
We all have memories of being grouped in one way or another. Sometimes we select our groups (e.g. 
joining a book club or group of friends) and sometimes, our group is selected for us (e.g. dinner table at 
a wedding reception or being assigned to the orange reading group in 2nd grade). Each of these 
groupings has caused us to react in a particular way, often depending on our comfort level, who else 
was in the group, and what was expected once in the group.

We know instructional groups that are determined for us during the formative years in school, shape 
how we see ourselves as learners. When a student is put into a small group, most students ask 
themselves several questions: Why this group? What are we doing? Who else is in my group? 
What does the teacher believe about me? 

When making decisions about groupings, teams should consider several factors: the purpose of groups, 
how long they will be grouped, composition and size of group, how groups will be assigned (e.g. student 
choice, teacher choice, randomly), and most importantly, what messages are we sending to students 
because of the grouping decision.

Many decades ago educators assumed that ability grouping (e.g. forming small groups and/or tracking 
students based upon ability, supported the individual needs of students. But we now know that ability 
grouping negatively impacts student learning outcomes and student self-esteem, particularly for 
students who need additional support and are consistently grouped in lower-level ability groups. 

Alternatively, inclusive, heterogeneous or mixed ability grouping strategies have many benefits.  They 
increase student learning outcomes and self-confidence, encourages a diversity of ideas and 
opportunities for learning from a wide range of peers, leads to higher conceptual understanding for all 
learners, and increases understanding and support peer-to-peer peers.  Here we will share with you 
ideas to help you with alternatives to ability grouping.  

45 WAYS TO INCLUSIVELY GROUP STUDENTS



1. CREATE EXPECTATIONS. Establish emotional and neurological safety by being clear about basic expectations and 
involve students in this process by having them brainstorm additional norms or expectations. Then, turn the finalized 
agreements into a visual to display in the room or a contract that students can sign. 

2. ESTABLISH ROUTINES. Students benefit from clear routines related to how the classroom should feel during 
group work, how the individual groups work together, how decisions are made, and even resolve disagreements. Some of 
our favorites routines include:  
 • PRACTICE PARTNERING. Teach students the verbal and nonverbal expectations when entering into a pairing 
    or group. 
 • USE MEANINGFUL STUDENT ROLES. Provide specific roles for students in pairs or small groups. These should allow  
    students to work together and use each other’s strengths and interests. Common group roles include: task   
    manager, note taker, facilitator, illustrator, time keeper, encourager. Allow students  to have input in the roles  
    assigned, for example they may decide they need a “materials manager” 
 • ROTATE ROLES OFTEN. As you switch projects or tasks, be sure students rotate group roles. This will ensure that  
    students participate in several di�erent ways. 
 • CREATE COLLABORATIVE SUPPORT. A collaborative support helps students know exactly what they are expected to  
    do and how they are expected to work together. For example, you might create a guide that asks students to:  
    1) agree to group norms, 2) determine specific roles, 3) review directions and identify specific task(s) for each  
    member, 4) identify success of the final product, 5) discuss how students will celebrate each success along the  
    way, and 6) how they will handle any challenges that arise.
 • SET UP IN-THE-MOMENT ROUTINES. For example, when the lights go out- students must freeze and listen for the  
    next direction from the teacher. 

FOUNDATIONAL GUIDELINES FOR INCLUSIVELY GROUPING STUDENTS:

5. USE SPACE STRATEGICALLY. Use all possible instructional spaces in the classroom or even hallway/empty rooms 
across the hall etc.. This way groups can spread out and reduce noise/visual clutter from other groups. 

6. GIVE STUDENTS AN OUT. Think about a time when you felt forced to be in a partnership or group and it impeded 
your learning. Throughout the year be sure that students can opt out of a group task and work as an individual 
sometimes. PIG (Partner, Individual or Group) is an excellent way to give students choice. 

3. FACILITATE POSITIVE INTERACTIONS. Modeling ways 
students can give and receive feedback, ask questions, and work 
through a disagreement about an idea or task is an important part 
of supporting students to enact established norms and routines. 
You can create sentence strips or other visual supports to give 
students additional support to practice these skills with each 
other. 

4. ENSURE STUDENTS SHARE THE LEARNING LOAD. 
One way to be sure everyone participates is to explicitly build in 
opportunities for all group members to show their contributions. 
For example, during a quick brainstorming session ask each 
member to have at least 3 ideas represented in the group’s brain-
storm. 



IDEAS FOR PAIRING TWO STUDENTS TO LEARN TOGETHER

1. CONTENT AREA MATCH-UP Pair students based upon relationships, associations, and/or cause and e�ect 
between two critical parts of the lesson or unit. For example, pair a character or famous quote and with its associated 
author, pair a math problem with its solution, pair a scientist with their contribution.

2. VOCABULARY MATCH-UP Pair students based upon word labels and word definitions. For example, match 
“meiosis” with its definition to find a partner.

3. SENTENCE HALVES Pair students by matching one half of a sentence with the other half of the sentence. 

4. QUICK CONNECTIONS Work multiple opportunities into the lesson for peer pairs to connect 
(e.g., Pair Share, Turn and Talk). You can use “pairing rules” such as:
 • Elbow partner- the partner on one side of you
 • Nose partner- the partner in front of you
 • Find someone with same shoe color
 • Find someone with the same answer
 • Find someone with the same question

5. TOUCH THREE TABLES Ask students to get up and touch three 
tables/desks/objects before finding a partner to discuss. This gets 
students moving and also allows for new partner groupings.

6. LINE UP Have students line up and then pair students by 
number (i.e., count o� 1,2,1,2, etc.)or lining up alphabetically or 
numerically by category/theme and folding the line in half.
 Can line up by:
 First name or last name
 Favorite author name
 Time you went to bed last night/got up this morning
 Birth date
 Shirt/top/jacket color
 Object in their bag or pocket (e.g., P for pencil)

7. INSIDE/OUTSIDE CIRCLE Half of the group will stand and form a circle, the other half will form a circle outside of 
that. Play music and have students move clockwise or counter clockwise. When the music stops. Have the outside circle 
and inside circle face each other to find their partner. 

8. PARALLEL LINES Students form two parallel lines facing each other. Whichever student is across from them is 
their partner. 

9. MUSIC MIX-UP Students mix around the room silently as music plays. When the music stops, each student finds a 
partner close to them. 

10. DETECTIVE Give each student several content-specific questions to answer (math concepts, science lab follow-up 
questions, reading summaries, etc.). They will need to find a partner to discuss their first question. Then they will need 
to find a new partner to discuss their next question, and so on until each question has been discussed with 
a new partner. 

11.  NUMBER HUDDLE Have students self-select into teams of 4 and each count o� as a number— one to four. 
Then match up all the numbers 1s, 2s, 3s, and 4s into separate pairs. 



13. CLOCK BUDDIES/COMPASS PARTNERS Use clock buddies or compass partner sheets. Students sign up to be 
each other’s partner. For example, on the clock face, everyone has a partner for every hour of the day. Everyone has an 
East or West partner. The teacher only needs to say “find your 2:00 partner” and everyone knows what to do.   

14. SEASONAL PARTNERS Students sign up to be each other’s seasonal partner. For example, a di�erent partner for 
fall, winter, spring and summer. Now the teacher only needs to say “find your fall partner” and everyone knows what to 
do. You can rotate these each quarter or semester. 

15. GET STICKY WITH IT Use two di�erent colors of sticky notes and place them around the room. Di�erent colors 
make a pair. Students can grab a sticky note and find a partner with the opposite color. Take it a step further by writing 
the students’ names on the sticky notes. They must find their name and a partner with the opposite color. 

16. PAINT SWATCHES Gather a variety of paint swatches and place them into a bucket or bin. Have students select a 
color randomly. Once each student has a color, they pair up with the students that hold the matching color.

17. SIT STAND SQUAT Students move around the room (play music if you’d like). When the teacher says “freeze” (or 
the music stops) students must decide if they want to sit, stand, or squat. Students then choose a partner that is in the 
same position.

18. PUZZLE PICTURES Print out pictures using fun and engaging images (super heroes, animals, 
books characters, etc) Cut the picture into parts (cut in half for partners or into multiple parts for group work). 
Pass out or allow students to choose a piece of the puzzle. Students move around the room to look for 
their partner with the missing puzzle piece.

12. GRID PAIRS Every time a student pairs with someone, they jot down that pairing on their “class pair grid”-- the 
next time students pair, explain it has to be with someone new. 

19. FOOD PAIRS Print images of common food pairs, which for some in the 
US could include peanut butter and jelly, bacon and eggs, ice cream and cone, 
wa�es and syrup, cookies and milk. Pass out the images of the food to each 
student and have them partner with the peer that completes the food pair. 

20. PATTERN PAIRS Create/draw patterns using various shapes and colors 
on popsicle sticks or strips of paper. Pass out the patterns to each student and 
allow them to walk around the room to find the peer with the matching 
pattern.

21. THIS OR THAT Ask the class a “this or that” question (Do you like dogs 
or cats? Do you like winter or summer? etc.). The class splits up to opposite 
sides of the classroom based on their answer. (e.g., summer by the windows, 
winter by the coat hooks) Students then choose a partner that chose the 
opposite answer.



10. THEMED GROUPS Each group is assigned based on a subtheme connected to content (e.g. to learn about rock 
types, group students into sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic). 

11. COMPLEMENTARY STRENGTHS Create groups of students who will benefit from each other’s strengths (e.g. an 
artist, a techie, a conversationalist, a mathematician).

12. TECHNOLOGY-ASSISTED Use apps or random number generators to sort students into random groups. 

IDEAS FOR GROUPING THREE OR MORE STUDENTS TO LEARN TOGETHER

1. STUDENT CHOICE Ask students to find a specific # of peers to work with in a group.

2. FIND SOMEONE WHO…
 Has the same number of siblings, pets, cousins, stories in their home/apartment building
 Has the same favorite pizza toppings, TV show, movie, book, song, artist/activist
 Has the same type of pet, has no pet, or has an imaginary pet, or the pet they dream of having some day

3. PLAYING CARDS As students enter the room give them a playing card. Now have them find someone with the 
same suit, color, or number, or even have all the queens get together. 

4. PICK STICKS Write down each student’s name on a popsicle stick and place them all in a jar or bucket. Pick sticks 
to assign students to a group.  

5. COLOR/PATTERN MATCH-UP As students enter the room give them a color or pattern. Now have them find 
someone with the same color, pattern, or identify group combinations of colors/patterns.

6. CATEGORY MATCH-UP Create categories of words —  fruit, 
furniture, animals, games, etc. Write out di�erent words in each 
category on a separate piece of paper and pass them out to students 
randomly. Students will then need to get into groups with peers who 
have words in the same category (e.g. oranges, apples, and bananas 
together; chairs, tables, and couches together). 

7. LETTER MATCH-UP Write out the alphabet on index cards. 
Pass them out and ask students to find peers with specific letters 
(for example As, Gs, and 
Ps work together). 

8. INTEREST BASED EACH station/center/table is 
identified by a particular topic of interest and 
students can work with new (or familiar) peers based 
upon their own interests. 

9. LENGTH OF RIBBON OR STRING Students all 
pick a piece of ribbon or string. Then they find the 
group with the same length.



IDEAS FOR GROUPING THREE 
OR MORE STUDENTS TO LEARN TOGETHER

13. HOME-BASE Create groups and then students come up 
with a creative name for their groups and perhaps a chant or 
handshake. Home groups can be used for academic and social 
activities in class and can stay the same for a unit, a semester, 
or even full school year.

14. COIN FLIP Each student gets a coin. Everyone flips. 
Group students by heads or tails.

15. COIN DATE Have students match up in groups based on  
the year displayed on their coin ( e.g. group by odd years, even 
years, last number of the year, etc.) 

16. HOGWARTS’ HOUSE (e.g. Gry�ndor, Hu�epu�, 
Ravenclaw, and Slytherin) Bring in a sorting hat and assign 
students to Hogwarts houses. Or, group students based on 
their preference of house.  

17. ROCK PAPER SCISSORS 
 Find peers who threw a matching sign 
 Group by students who’ve won
 Group by students who’ve lost

18. JIGSAW PUZZLE Each student gets a piece of the puzzle 
and has to find partners to complete the puzzle. 


