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 Small group instruction has long been a practice used by elementary teachers to allow 

targeted instruction for students at varied reading levels.  As students progress through the grade 

levels the practice of using small group instruction is often observed less and less.  Many 

teachers will tell you it is not because the gap between students has decreased, but because that 

curriculum expectations and the available time can change dramatically as students advance in 

grade level.  Intermediate grade level instruction is often pushed into a departmentalized format 

which can make finding time to incorporate small groups difficult.  Once departmentalized, the 

number of students the teacher is responsible for can be doubled or tripled compared to the lower 

elementary classrooms.  Therefore, managing small groups with such a large number of students 

seems to be at best a daunting task and at worst an unrealistic one.  The purpose of this paper is 

to identify the core elements of small group instruction and then find methods of incorporating 

small group instruction into the departmentalized intermediate grade classrooms routine and 

schedule.  

Trust 

 One of the key elements of effective small group instruction is what Boushey and Moser 

(2006) label as trust.  Teachers must trust that students will be responsible for their own learning 

while the students must trust that the teacher will be there to guide them if they encounter 

problems.  Allington, Johnston, and Day (2002) found that exemplary teachers often developed a 

sense of personal responsibility in their students.  The exemplary teachers’ classrooms were 

more collaborative and allowed students to learn from each other.  Group dynamics allow 

teachers to build a community in which students are hard working (Daniels, 2007).  In order to 

establish this environment, authority must be distributed to the entire class and not centralized 

around the teacher (Allington, Johnston, Day, 2002; Allington 2005;  Reutzel, 2011).  In 
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establishing a well managed environment the teacher becomes a participant in reading (Reutzel, 

Clark, 1991).  With the teacher as a participant in the classroom, responsibility moves solely 

from the teacher to being shared by all students.  This encourages students to hold not only 

themselves, but others in the classroom to task.  Therefore, the most important job for the teacher 

in implementing small group instruction is the ability to establish a learning environment that 

fosters building relationships based on trust.       

Targeted Instruction 

The purpose of small group instruction is to allow teachers an opportunity to work with 

individuals or small groups in order to provide targeted instruction.  Targeted instruction is not 

only identifying what objectives and skills a student demonstrates a weakness in, but also 

knowing what method of instruction will allow the most growth for the student.  In order to 

provide targeted instruction a teacher needs to know their students as well as what each student 

struggles with as a reader (Allington, Joshnston, Day, 2002; Reutzel, Clark, 2011; Wasik, 2008; 

Reutzel, 2011; Boushey, Moser, 2002). Teachers must find a way to connect with students.  

Exemplary fourth grade teachers were found to be able to personalize classroom talk (Allington, 

Johnston, Day, 2002).  This demonstrates the need for building an environment of trust as well as 

developing personal knowledge of each student.  Assessment and evaluation becomes an 

important tool for teachers establishing a small group environment (Allington, Johnston, Day, 

2002; Boushey, Moser, 2002, Reutzel, 2011; Reutzel, Clark, 2011).  To utilize small group 

instruction effectively, teachers must be assessing and evaluating students at every opportunity.  

However, just knowing what skill a student is struggling with is not enough.  Teachers must 

know their students on a personal level while also understanding what each student needs on a 

professional level.  Daniels (2007) suggests writing notes between the teacher and students as a 
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method of getting to know students as well as identifying instructional concerns.  Allington 

(2005) identifies expert tutoring as one of the missing pillars from the National Reading Panel’s 

five key areas of reading instruction. Expert tutoring can only be accomplished if the teacher 

knows not only what to teach, but how to engage each specific child.  Therefore, the purpose of 

small group instruction is to implement expert tutoring that is focused and aligned to meet 

individual needs of students.   

Classroom Management & Engagement 

Even though research appears to support small group instruction, it is not often seen 

outside of self-contained classrooms.  Many teachers find it difficult to incorporate small groups 

for fear students outside the group will not remain on task (Reutzel & Clark, 2011; Kracl, 2012; 

Reutzel, 2011).  Reutzel and Cooter (1991) explain that management of small group instruction 

needs to be designed so that it is flexible for both teachers and students.   For that reason, 

teachers must establish methods of managing a classroom that allow students to self monitor, but 

also provide opportunity for teacher to assess student progress.  One necessary element of 

classroom management is that students need to have received explicit instruction on procedures 

(Allington ,et all., 2002; Kracl, 2012; Reutzel, Clark, 2011; Reutzel & Cooter, 1991; Wasik, 

2008; Boushey, Moser, 2006; Daniels, 2011; Reutzel, 2011).  One method of providing explicit 

instruction is an I-statement chart which also allows students to work independently (Boushey, 

Moser, 2011;Kracl, 2012).  Students should play some part in creating the statements to ensure a 

sense ownership.  The statements are clearly defined expectations of the behavior required for 

each task assigned in the classroom.  This method depends heavily on the teacher having 

developed a classroom environment which includes trust and personal responsibility.  Another 

method is check-in which requires students to be self-reflective about their learning and their 
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ability to remain on task (Boushey & Moser, 2006).  Check-in also provides the teacher an 

opportunity to reinforce procedures and expectations as well as verify students remained on task 

during self directed instruction.  Although check-in and I-statements are not required to 

incorporate an effective small group program, it is necessary to develop some system in which 

students have been explicitly taught procedures and expectations and ensures students self-reflect 

on their ability to remain on task.  

 Student engagement is another important element of classroom management when 

incorporating small group instruction.  Engagement of all students while the teacher is working 

with a small group is key to effective small group instruction (Allington, Johnston, Day, 2002; 

Brooks, Thurston, 2010; Wasik, 2008, Reutzel, Clark, 2011).  This is actually more important in 

a departmentalized intermediate classroom since the time teachers have with students is reduced. 

Allowing students to select tasks and materials is one method of ensuring engagement.  

However, Allington, Johnston, & Day (2002) identified directed choice as a skill used by 

exemplary fourth grade teachers.  Directed choice occurs when the teacher provides a student 

with a limited choice in which each choice has been specifically designed to meet the needs of 

that student.  By offering choice, the student is able to take personal responsibility while also 

allowing the teacher to provide targeted instruction at the same time.   

Group Size 

Group size during small group instruction also impacts student engagement (Wasik, 

2008; Kracl, 2012; Allington et al., 2002).   Group size during small group should be deliberate 

and be based on the purpose as well as student needs.  Therefore, group size is flexible to meet 

the needs of both the student and teacher.  However, Wasik (2008) cautions that individualized 
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instruction decreases in groups with more than 5 students.  Another important finding is that 

engagement in small group and partners has shown to foster more academic language acquisition 

behaviors in English Language Learners (Brooks & Thurston, 2010).  These findings need to be 

considered when developing instruction for students not working with a teacher in small group.  

Students need a combination of individual, partner, and small group work even if it is not 

directed solely by the teacher.  When students are actively engaged, they will spend more time 

on academic tasks.  Therefore, lessons must be deliberately and thoughtfully designed to engage 

students while also meeting student needs and providing opportunities for implementation of 

reading strategies.  

Contradiction 

  Boushey and Moser (2006) lay out a method of small group instruction that centers on 5 

elements.  Students read to self, read to someone, work on writing, work with words, or listen to 

reading.   Although this program meets the 5 key requirements laid out by the National Reading 

Panel and Allington’s (2005) additional 5 pillars, it requires 120 minutes to complete.  Teachers 

and students in intermediate grades usually only receive 50 minutes. Reutzel and Cooter (1991) 

provide a scheme that requires 58-75 minutes based on 5 components: sharing time, mini-

lessons, state-of-the-class, self-selected reading and response, and student sharing time. Again 

this scheme is supported by research, but it still requires more time than allowed in a 

departmentalized intermediate classroom schedule.   

 An additional contradiction is how curriculum demands would be met while also 

providing targeted instruction.  Most methods of small group instruction allow for a brief whole 

class lesson of approximately 10 minutes before breaking into individual, partner, or small 
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groups.  For this reason, management of small groups and demands of curriculum seem to be at 

odds for incorporating both effectively.  Upper elementary teachers are often required to 

introduce new concepts which usually need more than 10 minutes to develop a complete 

understanding.  Perhaps the lesson could be broken into increments over several days, but this 

might interfere with the district’s scope and sequence.  The fact that small group instruction is 

flexible provides some ability to work around such issues, but requires some planning and design 

by the classroom teacher.      

Conclusion 

 Using small group instruction in the intermediate grade classroom is possible even 

though research has established a need for 120 minutes which is not possible in some 

intermediate classroom schedules.  Even though some intermediate classrooms only have 50 

minutes available for instruction, it would be possible to modify some of the existing structures 

by adapting the rotations over a two day period versus meeting all the requirements in one day.  

More research would need to be completed to determine if this division would prove to be less 

effective.  However, ensuring that all elements of best practices in small group instruction are 

followed would most likely follow the same results.  The most important elements of small 

group instruction that need to be incorporated would include trust, targeted instruction, 

classroom management, engagement, and directed choice.  These elements are the factors that 

drive the research not the time configuration. 

 Additionally, meeting curriculum demands while also providing small group instruction 

requires teachers and administrators to work together to lay out clear and concise curriculum 

goals.  Teachers would need to design a method of introducing new concepts that also allowed 
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students to break into small groups for targeted instruction.  Administrators would need to align 

current curriculum expectations with the need to provide targeted instruction.  Districts would 

need to ensure teachers were provided professional development that allowed them to balance 

both of these lofty demands. 

Research Process 

Two texts provided the foundation for identifying resources in researching differentiated 

instruction through small group instruction in intermediate grades.  Best practices in literacy 

instruction by Morrow and Gambrell (2011) and the daily 5: fostering literacy independence in 

the elementary grades by Boushey and Moser (2006) listed amble resources to begin my search.  

All articles used for this paper were accessed through the Texas Woman’s University Library 

website.  I used the Reading subject guide to begin my search, which included the following 

databases: Academic Search Complete, Education Research Complete, ERIC, Professional 

Development Collection, Research Starters – Education.  From these databases I performed 

Boolean searches using key words; small group, differentiated instruction, small group 

configurations, managing small groups.  These searches resulted in locating articles from the 

following journals: Language Arts, The Reading Teacher, American Secondary Education, and 

Early Childhood Education. The articles include some research on the effects of small groups on 

ELLs and behavior of exemplary teachers.  However, the majority of the articles and texts focus 

on incorporating an instructional method centered on best practices using a small group 

configuration.   
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