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ABSTRACT
THE MULTI-AGE CLASSROOM:

A DESCRIPTION OF MULTI-AGE GROUP TEACHING PRACTICE
IN AN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

By
William C. Miller

The focus of this study was on an elementary school where multi-age grouping
was reported to be a sound educational practice that enhanced the academic and
social skills of the students. Although there has been substantial research about the
benefits and outcomes of multi-age grouping, only limited efforts have been made to
report what experienced multi-age group teachers say about the practice. Included
in this study is an examination of how multi-age classrooms are organized for
instruction and an analysis of the perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs of the students,
teachers and support staff.

Although public educational programs in America contain a wide variety of
organizational patterns, the vast majority of public schools utilize an age-graded
organizational structure. This structure has endured for over one hundred and forty
years, apparently without its underlying assumptions being questioned. Contained in
this study is an analysis of an alternative age/grade organizational pattern.
Instructional strategies, student groupings, and teacher perceptions of multi-age
grouping are detailed as part of the study.

The ethnographic method of inquiry was utilized for this study, along with a
search of the literature on alternative age/grade grouping and a review of educational

history. The primary methods of data collection included participant observation,



interview, and document analysis.

The findings from the data illustrated that multi-age grouping was a viable
form of organization for instruction. The use of cooperative small-group learning,
student-helping-student strategies, and personalized learning plans enabled teachers
to implement multi-age instruction. A reduction in student failure and retention,
accommodations for individual differences, and continuous individual assessment of
progress characterized the operation and outcomes of multi-age classroom settings.

From the findings of the study, the researcher concluded that implementation
of the practices associated with multi-age grouping took more than just a change in
class configuration. It involved a redefinition of teaching. A re-education of the
educational community was necessary for the instructional practices associated with

multi-age grouping to be accepted by educators and the public at large.



This dissertation is dedicated to those who question our system of public
education and who seek a better way. This work is also dedicated to my father, Dr.
William Miller. He taught me, by his example, that the best school organizational
plan in the world needs people to make it work. People cannot make a program
work when they do not understand it or when they fail to see the need for the
changes it will entail. People can guarantee the success of the program if they
consider it "their" program. Assuring their involvement is the task of the individual

who seeks to improve education.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Public educational programs in America contain a wide variety of
organizational patterns. There is, however, one striking similarity. The vast majority
of our public schools use an age-graded organizational structure, especially at the
elementary level.

Although it was common in the early one-room school for students of a variety
of ages to be taught in the same classrodm, the practice faded with the onset of
larger schools that were set up in grade levels. Grade level placement became
determined by the ages of the students (Cubberley, 1947; Goodlad and Anderson,
1983).

The organization of the American education system has not always been
dominated by an age-graded structure. The graded school is a relatively recent
educational development. Colonial America had no graded schools. Lack of an
organized structure for schooling characterized this period. The home was the school
and the kitchen, spare room or workshop was the classroom. When parents were
unable to instruct their children, dame schools were available where instruction
differed little from that found in the home. The teacher met with small groups of
children, without regard to age, and taught them skills in reading and religion (Eby,
1952, p. 564).
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The spirit of the dame school persisted long after its demise. In countless
little red schoolhouses across the rural landscape, children of various ages attended
a common school for instruction by the same teacher. In the emerging urban centers,
the Lancaster Schools were the counterparts of the one-room rural schools. Both of
these organizational patterns were destined to crumble under the pressures of
increases in school enrollments. By the middle of the 19th century, urbanization was
a reality. Between 1830 and 1860, the number of people living in communities over
8,000 more than doubled (McLaughlin, 1969), and the pressure for efficient school
organization increased. Designing alternative patterns for school organization
became a paramount educational objective.

Approximately 140 years ago, the system began its transformation from an
ungraded structure to a fully age-graded structure (Martin, 1894, p.192; Shearer,
1899, p.20; Cowen, 1931, p.29; Cubberley, 1947, p.311; Goodlad and Anderson, 1963,
p-44; Tewksbury, 1967, p.13). This change eventually spread to become a nation-wide
standard. Even though there are variations on this structural model, schools
organized on an age-graded structure are the primary reality within public education
in this country (Goodlad and Anderson, 1963, p.2-3; Tewksbury, 1967, p.12). The
majority of educators seem to have merely accepted the age-graded organizational
structure as the way of instructing students within the system of public education
(Cubberley, 1947, p.312). There are, however, indications that the tendency toward
the unquestioned acceptance of the age/graded system may be changing.

A review of educational trends indicates that there is a renewed interest in the
concept of multi-age grouping. The practice of educating students of different ages

and identified grade levels together in the same classroom, although not new to
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educational practice, appears to yield some benefits for students over the current
single age/grade level organization that so dominates current practice. Multi-age
grouping practices that were so commonplace in the one-room school house of earlier
times have not been widely accepted as sound methods of organization in the current
state of elementary education in America. A review of current research indicates
that authors of some studies have found that students may gain greater educational
benefits from this type of class instruction than from single age/graded instruction
(Brown, 1989; Villa, 1989). Researchers also have found that teachers and principals
are the key persons who bring about change in classroom organization and practice
(Taylor, 1971; Holley, 1973).

If multi-age grouping is a practice that is desirable, then in order to gain wider
acceptance and become more commonplace in schools, teachers will need to
understand the hows and whys of this practice. Therefore, a description of how
multi-age classrooms are organized for student instruction will be included in the
study, along with a report of what elementary school teachers in multi-age classrooms
say about the practice, the needs of students, and the instructional strategies they
utilize that enable students of different ages and identified grade levels to have their
instructional needs met in a single classroom.

Although there has been substantial research about the benefits and outcomes
of multi-age grouping, only limited efforts have been made to report what
experienced, multi-age group teachers say about this grouping practice in schools.
In order to understand the dynamics of mixed-age grouping for instruction, it is
important to describe both the current operation and organization of multi-age class

groupings and the perceptions that experienced multi-age classroom teachers hold
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about student learning, curriculum content and best instructional practices that

maximize student learning.

The Purpose of the Study

The researcher’s purpose in this study was to describe how multi-age
classrooms are organized for student instruction and to report what elementary
teachers say about their experiences with the practice. For purposes of this study,
the term multi-age classroom will be used to describe an organizational pattern where
students of different ages and/or identified grade levels are grouped together, in a
single classroom, intentionally, for the purpose of providing effective student
instruction. The focus of this study is on the classroom participants within an
elementary school where multi-age grouping is reported to be a sound educational
practice that enhances the academic and social skills of the students involved.

In order to examine the practice of multi-age classroom organization for
instruction, and to report what teachers say about the practice, the following
questions were asked.

1. How are multi-age classrooms organized for instruction and what instructional
strategies are typically utilized in these settings?

2. How do teachers describe the operation of multi-age classes?

3. As a result of their involvement with multi-age classrooms, what experiences
do participants report that have affected their viewpoints, attitudes, and
understandings about student learning?

Significance of the Study
Concerned consumers, educators, critics, students and public officials recognize

the increasing importance of a quality educational program. There is a renewed



5

interest in the idea that multi-age class grouping may yield benefits for students over
the current single age-graded organizational system that so dominates American
public education. There is evidence to suggest that multi-age grouping, with its
accompanying instructional strategies, may improve the social skills of students and
lead to a more humane, cooperative approach to instruction (Pratt, 1986; Way, 1981).

The research on multi-age grouping, referred to in the literature as multi-age
grouping; nongraded classes; multi-grade classes; cross-age grouping; and family
grouping (ERIC, 1989) documents that the practice of grouping students of various
ages together yields some promising outcomes for students. In a study by Cloward
(1967), older students raised achievement scores for previously low-achieving younger
students through tutoring. In a summary of research from ethnology, education,
anthropology, and history on the merits of multi-age classrooms, Pratt (1986) found
that there were no more benefits derived from age-separate grouping compared to
multi-age grouping. He did find some benefits of multi-age grouping in affective and
social skill development of pupils. Way (1981) in a similar study explored the
outcomes from instruction in multi-graded classrooms and compared these outcomes
to those in single-grade settings. No significant differences were found in the areas
of achievement, but the multi-age grouped students had higher self concepts than
single-grade grouped children.

This brief summary of comparative research findings illustrates that multi-
grade grouping may yield benefits for students in the affective domain. Observational
studies on companionship outside the classroom provide further evidence of the
importance of cross-age grouping. The general pattern that emerges from these

studies is one of increased competition and aggression within same-age class groups
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and increased harmony and acceptance within multi-age learning groups where
younger members or high-need populations appear to benefit most.

Despite research in the field of child development that demonstrates children
of the same age learn at different rates and in different ways, and despite evidence
that multi age-grade grouping is a promising practice that may yield improved
outcomes for students, the single-graded structure continues to dominate American
public education.

Multi-age grouping may be an important tool to use to improve the quality of
education. Information about how children learn, about learning styles, and about
individual differences in learning rates seems to be in conflict with current grade level
grouping practice and the child development literature; these differences appear to
be worthy of investigation. An examination of alternative age-graded organizational
structures might be a valuable area to examine for potential solutions to some of the
identified problems within public education.

To understand more fully the multi-age classroom system, a description of the
workings of this method of classroom order needs to be provided to teachers. It is
recognized that the teacher is a key factor in educational change. The attitude of the
teacher about the practice of teaching students of different ages together in the same
classroom plays a significant role in the determination of the eventual fate of the
practice (Goodlad, 1983).

Gathering information on the experiences teachers have that form their
attitudes and beliefs toward mixed grade/age grouping can assist educators in
identifying strategies to employ when exploring an expanded use of mixed age/grade

classes. This information may also be of use to educators who are responsible for
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preservice and inservice education programs for teachers. By examining instructional
practice in multi-age classes and describing the underlying assumptions teachers in
multi-age classes hold about the practice, a clearer picture of the needed content of
teacher education and staff development programs may emerge. In effect, when
students of different ages attend the same class, there are methodological concerns,
but there is also need for a clear understanding of the attitudes of experienced multi-
age class teachers and an understanding of the benefits teachers believe can result
from multi-age groupings. The reorganization of grade level assignments, by itself,
probably will not bring about better instruction. Therefore, included in this study is
a report of what practicing teachers say about instructional strategies that are best
used in multi-age settings. In addition, teachers that have expressed a commitment
toward the use of multi-age grouping were asked to describe the experiences they
have had and the values that they hold about the practice. Their answers to these
questions are reported in this study.

There is substantial interest about the use of multi-age grouping as an
educational practice. Educators are attempting to devise methods to increase the
quality and quantity of the use of the practice. This effort is an important one that
deserves attention on the part of those now working in the field of education.

Limitations of the Study

Most investigations are circumscribed. This study is not free from limitations.
The methods used to gather data and the study site itself limited the scope of the
study.

The type of community included is a limiting factor. The impact of community

characteristics on the efficacy of the multi-graded school was not appraised as part
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of this study. The more closely schools and communities approximate the study
location, the more relevant the findings for their situation.

There is concern about replicability and generalization in ethnographic
research. Because this kind of research takes place in a natural setting, instead of
a controlled setting, the same conditions cannot be repeated. The same piece of
research then cannot be duplicated. However, the same set of research questions
that guide this project can be used to guide another project at a different site. In this
way, other sites can be studied, and the findings can be related through common
questions.

The findings reported in this study are limited by the degree that subjectivity
or bias enters into the collection and interpretation of data. Although controlled by
cross referencing of data collection sources and by checking observations and
interpretations with other outside observers, the data collection and interpretation is
still susceptible to some subjective judgement.

Another limitation results from the sampling procedures. The participants in
this study are volunteers. Since the sample was not randomly selected, it is possible
that it is not representative.

The class observations were conducted over a six-month period that covered
the beginning and the end period of the school year. Clearly, practice changes
throughout the year and from year to year. Since this study was conducted in a
natural learning environment, the dynamics of the classes observed changed over time
and practice was constantly evolving. The observation periods were scheduled to
produce a cross section of the school day and of the school year. The findings may

be limited by the types of experiences and the time of the year that were covered by



the observation periods.

Finally, the results of this study are limited by the fact that the school is
purposely organized for educational outcomes, not for purposes of administrative
convenience. The results may or may not be relevant to school situations where
multi-age/grade organization is undertaken for purposes of administrative
convenience, i.e., balancing class size, class sections or managing numbers of students.

Methodology

The research model used for this study was designed to gather data from first-
hand sources, from the insider perspective, about the day-to-day operation of multi-
age grouped classrooms. The rationale given for utilizing multi-age grouping, by
currently practicing educators in these settings, was reported. For professional
educators not familiar with the practice of multi-age grouping and the philosophy
behind the practice, the outcomes of this study provide them with a picture of the
setting, instructional planning, student interaction and staff experience as they
perform their classroom duties. A summary of the reflections teachers had about
their involvement in multi-age grouping, and how teachers came to believe in multi-
age grouping as a valuable educational practice, were reported in the study.

In order to gather information about the operation and participants’
perceptions of multi-age classroom practice, on site observation in a school that
purposely utilized multi-age grouping for instruction was employed. Data for this
study were collected from four sources. These sources were as follows:

1. Direct observation of students, staff, parents and volunteers in multi-age
classrooms, with detailed field notes taken on the activities and verbal

comments of the participants.
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2. Formal interviews with teachers and administrators that have experience with
multi-age grouped classes.

3. Written journal entries made by experienced multi-age group teachers.

4, Informal interviews with students, teachers, parents and support staff in the
course of classroom observations.

A major source of data collection was done on site at Hill Elementary School
(not the real name of the school) in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Staff at the Hill School
have employed the practice of multi-age grouping for the past six years. The
classroom settings observed had students of three identified grade levels and four
different ages being educated together in the same classroom. During the
observations, field notes were taken to describe in detail learning activities, daily
lesson content, student comments, and teacher comments made during the course of
the day. This source of data served as the primary basis for describing the daily
operation of a multi-age class at the elementary level.

The formal interviews with teachers were conducted in a private setting.
Teachers, support staff, and the building administrator were asked patterned
interview questions about the practice of multi-age grouping, instructional strategies
associated with the practice, beliefs and philosophy underlying the practice, and
questions about how the multi-age group teaching experience has affected the
educators’ ideas about teaching and learning. The formal interviews also permitted
the researcher to obtain information about student learning outcomes, student
characteristics, teacher experience, and demographic data.

The journal writing was designed to enable teachers to reflect on their

attitudes and values and how their ideas about teaching and learning have changed
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as a result of experiences with multi-age group teaching,.

Informal interviews with students, parents, teachers and support staff were
used to check the researcher’s perceptions. Informal interviews also were used to
provide more detail about aspects of the setting or the instructional content.
Informal interviews were used to check the objectivity of the observer and to verify
observational data.

Definitions

The term "multi-age" is used in this study to describe a pattern of mixed age
and multiple grade level grouping arrangements in elementary classrooms. For the
purpose of this study, a multi-age class is defined as a class group within which
students of different ages and identified grade levels are grouped together
intentionally in a single classroom for the purpose of providing effective student
instruction.

Multi-age grouping is but one term used in education literature to describe the
practice of placing students of different ages and/or identified grade levels together
for the purpose of instruction or for administrative efficiency. The terms inter-age
(Weber, 1971), mixed age (Kurtz, 1964), nongraded (Carbone, 1961, Anderson, 1967,
NEA, 1963, Hunter, 1964), ungraded (Dufay, 1966), primary units (Katz, 1989), mixed
grade (Nachbur, 1989), split grade (Nachbur, 1989) combination (Freeman, 1984),
continuous progress ungraded (Gillespie, 1974), multi-graded (Brown, 1989), and
family grouping (Weber, 1971) have also been used to describe organizational
patterns that group students of different ages together.

As part of a comprehensive examination of alternative grouping patterns in

1965, the National Education Association offered this definition of Nongraded
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Schools.

The nongraded school describes the vertical organization
of the school that provides for the continuous, unbroken
upward progression of all learners. Nongrading is a
method of organization by which pupils are allowed to
progress through school at their own individual rates.
Each pupil covers as much of an appropriate curriculum
as he can during the year. At the beginning of the next
term, he picks up where he left off and again works at
his own speed. No grade label is attached to the work
at any point; there are no promotions and no retentions
(NEA, 1965, p. 1).

Alfred Yates, in his book Grouping in Education, defines multi-age grouping
as:

...a deliberate attempt to group pupils of different ages
for instructional purposes. The spread is over several
years and is far greater than would be found normally in
the graded classroom. Such grouping aims at enabling
older children to learn by helping younger ones, while
the latter, in turn, profit from the stimulation of the
older ones. Groupings are more natural approximations
of family groups, and social growth and maturity are
reportedly increased. Classes of this kind - usually
described as family groups - have been introduced in a
number of English primary Schools (1966, p.70).

Multi-age grouping, as described by Yates, most closely approximates the
definition and terminology utilized in this study to describe the practice of grouping
students of different ages together to enhance instruction. However, other closely
related terms describe similar patterns of grouping.

Multi-grade grouping is defined by Brown (1989) as the grouping of students
from two or more standard grade levels. In some instances, the plan is used as a
means of providing an additional class where there is not a sufficient number of

pupils for two sections of each grade level. Multi-grade grouping is also referred to

as split grade or combination grouping since pupils from two grade levels may be
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combined into a single class of standard size. In multi-grade classrooms, grade
descriptors are often utilized to identify student levels. Frequently, teachers in multi-
grade or split sections are expected to teach the grade level curriculum objectives to
each of thé identified grade level student groups simultaneously. Multi-grade
grouping is often used to administratively balance class size.

Dufay (1966) defines ungraded schools, "As those where students are grouped
together regardless of age and in which extensive effort is made to adapt instruction
to individual difference" (p. 24). Grade levels as such are abandoned and within each
class subgroups are formed to allow for a variety of academic standards. Others
define ungraded plans as continuous progress plans that allow pupils to be grouped
and regrouped, without regard to age or grade level, according to their ability or
interest. Dufay goes on to describe ungraded, continuous pupil progress as

...a philosophy of education that promotes flexibility in
grouping by the devise of removing grade labels, which
is designed to facilitate the teachers role in providing for
pupils’ individual differences, and which is intended to
eliminate or lessen the problems of retention or
acceleration (1966, p. 24).

A pattern appears in the use of terminology that enables educators to describe
at least three arrangements in the "gradedness" of American elementary schools
today: 1) uncompromising gradedness; 2) nominal gradedness, where alternative age
or grade grouping patterns exist but there is evidence of gradedness in the
environment; and 3) ungradedness.

In theory, a graded school characterized by uncompromising gradedness

follows a definite pattern or organization. The children are divided by age and

attainment and taught as a homogeneous group performing at a set rate of progress.
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Students who do not meet graded standards are failed and/or are retained. The idea
of a gradedness (grade one, grade two, etc.) is central to the reporting system for
student evaluation. Pupil progress is measured as below grade level, at grade level
or above grade level.

Schools with nominal gradedness frequently utilize the literature descriptors
of mixed age, mixed grade, multi-age, multi-grade, inter-age, inter-grade, split grade,
cross class, combination or family grouping to describe the vertical organization of
their class groups. Frequently students are identified by their grade label identity,
even though two, three, four or more age and grade levels may be present in the
same classroom. In classes exhibiting nominal gradedness, students frequently have
the same teacher for more than one year. Varied methods of reporting pupil
progress are utilized.

In schools that are ungraded, attempts are made to remove grade level labels.
There are no grade identifiers assigned to student ages or progress. Therefore, the
abilities and interests of children are determined, the groups are set, and instruction
within classrooms is planned accordingly. Variations occur as a result of the
children’s rates of progress. Graded structure is either ignored as meaningless or
replaced with age descriptors. Grouping patterns are flexible. Absent are grade
labels (first grade, second grade, etc.), and the related machinery of promotion and
failure. The reporting system is often consistent with the philosophy that each child
is unique. In general, ungraded schools have taken to anecdotal reporting of student
progress, reinforced by formal and frequent informal parent-teacher conferences.
Nongraded reporting generally avoids symbolization of progress (letter grades of A,

B, C, D) or references to age or grade normative data (at grade level, below grade
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level, etc.).
A nongraded or ungraded school as defined by Miller is characterized by
..one without grade failure or retention, it has
individualized instruction with the purpose of permitting
youngsters to progress as they - individually - show
competence to do so (1967, p. 131).

The description provided defines "gradedness" as a continuum of
organizational patterns, from strict age grouping in grades to flexible organization by
interest and ability. The essential difference between these variations on gradedness
is the degree of belief in the concept that a specified body of information can and
should be a standard of learning for all or most children of a comparable age.

A review of terminology used to describe various aspects of gradedness
demonstrates that there are numerous terms used to describe graded or ungraded
patterns of school organization. The term multi-age grouping is used throughout this
study to describe the form of nominal gradedness employed at Hill School. Certainly
at Hill School, the multi-age class organization is but one aspect of the total
educational program.

At Hill School, as in many other settings, nominal grading is more than just
grouping. It is a redefinition of teaching. It demands differentiated instruction for
students according to their learning needs rather than conformity to a single
instructional timetable for students born during the same year.

In this multi-age setting, alternatives to strict gradedness replaced certain
organizational rigidity with flexibility. This alternative age/grade grouping permitted,
but did not guarantee, a transfer of some of the decision-making in regard to

instruction from grade-standard curriculum guides and rigid schedules to teachers and
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students. Efforts by a faculty at Hill to alternatively grade the school were part of
an over-all commitment to the ideal of individualized instruction.

M. Hunter (1964) described the changes that can occur in connection with a
modification of traditional age-graded grouping and the selecting of an alternative
plan. This type of change included the following considerations, according to the

author:

..forces educational decision-making that takes three
important considerations into account: the teaching style
that most successfully motivates, the peer group that
most successfully stimulates, and the educational
opportunities that most successfully advance the learning
of each child (1964, p. 82).

The key to examining the effectiveness of school gradedness or ungradedness
was not the specific organizational pattern, but rather the instructional methods and
teaching strategies that resulted from the organizational pattern. An examination of
what alternative grade configurations or the elimination of grade configuration did
to help teachers instruct students differently and to improve student learning
outcomes formed the rationale for the study of nongraded and mixed age/grade
patterns. In a report by William McLaughlin, he stated that:

Modifications in organizational patterns, grouping
practices and staffing designs simply are incapable of
improving instruction. These changes do not
automatically liberate an indefinable force presumed to
be penned up in students, teachers and principals....
Alterations in instructional strategies, not organizational
patterns, must be given priority, without this, differences
in student attainments are reasonably unlikely (1969,
p-24).
Strict gradedness frequently had with it a set of expectations and operations

that may be have limited the instructional strategies that teachers employ. In the
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next chapter, research about the instructional strategies that are associated with
multi-age grouping and other nominal or ungraded alternatives is examined. These
instructional strategies and practices are significant descriptors of the differences
between traditional graded grouping and alternative age/grade class grouping
arrangements.
Organization of the Study

The information in Chapter I has included statements which indicate the
researcher’s purpose for conducting the study and the significance of the study. The
findings of a literature review on multi-age grouping and related research topics are
presented in Chapter II. The research methodology utilized in this investigation is
presented in Chapter III. The findings from the data gathering process utilized in the
study are presented in Chapter IV. Some conclusions and recommendations, which
seem appropriate to the results of this study, are presented in Chapter V, along with

suggestions for further study.



CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The information obtained from a search of the literature on age/grade
organization is presented in this chapter. The topic headings utilized to organize the
data are: Historical Perspectives, Issues Associated with Single Age/Grade Grouping,
instructional Methods and Outcomes, Teacher Attitudes Toward Multi-Age
Grouping, and Summary.

Historical Perspectives

Although ungraded and multi-age grouping methods and the associated
instructional practices have been employed in the past and have been shown to yield
promising results, there has been a tendency for educators in 20th century American
schools to use large-group, whole-class instruction, and single-age grouping as primary
methods of organization for instruction. An examination of the history of age
grouping practices provides some insight into why current practice has evolved into
a predominantly single-age/graded system that utilizes large-group instruction
methods.

The graded school system, in which students are grouped by their age, is a
product of another century and another culture. According to Howard and Bardwell

(1966), the practice of grouping students by age was devised by the Prussians as a

18
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method of preparing young people for an authoritarian, militaristic society. Howard

and Bardwell state that,

The graded system was imported to this country
in 1848 through the Quincy Grammar School of Boston,
which opened its doors at the time. The practice grew
as our population grew and it became necessary to
accommodate large numbers of students in our schools.
It has been a popular system primarily because it is easy
to administer (Howard, 1966, p. 11).

Prior to the introduction of the graded Prussian model there existed a variety

of ungraded schools with different instructional purposes.

According to Frank Eby in The Development of Modern Education,

At the beginning of the 19th century, there existed
a variety of schools to teach different things. The vast
majority of these were one-teacher schools to teach
reading and religion. In cities like Boston, there were, in
addition, more advanced schools of three kinds: (1)
Latin grammar schools, (2) English grammar schools,
and (3) writing schools in which expert penmanship and
arithmetic were taught. Until well into the century, these
schools were ungraded and the curricula limited.
Individual instruction was the rule everywhere, and
dependence on the textbook was universal. In the Latin
schools, pupils were classified by their stage of
advancement in reading Latin classics and in grammar,
but in the English grammar schools and the writing
schools, grading had not yet been introduced (Eby, 1952,
pp.564-565).

Tewksbury, in Nongrading in the Elementary School, states that prior to the
middle 1800s:

...the predominant plan was the one-room school in
which instruction was nongraded. In this early type
school, there were children of various ages in the one
classroom, and achievement levels varied a great deal.
Instruction was differentiated, that is, the teacher gave
different assignments to different children. While one
child or several pupils did certain work in a subject,
others who were ready for more advanced study were
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assigned such work by the teacher. Thus, a number of
different levels were being studied simultaneously by
pupils in the same classroom. Classes were often smaller
than the typical class of today (Tewksbury, 1967, pp.12-
13).

William Shearer presents, in The Grading of Schools, a statement by J. C.
Boykin which describes the ungraded system of the time. Boykin stated that,

In the first part of this century, the grading of
elementary schools was a thing unknown in this country.
Instruction was almost wholly individual. Whenever a
pupil chose to present himself for admission into school,
no matter at what time of the year, he was received. His
studies were determined by the books he brought. His
first lesson was apt to follow the last one that his former
teacher had given him. If he had been through
Webster’s "Blue-back" Speller twice and had finished the
last column of the tenth page, on the third round, the
first column on the eleventh page would naturally be the
first lesson that his new teacher would give him. If a
class already formed had reached just that point, he was
put into that class. Otherwise, he would probably form
a new class. It was thus by no means uncommon to see
a dozen or more classes in the same room studying the
same book, but at a dozen or more stages of
advancement in it; and, altogether, a teacher with a
school of moderate size, containing pupils of all ages,
sexes, and sizes, might easily have fifty or sixty classes.
Attend to them all? Certainly; but what attention! The
little fellows received but little of it; especially those who
had learned to read. Their lessons would be heard every
few days. The teacher’s pet classes were called to the
recitation bench often; and his favorite subjects received
nearly all his attention. The rest of the school whiled
away the time as best they might. They "did their sums"
on their slates, or droned over their "blue-backs," until
they were tired, and then turned their attention to each
other and to mischief, opportunities for which frequently
appeared in the open mouth or bare soles of the
sleeping pupil (Shearer, 1899, pp.11-13).

An advancement which preceded the fully-age-graded school was the

monitorial school developed by Lancaster and Bell. Bayles and Hood describe the
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system out of which the monitorial schools developed,
..prior to the monitorial schools, elementary-school
practice had been essentially that of the one-room rural
schools that are well within the memories of many adults
living today. It was individualized instruction (even
possibly programmed because each child had his book
which he followed minutely), each child going as fast as
he could and reporting (reciting) individually to the
teacher (Bayles and Hood, 1966, p.130).

The monitorial school developed by Joseph Lancaster was a step forward in
the development of the age-graded structure in education. The Lancasterian system
was the first organized system to utilize an approach to education where the master
dealt only with a small group of pupils (Cubberley, 1947, pp.131-132; Bayles and
Hood, 1966, p.130). The master taught the best pupils and then it was these pupils,
called monitors, who worked directly with the rest of the pupils in the school. The
efficiency within this system resulted from the large body of pupils being divided into
small groups, under the direction of a monitor, with a set series of knowledge units
to be acquired. Movement from a lower group to a higher group was dependent on
the pupil demonstrating acquisition of the required knowledge (Cubberley, 1947,
p.131-132; Monroe, 1971, pp.366-367).

Small group recitation replaced individual recitation under the Lancasterian
system of education. Monitor time for instruction greatly reduced direct teacher
instruction time and the cost of education was reduced enormously. The monitorial
system of Joseph Lancaster was considered an ideal way to deal with the problems
of educating the children of the poor. The philanthropic societies and other

interested social groups saw, in the monitorial system, a way to provide the poor with

a required educational background and, perhaps, more importantly, a much needed
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system by which the moral character of the children could be trained in the
appropriate manner (Monroe, 1940, pp.363-364).
In a review of school reorganization in the 1800s, Bunker points out that

..primary schools in Boston, from the time of their
establishment (1818), had been conducted on the
"ungraded plan" - that is, the unit group taught by each
teacher was a separate and independent organization,
occupying a separate building, usually of one room. The
course of instruction was divided into six steps or classes,
but each teacher had all six classes in her room at the
same time. She was fitting a class for the grammar
school, teaching a class of A-B-C-darians, and carrying
on the intermediate stages of the course, simultaneously.
This arrangement was gradually changed by carrying
down into the primary schools the "graded plan" of the
grammar schools. This led to the promotion of pupils,
every six months, from one primary teacher to another;
which, at that time, meant transferring from one primary
building to another (Bunker, 1916, p.30).

The ungraded school did not measure up to the important requirement of the
greatest good to the greatest number, in the shortest time, at the least expense
(Shearer, 1899, p.23). The common school reformers believed that,

..the absence of grading and uniform schoolbooks had
greatly reduced the efficiency of the district schools. The
reform movement’s economic feasibility required that
children move through the common school rapidly so as
to free space and teacher time for more children. The
reformers considered that widespread establishment of
age-graded schools was one of their prime
accomplishments (Church and Sedlak, 1976, p.59).

Multi-age grouping practice was described in literature that recounted the
development of the first fully age-graded American school, the Quincy Grammar
School in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1859 (Shearer, 1899, p.20; Tewksbury, 1967, p.13;
Ignaz and Corsini, 1979, p.25). The development of the Quincy Grammar School,

shaped by the efforts of George Emerson, John Philbrick, and Horace Mann, was
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based on the belief that homogenous grouping and large group instruction would

improve the instructional practices of the day. Fredrick McClusky presents, in The

Elementary School Journal, a statement by George Emerson in 1839 which describes

the rationale and planned workings of the single-graded structure.

... What I desire to aim at in this plan is this, that,
as far as is possible, all who are at the same point in
their studies and progress, should be together, under the
guidance of one teacher and they only should be present,
for illustrations on the blackboard and all other direct
instruction may be given to a whole school at once, as
well as to a single scholar, and if any others than the
class are present, they are an interruption to the teacher
and are themselves interrupted by him. ... If all in the
same apartment were of one class, and under one
teacher, and with the same lessons to learn, much more
might be done, and better done, and in a shorter time.
Under such an arrangement, the difficulties of
government would be nearly annihilated, short sessions
would take the place of long sessions, and time would
thus be gained for healthful exercise and recreation in
the open air.

Another advantage would be that the desire for
advancement from one grade of school to another would
be a healthful stimulus to exertion, and might take the
place of personal rivalry - the most pernicious evil, which
now exists in schools.

Another advantage would be, that the progress of
a child from beginning to the end of his course would
likely be onward (McClusky, 1920, p.144).

With these beginnings approximately 140 years ago, the system of school
organization and instructional practice began changing from an ungraded structure
to a fully age-graded structure (Shearer, 1899, p.20; Cowen, 1931, p.29; Cubberley,
1947, p.311; Goodlad and Anderson, 1963, p.44; Tewksbury, 1967, p.13). In recent

times, most educators have merely accepted the age-graded organizational structure

as the way of doing things within the system of public education. This attitude of
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acceptance can be seen in statements by historian Ellwood P. Cubberley. He states

that:

We merely evolved, as a result of something like
a half-century of gradual educational development, the
common and purely native American elementary school
which we have known for so long. The primary classes,
in part due to the pressure of numbers, gradually ceased
to take pupils earlier than five, and later, earlier than six,
outside of New England, and the present eight-year
elementary school (nine in New England), with a teacher
for each grade, was evolved. ... This evolution was fully
accomplished by 1860 in all Northern States (Cubberley,
1947, pp.312-314).

It would appear that efforts to modify significantly the age-graded
organizational structure have been generally unsuccessful except on a small scale.
However, the belief that change in this organizational structure within public
education is needed is not new. It has been supported almost as long as the age-
graded structure itself. William J. Shearer identified, in 1899, a rationale for
modifying the age-graded organizational structure:

Though the graded school has many advantages,
we should not close our eyes to the fact that it is open to
the serious charge that it does not properly provide for
the individual differences of the pupils; that it is not
sufficiently pliant to accommodate itself to the pupils,
but demands that the pupils accommodate themselves to
it; and that grading, which was intended to serve the
children, has now become the cruel master (Shearer,
1899, pp.23-24).

Shearer further points out that:

In a late issue of The Educational Review, Dr.
Prince, Secretary of the Massachusetts Board of
Education, speaks as follows on this subject:

There is no question of school
organization at present more important
than that of a proper adjustment of
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conditions to the needs of individual
pupils. The assumption upon which most
courses of study seem to be based, that
just so much ground must be gone over
with equal thoroughness by all pupils in
the same time, is the greatest bane of our
public school system (Shearer, 1899, p.95).

The age-graded structure, in light of its longevity, has been based, for the most
part, on a very simple rationale that has not required much in the way of
modification. The essential simplicity of a rationale which emphasized "the greatest
good to the greatest number, in the shortest time, at the least expense" (Shearer,
1989, p.23) would make modification a rather difficult task.

As the idea of grades became more ingrained in educational thinking,
textbooks were rigidly prescribed by grade level. Each child of the same age was
expected to come up to the same standard, no matter what the student ability or
interests were. Accompanying the cries for flexibility in the age graded structure
came a number of efforts to find alternatives to graded school structures. These
alternative approaches to schooling, as described by Robert Anderson, have mostly
been forgotten.

The lessons of over a century to find more
humane and effective options to gradedness (notably
John Dewey’s laboratory school, the various strands of
progressive education that followed, the Dalton Plan, the
Winnetka Plan, activity schools, ungraded primary
programs in Wisconsin, nongraded elementary and
secondary programs, open education) have lost
momentum (1987, p.45).
However, Anderson and others cite some recent studies that suggest that

nongradedness remains alive. They advocate massive new efforts to revitalize and

extend multi-age pupil groups. Anderson (1987) advocates a revitalization of the .
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Individually Guided Education (IGE) ideas of the 1960s and 1970s as a starting point.

The essential organizational structure, with which
thousands of schools have already had some experience
through Individually Guided Education and similar
excellent plans, would feature a combination of non-
gradedness, multi-age pupil groups, cooperative teaching
and flexible, shared space (1987, p.45).

IGE was one major national attempt to introduce an alternative to traditional
schooling that contained, as a major component, multi-age classroom grouping. In
a research paper by Wiersma, he outlined the components of an IGE school:

Individually Guided Education is an educational
innovation developed during the late 1960s and early
1970s, that originated at the Wisconsin Research and
Development Center for Cognitive Learning. It is one
of the few innovations that was scheduled for national
implementation. The conceptual origins of IGE have
their roots in educational psychology with a behavioristic
approach to learning. As an alternative approach to
schooling, IGE involves differentiated staffing, multi-aged
grouping of children, and the direct involvement of the
principal in the planning, implementation, and evaluation
of the instructional activities of the school. During the
late 1970s a study of the programs found that the three
strongest surviving characteristics of the approach were
teaming for instruction, shared decision-making, and
programming instruction to meet the needs of the
individual students. It was determined that the early
success of the approach can be attributed to its sound
conceptual base, the comprehensiveness and definition
of its components, and the fact that it is not an add-on
innovation, but an alternative to traditional schooling
(1986, p.150).

Although a number of models for the successful implementation of multi-age
grouped instruction exist, the age-graded system has been consistently resistant to
change. Some reasons for the lack of widespread alternatives to the graded system
are reported by John Goodlad in "A Study of Schooling: Some Findings and

Hypotheses,"
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Teachers teach as they were taught. They employ
the techniques and materials modeled during their 16 or
more years they were students in schools. Relatively late
in this learning through modeling, they experienced a
modicum of professional preparation to teach -
presented largely in the same telling mode to which they
had become accustomed. Probably the most significant
part of this professional preparation was the student
teaching, during which the neophyte practiced under
supervision what he or she had previously observed
teaching to be. The future teacher probably talked and
read about alternative teaching practices (such as those
advocated by John Dewey) but had no opportunity to
practice them. Moreover, as part of the early
socialization into teaching, he or she probably came to
realize that a job would depend more on the mark
received for student teaching than on the mark for a
course in educational philosophy or psychology.

Professional education is intended to immerse the
neophyte in the state of the art and science of teaching
and simultaneously to separate him or her from the
myths and anachronisms of conventional practice.
Teacher education appears to be organized and
conducted to assure precisely the opposite (Goodlad,
1983, p.469).

Goodlad adds that:

Teacher education programs fail to separate
teachers from what they have come to perceive teaching
to be. Their formal and informal experiences as
teachers and the messages they receive from the internal
and external context of schooling all conspire to
reinforce the status quo. The cards are stacked against
innovation.

The irony is that every statement of goals for
schooling - whether those we extracted from official state
documents, those formulated by legislative committees
trying to define basic education, or those put together by
parent or teacher groups - is broad and comprehensive
in its implications for classroom practice. Yet pedagogy
and curricula are geared, it appears, to only a small
fraction of these goals - to the lowest common
denominators. Schools and those who work in them are
not chastised for perpetuating this discrepancy. Rather
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they are reinforced for doing so and run a serious risk of
censure if they try to do otherwise (Goodlad, 1983,
p-470).

Many educational leaders recognize that putting materials in the hands of
teachers, providing inservice training programs, and designing alternative
organizational arrangements do not necessarily induce changes in schools and
classrooms. The observations of 158 elementary classrooms led Goodlad and Klein
to conclude, "Many of the changes we believed to be taking place in schooling have
not been getting into classrooms; changes widely recommended for the schools over
the past 15 years were blunted on the classroom door" (1970, p.97).

In a study of the Gary, Indiana schools between 1940 and 1970, McKinney and
Westbary (1975) found that little change in practice occurred even when detailed
plans for bringing about changes in social studies, science and vocational education
were designed and shared in print. McKinney (1975) cited a lack of new texts,
facilities and equipment, a lack of teacher retraining, and a lack of community and
administrative support for the changes as reasons for substantial differences in what
teachers taught and what students learned.

Taylor (1974) asked teachers how they obtain information on what and how
to teach in their classrooms and who influenced their teaching. The major influences
they reported were local professional ones: their principal, colleagues, and the
superintendent of schools. Parents, the school board, pupils, formal training
programs, and all influences from outside the community, including journals and
textbook guides, were listed as having less influence. National reports, foundation
studies, and the U.S. government agencies were reported to have the least influence

on what teachers taught.
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The overall picture emerging from Taylor’s study is of a nearly autonomous
classroom teacher who is surrounded by an enormous number of complex outside
influences but is largely insulated from all but the most immediate. The school
administrators appear as the persons most exposed to outside influences and also as
the most able to influence the teachers (Taylor and Reid, 1971; Holley, 1973).

The studies cited are only a sample of those published, but they suffice to
show quite convincingly that there are severe problems in getting any programmatic
changes into schools and classrooms. They also show that student grouping,
instructional method, and curriculum content decisions are made almost exclusively
on a local level, primarily at the building level, and that large scale teacher inservice,
formal university training, professional journals, community pressure groups, national
reports, large organization recommendations, prescribed district curriculum
documents and government agency recommendations have little influence on what
occurs in classrooms.

Howard reviews other obstacles to the implementation of nongraded
programs.

Many efforts to break the stranglehold that
graded organization has had on the development of
wholesome and adequate programs of continuous
learning progress for young children in our public schools
have been blocked by (1) the shortage of available
materials and (2) the organization of materials by major
publishing firms. Limited funds in most public schools
made it impossible for administrators to provide teachers
with enough materials to break the lockstep of graded
organization and provide each child the opportunity to
work in materials that were the most appropriate to the
child’s maturity and learning rate. The materials
available were poured into the graded mold by the

publisher for easier packaging and marketing. The result
was to make it nearly impossible for the school
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administrator and the teacher to change the organization
or the curriculum of the school (1966, p.15).

The emphasis seems to be that what worked in the past will continue to work
in the future. Current practice, in the main, continues to emphasize the uniformity
and standardization of the age-graded organizational structure. The rationale of
efficiency based on the simple concept of "the greatest good to the greatest number,
in the shortest time, at the least expense" continues within American public
education.

Issues Associated with Single Age/Grade Grouping

The most common practice of school organization in American schools is that
of the age-graded structure. The age-graded structure has endured for almost one
hundred and forty years with its underlying rationale apparently not having been
viewed as an important element in the study of the development of the American
education system.

According to Owen,

It would appear that there have been no
significant modifications to the original underlying
rationale for the age-graded organizational structure
within public education in this country. The literature
shows that there have been movements to modify the
system’s organizational structure since before the end of
the nineteenth century. However, in light of the fact that
the age-graded organizational structure is still the
predominant form within public education, the original
rationale appears to be as strong now as it was in the
nineteenth century (Owen, 1987, p.74).

The changing of age grouping in schools, from the one-room, ungraded

community schoolhouse structure, into single age-graded classes, evolved during a

period from 1859 to 1975. An historical perspective offered by Courtage, Joben,
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Stainback and Stainback (1985) states that most educational systems utilized an age-
graded system to address the needs of most students by developing an efficient
approach to group instruction. This age-graded organizational structure is based on
three assumptions:

That students of the same chronological age are
ready to learn the same objectives.

That students require the same amount of time
(i.e., an academic year) to master predetermined
content.

That students can master pre-designed objectives
for a grade level for all curricular areas at the same rate.

(p.143)

Stainback (1984) holds that as a result of these assumptions, those pupils
whose educational needs do not match this age-graded structure or who otherwise
interfered with the regimental flow of instruction are either excluded from school or
placed into "special" classes or schools, thus creating sub systems that are isolated.

Stuart Dean (1965) described the graded organizational practices in schools
as systems that ignored some of the important factors that govern and influence
instruction. He spoke in favor of practices that promote "..flexibility and
fluidity...nongradedness, multi-gradedness or some other flexible arrangement. If we
believe in and are committed to a doctrine of individual differences - the range of
human variability - then our methods of organizing the educational program must
operate to support this conviction" (1965, p.1).

A statement endorsed jointly by the American Association of School
Administrators and the N.E.A. (1960) points out the conflict between the need to

provide for the individual student and the graded plan organization:
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Many school practices need re-examination; and
the assumptions underlying them and their effects need
careful scrutiny. Among these practices may be listed
the following: graded organization, although this plan of
grouping children by the "ladder" concept - changing one
whole rung once each year - is almost a universal
practice, the need for re-examination of this plan is
obvious when it is viewed in the light of individual
differences (1960, p.7).

Howard (1966) explains the false assumptions underlying conventional single-
grade grouping processes:

The graded school is based on false assumptions
regarding the learning process.

The first, and perhaps the most obvious, is the
assumption that all students in a class learn at the same
rate. It is common practice in the graded school for the
teacher to give a specific assignment to everyone in a
class to be completed in a specified period of time.
Examinations are invariably given to. everyone at once.
The result is that less able students fail to "keep up" with
the group, and the most able students are held back.
Following the examination, the entire class usually
proceeds to the next unit of work in the sequence - even
if some members of the class are not yet ready for the
more advanced work. The lockstep of pace dooms the
slower learner to failure and the more able student to
superficiality, boredom, or both.

A second false assumption, closely related to the
first, is that the same subject matter content is equally
appropriate for everyone in the class. Although we
know that this is not true, we continue to give
assignments that are the same for everyone. The student
who becomes interested in a topic and wishes to pursue
it in depth is penalized. If he is freed by his teacher
from the "regular" work, he is faced with a gap in his
curriculum that will place him at a disadvantage at
examination time. If he is not freed from the usual
requirements in order to pursue his interest, he is faced
with twice as much work as others in the class. Thus,
students soon learn that school is not a good place in
which to pursue their interests (1966, p.11).
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In their 1987 report, Knoblock and Berries offer evidence that the current age-
graded systems may be promoting failure. According to Knoblock (1987):

Where public education fails to address the needs

of children - whether they are described as being gifted,

typical, or disabled - this failure might properly be traced

to the erroneous assumption that an invariant, singular

curriculum can serve all children. Schools must adapt,

expand, and individualize curricula and programs to

insure that serious and sincere efforts are made on

behalf of each child (1987, p.4).

In order to make general education classrooms accessible to more students
and to maximize student learning, it is important that organizational trends in schools
that hamper the ability of school personnel to educate students of varied needs
together be examined.

Many authors of studies have criticized schools for being seriously out of phase
with the rest of society. James Coleman (1966) argues that schools should reexamine
their character and provide diverse experiences for our current diverse population.
Current increase in the diversity of student populations in classrooms lends itself to
a multi-age organization, according to Goodlad and Anderson (1989). These authors
raise questions about the efficacy of age-graded organizational structures that so

dominate schools, and the effectiveness of single age grouping for dealing with

developmental differences among children. John Goodlad and Robert Anderson, in

The Nongraded Elementary Schoal, state that:

The realities of child development defy the
rigorous ordering of children’s abilities and attainments
into conventional graded structure. For example, in the
average first grade there is a spread of four years in
pupil readiness to learn as suggested by mental age data.
As the pupils progress through the grades, the span in
readiness widens.
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Furthermore, a single child does not progress all
as one piece: he tends to spurt ahead more rapidly in
some areas than in others. Consequently, a difference of
one grade between his reading attainment and his
arithmetic attainment at the end of the second grade
classification may be extended to a three- or four-grade
difference by the end of his fifth year in school. The
presence of the graded structure may disguise or distort
such realities but it cannot remove them (1963, p.3).

The authors go on to explain that:

Our central problem, then, emerges out of the
conflict between long-established graded structure on
one hand and increasing awareness of variation in
children’s abilities and attainments on the other. Our
graded structure and parent-teacher-pupil expectations
are long established; they represent a certain antique
respectability (1963, p.4).

This point of view, when contrasted with the findings of the major educational
reform reports of the 1980s would seem to establish an important difference which
bears investigation. The major reform reports do not emphasize that the age-graded
organizational structure might be a valuable area to examine for potential solutions
to the identified problems within public education. However, one of the
recommendations found in A Nation At Risk does offer insight into the need to
review the practice of grouping by age. Recommendation C, number 8 suggests that:

Placement and grouping of students, as well as
promotion and graduation policies, should be guided by
academic progress of students and their instructional
needs, rather than by rigid adherence to age (National
Commission On Excellence In Education, 1984, p.76).

This recommendation, when combined with the findings of Goodlad, Anderson
and others, points to the suggestion that the practice of rigid grouping by age and

grade may indeed be a barrier to meeting the goals of equity and excellence in

schools.
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In her 1985 report, Leona Tyler summarizes her proposal for reorganizing

American public education:

Public education is facing a crisis of major
proportions, but the things that are basically wrong with
schools are not those being emphasized in current
proposals for change. This paper identifies two basic
defects in the American system of public education: (1)
there is too little attention to individual differences; and
(2) there is too much compulsion. Because of the wide
range of abilities among children, the U.S. system of
organizing schools by age groups is perhaps the worst
possible strategy for maximizing the learning of
individuals.  This system, along with the "social
promotion" that almost necessarily follows, results in
widening gaps between students, disillusionment of those
who lack the basic skills to build on in the higher grades,
and boredom for the gifted students. Problems of
classroom management that are customarily blamed on
teachers or students are actually the fault of this
"lockstep" age-grade system (1985, p.7).

Today most schools group students in graded systems by chronological age
(Slavin, 1987). In some schools, children are further sectioned according to IQ
scores, reading achievement levels or other measures of ability. This practice of
ability grouping or tracking is widely practiced, according to Baker (1961) and Slaviﬁ
(1987). Other differentiating factors, such as teacher preference, gender, interest,
friendship or behavior are also used as a basis for grouping students. When pupils
who share some similar characteristics are placed together, the practice is called
homogeneous grouping. The most widely used form of homogeneous grouping is
school organization by age-grade classrooms, yet educators rarely use age grouping
as an example of homogeneous grouping.

In describing the problems with homogeneous age grouping, Madeline Hunter

offers this scenario.



36
In a graded school each child is labeled with a tag

denoting the average number of years children in his
class have been in school. These tags carry certain
expectations. Thus, a fifth-grade label on a child is
matched with the same label on books. The child is
expected to read state-adopted textbooks for grade five;
he is expected to be learning about the United States;
and he is expected to be able to do fractions. Whether
he is one, ten, or eleven years old, whether his
intelligence quotient is 80 or 180, this is what he is
"supposed to do" (1964, p.82).

In homogenous age graded classes, possibly the wrong questions are being
asked. For example, rather than asking, What are third grade children supposed to
do? a more appropriate approach might be to ask, What learning opportunities are
most appropriate for this child? Depending on the child’s need, the pupil may review
basics in mathematicé, practice addition combinations, or display knowledge of
common fractions.

In Hunter’s assessment, the likelihood that teachers will provide appropriate
learning activities for each child’s need is greater in a mixed grade group than in a
graded group. She states that "...in a graded group, it is possible for many teachers
to avoid their responsibility for providing appropriate learning opportunities. In a
nongraded group, teachers are forced to assume their responsibility" (1964, p.83).

According to Hunter, many single age grouped, grade level classrooms base
instruction on a lockstep whole group learning model because of some underlying
assumptions teachers in these single age graded settings hold about student abilities
and societal expectations of teacher performance. She believes these underlying
assumptions create some of the problems with graded classrooms, including a

tendency to ignore individual differences and the ignoring of research on how

inappropriate or incomplete learning can interfere with previous and future learning.
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Hunter also states that:
..there is a considerable amount of time wasted in
graded classes because children who have attained an
objective have to wait for the rest of the group to catch
up. Those who do not catch up are frequently labelled
as failures and/or kept in the same grade for another
year. Grade retention has been demonstrated to be

harmful to children both in terms of their achievement
and self concept.

In a description of how single-age gradedness contributes to grade retentions
and failures, Collier states that:

..failing a child in the elementary grades is "almost
criminal." However, such things happen all the time
because American education remains shackled to the
graded school concept which over the years has become
an end in itself while limiting the school’s basic function
of educational development (1966, p.32).

Instructional Methods and Outcomes

In the following section information is presented that describes how multi-age
grouping practices, with their accompanying instructional strategies and classroom
organizational systems, affect educational outcomes for students.

Some research findings indicate that instructional methods employed in multi-
age classes yield promising outcomes for students in both the cognitive and affective
domains (Pratt, 1986; Way, 1981). In a comparative study of multi-graded and single-
graded classrooms, Veenman and Simon (1987) found no significant differences in
achievement between the groups. They did conclude that teachers felt working with
multi-graded classrooms was more difficult, due to the fact that most teachers
reported teaching the class as if it were multiple classes, with separate content

material taught to each grade level group in the classroom.

A summary of comparative research reveals that grouping by single age or
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single grade levels yields no advantages for students in the areas of subject matter
mastery over multi-age groupings (Veenman and Simon, 1987; Pratt, 1986; Way,
1981, Raschke, 1988). On the other hand, multi-grade groupings appear to yield
benefits for students in the affective domain without adversely affecting student
achievement (Pratt, 1986; Way, 1981, Wakefield, 1979). Observational studies on
companionship outside the classroom provides further evidence of the effectiveness
of multi-age grouping. The general pattern that emerges from these studies is one
of increased competition and aggression within same-age class groups and increased
harmony and acceptance within multi-age learning groups. In these studies,
summarized by Pratt (1983), younger members or high-need populations appear to
benefit most.

In an experimental study conducted in New Brunswick, Canada, Brown (1989)
compared student achievement in single grade and multi grade classrooms and found
that there were significant differences in academic achievement between students in
multi-grades and their matched counterparts in single grades. However, only 20%
of the comparisons favored the single grades and 80% favored the multi-grade classes
using a comparison of teacher reports. Brown found similar findings when comparing
academic growth of the two groups on a Canadian Test of Basic Skills (CTBS). A
comparison of CTBS results indicated that 87% of the progress comparisons in basic
skills favored the multi-grade classes, while only 17% of comparison items favored the
single grade class.

Veenman (1985) conducted a study that compared time-on-task behavior
between third and fourth grade pupils that were in multi-age and single-age

mathematics and language arts classes. He found that there was no difference in
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time-on-task significant behavior between the single age and mixed age groups.
Students in the mixed age classes spent more time working individually.

In a book about nongraded school plans by John Goodlad and Robert

Anderson, the authors observe that,

..Enthusiastic respondents attribute to nongrading a
reduction in tension for slow-learners, a lessening in
boredom for the academically talented, and improved
classroom behavior. Dissenting parents and teachers are
few. It might be concluded that most persons associated
with nongraded schools are happier for having them.
For a time, at least, until rigorous research designs and
studies employing them are available, the promise of
nongraded schools will continue to be appraised on the
basis of their perceived contribution to human welfare
(1963, p.60).

Robert F. Carbone conducted an investigation of the relative effectiveness of
graded versus nongraded schools through a controlled, matched group experimental
design. His leading conclusions, in summary, are:

(1) There was no evidence to indicate that pupils
who had attended these nongraded primary schools
achieved at a higher level during their fourth, fifth, or
sixth years of school than pupils who had attended these
graded schools. On the contrary, the differences were all
in favor of the graded pupils; (2) in four out of five
mental-health factors there is no significant difference in
the adjustment of these graded and nongraded pupils;
and (3) teachers in the nongraded schools appeared to
operate much the same as teachers in the graded
schools.

The implications of these findings are clear. First,
it is not realistic to expect improved academic
achievement and personal adjustment in pupils merely
on the basis of a change in organizational structure.
Second, the attainment of high pupil achievement and
good mental health is not a unique result of nongrading.
The evidence presented here indicates that these goals
can also be attained in an elementary school organized
under the conventional graded system.
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A third extremely important implication is
suggested lest readers see this evidence as an indictment
of the whole concept of nongrading. It scems clear that
if any new form of school organization is to produce the
benefits that its advocates envision, it must be
accompanied by appropriate adaptations in the
instructional practices of teachers.  Changes in
organizational structure alone are not enough (Carbone,
1961, p.82).

A study to determine whether there would be a significant gain by primary
grade pupils after a variation of the nongraded primary unit had been introduced was
conducted by Joseph W. Halliwell. As background to his investigation, Halliwell
reviewed and summarized relatively similar studies by Provus, Morgan and Stucker,
Skopski, Ingram, and Hart. In general he observes that the results drawn from these
earlier studies are inconclusive. He comments, "This summary of research indicates
that the problem of assessing the value of nongraded programs is quite complex and
that much more research will be needed before such programs can be evaluated with
any degree of validity" (1963, p.64).

In his own research, comparing the spring achievement test scores of 149
graded and 146 nongraded first, second, and third grade pupils in a school which
gradually introduced nongradedness over a two-year period, he found that "nongraded
approach to the teaching of reading and spelling was quite effective and is worthy of
further investigation" (Halliwell, 1963, p.64).

In his book, The Ungraded School, Richard Miller draws the following
research-based arguments for and against nongraded schools. He summarizes the

advantages of nongraded schools:

Although nongraded schools have not yet been
proved conclusively to be superior in helping children to
achieve more, many persons are enthusiastic about other
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benefits which they claim are due to nongrading. The
first and most obvious advantage of nongrading is the
elimination of the serious problem of whether to
promote or not to promote. This problem has been
debated over and over - whether to keep children with
others of their age group even when they are far behind
in the work, or to make them repeat a grade, hoping
they will understand the material better the second time
around. Research studies generally show that children
do no better the second year in a grade than they did
the first and sometimes do even worse. The nongraded
plan provides an alternative to the pass-or-fail dilemma.
Since the pressure is off the children and their teacher
for covering a certain amount of prescribed material
each year, that nongrading results in happier children
and less harassed teachers.

Another argument in favor of nongrading is that
it is a method of organization better adapted to the
democratic ideal of concern for the individual.
Nongrading also is compatible with what has been
demonstrated in programmed learning sequences, that
sound learning is cumulative and that pupils learn better
when they do not repeat or skip over what is
misunderstood but have the time to work at a level of
any particular subject until they have mastered it.

Another advantage claimed for nongrading is easier
grouping. For instance, if in a graded school you had
too many children for a class in one grade and too few
for the grade above, adoption of nongrading would make
it easier to divide the children into classes having equal
numbers of children. Nongrading can also lead to
improvement of the whole school program, because
making the change forces everyone to look harder at the
curriculum and at teaching practices to see where they
need improvement (Miller, 1967, p.219).

Miller also concludes that nongraded schools have disadvantages.

The biggest draw back to a successful nongraded
program is reported to be the difficulty in getting
persons concerned to change their way of thinking away
from graded concepts. A long period of preparation -
perhaps as long as two years - is needed before the
introduction of nongrading. Teachers must learn how to
adapt the curriculum to the child rather than make the



42

child come up to the curriculum and must learn to plan
for the fast-moving child as well as to be patient with the
slow one. Parents must be informed through meetings
and through written materials of just what the nongraded
school is. If this is done, the majority of parents will
support the idea of nongrading, according to those in
systems where it has been tried.

One area of frequent misunderstanding is in
reporting pupil progress to parents. When grade
standards are abolished and children are no longer
compared with each other, parents cannot readily
understand what kind of progress their children are
making. The remedy for this, according to proponents
of nongrading, is personal conferences between parents
and teachers in place of or in addition to written report
cards. A folder of the child’s work and notes as to which
books he is currently working with are helpful in
explaining the child’s progress to his parents (Miller,
1967, p.220).

In a memo, the NEA (1966) summarized the advantages and disadvantages
of doing away with grades in the public schools. The advantages stated were that
nongrading eliminates the problem of whether to promote or not to promote; can
save money, because children dd not repeat grades; creates less pressure, so children
are happier and teachers less harassed; is more democratic and individual centered;
facilitates grouping; and often leads to improvement in other aspects of the teaching
program. The disadvantages identified were that it is difficult to get teachers to
change their practices; reporting progress to parents causes misunderstandings;
difficulties may arise when pupils transfer to graded schools; and there is extra work
for the teacher - record keeping, articulating reading with other subjects, and
orienting new teachers to the program.

An NEA review (1966) of research into nongraded schools pointed out that

the results of most studies appear to be quite favorable. The authors reviewed eight
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significant studies and presented a sizeable bibliography of other supportive studies.
In a major controlled, three-year experiment, Hillson and others studied the effects
of nongraded organizational plans on student achievement. The researchers found
that the experimental, ungraded classes scored significantly higher than the control
groups in paragraph and word comprehension, and in reading ability. The
researchers reported:
Generally it can be concluded that pupils
participating in a nongraded primary organization (all
other things being equal) will achieve at a significantly
higher level on measures of reading than will pupils
participating in a graded situation. Specifically, it may be
stated that pupils of all levels of ability achieved at a
higher level than pupils in a graded situation. Further,
it is concluded that the increased achievement of the
participants in the non-graded primary program is
primarily related to organizational structure when
methods of teaching are held constant (Hillson, 1964,
p.550).

Skopski studied (1961) reading achievement in nongraded primary schools and
concluded that all children benefitted from the program. The research showed that
gifted children did not under-achieve, nor did slow learners become frustrated by
failure. Children seemed to progress steadily from level to level at their own rates.

Goodlad (1964) and othérs have also found that since the pressure is off the
children and their teacher for covering a certain amount of prescribed materials each
year, nongrading results in happier 'children and less harassed teachers.

Although research studies on the value and efficacy of grouping by age have
produced inconsistent findings, in the majority of these studies (Balow, 1962; Justman,
1968; Passow, 1962; NEA, 1963) a reduction in the range of ages and abilities of

students in groupings did not produce increased achievement.
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Although it was common in the early one-room schoolhouse for students of
a variety of ages to be taught in the same class, the practice faded with the onset of
larger graded schools. As a result, many of the instructional strategies used when
students of varied ages were routinely grouped together have apparently diminished
in current practice. The practices of extensive use of small-group instruction, peer-
tutoring strategies, and cross-age grouping have been associated with the
implementation of multi-age grouped classes. Many of these instructional practices
have also yielded positive results for students.

In studies by Cotton, Berliner and Casanova (1988), the researchers found that
cross-age tutoring and peer-tutoring instructional strategies had a significant positive
impact on the learning of the students being tutored. In addition, the cross-age
tutoring program was found to be a cost effective manner of providing additional
help to students in reading, math and science content areas (Berliner and Casanova,
1988).

In a study of cross-age tutoring by Cloward (1967), older secondary school
students successfully raised achievement scores for previously low-achieving
clementary students through tutoring. In this study, the tutoring program had the
greatest positive impact on the tutors themselves.

The development of inter-age or cross-age grouping, sometimes coordinated
with "olders teaching youngers" tutoring programs, has been demonstrated to produce
positive outcomes. In the eaﬂy one-room school, older students often helped
youngers with school work (Tewksbury, 1967). The practice of cross-age tutoring,
according to Villa and Thousand (1988), can be an effective means of meeting

individual student needs, allowing each student to progress at his/her own rate and
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level of ability, and give the students opportunities to learn from and associate with
both older and younger classmates.

Another practice that is frequently associated with multi-age class instruction
is the practice of utilizing small groups, groups of two to ten students in learning or
cooperative groups, as a pnmary method of organization for instruction. Garvey
(1969) fears that schools may be over emphasizing large-group instruction. He
advocates limiting the use of large-group instruction to those situations where
information and resources would not be available to students on an individual or
small-group basis. He cites appropriate large-group instruction activities as visits
from a dignitary, the showing of a rare or expensive film, or the use of a difficult-to-
arrange demonstration. There is also a possible advantage to administering tests in
a large group, according to Garvey.

Proponents of small-group instruction (Garvey, 1969; Wallace, 1965; Carnahan,
1970; Johnson and Johnson, 1988) stress the value of small groups in permitting free,
oral expression, fostering the growth of interpersonal relationships, utilizing individual
student skills, enhancing cooperation, and facilitating students in developing and
practicing skills. These advocates of small-group instruction maintain that
personalized learning activities, made possible through cooperative small-group
structure, offer opportunities for the students to pursue their interests, develop
powers of observation and deductive reasoning, and increase their ability to utilize
higher level thinking skills. The use of small-group instruction is also viewed as a
means of meeting the needs of a diverse group of learners, who have different needs
and goals (Villa, 1989).

In his report on the organization of nongraded schools, Howard (1966) points
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out that a shift from a age-graded structure to a nongraded structure is probably not
sufficient to improve student learning unless the change in organization is
accompanied by a change in teacher attitude and action. Howard describes the
relationship between nongraded organization and instruction:
Efforts by a faculty to ungrade the school should
be a part of an over-all commitment to the ideal of
individualized instruction. @ The faculty should be
concerned not only with organizational innovation; they
must also be concerned with such related projects as
making the curriculum more meaningful, stimulating
students to think critically and express themselves clearly,
helping students master skills which are essential to semi-

independent and, later, independent learning, and
fostering an attitude of inquiry on the part of students

(p.50).

Although a change in the administrative system of organization, from a single
age/graded grouping system to a multi-age/graded grouping system, is probably not
enough to produce improved instructional outcomes, the use of the instructional
strategies of small-group instruction, peer-helping strategies, and cross-age tutoring
that are reported to be frequently employed in mixed-age or non-graded settings
(Goodlad, 1983) may be practices that hold promise for improving student learning
outcomes. These instructional practices are reported to be effective in any type of
organizational structure in schools and are likely not only effective in multi-age group
classes. However, the practice of multi-age grouping may be particularly useful in
putting the instructional practices of cross-age tutoring, small group instruction and
peer tutoring into daily use.

There has been a renewed interest in mixed age grouping, particularly at the
elementary school level. Advocates of multi-age grouping believe that this practice

should be expanded. The majority of the studies that have been done on the results
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of multi-age and ungraded programs seem to favor this type of organization for
instruction. This is one of a number of reasons for possible expansion of this
practice.

According to the Director of ERIC, Lilian Katz (1989), nongraded and multi-
age plans are found most frequently in the early elementary grades. Katz in
Education Week argues that multi-age grouping is emerging as a trend in the 1990s
for a number of reasons.

.. The concept is drawing renewed attention today as a
way of curbing ability tracking and grade retention, two
factors a growing number of educators identify as
detrimental precursors to failure for some young
children. Multi-graded units steer schools away from
competitive and overly academic instruction in the early
grades and toward methods grounded in hands-on
learning, play and exploration. (Katz, 1989, p.13)

In a review of K-2 and 3-5 grade structures in Pennsylvania, Raze (1985)
concluded that the K-2 and 3-5 structure is most often implemented in response to
declining enroliment. However, Raze cites unanticipated benefits that often resulted
from a reorganization into K-2 and 3-5 units to balance class size and make more
efficient use of staff. Educational benefits may include better concentration on the
educational and psychological needs in the two age groups. An evaluative report
revealed that the new multi-grade structure saved money and resulted in improved
discipline, better student attitudes, less retention and improved student interactions.

At the 1990 annual meeting of the National Governors’ Association (NGA)
in Mobile, Alabama, the NGA Task Force on Education Report recommends that,
"States should move away from arbitrary grouping of students by age." The task force

report criticized elementary and secondary schools for assigning students based on



48
where they live and grouping them according to age and narrowly defined ability.

The NGA further recommends that, "States should consider other approaches such
as upgrading early primary programs and increasing the use of multi-age grouping to
enhance individual growth" (NGA, July, 1989).

In a report from the Nebraska Department of Education, the author states

that:

Virtually every policy report is suggesting that
multi-age grouping is a more developmentally sound way
to deal with individual differences. (Egertson, 1989)

The provincial government in British Columbia, Canada, has mandated a
combination of grades K-3 in all classrooms for all primary schools in the province
by 1990 (Cohen, 1989). The plan would extend this "continuous progress" model
through the upper grades by the year 2000. Many schools in British Columbia now
have ungraded K-3 units.

Vito Perrone, Director qf Teacher Education at Harvard University, reports
in Cohen’s article (1989) that although few elementary schools have yet "fully
embraced" a primary ungraded class grouping, many have begun to teach more than
one grade together and many keep pupils with a teacher for two years instead of one.
Cohen, in Education Week (1989) describes plans to implement multi-age programs:

To move developmental theory into the early

grades, some states and districts are currently considering
implementation of ungraded units.

The Pittsburgh school system plans to explore the
concept of multi-age grouping for K-3 pupils at eight
schools next year as part of a restructuring plan.

A California task force on school readiness last
year urged a reshaping of classrooms for 4- to 6-year-
olds, to offer ‘“integrated, experiential programs,
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"drastically altered" assessment methods, smaller classes,
and better training of early childhood teachers. A new
elementary school task force named by the state
superintendent is expected to draw on the readiness
panel’s work.

The Florida legislature is expected to reconsider
next year a measure that would encourage more
"developmentally appropriate structures” in the early
grades, including ungraded K-3 programs, and discourage
retention in kindergarten and 1st grade. The bill died
this year.
Oregon lawmakers are also expected to
reintroduce a measure that would encourage districts to
enhance primary programs for at-risk pupils, with
developmental primary units offered as one option
(p.14).
In the same Education Week report, Lynn Stuart, a school administrator from
Cambridge (Massachusetts) Public Schools, advocates increased use of multi-age
classrooms. According to Ms. Stuart:

Multi-age classrooms allow us to use the
information we now have about how students learn.
They offer real potential for a naturalistic, lifelike setting
where kids can learn from each other (1989, p.14).

Additional efforts to re-initiate multi-age grouping have come from the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (1987) and the National
Association of State Boards of Education (1989). Both organizations have position
statements that advocate mixed-age grouping for four- through eight-year-olds.

Teacher Attitudes Toward Multi-Age Grouping

Research on the benefits and the history of multi-age grouping have been
discussed earlier. Studies and reports cited in the literature that relate specifically to
the problem of defining what teachers say about multi-age grouping and what

teachers believe about the practice are reviewed in this section. Numerous reports
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reviewed related directly or tangentially to the opinions teachers hold about multi-age
grouping. Studies of teacher attitudes toward mixed-age groupings in elementary
schools and teacher beliefs about multi-age and multi-grade level instruction are
included here. Descriptors of age-grade placement, class organization, grouping,
multi-age grouping, classroom research, school organization, non-graded grouping,
school personnel, teacher distribution, elementary teachers, teacher attitudes, teacher
beliefs, and cross-age tutoring were utilized during the literature search.

In a study by Veenman, Simon and others (1987), the authors investigated
students and teachers in elementary, mixed-age classes. They concluded that teachers
found working in mixed-age classes very difficult, with most working as if they were
teaching two different classes which had to receive separate instruction. The
Veenman and Simon study was similar to the findings of Pratt (1983), who
summarized findings from various fields of study on mixed-age grouping. Pratt cites
evidence from the fields of ethnology, education and anthropology that multi-age
groupings were more natural and yield benefits socially for participants. One finding
of Pratt’s review from education literature was that teachers reported difficulty
managing multi-age groups due to single-grade curriculum expectations. This study,
along with others by Oritz (1989) and Gelb (1982) highlight the difficulty in
implementing change from single-age/grade approaches to interdisciplinary teaching
and multi-age elementary classes. The authors cited barriers to multi-age groupings,
including published curriculum based on single-grade level outcomes, published
textbooks and workbooks based on single-grade curriculum achievement standards,
a lack of commercially available open-ended materials for individual instruction, the

attitude of teachers that certain content areas are to be covered by certain age



51
students, and the lack of knowledge about appropriate developmental instruction by

elementary-grade teachers.

In yet another study by Katz (1989), she identified a problem with teachers
accepting individual differences and multi-age grouping because of the perceptions
held by many teachers that putting children of the same age group together allows
them to be taught all the same thing at the same time on the same day. Katz points
to the lack of child development information as a reason for a lack of more varied
grouping practices in schools. Katz also cites a lack of awareness of research
information on cross-age studies, mixed ability grouping and cooperative learning
literature as reasons for a lack of teacher acceptance of multi-age grouping practices.

In a related study, Goodlad and Anderson (1986) repbrted that split classes,
the practice of putting two grade levels together with two separate curriculums, and
with a teacher responsible for teaching content to two distinct groups simultaneously,
has soured the willingness of teachers to accept multi-age classroom assignments. In
a related report on multi-age, primary school grouping by Carol Cummings (1989),
she states that split-grade groupings are frequently used to balance class size and
decrease costs. Cummings reports that the administrative practice of split-grade
grouping to balance class size has created a problem with teacher perceptions of the
viability of multi-age instructional methods.

In a study by Perkins (1961), he mentions other disadvantages of nongraded
programs. Perkins cites the extra work caused for teachers by ungrading, including
more time spent on record keeping, the problem of articulating reading levels with
other subjects such as arithmetic and social studies, and the orientation of new

teachers.
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In a survey of educators, Dean (1964) found that some teachers think that the

absence of fixed grade level standards for all children is a serious fault. He also
reports that some teachers believe that fitting the curriculum and teaching to the
needs of each individual child puts too great a burden on teachers.

There has been some research conducted that concludes that teachers have
a negative attitude toward multi-age grouping. Acheson (1984) reported that parents
and teachers involved with combination classrooms in Edmonton,A Canada, did not
approve of multi-grade classes.

In a study by Kenneth Brown (1989), 34 teachers, all of whom had experiences
in both multi-grade and single grade classrooms, were asked their views on multi-
grade classrooms. When asked their preference for teaching the majority (79.4%)
chose the single grade. Only 3% preferred the multi-grade class, while 17.6% had
no preference. Almost all respondents in Brown’s study stated that increased
preparation time was required for multi-graded classes, and there was less time in
class for discussing topics compared to a single grade. Only two of the 34 teachers
surveyed submitted reasons why multi-grade classes are superior to single grades.
When Brown reviewed questions of workload, he found that three-quarters of the
~teachers reported that significantly more work was required in the mixed-grade
classroom. The remaining one-fourth said the workload was the same for both types.
Not a single teacher felt that a multi-grade classroom was a lower workload.

In his review of nongraded primary schools, Calhoun Collier reported that
"Teachers must work harder in a nongraded school because they need to constantly
evaluate pupils and report on their progress" (1966, p.50). Collier goes on to

describe how teaching in a nongraded setting is positive for teachers. His
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observations and teacher interviews lead him to conclude that "The teachers’ personal
satisfaction is much greater in the nongraded school" (1966, p.50).
Summary

Multi-age grouping practices were described in the literature related to the
development of the first full age-graded American school, the Quincy Grammar
School in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1859. The development of the graded school was
based on the belief that homogeneous grouping and large group instruction would
greatly improve the instructional practices of the day. The current age-graded
structure that so dominates public school organization was based on a very simple
rationale. In the rationale, the need for a system of schooling that provides the
greatest good to the greatest number in the shortest time at the least expense is
emphasized. This rationale is siill firmly in place today.

Attempts to modify significantly the age/graded organizational structure of
public education have been largely unsuccessful. Several attempts, however, have
been made to revitalize and extend alternative age and grade grouping practices.
The Individually Guided Education (IGE) movement, and other informal school
movements during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, attempted to modify grade level
grouping practices. Despite these attempts the most common practice of school
organization in today’s American schools is that of the age-graded structure.

The age-graded system has its critics who provide evidence that the grade level
system is bM on false assumptions about the learning process. These critics
present arguments that students cannot have their needs met in a system that
demands that all students learn in a lockstep fashion. Others criticize graded systems

for rejecting and failing students who do not match up to predetermined grade level
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standards.

A review of the literature on multi-age group and ungraded practice reveals
that grouping by single age or grade levels yields no advantages for students in the
area of subject matter mastery over multi-age grouping. Evidence has been reported
that multi-age grouping appears to yield benefits for students in the affective domain
without adversely affecting student achievement.

Many of the instructional techniques that are associated with multi-age
grouped classes: small group instruction, cross-age tutoring, and individualized
education, appear to yield promising student outcomes. However, changes in the
administrative system of organization in itself, from a single age/graded grouping
system to a multi-age/graded system, are probably insufficient to produce significant
changes in the teaching/learning process.

There has been a renewed interest in multi-age grouping, particularly at the
elementary school level. Advocates of multi-age grouping believe this practice should
be expanded. Recent research seems to favor this type of organization for
‘instmction.

Teachers cite numerous reasons why they have reservations about multi-age
grouping practices. Current classroom materials, curriculum guides and published
materials are based on single-grade outcome standards. Also, there is a lack of
commercially prepared individualized materials available, leaving teachers the
frequent responsibility to seek out or create classroom materials for instruction.

Other factors related to a lack of preservice and inservice education for
teachers in the field of child development, cooperative grouping and cross-age

instruction may be hampering attempts at changing current practice. This,
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accompanied by a continuing focus in teacher preparation programs on tools and
methods rather than assumptions and beliefs about learning, may be hampering the
development of alternative grouping methods.

The past practice of multi-age grouping in split classes, due to economic
considerations and administrative convenience rather than instructional outcomes,
may also be contributing to a reluctance on the part of teachers to accept multi-grade
assignments.

The body of knowledge on how to instruct students of different ages together,
without using traditional single-grade curriculum content, needs to be exbandcd,
described and disseminated, according to many of the reports.

Additional information on how teachers think about age and grade groupings
is needed to provide a comprehensive view of attitudes teachers have toward multi-
age grouping. Adding to the body of knowledge currently available about what
teachers, who have experience with multi-age grouping, believe about multi-age
classroom groupings may assist educators responsible for preservice and inservice
education for teachers to plan experiences that may assist in the examination of
varied-age grouping practices. Identifying who the teachers are, and what experiences
they have had that make them perceive multi-age grouping as a positive practice, may
assist educators in planning liké experiences that will enable teachers to grow and
explore different grouping arrangements that may yield improved instructional

outcomes for students.



CHAPTER I

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

The relationship of multi-age grouping to student instruction has been
emphasized in the previous chapter. Evidence presented demonstrated that, despite
reports that indicate that multi-age grouping and the accompanying instructional
practices may be of significant educational value, these practices are not used to any
great degree in today’s educational institutions. Some of the factors were reviewed
that may be inhibiting the effective use of multi-age grouping practices. It was
recognized that efforts are underway to reduce barriers to the use of the instructional
methods associated with multi-age grouping. The teacher was identified as a key
factor in bringing about a wider and improved use of these methods. The importance
of teacher beliefs and attitudes was reviewed in relation to educational change.

This chapter contains two major parts. The first is a brief discussion of
ethnographic methods in general, and the second is a description of the specific
methodology and the setting for this study.

Ethnography as a Method of Inquiry

Ethnography is not a cle#r]y definable methodological approach to research.

It is a variety of approaches of many categories and descriptors. "Field work" or

"field method" are terms used to describe the study of events in natural settings.
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Schatzman and Strauss (1973) used the term "field method" to describe a system for

the observation of participants in real life situations. Erickson (1987) used the term
“interpretive research" to describe the same method.

In planning an ethnographic study, the topic and site are determined and the
research questions are designed to guide the data gathering process. However, these
questions are not rigid in nature. The research questions and, therefore, the system
for gathering data may change in response to events in the study site, or may change
in response to the researcher’s understanding of the events (Erickson, 1987).

Site observations begin with a focus on a description of the site itself. The
patterns of activity are observed and recorded, the social structure is studied, and the
relationships of participants are explored. Erickson (1987) refers to this process as
"progressive problem solving." The decisions about what to see, who to concentrate
on, and where to physically locate emerge as more data are collected. The data
collection process itself leads the researcher to the areas of inquiry.

As the study progresses and the data are organized, an analysis of the
information suggests that certain patterns exist. As these patterns emerge, they begin
to provide information that forms the basis for the development of assertions. The
assertions are then supported by evidence from field observations, interviews or
document analysis.

The field notes and records of the events observed in the research site that
pertain to the research questions are detailed and descriptive in nature. Events and
conversations are recorded in detail. Impressions and questions for further study are
recorded by the observer in the field notes. The observer’s interpretations are kept

clearly separate from the actual recording of observations and conversations.
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The data collected through field work are analyzed to develop the findings of

the study. The first step involves categorizing the data. Many of the categories are
provided by the research questions. Others emerge from the data collection process.
The categorized data are examined for important similarities, patterns or
relationships that help explain the situations being investigated.

The results of field study at one research site will not necessarily be the same
as those from another site. Generalization in ethnographic field work is a cumulative
matter: the more cases there &e that support a given explanation or assertion, the
more generalizable the findings to other situations.

The Plan of the Study

The organization and operation of current multi-age classrooms are described
in this study. Data needed to accomplish this description were obtained by direct
observation, document analysis, and formal interview procedures. Forty-eight hours
of direct participant observation was conducted in three multi-age classrooms in the
Hill Elementary School in Ann Arbor, Michigan. In each of the three primary
observation sites, students assigned to these classrooms were of four different age
groups and three different identified grade levels.

The three classes observed included two combined kindergarten, first grade
and second grade (K, 1, 2,) multi-age sections and one combined first grade, second
grade and third grade (1, 2, 3) multi-age section. In two classrooms (K, 1, 2),
students ranged from age four to age eight. In the other subject classroom (1, 2, 3),
students ranged in age from five to nine.

The entire Hill Elementary School is organized in multi-age sections, in

different age/grade combinations. The school enrolls students in the identified grade
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levels of kindergarten, first, second, third, fourth, and fifth. The school has been

organized on a multi-age structure since its formation in 1985. Documents describing
Hill School state that the school is organized so that students of different ages and
grade levels are placed together in each classroom.

In addition to the in-classroom observations, staff and student participants
from the three subject groups were observed at other school locations during the
school day, including the lunchroom, hallways, outdoors during recess, in the music
room, in the art room, and in the library. The three classrooms that made up the
focus of the observations were selected by mutual agreement and consent of the
principal and the teachers.

The observations in the ciassrooms occurred at various times during the day,
including morning instruction, lunch time, afternoon instruction, and dismissal period.
The site observations began on January 8, 1990, and continued for a period of eight
weeks. The observations resumed again during the 1990-91 school year. Field
observation began on October 23, 1990, and continued for another period of six
weeks. Observations were conducted for three to four hours per week.

All participants in the school who interacted with students from the three
subject classes, including students, teachers, parents, support staff, administrators and
volunteers, were viewed as subjects of the study for research purposes.

The direct observations made in the three classrooms and in other school
settings were recorded in field notes. In the field note-taking process, the interaction
patterns, comments, and activities observed were recorded in detail. The written field
notes were analyzed to describe patterns, unusual or discrepant events, and to

develop scenarios to support assertions made about the instruction, outcomes, or



interactions in multi-age classrooms.

Students were observed while interacting on teacher-assigned tasks and doing
self-selected activities. Specific instances of students cooperating on tasks were
recorded in detail, as were instances where students of different ages were observed
working together.

The observation periods were accompanied by some informal, casual style
interviews. Participants were asked questions during observation periods for the
purpose of checking for understanding, to clarify the meaning of events, to check for
any bias on the part of the observer, or to obtain information on the participants’
perspective.

During the observations, detailed field notes were taken of participant
conversations in the classroom and other settings around the school. When seemingly
significant dialogue was overheard, conversational speech and students’ responses to
questions were written down verbatim.

This phase of data collection consisted of observations of approximately 70
students and four teachers. Data taken from the field notes of these observations
were used primarily to describe the daily operation, organization, interaction patterns,
and instructional techniques used by teachers in multi-age settings. The field notes,
containing observation data, were then reviewed, analyzed and categorized by
common themes. Discrepant events were also highlighted during field note analysis.
Common patterns of observations were developed into assertions. The assertions
were described and examples from field notes were developed into scenarios that
supported these assertions.

In all cases, parents of the 70 children in the three subject classrooms were
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sent a letter explaining the study. Each of the adult participants also received a letter
explaining the study, and they gave written consent to allow the note taking data to
be used in the study report. The observation/notetaking procedure was reviewed by
the Ann Arbor Public Schools Research Review Committee and the University
Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects (UCRIHS) at Michigan State
University. In addition, all student subjects gave verbal assent for use in the study
report of information gathered during informal interviews.

The three subject classrooms for observations were selected based on the
willingness of staff volunteers to be involved in the study and to have students in the
class participate. During the first four weeks of observation, the classrooms were
visited three times per week for one-hour blocks. This initial observation period
involved the recording of a variety of classroom routines, events, and student
interactions. For the final six weeks, the observations were conducted once per week
in three- or four-hour blocks. The procedure for the final six weeks of observation
focused on following one student through the daily routine and recording, in field
notes, the interactions, conversations, and events that happened to this one student
during the day. The process of following one of the youngest children in the class,
referred to in field notes as "follbwing Nicki" episodes, enabled whole routines to be
recorded and described, getting a detailed account of the experience of a young child
in a setting with mixed-age classmates.

The informal interviews were also conducted during the final six weeks.
Questions and responses were recorded verbatim in field notes. Informal interviews
included comments by six teachers, twelve students, and four parents.

The second method of data collection used in this study, formal interview, was



62
designed to support the observational data on multi-age classroom operation as well

as to gather data about the beliefs and attitudes that experienced teachers hold about
the practice of multi-age grouping. The formal interviews were conducted in settings
without students. During the last three weeks of the onsite data collection, patterned
questions were asked of each of the 13 adults interviewed (see Table 1). Both the
questions and responses were tape recorded. The recorded responses were later
categorized. Categories were developed for content analysis of staff statements. Five
main categories of responses were derived: classroom organization, rationale/
philosophy, student instruction, demographics, and experiences/reflections.

Table 1 Formal Interview Participants

Teacher Grade Levels
R.Z. 4-5

LL. 4-5

J.L. K-1

W.L. 4-5

C.0O. K-1-2
LB. 34

JG. K-1-2
OK. K-1

CkK . K-1-2
S.E. Secretary
P.O. Principal
J.B. 3-4

S.W. 1-2-3
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The subjects of the formal interviews were 13 staff members at Hill School.

The interview sample included 11 teachers, the school principal, and the school
secretary. Table 2 reports the total years of teaching experience for the interview
participants and reports the years of teaching experience of each participant in a
multi-age classroom.

Table 2 Years of Teaching Experience

Total Multi-Age
1G. 30 27
1B. 10 10
S.W. 30 17
LB. 20 20
JL. 3 3
oK. 3 3
P.O. 22 15
RZ 5 3
LL. 5 4
C.O. 1 1
WL 5 5
CK. 6 4
S.E. (10) ()

The formal interviews were patterned, with a set of questions being asked of
each interview participant. The 13 interviews were tape recorded sessions of 35 to

60 minutes each.
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The staff at Hill School that were the subjects of tape recorded formal

interviews were asked the set of questions in Appendix A. This interview information
focused on what staff of a multi-age grouped school setting say about the practice.
The participants were asked to reflect on their experiences with multi-age teaching
practices, the rationale for using these practices, and the impact of multi-age grouping
on student outcomes. The patterned formal interview questions were designed to
gather responses to the study questions.

The final interview qucstions were field tested. Three experienced teachers
from other school sites were asked to review the questions and comment on the
question content, vocabulary and grammar. They were also provided with the
statement of the purpose of the study in order to compare the formal interview
questions to the questions asked in the description of the study purpose. Questions
were modified as a result of the input of the three field test teachers.

A third method of data collection included a review of written journal entries
by teachers. Ten teachers from Hill School who participated in interviews
volunteered to respond, in writing, to questions provided during the interview process.
As part of the interview process, formal interview participants were asked to write
down thoughts in reflective journals during a six-week period following their formal
interview. The purpose of the journals was explained and each teacher participant
was provided information on the desired content of the writings, including sample
questions to address (see Appendix B).

Journal writing by teachers was utilized as a tool to help teachers reflect on
their beliefs and practices in multi-age classes. Journal writing was utilized to enable

teachers to report on their current and past experiences that led them to begin
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practicing in multi-age classes. Written excerpts expanded on the formal interview
information. In combination with interviews, the journal writing analysis was used to
describe the rationale teachers gave for multi-age grouping and was added to the
- interview data to help illustrate how insiders describe the experience of working with
multi-age classrooms.

Journal writings also generated data on the social, historical, and educational
conditions that influenced the staff to become involved with and/or continue to teach
in multi-age group settings.

Study Location and Description

The study was conducted in the Ann Arbor Public Schools (AAPS) in
Washtenaw County, Michigan. The AAPS have an enrollment of approximately
14,200 students. The study site selected for the collection of data was the Hill
Elementary School. This site was selected because Hill School is purposely organized
in multi-age classroom sections. The rationale for multi-age organization at Hill
School is based upon educational considerations. The school mission statement at
Hill School states that multi-age "family grouping" is practiced because it helps
students progress to their potential both academically and socially. Each elementary
classroom in the school has at least two distinct grade levels represented. This
elementary school enrolls students in grade levels from kindergarten to fifth grade.
Hill School classrooms with identified grade levels of three or more were those
selected for direct participant observations.

The City School District
The Hill Elementary School, the site selected for the study, is in an urban

community. Computer-related, high technology business and a major university
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dominate the employment situation. The schools of the public system are officially

listed as racially integrated. Hill Elementary School is located on the westside of
town.

The Hill school is situated in an old city neighborhood. The homes were built
in the beginning of the 20th century. Many of the homes are single-family dwellings.
The School

Hill Elementary School was built in the 1920s. Originally a neighborhood
school, the Hill school was transformed, in 1985, into an alternative "choice" school,
serving students in a multi-age grouped class setting. The change-over from a
neighborhood school to an alternative school occurred in conjunction with a plan to
racially desegregate the city’s 15 elementary school, four middle schools, and two high
schools.

The building itself consists of a three-story main building, with a one-story wing
addition. There are 13 classrooms in the building as well as support staff spaces, a
gymnasium, multi-purpose rooms, and an administrative office complex. Two large
playground areas are adjacent to the school.

There are just over 300 students in Hill school, including students with special
needs, from kindergarten through fifth grade. In addition, a privately-operated day
care program is located in the building to serve families of kindergarten students, who
attend classrooms for a half-day. The day care program also provides before- and
after-school care for students in the school.

The instructional staff consists of 14 general education classroom teachers,
three teacher aides, two special education teachers, other itinerant personnel, and

one principal. The support staff consists of a librarian, two custodians, and a school
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secretary. Itinerant personnel assigned to the school for scheduled visits are an art
teacher, a music teacher, a physical education teacher, a speech teacher, a school
nurse, an instrumental music teacher, and a school social worker.

The school day is scheduled to begin at 8:30 for staff; 8:55 for students. The
lunch period is on a staggered schedule, from 11:20 to 1:10. The school day is
scheduled to conclude at 3:00 for students and 3:30 for staff.

Summary of the Data Collection Process

In addition to direct student observation within the classrooms, and "following
Nicki" episodes, data for the study were collected from other sources over an 11-
month period. Data gathering was undertaken using the following methods: direct
observations at various locations on the school site, a literature review of multi-age
class instructional methods, formal and informal interviews with teachers at Hill
School, the school principal., and the school secretary. Informal interviews with
parents, students and volunteers were also conducted. Journal entries and written
responses to questions by six teachers of multi-age classes at Hill School were also
used as a data source.

The staff in Hill School were the subjects of formal interviews to obtain
information about what teacher§ of multi-age classes say about multi-age classroom
grouping. Teachers at Hill School, the principal, parents, students and volunteers
were asked, via informal interviews, to reflect on multi-age teaching practices, the
rationale for using multi-age grouping, and their experiences in a multi-age class
setting. Fourteen professional staff members at Hill School were asked to participate
in formal interviews and journal writing. Twelve professional staff members gave

written consent and participated in formal interviews. Ten teachers agreed to
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participate in the journal writing activity; six journals were actually completed.

The patterned interview Qucstions were field tested and modified, based on
the feedback. After field testing was completed, formal interviews were conducted.
The formal interviews were patterned, with all subjects being asked the same initial
questions. Follow-up questions were asked. These varied with each respondent.
Information from formal interviews was tape recorded and classified according to
responses.

The other method of data gathering, direct observation in multi-age
classrooms, included 48 hours of observation with field note taking used as a method
of data collection. These data, in combination with the established body of literature
on multi-age teaching methods, was used to describe the daily workings of a multi-age
classroom and was used to illustrate how multi-age classrooms are organized for
student instruction. The classrooms at Hill School, which were the subject of the
observation, were selected by mutual agreement of the principal and volunteer
teachers. Observations of these classroom students and staff were made in the
classroom itself, on the playground, in the lunch room, in the library, and during
other school activities.

Information obtained through the literature review and classroom observation
served as the basis for formulating the patterned interview questions.

Journal writing by teachers was used as a tool to help teachers reflect on their
beliefs and experiences in mulﬁ-age classes. Journal writing was used to enable
teachers to report on their current and past experiences, including information about
their life history. Journals were analyzed for patterns and were used to supplement

interview findings. Interviews and journal writing analysis were utilized to gain insight
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into the rationale for multi-grading.

Consent Process

Official written consent for their participation in this study was obtained from
the principal and teachers at Hill School. Official permission for the study was
obtained from the Ann Arborj Public Schools’ research committee. Parents of
students in the classes that were selected as primary student observation sites were
notified of the research project and had an opportunity to indicate that they did not
want their child to participate in the study. Parents were notified in writing that they
had the right to give or withhold consent for their child to be involved in the study.
Adults were also given the right to give or withhold consent to be involved in the
study. Students were asked to give verbal assent before being informally interviewed.
The UCRIHS review by the MSU committee on human subjects was held, and
approval for the research project was granted prior to data collection being

undertaken.



CHAPTER IV
DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

In this chapter the information obtained during the data collection phase of
the study is reported and analyzed. The data in this chapter are organized in sections
that are presented under the topic headings: Classroom Organization for Instruction;
Small Group Instruction; Other Instructional Practices; Participant Attitudes,
Perceptions and Beliefs; Issues of Concern to Participants; and Summary.

The first section of this chapter contains a description of the classrooms that
were the primary observation sites. This section is included to provide the reader
with a sense of the organization of the multi-age classrooms at Hill School and to
provide the reader with a picture of the classroom routine from a student perspective.
Information in this section helps set the stage for the reporting and analysis of data
in the other five sections to follow.

Classroom Organization for Instruction

An analysis of the data collected through observation, interviews, and
document analysis revealed certain patterns that were evident in multi-age
classrooms. One of the patterns that emerged from the data collected related to the
ways that multi-age classrooms are organized for instruction. The predominant use
of small group instruction was evident in all of the classrooms observed.

70
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Where many elementary classrooms in American are organized primarily to

present whole group, lecture format instruction, multi-age classroom teachers in Hill
School placed a high value on small group work and on the use of "centers" or
stations for the presentation of learning opportunities. Students in all three subject
classrooms spent the majority of their day involved in small group interactions. The
class schedules were designed to facilitate instruction in groups of two to eight
students. The physical arrangement of the classrooms provided work spaces for
individual and/or small group work. The following section contains descriptions of
the ways that the subject classrooms were organized and how the instructional
process operated.

Three classrooms served as the primary sites for participant observations
during the data collection period. These classrooms are referred to by teacher
initials: Ms. S.W., Mr. C.O,, and Ms. CK.

S.W.’s Classroom

S.W.’s classroom was located in the south wing of the Hill Elementary
building. There were twenty-four students in the class and they were in grades first,
second and third. The classroom was organized so that student work areas were
divided by book shelves, room dividers and storage areas. Each student had a "tub"
(a plastic dishwashing pan) with his/her name on it. Tubs were on the storage shelves
around the room. Each tub contained books or papers belonging to the student. No
student desks were assigned. Each student also had a mail slot, a place near the door
that contained "important papers," according to Nicki, a first grade student. The mail
slots were each marked with a student name on a piece of colored tape. During

informal questioning of S.W., the teacher, she told me, "The colored tape represents
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the grade level of the student; that’s how you can tell what grade they are in." When

asked whether grade names, i.e., first, second or third, were used often in the
classroom, S.W. said that they were not. According to the colored tape, the class
make-up was equally divided among first, second and third graders. The set periods
in the classroom were generally thirty minutes long, with changes in small group
activity signalled by a bell (a kitchen timer). A schedule was written on the
blackboard each day. The classroom was divided into seven distinct student work
areas, each accommodating four to eight children. One area, the "rug," was the
whole-class gathering place and was the only area where the entire class of students
was observed to be together.

S.W. began her teaching in London, England, when open education first began
as a movement. Her teaching experience spanned thirty years. She began teaching
in the Ann Arbor Schools twelve years ago. Prior to coming to Hill School, S.W.’s
experience in England was with both primary and secondary schools that were
organized as single-graded and ungraded programs.

The sense of S.W.’s class for the first time observer was one of confusion and
a lack of order: students wandering in and out of the classroom, a high level of
noise, and twenty-four bodies moving around the room that was disorganized in
appearance.

There were tables, study corners, boxes, shelves, pets, piles of toys, piles of
paper and various boxes of materials piled together, stuff seemingly everywhere,
students were all different sizes and shapes. There was a variety of ethnic and racial
groups represented and a great variety in the maturity level of the students. One girl

sat in a bean bag chair, sucking her thumb, while another boy was illustrating a
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lengthy book that he was assembling for a science project.

My first visit left me feeling confused. Students were talking, playing with
action figures, looking at books, huddled around a computer, talking with each other
and working from textbooks. For the first five minutes that I visited the class, there
was no teacher in the classroom. I sat and watched for five more minutes. Students
changed seating arrangements, picked up different materials; still no teacher. I
wondered if there were a problem; I wondered where the teacher was; I wondered
what the organization of the classroom really was, I wondered if this was typical
activity for this room.

The teacher did arrive a few minutes later, but the students hardly seemed to
notice. They went about their business with a high degree of independence and self-
direction. An examination of the records for S.W.’s class revealed that the students
were between the ages of six and ten.

During the second observation, I noted that activities changed every thirty
minutes or so, and that students were assigned to small groups. The groups were
designated on a list that was pos;tcd on a bulletin board. Each student was assigned
to one of four groups that were named "special," " written work," "reading" and
"choice." Each student participated in each of the four activities during the day.
When a small group of six to eight students was assigned to the "special" activity, they
went to a table where the teacher had set up an activity for the day. One day, the
special activity consisted of making a "sculpture" out of tongue depressors and
toothpicks; geoboards with rubber bands were set up another day; gluing macaroni
was another project, as was creating with pipe cleaners. The "special" area was a

hands-on, activity-based center that had as a focus the creative manipulation of
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objects. This activity center was also frequently attended by students during "choice"
group.

"Choice" was the small group session that students expressed the greatest liking
for. During this time period, if students were assigned to the "choice" group, they
could engage in any activity within the classroom "as long as the rights of others to
learn in a safe and orderly environment were being respected," according to S.W.
Students in "choice" frequently joined the "special" activity, gathered in the kitchen
area with Ninja Turtles or other action figures to play with or gathered at the
computer station. When asked what "choice" was, a student responded that it was
"a time to do what we like."

The small group period assigned for "written work" generally consisted of story
writing or written math assignments. Story writing used a student-generated
experience story approach. Math assignments frequently included math dittos,
workbook assignments or application lessons. During "written work," students would
frequently get direct instruction from the teacher on the topic for the day. "Written
work" was the most teacher-assigned small group session. S.W. would describe the
work for the day for each student to accomplish. Students in "written work" sat at
a table area. S.W. frequently sat near the group to monitor their progress on daily
assignments, and answer questions. During "written work," most students began the
period by writing in self-illustrated "journals." During this time, S.W. would circulate
and give directions about the daily work to be completed.

Reading period was a small group assigned time when S.W. would call on
students for direct instruction in reading, either individually or in small groups. The

reading period consisted of students reading trade books selected from the book



75
shelves in the classroom or books selected from the library. In addition to a

designated small group time for reading, there was also a designated reading period
for all students, where S.W.’s cla-ass would team up with the class of fourth and fifth
grades next door in a "reading buddies" format. In reading buddies, students would
be scheduled to read together with an older student paired with a younger student,
two or three times per week. Small group reading was a daily activity that can be
described as a combination of silent reading, seat work and teacher-directed reading
groups.

The classroom organizational routine involved blocks of small-group-
designated activity time. Students were assigned to designated groups as evidenced
by the names of between six to eight students being written on a laminated card.
One bulletin board near the "rug" area had cards, with five to seven student names,

inserted in "pockets" on the board. The illustration below shows the bulletin board

in diagram form.
Randy Louis Maria Beth
Judy Johnny Bill Hal
Tom Mark Pat Rachel
Mary Daisy Jeff Jim
Nicki Rusty Tim Kelly
Paul Polly Mike

Dan

Special Written work Choice Reading

The cards were moved as classroom periods were switched, when the timer
signalled a change. These assigned-work groups were changed "every six to eight
weeks," according to S.W. .

The classroom contained a bathroom, a teacher’s desk, a play kitchen area,

a computer area, the "special" table, the "rug" area and four other student worktable
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areas.
C.0.’s Classroom
C.O.’s classroom was located on the ground floor of the Hill Elementary
School. There were 24 students assigned to C.O.’s class in grades kindergarten, first
and second. The students in the class were ages five, six, seven and eight. The
classroom had tables and chailfs scattered across the room, a large climber was
located in the middle of the room, a couch and rocking chair were located in the
corner of the room. No student desks were assigned and during the first visit, it was
not apparent where students kept their personal items and school assignments.
The enrolled students included "Six kindergartners, ten first graders, and eight
second graders," according to C.O., who commented that he used graded labels for
"expediency,” but preferred to use age descriptors and expressed a desire to get rid
of graded descriptors.
On the blackboard was a scribbled schedule for the day. On the first
observation visit the schedule read:
8:20 Choice
8:45 Meeting
9:00 Science small group
9:30 Math
10:00 Gym
10:30 Recess
11:00 Reading
11:15 Clean-up

12:00 Lunch
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12:40 Art

2:00 Choice

The initial observation began at 9:30 in the morning, with students moving
from place to place, in and out of the room. Jessica was drawing, Amy was climbing
on the shelf looking for paper, David was reading a trade book from another shelf,
Adam was playing with Legos on the floor. The noise level was high, and the activity
level fast and furious. Among all this activity, C.O. sat in his rocking chair talking
about a videotape project with three girls. Occasionally, C.O. would call out a name
and a request or command: "David bring me the calendar." "Justin, turn off the
water." After the first 30 minutes of observation, a group of older students entered
the room and asked C.O. if they could use the computer. After another 30 minutes,
another teacher came to the door, calling to C.O. Several students rushed toward the
door, with C.O. shouting orders to put the room "back in shape" and to clean up.
The activity level picked up around the room, with chairs being pushed, paper being
stuffed into waste baskets and boxes, furniture being moved, books re-shelved, and
a rabbit caught and caged. There were several minutes of this activity before
students began filing out of the classroom, individually or in small groups, to what I
found out was gym class. Two girls stayed in the class to clean out the rabbit cage
and put in new woodchips, a task that proved very messy. They did, with some
assistance from C.O., manage to sweep up the waste and dispose of it in a plastic
bag. The other 22 students did not reappear at 11:00 as they should have according
to the schedule on the board. C.O. also left the room without a word. I realized that
the schedule was not necessarily a reliable indicator of student whereabouts.

C.0O.’s room was divided into five general areas for student activity. One area
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referred to as "meeting" was the site for the whole group meetings and discussions.
There were benches and a couch in the "meeting" area, along with the "teacher’s
chair," a rocking chair where C.O. was observed to spend the majority of his time
while in the classroom. The other areas of the room included a large motor play
area, with a climbing gym, a kitchen/playhouse area, two worktable areas, and a
computer station. There was a single bathroom in the room, used by boys and girls,
and a sink area.
C.O. began his teaching at Hill school after a career in the construction trades.

He had graduated with a teaching degree some ten years earlier, but never practiced
in the profession until he began substituting at Hill two years ago. He gained full-
time employment one year ago. He became interested in Hill school after being
involved with a school camping experience at Hill as a volunteer. He joined the
faculty as a result of becoming reinvested in teaching because of his experiences.
According to C.O.:

I wanted to work at Hill because it was everything my

education was not. My personal education in the

elementary grades was very stagnant, seat-oriented, and

I found it extremely frustrating; so this program

respected the students and treated students like they

were intelligent.

C.O. describes his educational experience in elementary school:

Most of my standout events were negative, being in the
middle reading group or the last reading group and a lot
of other degrading things.

Each morning C.O. scheduled a 15-minute class meeting. This was a whole
group time for show-and-tell, attendance, and a schedule review. He explained that

the rest of the day is flexible in terms of the schedule and that students have the
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power to determine their own learning activities:

I provide them with a lot of different
opportunities. We have open choice, when it gets a little
crazier and a little louder because they can play in the
house [area), build a fort or whatever. We have a quiet
choice where they can choose reading, writing, math,
drawing or painting. Then, we have contract choice
where they sit down and sign a contract with me that
they are going to do this for a set period of time...if they
want to study fish, they can do a contract choice.

Figure 1 C.O.’s Classroom
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CX’s Classroom

C.K'’s classroom was located in the south wing of the school and had grades
kindergarten, first and second represented. The students in C.K.’s class varied in age
from four to eight. C.K. had 23 students enrolled in her class during the morning

session and 18 students during the afternoon session, because the five kindergarten
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students attended a half day in the morning only.

The classroom was arranged so that tables were set up in five parts of the
room with teacher-designed activities set up on each of the five tables. These activity
tables or "centers" included perceptual motor activities (puzzles and games), fine
motor activities (cutting and drawing), a writing station where students dictated
stories to the teacher and illustrated their stories, a "play” area with a pretend kitchen
and housewares and a quiet area with bean-bag chairs and books. There was also
a "circle" area where whole-group meetings, calendar, and story time would take
place with the class. Each student was assigned a "cubby" where their personal
material and schoolwork were stored.

The set periods, described by C.K. as "center time," were 20-30 minutes in
length. Center time activities alternate with whole group activities that C.K. reported
were "five to ten minutes” in length. The art center had colored paper, markers,
scissors, glue and precut paper shapes. The listening center had books on cassette
tape and a six-person headphone set. The small motor area had scissors, string,
paper punches, and styrofoam for cutting and punching holes. The writing center had
books, pencils, crayons, and paper arranged on shelving.

The teacher’s chair in the circle also served as the location for oral reading,
class discussion, and whole group teaching. Grouping at the centers was arranged by
choice. Sometimes C.K. would pull together special work groups for instruction.
CXK explained:

Students sign up for the order that they wish to
do things. I put choice in the middle of the center times
for everyone all at once because when I got

kindergartners I had to be careful that they had a time
of their own.
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C.K set up a schedule so that each student went to each center during the
day. She stated that students experience things "in their own ways," but that the
teacher needs to encourage students to experience many different things.

In my classroom...you put things out and students
look at it, experience it, and explore it in their own ways
rather than the teacher finding a prescribed way for
them to learn. The thing I have tried hardest to develop
is to find ways for them ([students] to express and
demonstrate their own ways of learning. I'm not the
center of the classroom.

C.K. began her teaching in an inner city school. In her journal writing, she
reflected on how her experience encouraged her to teach in a multi-age setting.

In the inner city, I saw all of the problems
involved in trying to meet individual needs and not being
successful. Teaching individually means making schools
a good place for kids..by learning to think about
education as an individual experiencing things in their
own way.

Although C.K. has only taught for two years at Hill school, she had additional
teaching experience in a multi-age preschool setting.

I've learned a lot from my co-op nursery,
preschool background. I have a strong emphasis on
child development in the program design. The child
development research is consistent with looking at
children as they are, rather than in what grade they are
in.
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Figure 2 CXK.’s Classroom

storage
3 l
listening l
—
science pe—
art
cut & ' ‘
draw
wms D ————

- |

| —=

A Typical Morning While Following Nicki

One of the primary sources of data gathered for the study was obtained by
following one of the youngest students at Hill School through her daily routines over
a period of six weeks. These "following Nicki episodes" provided an opportunity for
entire classroom routines to be recorded.

Nicki, a six-year-old student in S.W.’s class, was described by her teacher as
"the youngest child in the room." I first began following Nicki to observe what, if any,
help Nicki received from older students in the classroom. I discovered that following
a single student throughout the school day provided an opportunity to experience the
flow of events throughout the school day. Events from a typical morning at Hill
School are recorded here to give the reader a sense of the setting and how a

classroom operates from a student’s perspective.
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The starting time for Hill school was set at 8:55. At 8:30, arriving early, Nicki

was already inside the classroom, along with a number of other children. The
children in S.W.’s room were reading, drawing, playing with action figures, and
tending to classroom pets. It is hard to say when school actually began because there
was no organized activity or teacher direction once the designated start time of 8:55
arrived. Around the room, some children were huddled in small groups, but Nicki
was on her own, moving about the room and talking to other children. To the visitor,
students appeared to move about freely and talk to each other. Nicki wandered into
the hallway. The hall was filled with busy children, displays of paintings, graphs,
tables, chairs, and a box filled with plants.

Nicki walked by other classrooms. The classrooms were fairly noisy, and one
teacher asked for quiet. In the classrocm next to Nicki’s, an accident happened:
paint spilled and there was recrimination by the teacher. The two children involved
in the accident, with black paint on their clothes and in their hair, were sent by the
teacher to the restroom down the hall to clean themselves up.

As Nicki returned to her room, there had been an increase in the amount and
variety of the activities. S.W. was in the room now, sitting at a table with a small
group of four students. Another group of children was sitting on the floor in the
"kitchen" area stacking blocks into tall towers. Nicki joined two of the boys without
hesitation and began stacking blocks. Upon finishing the tall tower, one boy counted
with anticipation, "Fifteen, sixteen," as he added the last one. "Don’t touch it," he
commanded, as Nicki stepped back.

At the other end of the room, two small boys were sitting in a bean bag chair

looking at a book. A solitary girl was sitting at the computer nearby. Nicki moved
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to a table covered with yarn, string, and paper. When asked if she had a desk or a
seat assigned to her, Nicki shook her head "no." Nicki sat down and began stringing
dry pasta on yarn. She was joined by two other girls. On the storage shelf next to
Nicki, in plastic boxes, there were beads, buttons, and odd combinations of things, in
addition to commercial instructional materials like cuisenaire rods, an abacus, unifix
cubes, and number lines.

The class had a library corner separated by a room divider that also served as
a book shelf. Nicki sat in the library corner twice during the first hour of observation,
hanging around, handling the books, looking at pictures, and listening to the other
students read. Nicki appeared to be studying people as they read. She would then
mimic the actions of the olders she observed while sitting nearby. None of the other
students appeared to notice her parroting. No textbooks were noted to be present
in the classroom. There were a few workbooks. The classroom contained mostly
trade books in large numbers.

As Nicki picked up a book, she was called to the "rug" area by S.W. The
students slowly assembled for the first whole class session of the day. It was 9:30.

S.W. settled down the group of 23 that sat on benches, on the floor, on tables,
and on the rug. Nicki sat on the rug with her eyes closed, leaning against Rita, a
second grader. S. W. reviewed the schedule for the day. John, an older boy, called
the attendance roll and marked the names on a chart on the blackboard. Nicki did
not answer when her name was called, but John marked it anyway as Rita jabbed her
shoulder.

The class had music today. S.W. dismissed the class from the rug area and

Nicki burst out of the door with three other young girls and ran down the hallway,



85

down the stairs and through an open door. A tape player in the front of the music
room was already on when they entered, playing rhythmic beats, and the teacher
passed out a book to each child as they entered and went to the desks set up in a
circular arrangement around the room.

As the tape ended, J.W., the music teacher, paused at the door and took two
little girls by the hand as they entered. A boy picked out a tune on a xylophone and
suddenly the class broke into song. Nicki sang along to the greeting song that had
been taught as a signal that the class was about to start. Students took turns picking
one another to come to the front and use a drum to direct the whole group in a
lesson on singing from a short music score. Nicki raised her hand but was not chosen
by the others during this 15-minute portion of the lesson. Next came singing from
the songbook as a class: the spiritual, "All Day, All Night," and three other songs.
The class was dismissed at 10:30 with no teacher to meet Nicki and the others. Nicki
did not hurry out this time; she helped Sally collect the books from the desks and put
them on the shelves. Nicki and Sally lingered in the music room and talked to each
other while they sat next to the bookshelf. After a few minutes, they freely got up
and moved down the hallway.

Back in the classroom, the children read aloud to each other. There was a
different group of children present, fourth and fifth graders from J.B.’s class next
door. Nicki rushed in and joined an older girl who was seated in the kitchen area.
Nearby, a child asked another how to spell "angel." Two boys stood at the window
looking through a pair of binoculars. Five children were seated by the teacher with
colored Unifix cubes on the table. There were 30 children in the room at this time.

While many different projects were underway in the room, the teacher said she
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makes the best of it. According to S.W., "Noise is a matter of concern only when
there is too much of it for people to communicate or when it disturbs children
working alone." S. W. described this time of day as "reading buddies" and explained
that students are accustomed to noise at this time.

At about 11:00, Nicki and her reading buddy, Allison, put down the book
about a cricket that Allison had been reading to Nicki and moved over to the
hamster cage by the "special" table. The two girls talked about the pet hamster that
belonged to the class. Allison opened the cage and ran her fingers on the fur. Nicki
watched another group using a funnel to pour rice from large containers to smaller
ones. She left Allison and joined in. Nicki spent the rest of the morning with her
hands and arms deep in the rice bin. She was totally absorbed in the activity and
appeared surprised when the teacher’s voice rose above the others in the room.
"Time to clean up. When you have put things away, come and sit in the rug area."

All was accomplished within minutes, with few directions from the teacher.
As the class assembled, S.W. read a poem about a princess and a dragon. When the
poem was over, the class grabbed sacks and lunch boxes and headed for the door.
Nicki was one of the last to leave. She put on her coat and followed the class to the
lunch room.

Small Group Instruction

This, the second section of the chapter, includes a description and analysis of
the use of student small group organization for instruction. The data presented
suggest that multi-age classrooms are primarily organized by small student work
groups to facilitate instruction and enable teachers to manage the classrooms. These

classrooms had a wide range of student ages, abilities, and interests represented.
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Throughout the day, students in the subject classes spent most of their time with
other students in small work groups. This pattern was evident in each of the multi-
age classes observed.

The observations and interviews conducted in multi-age classrooms provided
evidence that these classrooms were organized to facilitate work in small groups. The
classroom arrangements, with many small areas for specific instruction, were set up
specifically to allow groups of two to eight students to work together. Students were
placed by teachers in small groups or self-selected their group partners. In some
cases the students moved together as a group throughout the designated instructional
periods. In other situations, the students moved from activity to activity without
teacher direction and without groups being designed by the teacher. In the latter
cases, teachers reported "student choice" as the small group format and method of
organization. In all three subject classrooms observed, the daily schedule was
designed by the teacher to devote the majority of the allocated class time to the
designated small group periods.

The multi-age classrooms were organized so that students work in small
groups. The day was scheduled so that the majority of class time is spent in small
group work. The students form and reform small groups according to the daily
schedule.

Mike and Jeff, two older students in S.W.’s class, were reading aloud to two

younger students. Hiawatha was the topic of the reading and conversation, as the
four students leaned back in beanbag chairs in a corner of the classroom behind a
wall of bookshelves. In another part of the classroom, five students of different ages

were in a play kitchen area; some were pouring empty boxes of cereal and others
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were sweeping with brooms or rattling pots and pans. Three other small groups of
two to eight students were scattered about the room. S.W., the teacher, was not in
the classroom. This scene was part of a pattern that was repeated throughout the
day: small groups of students talking together, sitting together, and lots of movement
around the classroom, often without teacher involvement.

The daily schedule was written on the corner of the blackboard.

9:00 groups

10:15 recess

10:45 music

11:30 lunch

12:15 groups
1:15 reading buddies
1:45 groups

Although the schedule differed each day, to some extent, the inclusion of
groups as the primary activity or method of instruction used in the classroom was
consistent. The absence of designated whole-class time periods was also a consistent
pattern. Mary, a first grader, explained, "We have groups and can go to choice,
reading, written work or special.”" In S.W.’s classroom, students had assigned group
members that they traveled with throughout the day to the four designated group
activities, but students frequently strayed from these groups to observe others, to talk
with the teacher or to leave the room. On the bulletin board near the teacher’s chair
were four pockets of laminated construction paper. In each pocket was a card with
the names of five, six, seven or eight students on each card. A kitchen timer bell

rang, and Mary, a younger student, walked over to the bulletin board and announced,
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"It’s time to switch." Nothing happened immediately, but within two minutes,
students began to put away materials and relocate to different areas of the classroom.
Five minutes after Mary had moved the name cards one pocket to the right, S.W.
announced, "O.K,, class, it’s time to settle down. I need to see Paul and Hal over
here, please." Some students took papers out of wash tubs and sat in chairs; others
did not move at all. A group of five girls was joined by two more and began gluing
tongue depressors and toothpicks on paper plates. They were joined by two older
boys who announced that they were in "choice." Choice was a time in S.W.’s class
when students could select their own learning activities within the classroom. It took
five more minutes for most of the students to sit down in a chair or on the floor.
When seated in small groups in S.W.’s class, the students were separated from
each other by a number of physical barriers. The classroom had three desks in it,
five study carrels, seven tables, four dividers, five storage units and six bookshelves.
Seven distinct areas of the room were divided off. Only one area was large enough
for the entire twenty-four students to gather together. This large group area was
called the "rug" area and consisted of benches arranged in a rectangle around a chair,
facing a blackboard and bulletin board. When all the students were around the "rug"
area, there was insufficient room on the benches, so many sat on tables or
bookshelves when a "class meeting" was held. The classroom arrangement was very
different than the neat rows of desks seen in many elementary classrooms. The room
arrangement, with small tables grouped in a cubicle behind dividers, lent itself to
small group or independent work arrangements. A sketch of the classroom’s physical
arrangement further illustrates how the room was set up to enhance small group

interaction.
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During questioning with S.W., she related,

Frequently using small groups is challenging. The
problem with so many options is keeping students
engaged. When it runs well, students are actively
pursuing information they need; when it’s not, there is a
chaotic feeling. Having small groups as the basis for
instruction can be scattering, but during those moments
it works well, it results in lasting results. I'm always
working on this. The challenge is to have a lot of
centers, with really meaningful activities set up for kids.

Small group instruction was the basic mode of teaching in the multi-age
classroom settings observed. Teacher-directed mini-lessons, as well as student choice
and independent work, made up the majority of student learning experiences.
Teachers planned and arranged classrooms to facilitate student tutoring experiences

and small group cooperative learning.
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CK, a teacher of a K-1-2 section, organized her classroom in a learning-
center approach. She planned activities in five or six learning centers as part of each
day’s schedule.

C.K'’s classroom was off the first floor corridor, up a half dozen stairs. At
10:00 a.m., four young girls were seated on the floor in the hall with a pile of
magazines, canisters of paste and a very large sheet of paper. They were cutting and
pasting as they talked about magic stars and pumpkins.

"I need to cut out a pumpkin," said Katrina, a kindergarten student.

"Do you need help?" said a voice from inside the classroom.

"I’ll help you," answered Carol, another kindergartner in the group. Carol cut
out the pumpkin and handed it to Katrina.

Nearby an older boy was reading a story to a younger child; they were both
giggling about "Old Bear" as they turned the pages together. Two girls and one boy
were silently looking at other books. A look inside the room had C.K. sitting at the
writing center with six other students. Several students at C.K.’s table were writing
in notebooks or on loose leaf paper. A table on wheels went by with wood blocks
on top. The children at C.K.’s writing center did not look up as the table rolled by.

C.K. got up and walked out into the hallway. A child turned toward her.
"What'’s this word?" she asked.

"It’s mountain," replied C.K. "Are you ready to hang up your display?"

The walls of the hallway were covered with a variety of art work and posters.
It was just before Halloween and a wall of jack-o-lanterns made from paper bags
lined on one side of the hall.

The poster, made from the student magazine cutouts, had masks, pumpkins,
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costumes, food pictures, and other drawings on it. C.K. helped the students tape the
poster at a convenient height for small children to see.

C.K’s K-1-2 classroom size was a little smaller than some of the others in the
building. The class enrolled 23 students in the morning and 18 students in the
afternoon. The five kindergarten students, referred to by C.K. as "morning students,"
attended for a half day only. C.K. referred to her first and second graders as "full
day" students, thus avoiding grade labels. What was most striking about C.K.’s class
was that there were no desks for students or the teacher. Instead the room was
arranged by work table areas that C.K. referred to as "centers."

In the listening center, four students were lying all over the table with
headphones on, listening to a cassette tape. On another table was a science center
with equipment on it: magnets, mirrors, and a magnifying glass. Alongside were
other objects: seashells, bones, hair, a feather, some rice and wood. On a nearby
shelf were plants, a fish tank and books.

At the art center were easels, paints and brushes, waiting to be used.
Newspapers were spread out nearby on the floor and old stained "paint shirts" hung
on hooks in a nearby corner.

The teacher sat down at a small round table for a few minutes with two boys
who were writing and illustrating stories about Halloween in their journals. CK.
praised their efforts. The children eagerly showed their writings to visitors.

Children moved in and out of the room constantly during this period. In spite
of all that was happening, the noise level was quite low. When asked why she
employed small group centers for instruction, C.K. replied:

In a multi-age class grouping, when you organize
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your room with things that are interesting to kids and
you let them pursue their own interest in learning, the
kids will have their own choices, they will go to their own
spots. I very rarely pull a group in the a.m. I run a.m.
like a kindergarten experience play group. I allow
choice, they make decisions on their own.

When C.K. did call work groups together, she selected students with similar
instructional goals for a mini-lesson. For the rest of the centers, however, CK. was
flexible in the way she places students in groups. She reported that:

I like the opportunity that multi-age grouping
presents for the teacher to do a very intense kind of
instruction with small groups of kids. For example, if
there is something a group of first or second graders
need to learn, it is so easy to sit around a table and have
four other students here, as opposed to having 26 and
being in front having to teach all of them the same thing
at the same time.

This practice of forming informal work groups and the frequent use of small
groups in multi-age classrooms was also confirmed by statements made by the
principal, P.O.:

We often use work groups. I have seen teachers
set up small groups and I have seen teachers make
suggestions to kids about removing or including others in
the groups. But, generally, the small groups are
informal.

As the morning proceeded, all of the "centers" were busy with activity. A
parent volunteer supervised the art center with paints of orange and black on the
easels. The cutting and pasting had moved from the hallway onto a table with string,
styrofoam, and tin foil filled shoe boxes added to the magazine cutouts.

At first glance, it seemed as if C.K. had gone. She did not dominate the room;

the children and their activities did. She was seen observing an experiment at the

science center, listening to a discussion at the writing center, and sitting in the
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teacher’s chair, preparing another activity.
Since the room was divided into a number of interest centers, so richly
equipped that even five-year-olds could proceed on their own, the teacher was free
to wander around the room, helping as needed and intervening as necessary.
There were rules to govern the small group "centers." A sign above the art
area said, "No more than four students at a time." There was a list on the
chalkboard of the activities for the day and a brief schedule. C.K.’s schedule for the
morning read:
meeting
centers
snack
story
recess

The list of activity centers was also on the chalkboard for the day; it read:
science
listening
art
writing
cut and paste
puzzles

The full-day students are expected to visit at least four centers each day,
according to C.K. Each child comes to the writing center each day. C.K. used work

samples and work folders to check each student’s work completion and progress.
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C.O.’s classroom routine began with a class meeting around 9:00. Over loud
talking, C.O. called each student’s name. "Do you have lunch money?" he asked one
boy. "Where is Tim?" he asked the group, but no one responded. "Let’s have it
quiet," said C.O. in a loud voice from his usual seat in the rocking chair. C.O. asked
Jeremy to review the schedule for the day. C.O. pointed to Jeremy, who began
reading: "9:00 - meeting; 9:30 - choice; 10:00 - gym; 10:30 - recess; 11:00 - reading;
11:45 - clean-up; 12:00 - lunch; 1:00 - choice."
C.O. described the purpose of the daily schedule:
I generally write on the board a schedule for the
day, a typical day, if I have one. Students have a reading
journal, each has a math journal that they are expected
to work in. The structure is loosely held together, but it
is there to show kids that I care about what they are
:lc])ing. As long as kids are purposeful, I'm not rigid at
C.0. had a class meeting in the morning, and this was the only scheduled large
group instruction time of the day. C.O. reported, "Class meetings I really try to
enforce. We talk about the day and take time to interact with each other."
C.O.’s class continued with their meeting. "We will be at choice until 10:00,"
C.O. announced. "What are some good choices?"
"Math!" shouted one boy.
"Drawing," said Jessica.
"Journal," blurted out Dave.
"Legos," said Adam.
C.O. affirmed each choice as acceptable with a nod of the head. He then

announced, "Some of us will be reading. Let’s go to choice now."

The students dispersed to many areas of the classroom, and four or five boys
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extended their activity into the hallway where J.G.’s class was building with blocks and

flying paper air planes.

John, a first grader from J.G.’s class, described his day. "These are my best
points," he said, about the building blocks. "I like choice time," offered John.
"Sometimes everyone has to do things like science and circle time."

Back in C.O.’s classroom, the noise level was high and the activity level was
frantic. The furniture from the kitchen area was being rearranged, shoved into the
corner by two girls, who wanted to use the climber. A small argument broke out.

"Zack is the dumbest kid in the world," said one of the girls.

C.O. intervened. "How can we work together?" he asked. "Share some space
together and see if it will work."

C.O. explained the effect of the noise level when so many small group and
individual choice activities were going on simultaneously. "Noise is a bigger issue,"
explained C.O. "It’s a philosophical thing. I feel like children need to move, they will
learn better when they are more active. Motion is tied to how much students are
going to remember."

C.O. returned to the rocking chair. Seven students were seated on the couch
or on benches in the meeting area. C.O. leaned over and picked up an Arabian
Nights picture book. He began reading and showing the pictures to the group. Five
of the seven were intently listening. The other two were drawing pictures. In other
sections of the room, two boys and two girls were making a graph, using graph paper,
of how far their paper airplanes flew. Some of this group had been in the hall earlier
and one girl explained that this was their "math journal." One of the other boys

reached in a file box on the shelf and proudly produced his "math journal" that
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contained drawings and graph paper. Around a large table in the back of the room,

seven girls had a container of beans and a box of geometric shapes on the table.
Some were counting, others watching, and three others were talking about a stuffed
animal named "Hopper" that one student had brought from home.

Part of the class group was still in the hall. Talk was going on all the time in
the hall and in the classroom. The children seemed to know just what they wanted
to do, where to get material, and how to conduct themselves. It felt as if the students
were in control of this classroom, that it was their room. Except for an occasional
command from the teacher, a "Be quiet" or "Put that over there" or "John come
here," there was little teacher intervention.

As 10:00 arrived, an adult entered the room. "Time for art," announced a
student. C.O. moved toward the door and instructed the students to "get in line," a
seemingly uncharacteristic command. C.O. explained that these changes in activity
are difficult for his class. "I use my voice. Sometimes use the lights. Kids don’t like
transitions."

The art teacher led a mass of students from the quickly disintegrating line
down the hall. Some students were left behind, putting away materials, looking for
their shoes, and talking with C.O. It took five more minutes before all the students
had left the room. C.O. announced that he was "on break" and disappeared across
the hall.

In C.O.’s class, there seemed to be a plan of the day, but few fixed periods.
The fixed periods appeared to be morning meeting, the "specials" of music/art and
gym, lunch period, and recess period.

In C.O.’s class, there seemed to be no time schedule for rotation of work
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activities or a time frame for work completion. At any point in the day, a child would
pick up where they had left off after a fixed period or would begin a new activity.
Students were free to select working partners or to work alone during choice periods.
During most observation periods, students were all engaged with at least one other
classmate. There were some individuals working alone with a writing task or on the
computer. But rarely were they alone for more than a few minutes; others would
wander in and out, curiously observing their activity or would engage them with
questions or comments. C.O.s class was the least teacher-structured of the
classrooms observed. The math and reading periods on the schedule were not
observably different than the other choice periods. The in-classroom time was
observed to be a continuous flow of student activity except for the fixed periods in
the schedule.

Using yet another system for small groups, J.G. explained in an interview how
she regrouped students on a day-to-day basis, in an approach that combined group
rotation in subject area time blocks and student assigned small groups that changed
as projects are determined or problems arise. She explained:

Four groups of students (six or seven per group)
rotate to four different activities: reading, math, choice,
and writing. We rotate activities in blocks. We average
around 30 minutes, but it varies. This way I reassure
myself that there is a daily focus.

Although the use of small group instruction was a pattern common to multi-
age classes at Hill School, the variety of formats used by the teachers in planning
their day was vast. No two classes, even in the same school, were exactly alike in the

way that small group instruction was organized. Some teachers consciously formed

small work groups of students that traveled together throughout the day from activity
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to activity. Other teachers limited the numbers of students at any activity area,
learning center or station, but allowed students to form their own groups for the most
part, calling together certain students for specific instruction. Others planned
individual contracts and then allowed students to form their own groups and select
their own activities without a scheduled rotation. Others combined these approaches
to small group instruction.

Rationale for Small Group Organization

Teachers at Hill School utilized small group instruction to enable them to
manage classrooms where varied student ages, needs, and interests are represented.
Other reasons for the utilization of small group organization included the usefulness
of small group interactions to foster the development of social skills and the
opportunities that small group work presented to accommodate individual differences.
Teachers also utilized small group organization to enable them to employ
instructional methods that enhanced instruction for the older students and that
allowed for intensive work with student groups that needed direct teacher
intervention. Examples of these strategies and examples of small group learning in
action illustrate the fundamental for the use of this type of classroom organization
by teachers.

Teachers decided to use small groups as the primary method of teaching and
learning in multi-age classrooms because small groups helped students develop social
skills as well as cognitive skills. During "choice," Nicki was sitting in a bean bag chair
when she was approached by Judy and Mary from her small group. Judy and Mary
had play plates and cereal boxes from the kitchen area. "Do you like Fruit Loops?"

asked Judy. "We're playing cooking," she continued. "Here is the menu." Nicki
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looked at the menu written on a piece of construction paper. The two girls asked
Nicki what she wanted to order. I asked them about their activity, and the girls
explained that they were waitresses and that Nicki was ordering from the menu. The
three girls poured coffee and juice and said the cereal names. The "choice"
interaction demonstrated social learning of relationships, community experiences and
appropriate play skills.

S.W. described the need for students to be able to engage in play and express
their feelings to peers in order to grow socially. When asked about the social benefits
of small groups made up of different ages, S.W. explained:

The class works better when students feel free to talk to
peers about their feelings and experiences. I encourage
students to express their viewpoints. This is easier to do
in smaller groups. Smaller groups where students are
familiar with each other are safer.

At the "special" area, Polly, an older girl, and Nicki, a younger girl, sat with
their group working with rubber bands on geoboards. Randy, the older boy in the
group, joined into a discussion. "Randy likes girls," announced Polly. "He is definitely
cool," said Nicki. Randy, looking red in the face, denied any embarrassment. "I don’t
like girls," he said, "except as friends." Social conversations frequently occurred
during small group instruction. S. W. overheard the above conversation and did not
comment. Talking was allowed during small group activities, even if the conversation
was not directly related to the designed activity. S. W. recognized the value of "social
conversation" during a formal interview:

Students definitely need to have the freedom to share
social ideas and to do it without adult intervention.

Children have so many ideas that they need to express.

S.W. used a class meeting to describe student roles and responsibilities for
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helping others. She asked the class, "How many learners are in this class?" A
student responded, "Twenty-five." "Well, there are twenty-six learners in this class."
She identified herself as a learner, too. "We have twenty-six learners and twenty-six
teachers in this class," said S.W. "We all need to help each other learn about people,
as well as learn new things. Throughout the year, the class works on how to be good
teachers as well as how to be good friends."

During an interview with a small group of students, the children were asked,
"What does it mean to be a friend?" "A friend is someone who cares about you and
is nice to you," said Maria. "It’s someone you can tell your secrets to," said Mary.
"Mike is my friend," said Hal. The students in the class talked openly about
friendship and expressed the importance of having friends. The students generally
named more than one friend in the class.

Social skill learning was an area of emphasis for instruction in this multi-age
classroom. Students played a role in selecting small group members and
demonstrated an ability to interact socially with their peers in the classroom.
Teachers used small groups as the primary mode of instruction because small groups
provide an orderly way of accommodating the range of levels of academic
achievement among the students. Small groups were used to challenge the older,
more capable students as well as to enable older students to help younger students
learn.

When asked why small groups were seen as an effective method of student
instruction, S.W. stated,

Any honest teacher will admit that even if they have the

same age in a classroom, they still have a range of three
to four years in terms of skill development anyway. So,
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the only honest way to teach to that is in small group or
individually so you might as well make it socially
comfortable.
S.W. went on to explain,

In a multi-age class, by using small groups, you can
expand the range more because you have the advantage
of a family grouping practice where you can keep the
same students in the same classroom for two or three
years. This a tremendous advantage for both kids and
teachers, and you lose less time.

In a multi-age setting, the teachers used small group instruction to enable
more capable students to help less able students, to make schoolwork more socially
comfortable, and to o