ability 

grouping and the improvement of writing proficiency in 

college beginning media writing. The focus is on the effects 

of grouping students into slow-average and advanced cate-

gories for the purpose of instruction. The teacher adjusted 

the method of instruction to cover the course materials and 

to meet the diverse needs of the student writers. 

This study is significant in that it (1) adds to the 

body of knowledge related to ability grouping and improve-

ment in college beginning media writing; (2) enables 

college beginning media writing teachers to structure their 

teaching so that bright students are challenged, not bored, 

and so that slow-average students may learn through repeated 

drills without feeling intimidated; and (3) adds to avail-

able evidence that either supports or rejects ability 

grouping in college media writing classes. 



Limitations 

The limitations of this study are (1) the use of intact 

groups that were formed during the regular registration 

process at the University of Texas at Arlington, (2) the 

only randomization was the random selection of the comparison 

group, (3) prior educational and occupational experience of 

the subjects cannot be controlled, and (4) no attempt was 

made to generalize to the entire population of journalism 

courses. 

Basic Assumptions 

The assumptions of this study are: 

1. Each of the two ability groups provided students 

with lessons at their particular academic level in the 

beginning media writing course; 

2. Students grouped together were writing at 

approximately the same level; 

3. The subjects were not reactive due to the natural 

setting of the experiment, thus minimizing the Hawthorne 

effect; 

4. The use of a single instructor to administer all 

treatments in all media writing laboratories reduced effects 

caused by varying styles of teaching; 

5. The instructor showed no bias by favoring one 

ability group over another; 



6. The subjects responded honestly and conscientiously 

to the instruments used to measure achievement; and 

7. The media writing students at the University of 

Texas at Arlington in this population are similar to media 

writing students who attended there in the past three years 

and who will attend there in the next three years. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Ability grouping is usually confined to primary and 

secondary schooling rather than university and college educa-

tion (8, p. 34; 31, p. 1). However, an Educational Resources 

Information Center (ERIC) search of the literature uncovered 

reports of ability grouping experiments in college in the 

subjects of English at Memphis State University (4), the 

Georgia Institute of Technology (22), and the University of 

Hawaii at Manoa (35); physics at the United States Naval 

Academy (31); statistics at La Trobe University (8); business 

mathematics at Ferris State College (33); and mathematics at 

the United States Air Force Academy (29). The use of ability 

grouping in group problem solving of a task was addressed in 

experiments with students in psychology and philosophy classes 

at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (19). 

Grouping according to task-by-aptitude was tested in psychol-

ogy classes at the University of Redlands (32). 

Battle grouped three sections of freshman composition 

at Memphis State University according to numbers of errors 

in writing and scores in American College Testing (ACT) 

English. Students were similar in English ability in two 

sections and dissimilar in a third section. 

11 



12 

More class time was given to particular problems 

observed in the writing of a majority of students in each 

section. Results showed that students studying in sections 

that gave time to their particular problems reduced their 

errors significantly more than students who studied in 

sections with students with dissimilar problems. Battle 

believes that having an addition to the standard course 

enables students with poor preparation to learn one set 

of skills at a time, and that having the standard course 

reserved for students with good preparation enables them to 

make rapid progress (4, p. 8) . 

Battle suggests that once a formula for grouping is 

discovered [possibly one expressing a writing sample in a 

mathematical figure and using Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 

or ACT scores], an experiment can be set up to test the 

learning effects of correct grouping of students. Then, 

once students are preparation grouped, it is possible to 

study learning and improvement rates of various methods of 

teaching (4, p. 10). 

The track approach to English instruction was also 

utilized at the Georgia Institute of Technology. The experi-

mental groups consisted of fall quarter freshmen who were 

tested and placed into three areas of competence in the 

mechanics of English composition. They were taught in 

three groups. The control group consisted of heterogene-

ously grouped students who were taught the same subject 
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matter: writing about short stories. In evaluative ques-

tionnaires given at the end of the quarter, 78 per cent of 

the students said they preferred the track method over the 

regular heterogeneous grouped method (22, p. 5). 

To evaluate the success of the track method, the 

experimenter matched the experimental students with the 

control students. The verbal SAT scores matched as closely 

as possible in the 126 experimental-control pairs. Final 

grades were compared for the second quarter of the English 

class. The experimental member made the higher grade in 50 

pairs (39.7 per cent); the same grades were made in 44 pairs 

(34.9 per cent); and the control students scored higher 

in 32 pairs (25.4 per cent). Significance was indicated at 

the 90 per cent confidence level. 

Naugle reached these conclusions: students have an 

overwhelmingly favorable opinion of the track method; 

students taught the first quarter of freshman English with 

tracks tend to be better prepared for the second quarter 

course; and the track method is equally effective with 

students having verbal ability above and below the median 

of their peers. The experimenter concludes that the track 

method seems to provide an effective mechanism for finding 

bad habits and concentrating on their correction (22, p. 7). 

Another experiment in college English composition 

classes was conducted at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. 



14 

Incoming freshmen took a placement test in writing pro-

ficiency. On the basis of that examination, students were 

divided into four sections. The essay tests were scored 

holistically by English teachers following a procedure that 

is used by the College Entrance Examination Board in scoring 

essay tests (35, p. 4). 

The experimenters at the University of Hawaii used a 

standard pretest-posttest control group design. The results 

of the experiment on 2,212 freshmen showed that students in 

three out of four homogeneous groups scored higher on the 

end-of-course examination than students in the heterogeneous 

groups, but the improvement was not statistically significant, 

The exception was in Level I, in which the brighter students 

who were heterogeneously grouped scored higher than the 

homogeneously grouped brighter students (35, p. 13). The 

experimenters concluded that students who enter the course 

with serious deficiencies in writing skills improve more 

dramatically than those who are initially more proficient 

(35, p. 19) . 

A total of 400 students from 31 homogeneously grouped 

classes rated the effectiveness of homogeneous grouping. 

The majority of students responding found homogeneous 

grouping helpful. At Level IV, the poorest students, 

55 per cent found homogeneous grouping extremely helpful 

and 34 per cent somewhat helpful, compared to 33 per cent 
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at Level I, the brightest students, who found it extremely 

helpful and 37 per cent who found it somewhat helpful. 

Smithson conducted two experiments in homogeneous 

sectioning of students in general physics at the United 

States Naval Academy. College sophomores were homogeneously 

sectioned in General Physics I and II. 

The better students were selected for General Physics 

I on the basis of their quarter point rating in their 

freshman year and the poorer students were selected for the 

Physics II experiment on the basis of their grades during 

the first semester. The mean score in the final examination 

for the 48 better students in homogeneous sections was 47.9. 

The mean score of 144 better students in heterogeneously 

grouped sections was 48.5. The researcher concluded, 

"There is substantially less than a 50 per cent chance of 

significant difference in performance of better students in 

homogeneous versus heterogeneous sections" (31, p.5). 

Smithson says that brighter students do equally well in 

heterogeneously or homogeneously grouped classes. 

In the experiment with poorer students, 21 poorer 

students in homogeneously grouped classes scored a mean of 

35.5. The mean scores of 33 poorer students in heterogene-

ous sections was 37. Smithson concluded that there is 

better than a 50 per cent chance that poorer students do 

significantly better when taught in heterogeneously grouped 

sections (31, p. 5). 
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Cumming conducted an ability grouping experiment with 

164 students in the statistics portion of an introductory 

psychology course at La Trobe University in Australia. 

Students were assigned to groups based on the level of 

mathematics they had completed and whether they had previous 

exposure to statistics. They were not given a pretest. 

One-half of the students were in mixed ability groups and 

one-half were ability grouped into high, medium, and low 

groups. All were blind to the experiment. 

A two-way factorial analysis was made on the basis 

of preliminary grades in the first ten (out of eleven units). 

Cumming found that performance of mixed and streamed students 

did not differ significantly (8, p. 35). At the end of the 

course, students filled out an evaluation questionnaire. 

The response rate was 48.2 per cent with 79 out of 164 

students returning the questionnaire. Cumming reports that 

the majority of the students said they preferred heterogene-

ous groups over streamed groups. He did not give the exact 

percentage. Cumming reports that the generally agreed con-

clusion is that for better students it often does not make 

a great deal of difference whether groups are mixed or 

streamed, but that for slower students, mixed groups are 

probably better on balance (8, p. 36). This agrees with 

Smithson's findings. Cumming says that mixed groups are 

to be preferred, but streamed groups are no less effective 
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than mixed groups (8, p. 37). He finds that mixed scores 

are generally higher than streamed scores. 

Swartz reports that business mathematics students at 

Ferris State College are ability grouped in sections. At 

first they were grouped on the basis of a pretest. Then 

they were grouped on the basis of mathematics scores on ACT. 

The correlation between the final grade and the pretest 

was .55. The correlation between the final grade and scores 

on ACT was .549. There was no practical difference in the 

use of the two tests to predict student performance. Since 

the pretest took one whole class period to administer and 

the ACT scores were available, the faculty decided to save 

time and use the ACT scores to group students by ability 

(33, p. 9). No experiment was made comparing ability grouped 

students to heterogeneously grouped students. 

Schrank reports on an ability grouping experiment with 

200 enlisted airmen at the United States Air Force Academy 

Preparatory School. The students were tested on freshman-

level mathematics and sectioned according to ability and 

heterogeneity. Then the students' final grade averages 

were compared. The results led the experimenters to accept 

the two null hypotheses that the academic achievement in 

mathematics of slower pupils grouped homogeneously is not 

different from that of equivalent slower pupils assigned to 

heterogeneous groups and that the academic achievement in 
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mathematics of superior pupils grouped homogeneously is not 

different from that of equivalent superior pupils assigned 

to heterogeneous groups. 

The experimenter writes: 

The implications for educational practice of these 
findings are that ability grouping for the purpose 
of providing academic stimulation for superior 
students is a waste of time. However, grouping for 
the purpose of providing a means for applying a 
differentiated curriculum to fit the needs of the 
individual students is both worthwhile and desirable 
(29, p. 475). 

Laughlin poses the question of whether homogeneity or 

heterogeneity of member ability results in more effective 

group performance in solving an intellective task. He 

experimented with three-person groups selected from 528 

college students in psychology and philosophy courses at 

the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in 1969. 

He experimented with four-person groups formed in 1972 

from 1,008 college students in a wide range of courses. 

The groups were asked to work together in answering the 

Terman Concept Mastery Test in English vocabulary. Scores 

of the groups were compared in 1969 and in 1972. Laughlin 

concludes that, in terms of homogeneity and heterogeneity 

of member ability, homogeneously high ability groups per-

form better than heterogeneous groups, while homogeneously 

low ability groups perform worse than heterogeneous groups 

(19, p. 118). Another finding of the experiments with 

three- and four-person groups is that, as the ability level 
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of the group increased, the group performed progressively 

better than the same group members would have performed 

alone. At low-ability levels there was no benefit from 

working in cooperative groups (19, p. 115). 

Splane recommends Forsyth's task-by-aptitude-by-

treatment interaction design for groups (11). Splane 

experimented with sixty-two University of Redlands students 

enrolled in two sections of a general psychology class. A 

test was given to students during the last two weeks of the 

semester. The test items were constructed to represent 

seven course content areas and the six cognitive educational 

objectives of Bloom: knowledge, comprehension, application, 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (6). Factor analysis 

resulted in the identification of three process-related task 

factors in the psychology class. 

The experimenters suggest that college teachers search 

for or develop pre-course measures which tap the processes 

represented by task factors and design special emphasis 

treatment conditions, each giving special training on one 

of the three process-related task factors. Based on the 

pre-course measures, students would be placed into 

appropriate groups and assigned to different extra-core 

workshop sessions selectively emphasizing each of the 

three task factors. These special emphasis treatment con-

ditions would then need to be crossed with subgroups 
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preselected on the basis of aptitude measures tapping these 

processes (32, p. 187). 

Although two other college professors did not write 

about ability grouping experiments in their colleges, they 

endorse the concept of ability grouping in higher education. 

Stocking, an English professor at Williams College, says 

that many gifted students take considerable time to make 

necessary connections in order to comprehend an idea. They 

do not necessarily work faster. He believes that in general, 

gifted students see more, think more, say more and dwell 

more on every issue. For those reasons, Stocking says that 

brighter students do better in homogeneously grouped classes 

(20, p. 7). 

Baker recommends ability grouping in junior college 

English courses. She writes: 

Much of the headache and strain of the junior college 
teacher could be avoided with the utilization of 
ability grouping. This grouping would separate the 
academically minded and enable special attention and 
more effective teaching to result. I realize that 
administrative and staff limitations make this 
solution impossible in some cases, but every effort 
should be made eventually to carry such a program to 
completion (1, p. 14). 

History of Ability Grouping 

Ability grouping began in an elementary school with 

the W. T. Harris Plan, initiated in St. Louis in 1867. 

Goldberg (15) cites the Harris Plan as one of the first 

systematic attempts at homogeneous grouping. The plan was 
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designed to avoid needless repetition of educational 

fundamentals on the part of bright pupils. 

In 1887, a similar plan was tried in Elizabeth, New 

Jersey, in which each grade was divided into three or four 

sections, according to the abilities of the students. 

Pupils were freely promoted into the next higher section 

whenever they demonstrated readiness for higher levels of 

work (28, p. 25). 

The Cambridge, Massachusetts, Plan of 1891 created a 

double-track in elementary grades. Average and below 

average pupils worked along one track, calling for careful 

instruction and individual guidance to master fundamentals. 

More capable pupils were placed in more advanced classes 

featuring enriched learning experiences which permitted 

the brightest to complete grades four through nine in four 

years, and the slowest, in seven to eight years (15). 

The school system of Denver, Colorado, developed what 

was probably the first serious attempt to provide enrich-

ment courses for bright pupils in 1895. When students 

mastered the required subject matter, they were permitted 

elective studies during their spare time in school. Pupils 

won promotion by subject matter, rather than by grade (28, 

p. 26). 

By 1926, approximately one-fourth of the cities in the 

United States with populations of more than 100,000 and 
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and eighty-eight cities with populations of at least 30,000 

reported the use of ability grouping in their public schools 

(21). A decline in the popularity of ability grouping was 

apparent during the 1930s and 1940s, perhaps as a result of 

objections from proponents of progressive education. Ques-

tions were raised about the academic and social outcomes of 

grouping. According to Froman (12), these questions and 

subsequent research helped to suppress the use of ability 

grouping until the 1950s. 

A renewed interest in ability grouping arose during the 

1950s and 1960s. As a result of the launching of Sputnik 

by the Russians at the start of the "Space Race," Americans 

became concerned with maximizing academic achievement, 

particularly among the academically gifted. Ability group-

ing seemed to be the appropriate means to this end (36, 

p. 18) . 

There was a slight decline in ability grouping during 

the second half of the 1960s, partially because of the 

concern for individual freedom and civil rights. Yet, by 

the 1970s at least three-fourths of the nation's elementary 

and secondary schools utilized ability grouping. This 

percentage seems accurate up to the present (10). 

The Controversy 

Placing students in special classes, "tracks," or 

"streams" according to age, ability, or preference is 
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the subject of a long and sharp controversy, revolving as 

much around democratic and egalitarian issues as about 

the effectiveness of grouping for academic purposes (34, 

p. 716). The strongest argument of the educators who favor 

ability grouping is that it provides the best means of 

stimulating the brightest students, who are bored in the 

traditional classrooms. Opposed to this view is Bettelheim 

(5, p. 272),. who believes that grouping creates an intel-

lectual elite through an educational caste system 

reminiscent of Mandarin China. 

Purdom lists the advantages of homogeneous groups: 

(1) Such grouping makes possible more rapid progress 
of the bright pupils; (2) It offers an opportunity 
to adapt teaching methods to the different levels of 
intelligence; (3) It creates more rivalry and causes 
the pupils to put forth better efforts; (4) It makes 
the teacher's work more interesting, much easier, and 
more fruitful; (5) It eliminates many problems of 
discipline; (6) It reduces the number of failures; (7) 
It discourages the dull pupils less than if they were 
members of a heterogeneous group; and (8) It makes 
possible an enriched curriculum (24, p. 36). 

Rivlin denies that ability grouping runs counter to 

American democracy. He writes: 

Democratic ethics, far from demanding that we disregard 
individual differences, demand that we so take care of 
individual differences that each person can grow to his 
maximum possible well-being. . . . The argument that 
ability grouping is undemocratic is regarded as invalid 
by most educators if it means that all children must be 
considered as being equal in ability and that they must 
be taught alike (26, pp. 147-148). 

The modern concept of democracy is not that all people 

must strive to be alike, but that everyone must have an 
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opportunity to make his own unique contribution to the 

welfare of society in the most efficient manner possible 

in terms of his capabilities. A truly democratic system 

of education can exist only when every group has an 

opportunity to develop to its fullest extent of capabili-

ties. Grouping has thus come to have as its objective the 

placement of each individual within a group in which he 

will work better, where he will have a sense of belonging 

and status, and where his mental health will be safeguarded 

and improved (30, p. 403). 

In light of the democratic philosophy in American 

education, differences in social and economic status are 

of no significance in school. The fundamental philosophy 

of ability grouping implies that students be divided into 

groups according to competence, not socioeconomic status, 

and that methods of instruction be varied to meet needs 

and abilities of various groups, in order that all pupils 

may receive the greatest possible benefit from their 

educational experience (17, p. 7). If the superior students 

and those of low ability get the same program of instruction, 

one or the other will not be adequately challenged and 

education will become boredom, frustration, and failure (17, 

p. 9) . 

If, as is so often believed, narrowing the ability 

range in a classroom facilitates the provision of more 

appropriate learning tasks, makes more teacher time 
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available to pupils of a given ability level, and stimulates 

the teacher to gear his teaching to the level of the groups, 

then pupils of each ability level should do better as a 

consequence of being in classes where the ability range is 

limited (15, p. 150). 

Arguments Against Ability Grouping 

Ability grouping has been criticized chiefly on these 

grounds: social implications, method of assignment, lack 

of significant results, and equal effectiveness of other 

methods. In a nation that prides itself on an egalitarian 

melting pot ideology, Americans are ambivalent about select-

ing people and placing them into separate homogeneous groups, 

and this is particularly true in public education. Americans 

are suspicious of selection because of its potential for con-

tributing to social segregations and social inequality (27, 

p. 362). 

By creating separate groups which are identified as 

well-defined and unequal, ability grouping creates hierarchi-

cal grouping systems which classify students into different 

categories that promote differential esteem. These classifi-

cations tend to be difficult to alter and sometimes 

difficult to improve. The majority of studies have found 

lower self-evaluations for average and low-ability students 

if they are in ability groups than if they are not (27, 

p. 373). Although the group classifications purportedly 
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define only educational programs, they also define 

simultaneously the academic and social esteem students 

receive in the school, the way students evaluate their 

social status and academic competence, and their social 

interaction in and out of school (27, p. 395). 

Some critics object to the method of assignment to 

ability groups. The three most common methods of assign-

ing students are intelligence test results, achievement 

test results, and teacher recommendations (9). Tests are 

not infallible and recommendations are highly subjective 

(25, pp. 26-27). 

The final word has not been written about the social 

desirability of grouping or its effects upon achievement. 

Borg (7) summarizes the varying conclusions found in forty 

studies of grouping at the elementary and secondary schools 

from 1922 to 1962. Grouping apparently is a helpful, but 

not automatically effective, instructional tool. Achieve-

ment seems to improve only when grouping is accompanied by 

a differentiation in teacher quality, curriculum, guidance, 

and method (14, pp. 312, 327). 

Grouping is not the only possible response to the 

problems of diversity. Individualized attention and dif-

ferential pacing within classrooms are common responses to 

student diversity which do not require special classroom 

grouping procedures (2, 3). These individual approaches 
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can also be applied to classes that have been grouped, 

since considerable diversity tends to remain even within 

homogeneous classrooms. Alternative educational strategies 

also involve teaching students who otherwise would be 

ability grouped in the regular classroom, based on a systems 

approach to curriculum (25, pp. 78-79). 

Prior to 1960, some educators concluded that the 

greatest effectiveness of ability grouping appeared to be 

for the slowest students, the next greatest for the average, 

and the least for bright children (23). However, by the end 

of the 1960s, Borg (7) concluded the opposite to be true. He 

stated that ability grouping was associated with gains for 

rapid learners that were offset by losses for slower pupils. 

This is a case of the rich getting richer and the poor get-

ting poorer (18, p. 566). 

Special Talents View 

Teaching a specialized subject in small ability groups 

is compatible with the special talents view of Gardner (13). 

Unlike the traditional psychometric view of a unitary 

intellectual power, measured by the traditional intelligence 

<3uotience test, Gardner maintains that intelligence is best 

viewed as a collection of different and not necessarily 

related abilities. He suggests at least seven different 

intelligences or areas of ability or talent: linguistic, 

visual-spatial, logical-mathematical, interpersonal, 
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intrapersonal, bodily-kinesthetic, and musical. He argues 

that people are not uniformly able in all of them. (Media 

writing ability is a linguistic skill.) 

Gardner ® orientation advocates a view of giftedness 

as specialized, rather than generalized. Individuals may 

show extreme talent in one area and be average or even sub-

par in others. The special talents view is performance-

based, rather than predictive, as is the intelligence 

quotient test. Talent is assessed by actual products or 

performance in a specific domain. For example, in a media 

writing class, ability would be judged by performance on a 

news writing exercise. Gardner's viewpoint emphasizes that 

some people possess greater talents in certain areas than 

do others. 

The special talents orientation yields the recommenda-

tion that for those whose talents have been identified, one 

would want to offer experiences, instruction, and encourage-

ment in their chosen areas. This could vary from specific 

enrichment programs and classes to providing mentorships on 

a one-to-one basis or small group basis (16, p. 716). 

Gardner notes that educational scholars cling to the 

vision of the optimal match between student and material. 

His view is that this tenacity is legitimate. He reasons 

that the science of educational psychology is still young 

3-nd the practice of matching the individual learner' s 
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profile to the materials and modes of instruction may still 

be validated. He stresses that if the theory of multiple 

intelligences is adopted, the options for such matches 

increase. 

Gardner says, "It is possible that the intelligences 

can function both as subject matter in themselves and as 

the preferred means for inculcating diverse subject matter. 

Carrying out relevant research is a task for the future" 

(13, p. 390). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The University of Texas at Arlington (UTA) is part of 

the University of Texas System. It awards bachelor's, 

master's, and doctoral degrees. It is located in the heart 

of the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, a few blocks from down-

down Arlington. The population of Arlington is 248,041 (8). 

UTA is chiefly a commuter school, but there are dorm-

itories for 1,800 students. Approximately 74 per cent of 

the students work. The enrollment for spring, 1987, was 

21,199 (9). 

The Communication Department offers a course entitled 

Journalism 1345, Writing for the Mass Media. In this study, 

data were collected from four afternoon writing laboratory 

classes in the spring semester of 1987. At the beginning of 

the semester each class contained from sixteen to nineteen 

students, with a total of seventy-one students who took the 

pretest to participate in the study. By the end of the 

semester four students dropped the media writing class. 

The sizes of the classes then ranged from fourteen to 

eighteen students with a total of sixty-seven students who 

took the posttest. 

34 
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Two ability groups consisting of slow-average and 

advanced student media writers were created in each of 

three out of four laboratories. The fourth laboratory 

served as a comparison group for a comparison group design. 

The comparison group was the Thursday media writing 

laboratory. It was selected at random by drawing one name 

out of four sections from a hat. This strategy was designed 

to determine whether student performance is better, the 

same, or worse in ability grouped media writing students 

than in heterogeneously grouped media writing students. 

The same workbook was used in all four classes. It 

is Practice Exercises in News Writing by George A. Hough, 

third edition, Boston, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1984. 

The subjects covered in the course include: Associated 

Press style, news leads, feature leads, news stories, 

features, obituaries, multiple element stories, interviews, 

localizing the news, speeches, broadcast and public relations 

writing. 

Journalism Majors at UTA 

In the spring semester of 1987, 453 students at the 

University of Texas at Arlington declared a major in 

journalism, compared to 405 at the same time a year earlier. 

These journalism students are similar to journalism students 

in the past three years and will probably be similar to 

journalism students in the next three years, according 
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to Charles Arrendell, Chairman of the Communication Depart-

ment . 

Journalism students at UTA major in advertising, public 

relations, the news-editorial sequence, and photojournalism. 

Media writing is a required course for all journalism majors, 

No statistical breakdown has been made of the personal 

characteristics of journalism students at UTA. However, 

Arrendell states that the journalism students are similar 

to students with other majors at the university. 

Profile of UTA Students 

According to a comprehensive study made by UTA's 

Research and Evaluation Office (10), in 1984, 42.6 per cent 

of UTA students were more than 22 years of age. The student 

body was comprised of 55.4 per cent males and 44.6 per cent 

females. The study found that 75.5 per cent were single and 

24.5 per cent were married. A total of 60.4 per cent were 

full-time day students; 9.8 per cent were part-time day 

students; 2.9 per cent were full-time evening students; 

14.1 per cent were part-time evening students; 11.1 per 

cent were full-time day and evening students; and 1.7 per 

cent were part-time day and evening students. Regarding 

residence, 12.2 per cent lived on campus, 44.4 per cent 

lived within Arlington city limits; 28.9 per cent lived out-

side Arlington, less than 25 miles away; and 14.4 per cent 

lived outside Arlington, more than 25 miles away. Students' 



37 

reasons for attending UTA included convenience of location, 

43 per cent; wishes of relatives, teachers, advisors, or 

friends, 7.4 per cent; academic reputation, 10.4 per cent; 

financial assistance opportunity, 2.2 per cent; past or 

current UTA student's advice, 3.9 per cent; special educa-

tional programs or facilities, 3.9 per cent; low tuition, 

10.1 per cent, UTA representative recruitment, 1.3 per cent; 

opportunity to work and attend college, 7.4 per cent; and 

other, 10.4 per cent. 

In a personal survey conducted by Arrendell in 1986, 

he found that 75 per cent of UTA journalism students worked 

outside the classroom. This compares closely to 73.7 per 

cent of UTA students who worked in 1984 (10) . 

Population 

The population for this experimental study was students 

enrolled in Journalism 1345, Writing for the Mass Media, at 

the University of Texas at Arlington during the spring of 

1987. Four media writing laboratories were taught Monday 

through Thursday afternoons, with each laboratory lasting 

two hours and fifty minutes. Two ability groups were formed 

in each of three laboratories and the fourth laboratory had 

no ability groups formed. It served as the comparison group, 

At the start of the semester there were from sixteen 

to nineteen students in each of the four laboratories, with 

seventy-one total students. Four students dropped the 
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course. At the end of the course, the population was sixty-

seven, with from fourteen to eighteen students in each 

laboratory. 

Procedure for Media Writing Labs 

Seventy-one journalism students were enrolled in the 

media writing class at the time the pretest was administered. 

Four students dropped the course. Sixty-seven students were 

enrolled in the class at the time the posttest was adminis-

tered . 

At the beginning of the semester, students were placed 

in ability groups on the basis of their scores on a pretest. 

Three raters used a five-point scale to rate ten items (see 

Appendix B). The ten scores were totaled. Each student's 

score was calculated by obtaining the mean of the three 

raters' scores. 

The syllabus for the four media writing laboratories 

(see Appendix C) was written to coincide with the lecture 

portion of the course (see Appendix D). The lecture portion 

was taught on Monday and Wednesday mornings from 9:00 to 

9:50 by a different instructor. 

To facilitate the ability grouping experiment, students 

in the experimental classes of the slow-average group sat 

in the two or three rows on the left side of the classroom. 

Students in the advanced group sat in the one or two rows 

on the right side of the classroom. This arrangement was 
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made in the Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday experimental 

groups so that students could interact freely with members 

of their ability group. In the Thursday comparison group, 

students sat wherever they pleased in the classroom. 

The class began with a brief lecture on a new writing 

form. Then the instructor gave the writing assignment to 

determine whether the students could write stories in this 

new form. Students were told that this was for practice, 

not for a grade. In the experimental group, students 

exchanged papers with members of their ability group. In 

the comparison group, students exchanged papers with whom-

ever they pleased. Students read the papers aloud. 

Classroom discussion was encouraged. The instructor 

made constructive suggestions. Each person corrected the 

paper in front of him and returned it to the owner. Further 

discussion was encouraged. Then the instructor assigned 

another story to be graded. Usually the same story was 

given to both groups and then the advanced group was required 

to write another, more complicated story. 

The story assigned to the slow-average group was of 

moderate difficulty. The story assigned to the advanced 

group was longer, more complicated, and more difficult. 

For example, when writing spot news about accidents, the 

slow-average group wrote about a one-car accident with one 

injury. The advanced group wrote about a three-car accident 
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with one death, five people hospitalized, and the police 

charging two people with causing the accident. Thus, the 

assignment for the advanced group was of greater complexity 

in facts and longer in word count. 

At the next class meeting the papers were returned to 

both groups and students discussed them in their ability 

groups. Then the new writing form was introduced. Students 

in both groups received personal attention from the instruc-

tor. Students in the advanced group usually finished their 

assignments within the allotted class period. Sometimes 

students in the slow-average group did not complete their 

assignments in the allotted classroom time. They were 

allowed to take their assignments home and return them to 

the instructor in the following day's laboratory. The 

instructor kept a record of which students required extra 

time with which assignments. Some members of the slow-

average group were given extra help at the end of the class 

period. 

During some assignments, students worked by themselves. 

In others, they were paired with a partner in their ability 

group. In the comparison class,students worked with whom-

ever they pleased. In such assignments as writing leads, 

simple news stories, localizing the news, stories using 

quotations, obituaries, speech stories, interviews, and 

broadcast copy, the students worked by themselves. 
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In other assignments, students first worked by them-

selves. Then they worked in pairs to write another story 

in that particular form. They worked together with members 

of their ability group on such forms as longer stories, 

features, public relations releases, and advertisements. 

The instructor favored individual writing before collabora-

tion to determine whether each student understood the 

particular writing form. 

Students Between Ability Groups 

Students who scored on the borderline between the 

two ability groups were placed in the advanced group 

because it was closest to their scores. Their social 

security numbers were flagged at the beginning of the 

experiment. Their data are considered in two ways: as 

part of the advanced and as part of the slow-average groups. 

Scholastic Aptitude Test Scores 

SAT scores for English were available for only thirty 

students. Their mean score was 444 with a range of 230 to 

602. SAT scores were not available for the other students 

because they were either transfer students or over the 

age of twenty-five and not required to take the SAT. On 

the basis of this limited selection of scores, the mean 

of SAT scores for the slow-average group was 421 with a 

range of 230 to 540. The mean of SAT scores for the 

advanced group was 508 with a range of 400 to 602. 
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Procedure for Collection of Data 

Two subgroups were created within each laboratory 

because the employment schedules of the students made it 

impossible to assign them to an ability grouped laboratory 

on a day other than the one for which they registered. The 

practice of using ability grouping on the basis of whole 

class sections, as well as within class sections, has 

received widespread acceptance (6, p. 1168). 

The laboratories met for two hours and fifty minutes 

in the spring of 1987, from January to May. All slow-

average groups that met on three separate days had the 

same writing assignments and all advanced groups that met 

on three separate days had the same writing assignments. 

The comparison group had the same writing assignments as 

the slow-average group. 

Students were told the purpose of the ability groups 

on the first day of class. Participation in the ability 

grouping experiment was voluntary. Students who wished to 

participate signed a Use of Human Subjects Informed Consent 

Form (see Appendix E). All students signed the form. The 

form is required by North Texas State University for 

experiments with human subjects. 

Research Design 

The two independent variables were ability grouping 

and method of instruction. There were two levels of the 
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first variable: slow-average and advanced. The second 

variable had two levels: grouped and ungrouped. The 

dependent variable was performance scores of tests in 

Journalism 1345, Writing for the Mass Media, which is 

frequently named Media Writing. 

There were three experimental laboratories subdivided 

into two groups each: slow-average and advanced. There was 

one comparison group consisting of students with hetero-

geneous abilities. This fourth laboratory was ungrouped 

and given similar lessons as the slow-average group in the 

three experimental laboratories. 

In an attempt to control for variations in teaching 

style and time of class, all four classes were taught in 

the afternoon by the same teacher. The Monday, Tuesday, 

and Thursday laboratories began at 1:00 in the afternoon/ 

and the Wednesday laboratory began at 1:30 in the afternoon. 

Each lasted two hours and fifty minutes. 

Students in the laboratories were told that classwork 

and homework were necessary in the course, and that attend-

ance was mandatory. The pretest and posttest were as 

similar as possible. The pretest was used as a blocking 

variable and the posttest was used as a dependent variable. 

Description of the Instruments 

The following instruments were utilized. 

1. A news and feature writing pretest designed by the 

experimenter (see Appendix A) was administered at the 
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beginning of the course to measure students' skills in 

journalistic writing of a news and a feature story. It 

is similar to the test that the Associated press uses in 

the hiring process for reporters in Texas (3). 

The pretest was approved for content validity by three 

professors of journalism at UTA, professionals in the field 

of teaching media writing. They agreed that it does an 

adequate job of measuring students' media writing ability. 

The pretest was used as a variable to block students in 

slow-average and advanced ability groups. 

2. A news and feature writing posttest (see Appendix 

F) was designed by the experimenter. It was administered 

at the end of the course to measure students' skills in 

journalistic writing of a news and a feature story. Three 

professors of journalism at UTA approved its content validity. 

Students were allotted ninety minutes to take the pretest and 

ninety minutes to take the posttest. 

Procedure for Applying Treatments 

Students were taught in ability groups and careful 

records were made of their progress. All groups had assign-

ments which covered the course requirements. After the 

advanced groups mastered the initial assignments, members 

were given assignments of greater complexity than the slow-

average groups. 
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The comparison class was given the same assignments 

as the slow-average group. The comparison class consisted 

of students with heterogeneous writing ability. 

Collection of Data 

During the first week of the spring, 1987, semester, 

the ability grouping experiment was explained to media 

writing students. An ability grouping pretest was adminis-

tered. The pretest took ninety minutes. 

Students in the four media writing laboratories were 

instructed to place their social security numbers and not 

their names on their papers. Students were told that the 

papers did not count toward a grade. 

During the last two weeks of the spring semester, a 

ninety minute news and feature writing posttest was 

administered in all four media writing laboratories. The 

posttest is similar to the pretest. Students placed their 

social security numbers and not their names on the posttest. 

The purpose of students1 writing their social security 

numbers and not their names on their papers was so that 

raters could judge the papers without knowing the identity 

of the authors. 

Role of the Raters 

Pretests written by media writing students were rated 

by three different journalism professors at the University 
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of Texas at Arlington. The raters used a five-point scale 

to rate the papers in ten categories (see Appendix B). The 

ten categories were chosen from four journalism sources (3, 

4, 5, and 7) . 

The raters are professionals in the field of teaching 

media writing. Their evaluation of students' writing 

achieved content validity. The experimenter examined the 

total scores from the rating sheets and determined the best 

numerical division between slow-average and advanced student 

media writers. Because it was impossible to find three 

raters who had enough time to rate all papers, seven 

teachers rated the pretests and six teachers rated the 

posttests. (See Table VII for means and standard deviations 

of ratings in pretests and posttests.) Computer scoring is 

not feasible because computers are not yet available to 

media writing students at the University of Texas at Arling-

ton because of budgetary considerations. 

A reliability coefficient (4, p. 436) was computed 

to determine the amount of agreement among the raters (see 

Tables). 

A pilot study on the Ability Grouping Rating Instrument 

was conducted on January 15, 1987, at Texas Wesleyan 

College. Three raters selected from the Department of Mass 

Communication evaluated pretests of forty students enrolled 

in two separate media writing classes. The correlation for 
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raters A and B was .36; A and C, .75; and B and C, .78, by 

using Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients. 

Procedure for Analysis of the Data 

To test the hypotheses of this study, pretest measures 

of ability in news and feature writing were collected by 

administering a writing test to four classes in Journalism 

1345, Media Writing Laboratory, in the spring semester of 

1987. After the experimental treatments were applied in 

the form of ability grouped instruction and one comparison 

class, a news and feature writing posttest was given. Scores 

from the pretest were used to assign students to ability 

groups. Scores from the posttest were analyzed by using a 

two-way analysis of variance (2, pp. 251-271). 

Reporting the Data 

All data are organized in tables for ease of reporting 

and interpretation. Data are discussed and recommendations 

are made. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

Testing the Hypotheses 

The first hypothesis stated, "There will be an aptitude-

treatment interaction between writing ability and the teach-

ing strategy of ability grouping. The hypothesis was tested 

in the null form and was accepted. The main effect for the 

instructional method of grouping was tested in a two-way 

analysis of variance. Tables I and II show data when a score 

of twenty-seven on the pretest was used as the dividing point 

between slow-average and advanced. Tables II and IV show 

data when a score of thirty on the pretest was used as the 

dividing point between slow-average and advanced. 

The tables contain an analysis of posttest scores. 

The students were assigned to slow-average and advanced 

groups on the basis of their scores on pretests. 

Although the mean score of forty-nine grouped students 

was higher than the mean score of eighteen ungrouped 

students, the difference was not statistically significant. 

This means that media writing students who were grouped into 

slow-average and advanced and taught in homogeneous ability 

groups made no significant difference in their posttest 
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TABLE I 

TABLE OF MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR POSTTEST 
SCORES BASED ON TWENTY-SEVEN AS CUTOFF FOR 

ADVANCED GROUP* 

Instructional Method 

Ability Grouped Not Grouped Mean N 

Mean S.D. N Mean S.D. N 

Slow-Avg. 24.59 5.74 27 25.00 3.79 13 24.72 40 

Advanced 28.50 4.58 22 27. 80 3.96 5 28.37 27 

Total 26.34 5.55 49 25.77 3.93 18 • • • 67 
•Students were placed in groups on the basis of pretest 

scores. 

TABLE II 

SUMMARY TABLE OF TWO-WAY ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE BASED 
ON TWENTY-SEVEN AS CUTOFF FOR ADVANCED GROUP* 

Source SS df MS F P 

Instruct. 4.26 1 4.26 

OO 
i—1 .676 

Ability 214.21 1 214.21 OO
 

• 00
 

o
 

.004 

I/A 

O
 
o
 • 1 0.00 

o
 

o
 • 1.000 

Error 1532.82 63 24.33 • • • • 

Total 1750.47 66 

•Students were 
scores. 

placed in groups on the basis of pretest 



TABLE III 

TABLE OF MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR POSTTEST 
SCORES BASED ON THIRTY AS CUTOFF FOR ADVANCED 

GROUP* 
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Instructional Method 

Ability Grouped Not Grouped Mean N Ability 
Mean S.D. N Mean S.D. N 

Slow-Avg. 24.50 5.69 32 25.40 4.12 15 24.79 47 

Advanced 29.82 3.21 17 27.66 2.52 3 29.50 20 

Total 26.35 5.55 49 25.77 3.93 18 • • • 67 

scores. 

TABLE IV 

SUMMARY TABLE OF TWO-WAY ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE BASED 
ON THIRTY AS CUTOFF FOR ADVANCED GROUP* 

Source SS df MS F P 

Instruct. 

Ability 

I/A 

Error 

Total 

4.26 

311.61 

15.87 

1418.74 

1 

1 

1 

63 

4.26 

311.61 

15.87 

22.51 

.19 

13.84 

.70 

.6649 

.0004 

.4044 
• • 

Instruct. 

Ability 

I/A 

Error 

Total 1750.47 66 

4.26 

311.61 

15.87 

22.51 

.19 

13.84 

.70 

.6649 

.0004 

.4044 
• • 

*Stud ents were placed in groups on the basis of pretest 
scores, 
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scores than students who were not placed into ability groups 

in media writing. 

The other main effect for ability was significant. 

This means that advanced students scored significantly 

higher than slow-average students. 

Since there was no aptitude-treatment interaction, 

hypotheses two and three were not tested. The second 

hypothesis stated, "The posttest scores of advanced homo-

geneously grouped students will be higher than the posttest 

scores of advanced heterogeneously grouped students in 

college beginning media writing." The posttest scores of 

advanced homogeneously grouped students were higher than the 

posttest scores of advanced heterogeneously grouped students, 

but the difference was not statistically significant. 

The third hypothesis stated, "The posttest scores of 

slow-average homogeneously grouped students will be higher 

than the posttest scores of slow-average heterogeneously 

grouped students. The posttest scores of slow-average 

homogeneously grouped students were lower than the posttest 

scores of heterogeneously grouped slow-average students, 

but the difference was not statistically significant. 

There was no evidence to suggest that the unequal 

sample size caused a violation in the assumption of homo-

geneity of variance. A pair-wise t-test was used to 

compare the variance. 
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The Raters 

Raters who scored the students' papers were selected 

from among the journalism teachers at the University of 

Texas at Arlington. See Table V for correlation of the 

raters in the pretest. 

TABLE V 

INTER-RATER RELIABILITY ON PRETESTS 

Raters A B c D E F 

A 1.0 • • • • • • • • • • 

B .74 
n=36 

1.0 • • • • • • • • 

C .72 .74 1.0 • • • • • • 

D * * . 71 
n=19 

1.0 • • • • 

E * * .62 
n=19 

.66 
n=19 

1.0 • • 

F * 

P
 II 
• 

1—1 
<1
 

.74 
n=16 

* * 1.0 

*Did not rate the same papers 

Each rater rated from sixteen to seventy-one pretests. 

See Table VI for correlation of the raters in the posttest. 

Each rater rated from fifteen to sixty-seven posttests. 

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were computed 

for one rater paired with another rater, two at a time (2, 



TABLE VI 

INTER-RATER RELIABILITY ON POSTTESTS 
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Raters A B C D E 

A 1.0 • • • • • • • • 

B .66 
n=31 

1.0 • • • • • • 

C .76 
n=3 8 

.58 
n=47 

1.0 • • • • 

D .97 
n=06 

.45 
n=14 

. 82 
n=35 

1.0 • • 

E * * .74 
n=15 

.56 
n=15 

1.0 

*Did not rate t he same papers. 

p. 195). The highest correlation of two different raters 

was .74 in the pretest and .97 in the posttest. The lowest 

correlation of two different raters was .62 in the pretest 

and .45 in the posttest. In grading essay examinations, 

Coffman (1, pp. 416-418) says a search of the literature 

reveals coefficients of inter-rater reliability varying from 

.98 to .35, depending upon the context, the content, and the 

number of raters involved. 

An examination of Table VII reveals that the means are 

very similar for raters in the pretest and for raters in 

the posttest. The mean scores of two raters varied from 



TABLE VII 

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF RATINGS 
BY INDIVIDUALS 
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Rater Mean 
Standard 
Deviation Minimum 

Maximum Number 

Pretest 

A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

28.42 
23.98 
26.89 
22.47 
23.37 
25.75 

8.19 
7.43 
5.89 
5.62 
6.27 
8.89 

15 
10 
16 
12 
15 
13 

45 
43 
41 
36 
33 
44 

36 
52 
71 
19 
19 
16 

Posttest 

A 
B 
C 
D 
E 

29.12 
24.33 
26.73 
26.23 
22.33 

6.95 
5.54 
5.20 
4.98 
7.49 

18 
14 
18 
17 
11 

43 
36 
41 
36 
34 

38 
46 
67 
35 
15 

.5 to 6.79 in the posttest and from .61 to 5.95 in the pre-

test. The raters had a random selection of papers from all 

four media writing laboratories. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The primary purpose of this study was to determine the 

effects of ability grouping upon performance in college 

beginning media writing classes as measured by a test of 

writing ability. The emphasis of this study concerns the 

improvement of media writing performance, rather than rate 

of change in writing ability as measured from a pretest to 

a posttest. The experimenter utilized a pretest-posttest 

comparison group design in four media writing classes at 

the University of Texas at Arlington in the spring semester 

of 1987. 

The problem with which this investigation was concerned 

is that students of unequal writing ability are frequently 

placed in the same beginning media writing classes m 

college journalism. It is difficult for a teacher to be 

effective when the ability of the students ranges from those 

who cannot write clear, complete sentences to others whose 

work already appears in newspapers and magazines. 

An extensive review of the literature was conducted to 

determine the history of ability grouping, the pros and cons 
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of ability grouping, the extent ability grouping is used in 

college subjects, and the results of ability grouping 

experiments in college. Ability grouping is much more 

prevalent in high school and elementary schools than in 

college. 

One hundred and twenty years after the initiation of 

ability grouping in an American elementary school, ability 

grouping is still a controversial subject. It has received 

both support and criticism for its use in elementary, 

secondary, and college subjects. 

To test the effectiveness of ability grouping of 

media writing students at the University of Texas at 

Arlington, students were given a pretest to determine how 

well they wrote a simple news story and a simple feature 

story. On the basis of that test given in the beginning of 

the semester, students were placed into two separate ability 

groups. Three different journalism teachers rated each 

student's pretest and the mean was the student's score. 

The pretest was used as a variable to block students into 

slow-average and advanced groups. 

The instructor varied the method of teaching to meet 

the needs of each group. There were three experimental 

classes of two groups each which met on three days for 

within-class ability grouping, and one ungrouped comparison 

class of students with heterogeneous ability. The ungrouped 



59 

class was given the same assignments as the slow-average 

class. 

At the end of the semester, a posttest was given in 

news and feature writing to compare the progress made by 

the grouped and ungrouped students in the slow-average 

and advanced classifications. Three different journalism 

teachers rated each student's posttest and the mean was 

the student's score. 

Findings 

A two-way analysis of variance was used to analyze 

the data in this ability grouping experiment with sixty-

seven students at the University of Texas at Arlington. 

1. Although the mean scores of homogeneously grouped 

students were higher than the mean scores of heterogeneously 

grouped students, there was no significant difference in the 

posttest scores of the homogeneously grouped students and 

the heterogeneously grouped students. 

2. Although the mean scores of the advanced homo-

geneously grouped students were higher than the mean scores 

of the advanced heterogeneously grouped students, there was 

no significant difference in the mean scores of the advanced 

homogeneously grouped students and the advanced hetero-

geneously grouped students. 

3. Although the mean scores of the slow-average homo-

geneously grouped students were lower than the mean scores 
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of the slow-average heterogeneously grouped students/ there 

was no significant difference in the posttest scores of the 

slow-average homogeneously grouped students and the slow-

average heterogeneously grouped students. 

This means that, at the time of this ability grouping 

experiment in media writing at the University of Texas at 

Arlington, there were no significant reasons for ability 

grouping of media writing students. 

Conclusion 

Based upon the findings of this study, it would appear 

not to be instructionally advantageous to group students 

with the intention of improving their media writing skills. 

Discussion 

The media writing course at the University of Texas at 

Arlington is designed to be a generic, rather than a 

specialized, overview of the various forms of journalistic 

writing. It is a required course for all journalism majors 

in the news-editorial sequence, broadcasting, advertising, 

public relations, and photojournalism. 

Subjects ranging from grammar to the theory of journal-

ism are taught in the lecture portion of the course. In 

the laboratory portion of the course, students write such 

journalistic forms as news stories, features, broadcast copy, 

public relations releases, and advertisements, mainly from 

workbooks. 
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In other universities and colleges, some journalism 

departments use a similar generic approach in teaching 

media writing. Other journalism departments use a more 

specialized approach in their media writing classes. They 

place news-editorial majors in the same class where they 

are taught forms of writing for newspapers. Other students 

are grouped together according to their areas of special-

ization in broadcasting, public relations, advertising, or 

photojournalism. 

Some journalism departments combine the lecture and 

laboratory portions of the media writing class which is 

taught by one instructor, instead of two. Other college 

journalism instructors do not use a workbook. They may 

require that students write for the campus newspaper. 

Because of the wide variety of methods used to teach 

college media writing, the results of this study may be 

applied to media writing classes taught in a similar manner 

to the University of Texas at Arlington. 

Factors which may have affected this study that produced 

no significant effects were the following. 

1. UTA uses a generic, rather than specialized method 

of teaching media writing to students in many journalism 

specialities. In Chapter II Gardner favors the teaching 

of a specialized subject in small ability groups. He 

recommends experiences, instruction, and encouragement in 

a chosen area (6). 
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2. There was a relatively small number of sixty-seven 

students in the population. Many researchers regard 100 as 

a minimum sample size (1, p. 100). 

3. The within-class ability grouping rather than the 

use of whole class ability groups that met on separate 

days.—Some students told the experimenter that they were 

distracted by classmates who were working on different 

assignments in the same room. 

4. The research design did not allow the teacher to 

move any student from one group to another once the 

experiment began. This did not allow the proper instruction 

for advanced students who were lazy or improperly prepared 

QJ- slow—average students who studied hard, practiced their 

writing, and improved sufficiently so that they did advanced 

work and belonged in the advanced group. 

5. Since there were three experimental groups and 

only one comparison group, this may have affected the out-

come. Perhaps two experimental groups and two comparison 

groups would have made a better, more balanced design. 

This was the design used by researcher Cumming (3). 

Recommendations 

Further research is needed on the subject of ability 

grouping in journalism writing courses that are taught in 

ways that differ from those at the University of Texas at 

Arlington. Instructors who do not use ability grouping may 
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profit from this study by utilizing these suggestions. 

They are taken from this experiment and from techniques 

discussed in Chapter II. 

1. With or without using the technique of ability 

grouping, advanced students should receive more challenging 

assignments than slow-average students. 

2. Advanced students should be encouraged to partici-

pate in peer tutoring of slow-average students (4). 

3. Subgroups of slow-average students should be 

created according to their areas of weakness (2). 

4. A class should be designed based on Forsyth's 

task-first individual-differences approach (5). This may 

encourage a teacher to define the purposes of the class, 

examine the course content, and recognize individual differ-

ences in students. 
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Ability Grouping Pretest in Media Writing 
Week of January 19, 1987 

Instructions: Please write the following two stories in 

your own words. Write them in journalistic style for a 

downtown daily newspaper. Use correct spelling, grammar and 

punctuation. Put your social security number and not your 

name on your papers. Return this paper with your pretest. 

1. This is a story about a railroad accident. About 

7 this morning a freight train went off the tracks—about 

five miles west of Arlington. Engine and seven cars off the 

track—train was coming from Chicago—no estimate of amount 

of damage to railroad property, cars, etc. 

Ray Vandepol—district superintendent for railroad— 

said contents of derailed cars were fresh produce from 

California—he estimates loss of cargo at $1,250,000. Rail-

road track repair equipment and wrecking crews are at work 

clearing the tracks and getting overturned cars back on the 

tracks—Vandepol says derailment apparently caused by faulty 

switch—he expects line to be reopened to traffic by 

tomorrow morning. 

You call Harris Hospital and learn there was one injury: 

Frank Korth, 37, a railroad employee and member of train's 

crew. He's in poor condition—back and shoulder sprains— 

and a lacerated left arm, cracked ribs. 

The railroad is the Territorial and Western Railroad and 

this is the third freight derailment this year for this 

company in the Arlington district. 
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2. Dalton Arnold from the Denton College news bureau 

calls you to set the record straight. A story appeared 

this morning in the Daily Student, the student newspaper on 

campus. Arnold is very upset. He has been getting phone 

calls all morning about the story. 

President Fred McKey of Denton College has stopped 

answering his telephone. He's had calls from UPI and AP and 

the New York Times. 

The Daily Student story reported that the college had 

been sold for $500,000,000 to a consortium of Iranian 

businessmen who planned to turn the campus into a research 

center. The story said the purchase was intended as a tax 

shelter. 

Arnold says, "The story is a hoax. The college has not 

been sold and is not for sale. Damn it to hell. You can't 

sell a university or college. This is a state institution. 

The taxpayers own it." 

President McKey does have a sense of humor, but enough 

is enough, according to Arnold. 
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Ability Grouping Rating Instrument 

By Marian Wynne 

Social Security Number of Student: 

Name of Rater: 

Instructions to raters: This is the first phase of 

an experiment in ability grouping of beginning media writ-

ing students. Please read the enclosed papers written by 

students. They have been asked to write their social 

security numbers and not their names on their papers so that 

you will not know the identity of the authors. 

Each student has submitted two examples of his or her 

writing—one news story and one feature story. Enclosed 

is the fact sheet from which the stories are based. Please 

read each student's news and feature story and consider 

both in rating the writing sample in 10 categories based on 

a five-point scale. 

5 4 3 2 1 
excellent very good good fair poor 

1. The language is clear and unambiguous. 

2. The facts in the stories are accurate. 

3. The facts in the stories are properly organized. 

4. The lead is appropriate to the story. 

5. The style of writing is appropriate to the material, 

6. The story deals in specifics, rather than 
generalities. 

7 The sentences are appropriate for print media. 
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8. Rate the usage of grammar. 

9. Rate the spelling. 

•
 

O
 

i—1 Rate the Punctuation. 

Total 

Note: For any questions on grammar, please consult the 
Harper Dictionary of Contemporary Usage. 
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Journalism 1345, Writing for the Mass Media 

Syllabus 

Marian Wynne Haber, Laboratory Instructor 

Bring these to your writing lab every week: 

AP Stylebook and Libel Manual 
Practice Exercises in News Writing by Hough 
Typing paper and pencils 

Labs will meet afternoons at Ransom Hall 305. Attend once 
a week on your regular day unless special arrangements are 
made. Monday, Tuesday and Thursday, 1 p.m. to 3:50 p.m. 
Wednesday, 1:30 p.m. to 4:20 p.m. 

Lab attendance: Prompt and complete attendance is required. 
No makeup is permitted. Each absence in excess of three 
will reduce final grade by one letter. Students may be 
dropped from the course with a failing grade after six 
absences. 

Grading: Fifty percent of final course grade will come from 
work in the lab. Fifty percent will come from lecture 
portion of the course. Students must pass lab in order to 
receive passing grade for the course. Weekly lab assignments: 
60%, outside feature: 10%, Final, 30%. 

Week of Topic 

Jan. 19 Introduction, copy preparation, 
symbols, ability grouping pretest 

Jan. 26 AP style, leads 

Feb. 2 Inverted pyramid leads, simple 
news story 

Feb. 9 More simple news stories 

Feb. 16 Stories using quotes, obits 

Feb. 23 Quotations and speech stories 

March 2 Speeches, interviews 

March 9 Interviews, longer stories, 
localization of stories 

Workbook 
Chapters 

Chapter 1 

If 2 

3, 

4, 

5, 

5, 

4 

5 

6 

6 

6, 7, 8 

4-8 
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March 16-22 SPRING VACATION 

March 23 Broadcast copy 

March 30 Public relations releases 

April 6 Features 

April 13 Outside feature to be written in 

April 20 Ads 

April 27 Review for final and posttest of 

May 4 

ability grouping 

Lab finals 

Catalog description of class: news gathering and writing 
techniques as applied to newspapers, broadcast media and 
public relations with practice in research and writing. 

ALL STORIES MUST BE TYPED. 
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Journalism 1345, Writing for Mass Media 

Syllabus 

George Rhoades, Instructor in Lecture Portion 

Textbooks: Basics of Writing for the Mass Media by Marian 
Nelson and George Rhoades (for use in lecture) 

When Words Collide by Lauren Kessler and Duncan 
McDonald (for use in lecture) 

AP Stylebook and Libel Manual (for use in 
lecture and lab) 

Practice Exercises in News Writing by George A. 
Hough (for use in lab) 

Catalog Description: 
News gathering and writing techniques as applied 
to newspapers, broadcast media and public 
relations with practice in research and writing. 

Major Objectives: 

1. Students will be introduced to news writing for print 
and broadcast. Instruction will cover style, grammar, 
interviewing and observation techniques. 

2. Students will be introduced to feature writing. 

3. Students will be introduced to public relations writing, 
advertising copy writing and psychology of advertising. 

4. Students will be introduced to writing for broadcast. 

5. Students will become acquainted with the use of basic 
reference sources for media. 

Grading; 

Fifty (50) percent of final course grade will come from work 
in lab. Fifty (50) percent will come from lecture portion. 

Students must make passing grade in lab in order to receive 
passing grade for for course. 

Laboratory: 

Labs will be conducted according to standard newsroom 
practices. Lab instructor will be responsible for assign-
ments and grading in lab. 

Lecture Exams: 

Lecture portion of course will include five exams. Lowest 
exam score will be dropped. No makeups will be permitted. 
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Attendance; 

Prompt and complete attendance is expected. Excessive 
absences will result in lowered grade or no credit in the 
course. Students may have five absences in lecture portion 
without affecting grade. Each absence in excess of five 
(for whatever reason) will reduce final grade by two points. 
Students may be dropped from the course with failing grade 
after twelve absences. 

Dates Text Assignment 

Jan. 19 Chapter 1 (Basics) 
Chapter 1 (Words) 
AP Stylebook, A-D 

Topic 

Communication 
Words as Tools 

Jan. 21, Chapters 2, 3 (Basics) 
26 Chapter 2 (Words) 

News 
Parts of Speech 

Jan. 28, Chapter 3 (Basics) 
Feb. 2 Appendix A (Words) 

News 
Spelling 

Feb. 4, 9 Exam 

Feb. 11, Chapter 4 (Basics) 
16 Chapter 3 (Words) 

AP Stylebook, E-J 

Refining News Story 
Sentences 

Feb. 18, Chapter 6 (Basics) 
23, 25 Chapters 3, 4 (Words) 

Interviewing 
Sentences, Agreement 

March 2, 4 Exam 

March 9, Chapter 7 (Basics) 
11 Chapter 5 (Words) 

AP Stylebook, K-R 

Reference: 
Case 

March 23, 
25, 30 

Chapter 5 (Basics) 
Chapter 6 (Words) 

Broadcast 
Voice 

April 1 

April 6, 8 

Exam 

Chapter 8 (Basics) 
Chapter 9 (Words) 
AP Stylebook, S-Z 

Features 
Style 

April 13, Chapter 11 (Basics) 
15 Chapter 7 (Words) 

Editing 
Punctuation 

April 20 Exam 
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April 22, Chapters 9, 10 (Basics) PR, Advertising 
27, 29 Chapter 8 (Words) Clarity 

May 4, 6 Chapter 12 (Basics) Law 
Part III, pp. 166-206 (Words) 

Final Exam: May 11, 9 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. 



APPENDIX E 

USE OF HUMAN SUBJECTS INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

78 



79 

Use of Human Subjects 

Informed Consent 

Name of Subject 

I hereby give consent to Marian Wynne to perform or 
supervise the following investigational procedure or 
treatment: 
Ability grouping in JOUR 1345, Writing for the Mass 
Media at the University of Texas at Arlington. 

1 have heard a clear explanation and understand the ̂  
nature and procedure; possible appropriate alternative 
procedures that would be advantageous to me; and the 
attendant discomforts or risks involved and the 
possibility of complications which might arise. I have 
heard a clear explanation and understand the benefits 
to be expected. I understand that the procedure or 
treatment to be performed is investigational and that 
I may withdraw my consent. With my understanding of 
this, having received this information and satisfactory 
answers to the questions I have asked, I voluntarily 
consent to the procedure designated in Paragraph 1 
above. 

Date 

Signed: Signed: 
Witness Subject 

Signed: Signed: 
Witness Person responsible 

for someone under 
18 years of age 

Relationship 

If the subject is a minor under 18 years of age, the person 
responsible is the mother or father or legally-appointed 
guardian. 
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Ability Grouping Posttest in Media Writing 

Week of April 27, 1987 

Instructions; Please write the following two stories in 

your own words. Write them in journalistic style for a 

downtown daily newspaper. Use correct spelling, grammar 

and punctuation. Put your social security number and not 

your name on your papers. Return this paper with your 

posttest. 

1. Ralph Smith, Judge Adolph Hughes' clerk, called to 

tell you about an incident in the judge's court yesterday 

during arraignments. Smith tells you that you should have 

seen the judge's face when he saw a T-shirt. A man walked 

into court wearing a T-shirt that read: "I'm so happy I 

could Only the shirt didn't say blank, it used a 

word similar to defecate. The judge told the guy—he was 

in court to be arraigned on a possession charge—two ounces 

of marijuana—that there was a dress code in Municipal Court 

and that T-shirts weren't the proper dress. Then he said 

that if that's what made the guy happy, he'd accommodate 

him. The judge accepted the guy's not guilty plea, held 

him for trial and set a bond that he couldn't make. Then 

he told the guy he'd like the county jail. It's got new 

plumbing and he could be as happy there as he liked. . . . 

You find out that the man involved is Fred Robertson, no 

known address, age 22. Bond set at $5,000. Man in jail 

awaiting trial. 
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2. The man is Harry Allenson, 83. He lives at 550 

Central Avenue. At about 9:30 a.m. today Allenson was 

walking south on a sidewalk near his home. He was struck 

by a car and taken to Memorial Hospital. Gerald Schwartz, 

32, of 517 Garfield Drive was driving the car. The police 

charged Schwartz with failure to yield the right of way 

when emerging from a driveway. At the hospital, Allenson 

is reported in fair condition. He is being treated for a 

variety of injuries, including several broken ribs and 

abrasions to his left arm and hip. Schwartz says he wasn't 

hurt and feels fine. 
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