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INTRODUCTION

Small-group instruction is ubiquitous in today’s elementary school classrooms. 

In a recent survey completed by elementary teachers across the United States (n 

= 101), 90% of respondents indicated that they typically met with small groups of 

students three to five days a week (Ward et al., 2024). There are many reasons to 

group students during instruction. Maybe most obviously, small-group instruction 

can facilitate the goal of differentiation: Each student is unique in terms of the 

knowledge, skills, experiences, and interests they bring to the classroom; small-

group instruction allows educators to be responsive to individual students’ needs. 

When delivering instruction to small groups, teachers can customize instruction by 

adjusting the content of instruction, the method of instructional delivery (e.g., how 

explicitly content is presented), the amount of instructional scaffolding provided, and 

the frequency or intensity of instruction (Tomlinson, 2014). But is using small groups 

to differentiate instruction really supported by the research? After all, when teachers 

provide instruction to individual small groups, students participate in fewer minutes of 

teacher-managed learning overall (Shanahan, 2018, 2024). Does using small groups 

to differentiate instruction really translate to benefits for student learning? And what 

does research say about the details: What is the best way to use assessment data to 

inform small-group instruction? How should teachers group students, and how often 

should they update student groups? What are the best ways to adjust instructional 

intensity, content, and methods to meet student needs? What classroom routines best 

support effective small-group instruction?

The goal of this paper is to support educators and administrators looking to adopt 

or improve their approach to small-group literacy instruction, so they can align 

their practices with the current scientific evidence. We first define small-group 

instruction and provide a broad summary of the research on using small groups 

during literacy instruction in the elementary grades. Next, we identify and describe 

practices that support high-quality, small-group literacy instruction. To ensure that 

this paper translates research into actionable practices, we also provide specific 

advice for administrators on the role they can play in promoting effective small-group 

instruction. Throughout, we tie our guidance to practical examples to demonstrate 

how the components of evidence-based, differentiated small-group instruction can 

look when they come together in an elementary school classroom.
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WHAT IS SMALL-GROUP 
DIFFERENTIATED LITERACY 
INSTRUCTION?

During small-group differentiated instruction, a teacher typically works with a select 

number of students to address learning needs, behavioral characteristics, or topics of 

interest they have in common. Sometimes, a teacher will work with a subset of students 

with heterogeneous learning needs, motivational characteristics, or topics of interest 

with the goal of giving some students the opportunity to be models or teachers and 

other students opportunities to learn—but with the goal of differentiating instruction to 

stretch and maximize growth for all students. It is important to note that small-group 

instruction facilitates both productive learning experiences and time to practice skills for 

all students in the classroom, not just those meeting directly with the teacher in a small 

group. As a result, when we describe recommendations for small-group instruction, we 

focus not only on the instructional time when students are working directly with the 

teacher but also on considerations that allow students to make effective use of their 

time when they are working more independently.

There are reasons to group students during instruction that do not serve the purpose 

of differentiation. For example, dividing students into peer-led small groups can 

facilitate increased independence for students who are practicing a set of newly 

learned skills (e.g., in Collaborative Strategic Reading groups; Boardman et al., 2016) 

but does not necessarily involve differentiation of instruction. Alternatively, a teacher 

might pull a small group for the purpose of demonstrating something that can only 

be demonstrated up close (e.g., place and manner of articulating phonemes) or to 

ensure that students are paying close attention and experiencing more opportunities to 

respond and more accountability for engaging with learning and practice (Shanahan, 

2018). In this paper, we do not seek to describe all the reasons to group students during 

instruction. Instead, we focus on grouping to differentiate instruction. In addition, 

although supplemental instruction (e.g., Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention) for students with 

learning difficulties is often provided in a small-group format (see Table 1), there is 

substantial evidence supporting the use of small groups to differentiate instruction in 

the general education classroom (i.e., during Tier 1 instruction) as well (Conradi Smith et 

al., 2022; Puzio et al., 2020; Connor et al., 2013).
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Using Small Groups — Not just for intervention? 

A multitiered system of supports (MTSS) is a responsive instructional framework. 

The aim of a MTSS approach is to prevent the emergence of difficulties by using 

assessment data to inform the provision of scaffolds of various intensities, so that 

the needs of all students are met equitably—and early. Depending on their initial 

performance and progress over time, students may receive only Tier 1 instruction 

(i.e., only core instruction in the general education classroom), or they may receive 

both Tier 1 instruction and Tier 2 instruction (i.e., core instruction + supplemental 

instruction that provides additional opportunities to learn and practice). If students are 

not making adequate progress receiving only Tier 1 + Tier 2 instruction, they may be 

provided with Tier 3 supports as part of the MTSS framework. More information about 

the tiers within a MTSS is provided below. It is important to remember that effective 

instructional practices are effective for most/all students, not just those who are 

struggling. The tiers of a MTSS indicate an increase in instructional time and intensity 

but not necessarily change in underlying pedagogical practices.

Working in small groups is common within MTSS frameworks, because small-

group instruction enables teachers to provide focused instruction to support the 

development of specific types of knowledge or skill (Denton et al., 2014). Below, we 

describe the role small groups play within each tier.

Table 1

Tier 1 — Universal 

Support (100% of 

students)

All students should receive Tier 1 instruction that includes high-

quality teaching practices. Differentiation using small groups should 

be considered one of those best practices and serves as a method for 

addressing the various needs students bring to the general education 

classroom literacy block.

Tier 2 — Supplemental 

Support (10–15% of 

students) 

Some students will require additional instruction beyond Tier 1. In Tier 

2, instructional content and teaching practices may be identical to what 

students received in Tier 1, but the time will be extended. This allows 

students to spend more time on specific topics or skills as needed. 

Because only a subset of students typically needs this extended learning 

time, small groups provide an ideal structure for Tier 2 supplemental 

support. Schools or districts often have a block of “intervention time” that 

can be used to deliver Tier 2 instruction.

Tier 3 — Intensive 

Support (3–5% of 

students)

A small subset of students who receive Tier 1 and 2 instruction may still 

not make adequate progress to achieving grade-level standards. If this 

occurs, students may require additional time and specialized supports. 

If multiple students have similar needs, small groups can provide the 

structure for Tier 3 support.
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RESEARCH ON SMALL-GROUP 
DIFFERENTIATED LITERACY 
INSTRUCTION

Research generally finds that small-group instruction is associated with increased 

learning. Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2016) systematically analyzed 13 previous reviews 

of research on this topic and found that grouping students in K–12 based on their 

academic needs was associated with improved performance (ES = .25). One of the 

reviews included by Steenbergen-Hu et al. reported effects on reading outcomes in 

particular: Lou et al. (1996) found that within-class grouping for reading instruction was 

associated with more learning than no grouping (ES =.13). 

It may also be useful to review the results of a couple of individual studies that suggest 

benefits of small-group, differentiated literacy instruction in Tier 1 classrooms. Connor 

et al. (2006) observed instruction in 34 preschool classrooms and found that learning 

was 10 times greater for preschoolers who were engaged in small-group code-focused 

instruction than for preschoolers who were engaged in whole-class code-focused 

instruction. Al Otaiba et al. (2011) randomized 44 kindergarten teachers to receive 

either (a) extensive professional development, coaching, and software that focused 

on delivery of differentiated small-group instruction (the “treatment” condition) or (b) 

minimal professional development, such that they mostly continued delivering their 

“business-as-usual" instruction (the “comparison” condition). During the study, both 

groups of teachers were observed using small-group instruction, but the quality of 

small-group instruction differed: in the comparison group, each small group received 

the same instruction; in the treatment group, there was clear evidence of differentiation 

of instruction (i.e., each small group received something different). Al Otaiba and 

colleagues reported that students in treatment classrooms (i.e., those who received 

differentiated small-group instruction) outperformed their peers in the comparison 

classrooms on end-of-year reading measures. In addition to impacting reading 

outcomes, grouping students to differentiate instruction has been shown to positively 

impact student engagement (Connor & Morrison, 2016) and student attitudes about 

learning (Kulik & Kulik, 1992; Lou et al., 1996).
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It is worth noting that there can be downsides to providing instruction in small groups 

as well. The main trade-off to consider relates to the amount of teacher-led instruction 

students have access to overall: a whole-group lesson can be delivered to all students 

at the same time, whereas a small-group lesson of the same length only reaches a small 

proportion of the class. This is why it is important to find the right balance between 

whole-class and small-group instruction, and to use small-group instructional time 

intentionally (e.g., to provide opportunities for independent, collaborative practice of 

new knowledge or skills, for demonstrations that will be more effective up close, or 

for differentiation—to customize instruction such that it can meet diverse needs that 

cannot be met during a whole-class lesson).

COMPONENTS OF SMALL-GROUP INSTRUCTION

As part of her larger body of work focused on understanding how different 

students learn best within the same classroom, Dr. Carol Connor has been a key 

contributor to knowledge about small-group instruction and its impact on student 

outcomes. Connor and her colleagues identified four dimensions of instruction 

that, when provided in the appropriate, student-customized combination, maximize 

student growth in literacy (Connor et al., 2009a). Code-focused (CF) instruction is 

designed to teach children how to “crack the code” of printed words and addresses 

phonological awareness, grapheme-phoneme correspondence, phonics knowledge 

(i.e., the sounds corresponding to letters or letter combinations), decoding, and 

irregular word reading. Meaning-focused (MF) instruction supports students’ efforts 

to extract and construct meaning while reading connected text (Snow, 2002) and 

includes vocabulary knowledge, morpheme awareness, knowledge of print and text 

concepts, syntactic knowledge, and verbal reasoning (e.g., inference generation). 

The knowledge and skills addressed during code-focused and meaning-focused 

instruction are robust predictors of skilled reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Gough & 

Tunmer, 1986; Scarborough, 2001). However, different children need them in different 

doses (i.e., some children benefit from a greater focus on code-focused knowledge 

and skills, and others benefit from a greater focus on meaning). Connor and her 

colleagues found that the impact of instruction was maximized when the content 

of instruction (i.e., the degree to which it was focused on cracking the code or 

constructing meaning) was customized to meet student needs (Al Otaiba et al., 2011; 

Connor et al., 2013; Connor et al., 2006).
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Connor and her colleagues also found that different students benefited from different 

amounts of teacher-managed (TM) instruction (i.e., instruction structured and driven 

by the teacher, such that the teacher is continuously present with students) and child-

managed (CM) instruction (i.e., instruction during which students engage in group or 

independent work that is not directly guided by an adult; the teacher may occasionally 

check in and monitor work from afar, but they are not continuously present with 

students). While the magnitude varied by grade and time in the school year, Connor 

found that, in general, students with more knowledge or skill in a particular area benefit 

from more child-managed instruction, while students with less knowledge or skill in 

an area benefit from more teacher-managed instruction (Connor, 2011; Connor et al., 

2011b). By observing and recording instruction in classrooms across diverse schools 

and districts, Dr. Connor generated a few important conclusions about small-group 

differentiated literacy instruction:

1. Different students benefit from more or less time receiving code-focused and 

meaning-focused instruction (Connor et al., 2007). Small-group instructional 

planning should focus on each group’s needs; some groups may need more 

instructional time than others, and instruction should not look the same for all 

groups.

2. It is possible for students who have at-grade-level or above-grade-level word 

reading skills to get too much code-focused instruction. In fact, “children with 

stronger skills generally show weaker reading gains the more time they spend in 

teacher-managed, code-focused activities” (Connor, 2011a), and more instruction 

in general does not consistently predict better student outcomes (Connor et al., 

2011a; Connor et al., 2009b). These findings illustrate the value of using small 

groups to regulate not just the lesson content students receive, but also the time 

they spend on a particular topic. If students have already mastered a phonics skill 

or have not reached a level of skill or knowledge that will allow them to access the 

material, the precious time dedicated to this mismatched code-focused instruction 

will be underutilized. Unlike code-focused instruction, teacher-managed 

instruction on vocabulary, comprehension, language, or reading for understanding 

typically benefits all students and thus may be a better use of whole-class time 

(Connor et al., 2004).
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3. Students can benefit from time receiving direct instruction (in whole and small 

groups), but they can also benefit from time practicing new skills and working with 

peers in child-managed instructional contexts. Research shows that, when students 

have the language skills required to access an activity, spending time on meaning-

focused activities with peers or independently leads to greater growth than only 

practicing with adult support (Connor et al., 2009b; Connor et al., 2011b; Connor 

et al., 2013). The benefits of child-managed instruction tend to increase as a school 

year progresses. Small groups provide an excellent opportunity for most of a class 

to take part in child-managed work while one small group works with the teacher.
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SMALL-GROUP DIFFERENTIATED 
LITERACY INSTRUCTION IN 
PRACTICE

In the remaining sections of this paper, we integrate summaries of research 

evidence into guidance about practical considerations when designing small-group 

differentiated literacy instruction. We identify key considerations for small-group 

instruction, including (a) using assessment to guide instruction, (b) grouping students 

and incorporating flexibility into grouping, (c) differentiating lesson content, (d) 

providing scaffolding and feedback during small-group instruction, and (e) thinking 

through small-group instruction structures and routines.

USING ASSESSMENT TO GUIDE INSTRUCTION

Research shows that small-group instruction is more effective when data helps inform 

lesson content (i.e., to develop lessons that build on students’ shared strengths and/

or address areas of weakness), the composition of student groups, and adjustments 

to instruction based on students’ instructional response or progress over time 

(Schildkamp et al., 2013). Instruction guided by assessments has been shown to 

raise the quality of instruction and improve student outcomes (Al Otaida et al., 2014; 

Connor et al., 2013; Graue et al., 2017; Gatlin-Nash et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2016). 

At the same time, assessment is an expensive endeavor, not only in terms of the 

costs associated with purchasing tests and collecting data, but also when considering 

instructional time lost (Barrett et al., 2023). Time devoted to assessment reduces the 

amount of time for instruction. In addition, administering and scoring assessments 

impacts the time teachers have available to plan for and deliver instruction (Barrett et 

al., 2023). Therefore, to ensure that assessment has a net positive impact on student 

learning, it is important to make assessments “count,” by considering: 1) the domains 

of literacy that should be measured, 2) the best ways to measure student knowledge/

skill within each domain, and 3) other factors that can help maximize the benefits of 

assessment.
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When determining what data will be most useful to identify student needs and form 

small groups, we propose a slightly expanded version of recommendations presented 

by Conradi Smith and coauthors (2022) that focus on assessing decoding, fluency, 

and comprehension. By adding oral language and/or vocabulary to the list, we can 

better assess the students’ needs when it comes to meaning-focused domains. 

Ideally, teachers should regularly collect data about students’ performance in at least 

one code-focused domain (e.g., phonics/decoding or passage-reading fluency) and 

one meaning-focused domain (e.g., vocabulary, comprehension; Hamilton et al., 

2009). See Table 2 for more information about each reading domain within which 

teachers can assess students.

Table 2

Domain
Instruction 

Type

Most Relevant 

Grade(s) 
Benefits Challenges 

Phonics/

Decoding

Code-

focused

K to Grade 

3 and older 

students with 

code-focused 

difficulties 

Phonics/decoding involves a 

relatively constrained set of 

skills that can be measured 

using informal or teacher-

created inventories. There 

is also a clear spectrum of 

complexity (for example, 

moving from knowledge 

of individual letter-sound 

correspondences to reading 

multisyllabic words). 

Evaluating phonics 

knowledge can get very 

granular. It can be difficult to 

determine when a general 

sense for students’ phonics 

ability is sufficient, or if it is 

important to know exactly 

what grapheme-phoneme 

correspondences they have 

mastered or which ones 

they have yet to learn. Also, 

there may be disconnects 

between the order in which 

students have acquired 

phonics knowledge and a 

curriculum’s sequence of 

phonics instruction that 

can make it difficult to put 

decoding assessment data 

into action when it comes 

to forming groups and 

determining lesson content.
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Table 2 (cont.)

Domain
Instruction 

Type

Most Relevant 

Grade(s) 
Benefits Challenges 

Oral 

Language

Meaning-

focused

K+ Oral language (including 

vocabulary knowledge and 

language comprehension) 

plays a critical role in 

reading development 

(Hogan at al., 2014). For 

many students, listening 

comprehension outpaces 

reading comprehension in the 

early grades, while decoding 

automaticity is still developing. 

Oral language data is helpful 

in identifying specific subsets 

of students who are fluent 

speakers but may not fully 

understand content when 

they read. Informal checks 

for understanding (written or 

verbal responses to listening) 

can be a way to gain insight 

within this area.

Language and vocabulary 

skills grow through life 

experiences as well as through 

exposure to direct instruction. 

Student growth and 

proficiency in oral language 

are typically not as closely tied 

to classroom instruction as 

code-focused skills (Anderson 

& Nagy, 1993).

Fluency Code-

focused 

Grades 1+ Fluency is relatively easy 

to measure and serves as 

a good proxy for overall 

reading ability. In one study, 

fluency was found to account 

for approximately 50% of 

the variance in students’ 

reading comprehension for 

adolescent students with 

reading difficulties (Paige, 

2011). 

Students with low fluency 

scores may have difficulties 

for many reasons (e.g., fluency 

is impacted by language 

comprehension or decoding 

accuracy and automaticity). 

Further assessment may be 

needed to pinpoint strengths 

or weaknesses for guiding 

differentiation.   

Reading 

Compre-

hension

Meaning-

focused 

Grades 2+ 

(or students 

reading 

connected 

text fluently)

Comprehension is the 

ultimate goal of reading 

instruction. When measured 

in a reliable way, reading 

comprehension data can 

be an extremely useful 

starting point to help 

teachers understand how 

well a student is reading. 

Informal checks (written or 

verbal responses to reading) 

can be useful for tracking 

student understanding and 

engagement.

Reading comprehension is 

complex and can be impacted 

by many factors, including the 

reader, the text itself, and the 

purpose for reading (Snow, 

2002). Like fluency difficulties, 

reading comprehension 

difficulties arise from different 

causes. Because of this, 

further assessment may be 

necessary to pinpoint the 

cause (or causes) of students’ 

comprehension difficulties. 
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There are a few key factors to consider when using assessment data to guide 

instruction. First, for students at or above grade level who are continuing to make 

progress, informal assessment may be adequate for determining appropriate ways 

to differentiate instruction. In contrast, it may be necessary to administer multiple 

assessments to accurately determine the source of students’ trouble when they 

have difficulties (Jones, et al., 2016). For example, although passage-reading fluency 

assessments primarily reflect code-focused knowledge and skills, they can be 

impacted by meaning-focused knowledge. Students’ prosody (e.g., intonation, stress, 

phrasing) while reading depends on their understanding of the text and vocabulary 

knowledge; both can also impact the speed with which students recognize and 

pronounce individual words. 

A panel of expert researchers recommended using multiple data sources, including 

teacher observation, when making decisions about instructional differentiation; they 

advised against using just one data point measured at one moment in time (Hamilton 

at al., 2009). For example, it may be difficult for a teacher to plan differentiated small-

group lessons with only screening data related to students’ receptive vocabulary 

abilities. However, if additional information from student writing samples (i.e., work 

that indicates expressive vocabulary abilities) is also available, then both data points 

can be used to determine students’ instructional needs. A student may score below 

grade level on a general vocabulary assessment but excel in a unit about the ocean 

due to background knowledge and personal interest in that topic. Distinctions like this 

can be used to more precisely inform differentiation.
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Using quantitative data (and receiving training on how to use it effectively) is 

important because it helps reduce bias. Research has shown that teacher intuition 

and informal assessments alone do not always accurately capture a student’s 

academic competence (Eckert & Arbolino, 2005; Timmermans et al., 2016). In one 

specific example, two groups of teachers rated student ability in math and literacy. 

The teachers in the treatment group were provided with data and professional 

development (PD) that addressed how to use assessment to guide instruction, 

and the control-group teachers received data and PD with a focus only on the 

implementation of an instructional program (i.e., without a focus on data-driven 

differentiation). The results revealed that, even with access to student data, the 

control teachers tended to underestimate the academic competence of students 

with lower socioeconomic status, especially those enrolled in more affluent schools 

(Gatlin-Nash et al., 2021). This example illustrates how important it is for teachers to 

have access to data and receive training on how to use the data to inform instruction. 

When good data, collected using multiple methods and timepoints, is paired with 

training, teachers can form a more complete picture of student strengths and needs 

for instruction planning and differentiation.

GROUPING STUDENTS TO DIFFERENTIATE INSTRUCTION

Once teachers have used assessment data to identify areas of need, they can 

purposefully create (a) small groups of students with similar levels of knowledge and 

skill (homogeneous groups) to provide instruction that targets their shared areas 

of need, or (b) small groups of students with differing levels of knowledge and skill 

(heterogeneous groups) to provide instruction that stretches students with stronger 

skills to be models or peer tutors and supports students with less skill to be learners. 

Although this section focuses on grouping students according to similar or divergent 

levels of knowledge or skill in a literacy domain, teachers can purposefully create 

homogeneous small groups based on various factors, including student interests, 

background knowledge, behavioral needs, and motivational levels.
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Homogeneous Groups

Homogeneous small-group structures are a common approach to differentiating 

instruction in elementary schools in the United States (Graham et al., 2020). As 

noted previously, skill-based homogeneous grouping is related to positive academic 

outcomes regardless of students’ ability levels (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016). This 

approach is valuable when the teacher’s goal is to deliver targeted instructional support 

to students with similar skills in need of further development (Bondie et al., 2019; Hall & 

Burns, 2018). The similarity or more narrow range in students’ skill levels within skill-

based homogeneous small groups allows teachers to differentiate instruction in a way 

that better meets students’ needs.

There are potential disadvantages to skill-based homogeneous grouping that teachers 

should be aware of. One concern is that teachers may lower their expectations for 

groups of students who have less proficiency in each area. Additionally, the use of 

skill-based homogeneous small groups may deny opportunities for lower-achieving 

students to interact with and learn from higher-achieving peers (Boaler et al., 2000). 

Finally, students may identify and internalize the labels associated with their skill-based 

homogeneous small groups, leading to perceptions such as “those are the good 

readers and we are the struggling readers” (Park & Datnow, 2017). Regularly regrouping 

students based on varying characteristics, including skill proficiency, can be a potential 

solution to these problems.

Heterogeneous Groups

Teachers may opt to use heterogeneous or mixed-ability small groups if their goal is 

to (a) stretch students with higher levels of knowledge or skill to work on articulating 

or modeling their thought processes (and to use metacognition to identify what they 

are doing in a way that allows them to teach and model for others) and (b) scaffold 

learning for students with lower levels of knowledge or skill by providing access to 

a peer who can serve as an expert model (Wilkinson & Fung, 2002). All learners can 

further develop competency in a skill by observing and interacting with individuals 

with strong competency (i.e., from observing and imitating expert models). Student 

modeling may offer an advantage over teacher-led demonstrations: peers often share 

learning experiences, ways of using language, and cultural knowledge; as a result, peer 

models may be able to describe and model a skill in a way that makes more sense 

to their less-expert peers than if a teacher had described or modeled the same skill 

(Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007; Völlinger et al., 2023). Heterogeneous grouping has the 

collateral benefit of fostering interaction and collaboration among diverse groups of 

classmates. 
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There are many ways to heterogeneously group students. For example, after gathering 

formal and informal data on the students’ abilities to read fluently, a teacher may divide 

the class into three groups based on their performance (e.g., eight students in a low-

skill group, eight in a moderate-skill group, and eight in a high-skill group) and rank 

order them within each group. Next, the teacher may create heterogeneous small 

groups of three students by selecting the students at the same rank within each of 

the skill groups. Alternatively, the teacher may strategically select which students are 

grouped together based on his or her observations of the students and knowledge of 

their other strengths and weaknesses, including social and behavioral considerations. 

Then, in their assigned small groups, students may complete a reading fluency activity 

in which each student is assigned a certain role (e.g., the student from the high-skill 

group could be designated to model fluent reading while the other two students 

follow along; the student in the moderate-skill group could practice reading the same 

passage next; and the student in the low-skill group could be the last to practice, after 

twice reading along while their peers demonstrate fluent reading). Higher-skill students 

could provide feedback to peers that stretches them to think metacognitively about 

the way they accomplish fluent reading (e.g., about how reading with prosody involves 

varying intonation, stress, and tempo based on the meaning of the text).

Updating Groups Regularly

Researchers recommend that teachers regularly update small-group composition to 

adapt to their students’ evolving needs as they respond to effective instruction (Castle 

et al., 2005; Watts-Taffe et al., 2012). Teachers may choose to change small groups for 

many reasons, including because progress-monitoring assessments indicate mastery 

of content by certain students (who may benefit from engaging with more challenging 

material in a different small group). In certain instances, progress-monitoring data may 

indicate the need to reduce group size for more intensive instruction. When individual 

students demonstrate specific challenges not experienced by their classmates or 

require higher-intensity interventions, transitioning to a smaller group or even 1:1 

instruction can be a strategic response.
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Regularly updating small groups not only enables teachers to address the unique needs 

of each learner more effectively, but also fosters a more inclusive and collaborative 

learning environment, promoting broader social interaction and sense of community 

among students and providing students with opportunities to experience diverse group 

dynamics and challenges (Wilkinson & Fung, 2002). When small groups are updated 

regularly, there is less risk that ability labels will become entrenched (McGillicuddy 

& Devine, 2020) and that students will perceive their ability as something fixed, such 

that it is not possible to grow and improve. This is important, because when students 

have negative perceptions of their abilities, they are likely to experience academic 

difficulties, including with the development of reading skills (Best et al., 2011; Morgan 

& Fuchs, 2007). At the same time, some evidence suggests that the quality of teachers’ 

instruction may be more influential on students’ perceptions of their own ability than 

teachers’ grouping practices (Yu et al., 2022).

How Often Should Groups Be Changed?

Unfortunately, there is not a precise answer to how often groups should be changed. 

Striking a balance between stability and flexibility is key. Teachers should be responsive 

to student performance data, updating small groups when students show insufficient 

progress or when there are other potential benefits to making a change (e.g., students 

in the existing group do not work well together, Lewis & Batts, 2005). The exact 

time frame may vary based on a teacher’s progress-monitoring schedule or other 

organizational considerations (e.g., breaks in the school schedule). Too-frequent 

changes, however, should be avoided. They may create disruptions in students’ 

learning. The optimal frequency may vary depending on factors such as the grade 

of the students (e.g., younger students may need to be regrouped more frequently 

as they are learning new skills for the first time), the nature of the content being 

addressed (e.g., discrete skills, such as letter-sound correspondences, may take less 

time to learn for some students), and the overall goals of instruction (e.g., mastery of 

one skill versus mastery of a set of skills).
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DIFFERENTIATION OF LESSON CONTENT

In the figures below, we provide example small-group lesson plans that differentiate 

instruction for students in primary-grade (Figure 1) and upper-elementary grade 

(Figure 2) classrooms. In the first set of examples, all kindergarteners receive primarily 

code-focused instruction, but the teacher differentiates the content and intensity 

of instruction students receive. To group students for these kindergarten, code-

focused small-group lessons, the teacher would first administer a curriculum-aligned 

placement test or a phonics inventory to determine what letter-sound knowledge 

they have and where to place them in the sequence of instruction. Some kindergarten 

students may have no letter-sound knowledge in the fall of kindergarten. These 

students will be placed at the start of the sequence of instruction. For example, if the 

teacher is using Scholastic’s Ready4Reading Short Reads Decodables book series, 

they would start with Sam and Tam and the letter-sound cards that introduce the 

short-vowel sound for a and the sounds associated with the consonants m, s, and 

t in common consonant-vowel-consonant words. (This is the only letter-sound 

knowledge students need to read Sam and Tam.) Other kindergarten students may 

already know the short-vowel sound associated with a and all of the consonant 

sounds introduced in the first seven decodables in the series but still lack knowledge 

of the short-vowel sound associated with i. Such students would be grouped together 

and placed in the sequence of instruction at the lesson that introduces the short-vowel 

sound for i and scaffolds reading of the decodable Rip! Dip! and Pat!.

Students with lower levels of knowledge may need more support and opportunities 

for practice than students who start kindergarten with more letter-sound knowledge. 

The “Code-Focused Lesson 1” is designed to provide a little extra practice for students 

with initially low levels of phonics/decoding knowledge. Students who receive “Code-

Focused Lesson 1” learn new letter-sounds and temporarily irregular words, practice 

decoding words using new letter-sound knowledge, and read a decodable book. Then, 

in “Code-Focused Lesson 2,” these same groups with initially lower levels of phonics/

decoding knowledge have an opportunity to read the same book again, this time 

focusing on comprehension as well as decoding. For students with higher initial levels 

of phonics/decoding knowledge (e.g., the group that started with Rip! Dip! and Pat!), 

it’s okay to skip “Code-Focused Lesson 1” and go straight to “Code-Focused Lesson 2.” 

Teachers can usually expect more advanced students to pick up on new letter-sound 

knowledge more quickly; such students will likely be able to focus on comprehension 

as well as decoding even on the first read. When groups that need more teacher 

support are engaged in the second small-group lesson for this decodable, groups 

of students with strengths in this area can engage in child-managed instructional 

activities, which are associated with greater benefits for students who are initially more 

proficient (Connor, 2011b).
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As we also underlined in the “Grouping Students to Differentiate Instruction” section 

above, it’s important to anticipate that students will move between groups as the 

school year progresses. The initial groups you assign students to are not rigid 

arrangements that remain the same from fall to spring. Especially in kindergarten, 

there is a need for flexible grouping approaches. Some students will begin the year 

having had little exposure to instruction or informal play focused on letter names 

and sounds, but they will learn quickly. Others will begin the year having had ample 

exposure to instruction in letter names and sounds but have more difficulty retaining 

and organizing new learning in this area. Informal (e.g., content-aligned assessments 

integrated into a lesson) or formal progress-monitoring data can inform teachers’ 

decisions to move students to new groups.

Figure 1a.

Before the Lesson:

• Use data to choose an appropriate decodable book.

• Identify letter sounds and irregular words students need to know to read the book.  

• Create or select existing flashcards to teach the letter-sounds and irregular words that students do not 
already know or may need to review.

• Choose three decodable words from the book and write them on a whiteboard or piece of paper.

Lesson Materials: letter-sound cards, list of decodable words, irregular word cards, and decodable books

Phonics (2 minutes)
Show one letter-sound card. Tell students the name and sound of the letter. Ask students the sound of the 
letter. Repeat until all letter-sounds have been taught. Mix all letter-sound cards together, then show one 
card and ask for the sound. Repeat until students have read each sound one or two times.

Decoding (5 minutes)
Show students the list of three decodable words from the book. Model sounding out the first word by 
pointing to each letter and saying its sound, then sliding your finger under the word and reading the whole 
word. Instruct the students to sound out and read the first word with you. Instruct the students to sound 
out and read the first word without you. For the next two words, have students sound out and read each 
word without you. Provide corrective feedback and scaffold by modeling when appropriate.

Irregular Words (3 minutes)
Show one irregular word card. Tell students the word. (Note: You can point out any letter sounds in the 
word that your students already know.) Ask students the word. Repeat until all irregular words have been 
taught. Mix all irregular word cards together, then show one card and ask for the word. Repeat until 
students have read each word one or two times.

Book Reading (10 minutes)
Give each student a book. Tell students the name of the book. Instruct students to point to each word as 
they read it. Monitor and provide support as students read each page.

KINDERGARTEN CODE-FOCUSED LESSON 1
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Figure 1a.

Note: This lesson is designed for all students. Students who began with Lesson 1 will receive additional practice. Students 
with higher initial levels of phonics/decoding knowledge will encounter these activities for the first time.

Before the Lesson:

• Use assessment data to choose a decodable book (for students who receive Lesson 1 first, the book will be the same 
book that they read during Lesson 1).

• Identify letter sounds and irregular words students need to know to read the book.

• Create or select existing flashcards to teach the letter-sounds and irregular words that students do not already know or 
may need to review.

• Choose three decodable words from the book and write them on a whiteboard or piece of paper.

Lesson Materials: letter-sound cards, list of decodable words, irregular word cards, and decodable books

Phonics (2 minutes)
Show one letter-sound card. Tell students the name and sound of the letter. Ask students the sound of the letter. Repeat 
until all letter-sounds have been taught. Mix all letter-sound cards together, then show one card and ask for the sound. 
Repeat until students have read each sound one or two times.

Decoding (3 minutes)
Show students the list of three decodable words from the book. For each word, instruct students to say each letter sound 
as you point, then read the whole word as you slide your finger under the word.

Note: This decoding activity differs from the activity in Lesson 1 in that it does not include teacher modeling or student 
reading with the teacher. That said, if students make errors and need the teacher to step back and provide modeling and 
teacher-guided practice, that is fine/encouraged!

Irregular Words (2 minutes)
Show one irregular word card. Tell students the word (Note: You can point out any letter sounds in the word that your 
students already know). Ask students the word. Repeat until all irregular words have been taught. Mix all irregular word 
cards together, then show one card and ask for the word. Repeat until students have read each word one or two times.

Book Reading (13 minutes)
Give each student a book. Tell students the name of the book. Provide students with a comprehension purpose question.* 
Instruct students to point to each word as they read it. Monitor and provide support as students read each page. After 
reading, engage students in a discussion about the comprehension purpose question.

Note: This book reading activity differs from the activity in Lesson 1 in that students are asked a comprehension purpose 
question before reading and discuss the question after reading.

*See Figure 3 for more information about formulating a good comprehension purpose question.

KINDERGARTEN CODE-FOCUSED LESSON 2

In the next set of example small-group differentiated lesson plans, upper-elementary-

grade students receive instruction that is differentiated based on the degree to which 

students need support with code-focused or meaning-focused knowledge and skills. 

Lesson 1.1 is designed to provide a little extra practice for students with initially low 

levels of phonics/decoding knowledge but adequate levels of meaning-focused 

knowledge. Lesson 1.2 is designed to provide a little extra practice for students with 

initially low levels of meaning-focused knowledge but adequate levels of phonics/

decoding knowledge. Lesson 1.3 is designed to provide support for students who have 

difficulties in both meaning-focused and code-focused domains. Lesson 2 is designed 

for all students. In this way, students who may have difficulty reading grade-level texts 

without additional support receive the extra preparation they need to engage with 

grade-level texts. Students who have high levels of both meaning-focused knowledge 
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and decoding knowledge/skill only receive one lesson (Lesson 2); after they participate 

in the first lesson, they can engage in child-managed instruction, perhaps reading and 

discussing or writing about new texts that enrich their understanding of the topics 

covered in the first text. A teacher may want to provide Lesson 2 as a whole-class 

lesson. In this case, the teacher might meet with small groups of students who have 

high levels of both meaning-focused knowledge and decoding knowledge/skill to 

discuss higher-level literary analysis of the text read as a whole class.

Figure 2a.

Before the Lesson:

• Choose a grade-level text.

• Check the text for multisyllable words and create a list of two or three multisyllable words that students 
may need support to read.

Lesson Materials: list of multisyllable words and grade-level texts

Decoding Multisyllable Words (5 minutes)
Show list of multisyllable words. Instruct students to use the strategies they have been taught to use to 
read multisyllable words during whole-class instruction. For example, they might first identify any affixes 
or graphemes that stand out as “parts they know.” Second, they might identify the vowel graphemes in the 
word, knowing that each syllable contains a vowel sound. Next, they might read the first part of the word. 
Then, they would read the second part (etc.). Last, they put the parts together and “make it sound like a real 
word.” Repeat until students have read each word one or two times.

Book Reading (10 minutes)
Give each student a copy of the text. Instruct students to read each page chorally or with individual 
students reading aloud and others following along silently (perhaps sliding a finger under each line to show 
they are following along). One good way to have students build fluency is to have them take turns reading 
in pairs, with the teacher listening in to provide support (e.g., a group of four would include two pairs). If 
students need more support, the teacher can model reading a section of text fluently and students can 
“echo-read” it after the teacher finishes. Scaffold students' reading and, if there is time, encourage them to 
reread to build fluency.

UPPER-ELEMENTARY LESSON 1.1
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Figure 2b.

Before the Lesson:

• Choose a grade-level text.

• Check the text for vocabulary words and create flashcards for two or three vocabulary words that 
students do not know or may need to review. The best words to choose are those for which lack of 
knowledge would impede comprehension of the text.

Lesson Materials: vocabulary cards and grade-level texts

Vocabulary (5 minutes)
Show one vocabulary card. Pronounce the word and prompt students to repeat the word after you. Provide 
students with a student-friendly definition of the word and an example sentence that uses the word. Ask 
questions and prompt students to respond in complete sentences using the target word. Repeat until all 
vocabulary words have been taught.

Book Reading (10 minutes)
Give each student a copy of the text. Instruct students to read each page chorally or with individual 
students reading aloud and others following along silently (perhaps sliding a finger under each line to show 
they are following along). One good way to have students build fluency is to have them take turns reading 
in pairs, with the teacher listening in to provide support (e.g., a group of four would include two pairs). If 
students need more support, the teacher can model reading a section of text fluently and students can 
“echo-read” it after the teacher finishes. Scaffold students' reading and, if there is time, encourage them to 
reread to build fluency.

UPPER-ELEMENTARY LESSON 1.2
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Figure 2c.

Before the Lesson:

• Choose a grade-level text.

• Check the text for multisyllable words and create a list of two or three multisyllable words that students 
may need support to read.

• Check the text for vocabulary words and create flashcards for two or three vocabulary words that 
students do not know or may need to review.

Lesson Materials: list of multisyllable words, vocabulary cards, and grade-level texts

Decoding Multisyllable Words (5 minutes)
Show list of multisyllable words. Instruct students to use the strategies they have been taught to use to 
read multisyllable words during whole-class instruction. For example, they might first identify any affixes 
or graphemes that stand out as “parts they know.” Second, they might identify the vowel graphemes in the 
word. Next, they might read the first part of the word. Then, they would read the second part (etc.). Last, 
they put the parts together and “make it sound like a real word.” Repeat until students have read each word 
one or two times.

Vocabulary (5 minutes)
Show one vocabulary card. Pronounce the word and prompt students to repeat the word after you. Provide 
students with a student-friendly definition of the word and an example sentence that uses the word. Ask 
questions and prompt students to respond in complete sentences using the target word. Repeat until all 
vocabulary words have been taught.

Book Reading (10 minutes)
Give each student a copy of the text. Instruct students to read each page chorally or with individual 
students reading aloud and others following along silently (perhaps sliding a finger under each line to show 
they are following along). One good way to have students build fluency is to have them take turns reading 
in pairs, with the teacher listening in to provide support (e.g., a group of four would include two pairs). If 
students need more support, the teacher can model reading a section of text fluently and students can 
“echo-read” it after the teacher finishes. Scaffold students' reading and, if there is time, encourage them to 
reread to build fluency.

UPPER-ELEMENTARY LESSON 1.3
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Figure 2d.

Note: This lesson is designed for all students. Students who began with Lesson 1 will receive additional 
practice. Students with higher initial levels of knowledge will encounter these activities for the first time.

Before the Lesson:

• Choose a grade-level text.

• Check the text for vocabulary words and create flashcards for two or three vocabulary words that 
students do not know or may need to review.

Lesson Materials: vocabulary cards and grade-level texts

Vocabulary (3 minutes)
Show one vocabulary card. Pronounce the word and prompt students to repeat the word after you. Provide 
students with a student-friendly definition of the word and an example sentence that uses the word. Ask 
questions and prompt students to respond in complete sentences using the target word. Repeat until all 
vocabulary words have been reviewed.

Book Reading (15 minutes)
Give each student a copy of the text. Provide students with a comprehension purpose question*. Instruct 
students to read each page chorally or with individual students reading aloud and others following along 
silently (perhaps sliding a finger under each line to show they are following along). One good way to have 
students build fluency is to have them take turns reading in pairs, with the teacher listening in to provide 
support (e.g., a group of four would include two pairs). If students need more support, the teacher can 
model reading a section of text fluently and students can “echo-read” it after the teacher finishes. Scaffold 
students' reading and, if there is time, encourage them to reread to build fluency. After reading, engage 
students in a discussion about the comprehension purpose question.

*See Figure 3 for more information about formulating a good comprehension purpose question.

UPPER-ELEMENTARY LESSON 2

Figure 3. What makes a good comprehension purpose question?

The purpose of a comprehension question is to focus the students’ thinking about the text. For example, 
before reading a text about earthquakes near the Mount St. Helens volcano, the teacher might say, “As you 
read, I want you to think about this question: ‘Are earthquakes a reliable indicator of an upcoming volcanic 
eruption?’ (or ‘Should we be worried when there are little earthquakes under a volcano? Are they a sure 
sign that it’s going to erupt?’) As you read, make sure to collect evidence you can use to support your 
answer.” Teachers should revisit the comprehension questions during and/or after instruction. As part of the 
comprehension discussion, teachers should also encourage student-talk and elaboration by asking "why" 
or other follow-up questions (Shanahan, et al., 2010).

What makes a good comprehension purpose question?

• It’s short! 

• It doesn’t overburden working memory. 

• It isn’t too detail-oriented. 

• It can be answered using text evidence.
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PROVIDING SCAFFOLDING AND FEEDBACK

Some students may need minimal support to complete an activity; others may benefit 

from additional scaffolding or feedback. Another way that educators can differentiate 

small-group instruction is by fine-tuning the level of scaffolding and types of feedback 

they provide based on the instructional needs of each student or group.

Teacher Feedback

Teacher feedback during small-group instruction may consist of verbal or nonverbal 

messages regarding students’ performance or understanding. Evidence suggests that 

teacher feedback supports student learning, and the most effective feedback is explicit, 

timely, and consistent (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Oakes et al., 2018; Wisniewski et 

al., 2020). Explicit feedback goes beyond general remarks about performance (e.g., 

“good job”). It specifically and clearly provides information about students’ current task 

performance, whether they are meeting their target goal, and what they need to do to 

move towards skill mastery. For example, in the Kindergarten Code-Focused Lesson 

1 example, a teacher might provide feedback to an incorrect response by saying, “You 

said this letter says /mmm/, but the letter n actually says /nnn/. You try it: What sound 

does n make?” Timely feedback refers to the feedback being provided in temporal 

proximity to when the behavior occurred. The immediacy of the feedback ensures 

that the student can connect the feedback to their misunderstanding. The regular 

provision of feedback is also important. When teachers consistently provide feedback, 

both about things students are doing well and about areas for improvement, students 

develop a clear understanding of what is expected of them to reach their goals.

Teacher Scaffolding

Sometimes, instead of providing specific feedback to correct a student’s error, a 

teacher may provide extra support to help a student arrive at the correct answer. This 

extra, temporary support is called scaffolding and may include teacher feedback or 

materials. The purpose of scaffolding is to bridge the gap between what a student 

can do now and mastery of the target skill. Scaffolds typically move from minimal 

scaffolds to more intensive scaffolds. For example, in the Book Reading activity in the 

Upper-Elementary Lesson 2 example, if a student showed difficulty responding to the 

comprehension purpose question, the teacher could provide a sentence stem to get 

the student started off using a complete sentence to respond. If the student still had 

difficulty responding, the teacher might provide a response as a cloze sentence with 

one word missing for the student to fill in. As students develop competency, teachers 

can reduce or remove the scaffolding to foster independent skill mastery.
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THINKING THROUGH SMALL-GROUP STRUCTURES  
AND ROUTINES

Carefully considering classroom structure and routines can help teachers get the 

most out of differentiated small-group instruction. Shifting to the use of small-group 

instruction requires teachers to consider classroom management to a greater extent 

(Wyatt & Chapman-DeSousa, 2017). Research suggests that incorporating positive 

behavioral support (e.g., group expectations, token economies to reinforce individual 

and group positive behaviors, self-regulation instruction and support, behavior-specific 

praise) into small-group reading instruction can support learning (Roberts et al., 2023). 

It is important that rules and expectations regarding child-managed work during small-

group instruction be established—a teacher can only work with a single small group at 

a time, so student on-task behavior during child-managed work is critical. To increase 

buy-in, teachers can co-create with students the rules and expectations for student 

behavior during teacher-managed and child-managed small-group instruction (Gibbs, 

1995; Weiss, 2013).

Figure 4. Small Group Size — What Makes a Small Group Small?

While there is a robust body of research on small groups and instruction, there are few studies focused 
specifically on testing the impact of group size. Many of the studies that are available have been done 
in the context of special education, math, or science instruction and include a range of students, from 
early elementary through college-level (Corrégé & Michinov, 2021; Laughlin et al., 2006; Vaughn et al., 
2001). Definitions also impact the literature on small-group size, with some researchers separating out the 
concepts of 1:1 instruction, dyads or partners, and small groups (starting at three or more students), while 
others consider groups of two or more students all falling under the umbrella of a small group.

Based on observation studies, the most common elementary and middle school grouping arrangements 
range between two to seven students (Baker et al., 2014). When considering experimental studies with 
elementary reading teachers, there is evidence that supports keeping small groups in this size range. In 
a 1996 meta-analysis, optimal learning occurred in groups with less than five students (Lou at al., 1996). 
Results from a study on teacher-student ratios for students with reading difficulties revealed that instruction 
was equally effective when provided 1:1 or with a small group of three students, but less effective when 
provided to groups of 10 students (Vaughn at al., 2003). Similarly, when comparing a range of group 
sizes (e.g., 1:1, 1:3, 1:6, 1:9, 1:12), Thurlow et al. (1993) found that qualitative and quantitative measures of 
instruction quality favored teacher-led groups with lower teacher-to-student ratios. Simple logistics, like 
the number of books in a classroom text set and the number of chairs that fit around the teacher table, are 
also important and may be reason enough to cap small-group size within a specific classroom setting. With 
this in mind, we recommend groups of three to six students as the default, while also emphasizing that this 
should be considered a somewhat flexible range that can be expanded based on classroom resources or 
student needs.
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Classroom routines refer to specific sequences of behaviors students learn to 

perform to facilitate smooth, uninterrupted transitions and to maximize instructional 

time. Routines are important because they help students achieve expectations and 

reduce problem behaviors. Spending time at the beginning of the year to ensure that 

well-taught, well-modeled, and well-practiced routines are in place is an essential 

prerequisite for effective small-group instruction. The reality that there are another 

15 to 20 students in their classroom at the same time that a teacher is working with 

a small group makes it difficult for a teacher to deliver uninterrupted instruction. 

Consider all the questions students may have while their teacher is providing small- 

group instruction. Establishing and practicing routines means teachers are providing 

answers up front to all these questions students may eventually have. To teach a 

routine, first explain and model the routine. Next, ask a student to help you model the 

routine. Then, ask a student (or students) to model the routine on their own while you 

observe and provide feedback. Lastly, be sure to practice the routine daily for several 

days. Additionally, it may be beneficial to put reminders (e.g., posters) that provide 

visual reminders about the steps in routines in strategic places around the room.

When planning for small-group instruction, teachers can be confident that there are 

benefits of an intentional transition from more teacher-managed small-group time to 

more child-managed small-group time depending on students’ levels of knowledge 

and skill competency. When introducing new content or supporting students who are 

having difficulties learning a particular skill, teachers may make more use of teacher-

directed small groups. However, evidence suggests that as students develop skill 

competency, the transition to child-managed small groups is advantageous (Connor 

et al., 2011b). A teacher may “float” from child-directed small group to child-directed 

small group to ensure that all students are following the established rules/expectations 

and receiving the necessary support and feedback.

Figure 5.

... when I am finished?

... if I have a question?

... if I do not have everything I need to do my work?

... if my pencil lead breaks?

... if I need to go to the bathroom?

... if my neighbor is annoying me?

... if I get thirsty?

... if someone at my center asks me a question?

... if I do not know how to do the activity?

...  if someone at my center is not doing the activity 
the right way?

... when it is time to go to the next center?

... with the work I completed?

... with the work I did not complete?

... with the supplies I used?

... to show the teacher I am ready?

Questions students may have during child-managed lessons:

What do I do...
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HOW CAN ADMINISTRATORS SUPPORT SMALL-GROUP 
DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION?

School administrators play a pivotal role when they cultivate instructional best 

practices, prioritize effective training, and build a school or district culture focused 

on improving student achievement (Day et al., 2016; Li & Liu, 2020). Teachers’ use 

of differentiated small-group instruction is influenced by the school environment 

(Farrell & Marsh, 2016; Mandinach & Schildkamp, 2021; Manivannan & Nor, 2020), as 

well as by personal factors such as their knowledge and confidence in their abilities 

(Tobin & Tippett, 2014). Professional development, particularly training focused on 

both the why and how of differentiated small-group instruction, can support teachers’ 

understanding of ways to differentiate instruction and increase their confidence 

in their ability (Dixon et al., 2014). That said, even with training teachers may find it 

difficult to deliver differentiated small-group instruction because of school-level 

barriers that are outside of their control (Manivannan & Nor, 2020).

School-level factors impacting the use of differentiated small-group instruction 

include school leaders’ skills/beliefs and school policies (Barnes et al., 2022; 

Henderson & Corry, 2021). Administrators and school leaders play pivotal roles 

in creating an environment that supports the use of differentiated small-group 

instruction by adopting policies, curricula, and instructional resources that are 

compatible with effective small-group instruction (Park & Datnow, 2017). Examples 

of instructional resources that lend themselves to use in differentiated small-group 

instruction include lessons or activities with various representations of content and 

multiple levels of instructional scaffolding (from less to more intensive). Administrators 

can also identify supplemental materials for teachers to use during differentiated, 

small-group instruction. 
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Teachers often identify time as a barrier to differentiated small-group instruction 

(e.g., time to prepare, plan, reflect, and practice; Bondie et al., 2019). Time in the daily 

schedule is a finite resource that is often beyond a teacher’s control. It is crucial for 

administrators and school leaders to plan enough time in the schedule for teachers 

to regularly plan for and deliver small-group instruction. This is especially important 

because the frequency of small-group reading instruction for students with reading 

difficulties is often related to its effectiveness (Al Otaiba et al., 2005; Hall-Mills et al., 

2023). District and school leaders, recognizing their roles in supporting differentiated 

instruction, can allocate time not only to plan for and deliver small-group instruction 

but also to support teachers in using data to guide instruction. Because evidence 

suggests teachers often feel a lack of confidence and skill when working with data 

(Datnow et al., 2021), school leaders should provide teachers with professional 

development and staff support to help with effective interpretation of students’ 

assessment scores and other data sources to make decisions about small-group 

instruction. School leaders should also encourage and help teachers make time for 

the regular collection of progress-monitoring data to make decisions about changing 

student groupings.
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CONCLUSION

While research evidence about effective small-group instructional strategies will 

continue to evolve, there is sufficient evidence available now to suggest that using 

small groups to differentiate instruction for students is an effective practice. It is clear 

that different students need different amounts and types of instruction to reach their 

greatest potential; small-group instruction is a great mechanism for supporting the 

diverse learning needs of students within most classrooms. Effective learning can be 

accomplished both for students at the “teacher table” and for students learning via 

child-managed small-group work. When small-group lessons are implemented using 

assessment to guide instruction, students are grouped flexibly and based on learning 

objectives, lesson content is differentiated, scaffolding and feedback are provided, 

and time is devoted to developing small-group instruction structures and routines, 

teachers can be confident that they are following best practices, and students can 

thrive in an environment that doesn’t limit learning to a one-size-fits-all approach.
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