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We call this method alternate ranking, and it ensures that there is a 
range of skills within each group, but not such a broad gap that they will 
just furnish the answers rather than truly work together. In other words, 
highly skilled students are paired with those possessing an average level 
of skills (see Figure 5.9). In turn, those with an average skill level are 
paired with those who are the least skilled. It doesn’t work to pair the 
top two students in the class with the two at the bottom. Bennett and 
Cass (1989) studied the work accomplished in small groups, noting that 
when the balance of high-achieving students within a group outweighed 
the number of low-achieving students, those in the majority took con-
trol and performed the task without input from those who needed more 
time, explanation, or repetition. This phenomenon disappeared when 
the groups were balanced, and the skills the group possessed were mod-
erately, but not extremely, different.

The most frequent group size is four students, but we have seen 
groups of three or five work well, too. Groups of six tend to be too big 
for all group members to contribute, and groups of two tend to lack 
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Figure 5.9




