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- -- - ABSTRACT 

Child growth and development pedagogy suggests that not 

all children are ready to learn the same thing, a t  the same 

time, in the same way. Multiagel nongraded programs allow 

pupils to advance from one concept or skill level to the next as 

they are ready, regardless of age or grade, which results in 

continuous progress. Multiagel nongraded education has a 

solid foundation of research and experience to support its use. 

However, many questions still exist regarding the factors that 

contribute to the implementation of a successful primary 

multiagel nongraded program. 

The purpose of this ethnographic study was to identify the 

. (a) critical attributes of a successful multiagejnongraded 

program, (b) strategies necessary for successful 

implementation, (c) inservice training needed by teachers, 

(d) obstacles encountered during implementation, (e) 

advantages and disadvantages of a multiage / nongraded 

program for students, and (f) advantages and disadvantages of 



a multiagelnongraded program for teachers. D a t a  from 58 

teachers of primary multiage classes in a large public school 

district in central Florida were collected during the  1995-96 
_ _  - - 

school year using focus group interviews. An Interview Guide 

and a demographic questionnaire were developed to help 

gather data.  Data collection procedures for this  ethnographic 

study utilized a series of focus groups, field notes, and  

audiotape recordings. Data from the interviews were 

categorized, analyzed, interpreted, and summarized. 

Two of the critical attributes of a multiagelnongraded 

program discussed in this study were developmentally 

appropriate practices and continuous progress. Other critical 

at tr ibutes included agthenti~, assessment, team teaching, and  
; +;,- Am: :;$&: -j&.i&: ; , 2  

varied instructional strategies such as integrated thematic 

teaching and whole language. 

Implementation strategies discussed were the decision- 

making process involved in choosing to implement the 

multiagel nongraded program, the selection of the multiage 

teacher, professional development activities, s tudent  selection, 

and parental involvement. A large portion of the s tudy was 



devoted to a discussion of the obstacles encountered during 

implementation of the multiagel nongraded program. 

Advantages and disadvantages of a multiage setting for 
-- - 

students and teachers were discussed in the review of 

literature and in the data analysis of participants' responses 

during the interviews. 

Implications for practice were included. A list of 

recommendations for future study was also included. 



- 
' --.& - -* -  

DEDICATION 

, / I  ( .  
. A 

- > .  
% .-- 

8 - , . , ' - - - I  '- , - -  , -, f i - .  I { -  - - i J  
A -  _ .- I .  

- . , -  '-. , 

This work is lovingly dedicated to 

my Mom and Dad, Doris and John Hils, 
and my sister and brother-in-law, Lynne and Billy May 

who gave me my "roots and wings", 

my husband, Jerry Osborne, 
and my daughter and son-in-law, Penny and Lee Dockery, 

who gave me support and encouragement, 

and 

my grandson, Jordan Tyler Osborne, 
and my granddaughter, JennaLee TaraAnn Dockery, 

who are my shining stars 
and our hope for the future! 



-- A-CKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I wish to express my sincere appreciation to Dr. George E. 

Pawlas, Chairperson of the Dissertation Committee, for his 

constant encouragement to keep smiling, his gentle reminders 

to keep on track, and his knowledgeable support throughout 

this entire endeavor. I also wish to thank the other members 

of the committee: Dr. Charles D. Dziuban, Dr. Elba C .  

Grovdahl, and Dr. Mary Ann Lynn for their thoughtful 

assistance and insight. 

I wish to thank Mr. Leroy Berry and the Brevard School 

District for giving me the opportunity to become involved in 

the Leadership 2000 Doctoral Cohort Program a t  the University 

of Central Florida. A heartfelt thank you goes to my co- 

workers for their patience, support, and understanding 

throughout this entire process. 

A special thank you goes to my role model, mentor, 

colleague, and friend, Mrs. Patricia H. Eyster, who believed in 

me always. 

vii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES .............................................................. .xi 

CHAPTER I . NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY 
Introduction ................................................................ 1 
Statement of the Problem ....................... ... ................. 4 
Definition of Terms ....................................................... 4 
Limitations of the Study ................................................ 8 
Assumptions of the Study .............................................. 9 
Significance of the Study ............................................. 10 
Conceptual Framework ................................................ 11 

........................ .. .................... Purpose of the Study ... .. 16 
Research Questions .................................................... 16 

................................................................. Population 17 
Data Collection and Instrumentation ............................. 18 
Organizational Design ................................................. 18 

CHAPTER I1 . REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
............................... Introduction ... .. ... ....................... 20 

History of Graded and Nongraded Programs 
.................................................... in the United States 21 

Effects of Grade Level Retention on Students ................ -26  
Effects of Mixed-age Grouping 

................................... Social Benefits for Students 30 
Cognitive Benefits for Students .............................. 32 

.................................... Disadvantages for Students 34 
....................................... Advantages for Teachers -34 

................................... Disadvantages for Teachers. 36 
Studies Comparing Graded and Nongraded Programs ..... -36 



Critical Attributes of a Successful Multiagel 
Nongraded Program 

Developmentally Appropriate Practice .................... - 4 1  
Continuous Progress ............................................ - 4 3  
Varied Instructional Strategies 

Constru_ctivist Theory/Active/ 
Hands-on Learning ......................................... 45 
Integrated Curriculum/Thematic Teaching ........ -46  
Whole Language ............................................. -47  
Hands-on Mathematics ........ .. ......................... -48  
Cooperative Learning ...................................... -49 
Peer Tutoring .................................................. 50 
Learning Centers ............................................ -51 
Flexible Grouping ........................................... -52  
Multiple Intelligences ...................................... 53 

Authentic Assessment/ Reporting Progress .............. -54  
Team Teaching and/or  Team Planning .................... -56  

Implementation Strategies for a Successful 
Multiagel Nongraded Program 

Making the Decision to Implement a Multiage/ 
Nongraded Program .............................................. - 5 8  
Planning the Change to a Multiagel 
Nongraded Program 

Teacher Selection ............................................ 61 
Inservice Training .......................................... - 6 6  
Student Selection ............................................ 68 
Curriculum .................................................... -69  
Parental Involvement and Communication ...... .. .. 71 

......................................... Leadership Support 71 
Problems and Issues Encountered During 

.................................................... Implementation 72 
.................................................................. Summary - 7 3  

CHAPTER I11 . METHODOLOGY 
................................. ......................... Introduction ... 77 

...................................... Qualitative Research Methods 78 
........................................... Statement of the Problem -80  

................................................................. Population 80 
......................................................... Instrumentation 8 1  

............................................... Focus Group Interviews 83 
Role of the Researcher ................................................ 88 





_ _  _ - LIST O F  TABLES 

1. FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS O F  MULTIAGE 
................................................................. TEACHERS 86 

2. AGE AND S E X  O F  FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS ............ 97 

3. EDUCATIONAL DEGREE LEVEL O F  FOCUS GROUP 
........................................................... PARTICIPANTS -98 

4. TOTAL YEARS O F  TEACHING EXPERIENCE O F  
..................................... FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS -99 

5. NUMBER O F  YEARS O F  TEACHING EXPERIENCE IN A 
.................................................. MULTIAGE SETTING 100 

6. AREAS O F  TEACHING CERTIFICATION O F  FOCUS 
............................................... GROUP PARTICIPANTS 1 0 2  

7. TRADITIONAL GRADE LEVELS TAUGHT BY 
.................................... FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS 104 

8. A COMPARISON O F  THE AREAS O F  TEACHING 
CERTIFICATION AND THE CHOICE TO CONTINUE 

........................................... IN A MULTIAGE SETTING 105 



__._ - CHAPTER I 

NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

"The organization of schooling appears to proceed as if we 

had no relevant knowledge regarding the development of 

children and youth" (Goodlad, 1984, p. 323). Child growth and 

development pedagogy suggests that not all children are ready 

to learn the same thing, a t  the same time, in the same way. 

Yet legislatures and school boards specify what all students 

will be taught and expected to learn a t  each grade level. 

Regardless of what students bring to the school setting, they 

are expected to conform to the demands of this structured 

environment and inflexible curriculum rather than having their 

needs met. When students do not attain these pre-determined 

grade level skills and concepts, they are retained. The 

following year they are presented with the same grade level 

curriculum regardless of their prior knowledge or 

developmental readiness. It is assumed that the children have 



failed, rather than that the system has failed to meet their 

needs. 

Graded education is based on the assumption that  
_ _  - - 

students of the same chronological age "acquire similar 

knowledge in the same way a t  the same time" (Bacharach, 

Hasslen, & Anderson, 1995, p. ix). Teachers in these 

classrooms impart a prescribed body of knowledge to students 

on a predetermined timeline. In contrast, a multiagel 

nongraded program focuses on developmentally appropriate 

curricula. In these settings, teachers "can provide a wide 

range of activities to meet a diversity of abilities and interests 

and can accept a variety of performance competencies as valid" 

(Bacharach et al., 1995, p. ix). Multiagef nongraded programs 

allow pupils to advance from one concept or skill level to the 

next as they are ready, regardless of age or grade, which 

results in continuous progress. Multiage programs utilize 

developmentally appropriate practices to meet individual needs 

and ensure the success of all students. Multiagefnongraded 

programs celebrate differences in individuals--their rates of 



learning, learning styles, interests, personalities, and 

backgrounds. Ostrow (1 995) stated that multiage classrooms: 

Demonstrate what children are able to do. . . .They 
also break down +- - barriers of age and gender. 
. . .Children learn to respect each other as 
individuals. . . .Children progress a t  their own 
rate. . . .serve as one learning approach that  
encourages teachers to look a t  children as 
individuals. . . .feeling of community. . . .and respect. 
(P* 4-51 

Multiage/nongraded education is not a new concept. It 

has a solid foundation of research and experience to support 

its use. The vast majority of educators and parents who have 

worked with it are enthusiastic. However, nongraded primary 

education is often met with resistance from those who have not 

yet experienced it. Research shows that it is human nature to 

approve the structure with which one is most familiar. 

Therefore, the task is to help others become as comfortable 

with nongradedness as they are with the traditional graded 

approach. There are many educators and others who still have 

important questions about the critical attributes of a 

multiagelnongraded program and the strategies most 

necessary for successful implementation. This study was 

undertaken to address those questions. 



Statement of the Problem 

This study sought to identify the (a) critical at t r ibutes of 

a successful multiagel nongraded program, (b) strategies 
_A_.- - 

necessary for successful implementation of the program, 

(c) inservice training needed by teachers to implement a 

successful program, (d) obstacles encountered during 

implementation, (e) advantages and  disadvantages of a 

multiagelnongraded program for s tudents ,  and  ( f )  advantages 

and  disadvantages of a multiagelnongraded program for 

teachers. 

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of clarification, the following definitions 

were used throughout the study: 

1. Ability Grouping/ Tracking -- Ability grouping and 

tracking are forms of grouping tha t  are characterized 

by educators making some rather global judgment 

about  how smart  s tudents  are based on IQ  and  past  

performance (O'Neil, 1992). 

2 .  Alternative Assessment -- Alternative assessment refers 

to direct examination of s tudent  performance on 



significant tasks that are relevant to life outside of 

school rather than a score on a multiple-choice or 

standardized test. The focus is on processes (i.e., 
__ -. 

learning logs and self-assessment checklists), products 

( i . . ,  diaries, portfolios, exhibits, and journals), and 

performances (i.e., videotapes and taped readings) of 

students (Worthen, 1993). The tasks are frequently 

open-ended and judgment is required to evaluate 

the level of performance (Davis, 1992). 

3. Combination Class / Split Class/Multigrade Grouping -- 

The term multigraded refers to the teaching of more 

than one grade level in the same classroom, retaining 

grade level designations, and teaching a separate 

curriculum to each group of students (Gaustad, 

1992b). The terms combination class, split class, 

and multigrade grouping are used interchangeably in 

this study. 

4. Constructivist Theory/Active/Hands-On Learning -- 

The constructivist theory suggests that learning is an  

active process in which prior knowledge, interests, and 



self-motivated purposes play major roles in learning 

(Ganapole, 1989). Constructivists believe that  human 

beings acquire knowledge by building i t  from the inside 
_.- - 

through interaction with the environment (Kamii, 

Manning, & Manning, 199 1). 

5 .  Continuous Progress -- When children move along a 

continuum from easier to more difficult material a t  

their own, varying rates of learning, they are making 

continuous progress (Gaustad, 1992b). 

6. Developmentally Appropriate Practices -- 

Developmentally appropriate practices are those 

strategies implemented by school personnel which are 

age and individual appropriate (Bredekamp, 1987). Age 

appropriateness is based on the universal and 

predictable sequences of growth that  have been 

documented through human development research. 

Individual appropriateness takes into consideration the 

unique patterns of growth, personality, learning styles, 

and culture of each child. 



7 .  Flexible group in^ -- Flexible grouping is  defined as the 

frequent reorganizing of children for specific and 

temporary purposes such as skill needs, interests, 
- 

. a n d / o r  learning styles (Gaustad, 1992a). 

8. Looping -- Looping is a term used to describe a 

grouping practice in which a single-grade class stays 

together like a family and is promoted with the teacher 

for two and sometimes three years (Grant, Johnson, & 

Richardson, 1995). 

9. Multiage 1 Nongraded 1 Ungraded Grouping -- Nongraded 

grouping is the practice of teaching children of 

different ages and ability levels together without 

dividing them or the curriculum into steps labeled by 

grade designations (Gaustad, 1992b). The terms 

multiage, nongraded, and ungraded are used 

interchangeably in this study. 

10. Primary -- Primary refers to that part of the elementary 

school program in which children are enrolled from the 

time they begin school until they are ready to enter 

fourth grade (Burruss & Fairchild, 1993). Generally, 



primary students are those students who are enrolled 

in kindergarten, first, second, and third grades and are 

5 ,  6, 7, 8, and 9 years of age. 
_ _  --.- - 

Limitations of the Study 

The scope of this study was limited by the following: 

1. The participants in this study consisted of 

instructional personnel who were employed as teachers 

of public school primary multiage classes in a large 

central Florida school district during the 1995-96 

school year. 

2 .  Responses used in data analyses were elicited from the 

participants through means of focus group interviews 

and a demographic questionnaire. 

3. This study was  limited to those school district 

personnel identified a s  teachers of primary multiage 

classes and any generalizations or inferences beyond 

this population should be made only after careful 

consideration of the conditions associated with the 

characteristics of these classroom teachers. 



4. There is  no school district definition for a multiagel 

nongraded program, therefore, the identification of 

multiage classes was determined by a building level 

administrator. 

Assumptions of the Studv 

Several assumptions were made within the context of this  

study: 

1. This research was based on the assumption tha t  the 

critical attributes identified in the review of literature 

were important to the implementation of a successful 

multiage / nongraded program. 

2 This research was also based on the assumption tha t  

the implementation strategies identified in the review 

of literature were necessary for a successful multiagel 

nongraded program. 

3. It was assumed tha t  teachers of multiage classes 

were knowledgeable regarding the concept of multiage/ 

nongraded programs. 

4. It was also assumed tha t  all interviewees and survey 

respondents conveyed their honest opinions. 



Significance of the Study 

It was anticipated that: 

1. The results  of this  study could provide a basis for 
-. - - 

making decisions regarding the appropriateness of 

implementing a multiagelnongraded program in other 

schools. 

2. The critical at tr ibutes of a multiagelnongraded 

program would be identified for future implementation. 

3. Those strategies which contributed to the successful 

implementation of a multiagel nongraded program 

could be identified and might be useful in future 

implementations of multiagel nongraded programs. 

4. Those strategies which hindered the implementation of 

successful multiagelnongraded programs would be 

identified so they could be avoided in the future. 

5 .  The results  of this  study could provide useful da ta  to 

those persons planning professional development 

activities for instructional personnel who will be 

implementing multiage / nongraded programs. 



Conceptual Framework 

In a multiagel nongraded class, students make continuous 

progress rather than being promoted once a year. The 
-- - - 

emphasis is on what each child can do rather than on what 

each cannot do. The multiage program supports children as 

learners. Children in a multiagel nongraded class are 

supported socially also (Chase & Doan, 1994). A multiagel 

nongraded program provides stability and continuity for 

students. Because students and teachers spend a t  least two 

years together, less time is spent trying to determine teaching 

or learning styles and where to begin instruction. Multiage 

classes allow flexibility for students. Teachers expect 

individual differences and diversity is encouraged. 

Expectations are different for different students. Multiage 

classes also foster the growth of social skills through 

experience and group work. In a multiage class, the 

curriculum is integrated with a focus on the learner rather 

than on the content. A multiage organization de-emphasizes 

competition and fosters cooperation. It also provides a 

natural, real-life learning environment. 



Findings from three main sources support the multiagel 

nongraded approach: research in child development and the 

learning process, research focusing on the effects of mixed-age 
_ --.- - 

grouping, and studies comparing graded and nongraded 

programs (Gaustad, 1992b). 

According to Gaustad (1992b), research in child 

development has revealed that young children learn by doing 

and therefore, appropriate primary education programs provide 

children with opportunities for active, hands-on learning 

rather than passive listening or rote learning. In addition, she 

stated that children learn a t  different rates and therefore 

"education must be flexible in its expectations for the timing of 

children's achievement, rather than expecting all children to 

progress a t  a uniform rate" (p. 14). 

J u s t  a s  children differ in their rates of growth and 

learning, they also differ in their learning styles. Gardner 

(1983) noted that an ideal curriculum would afford 
2 . - -  
' I , .  - 

opportunities for development of all seven intelligences rather 

than only the two most common--linguistic and 

. . 
- .  . . ' I  

. ' J '  .* 

mathematicall logical. 
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The results of brain research indicate that the brain 

organizes knowledge based on past experience and therefore 

information is more meaningful if taught in context. Children 
_ _  - 

do not divide knowledge into subjects; their thinking is 

integrated. Skills presented through an integrated curriculum 

using projects and activities are learned much more easily 

(Gaustad, 1992b). The emotional state of the learner also 

affects learning. Children who are happy, secure, motivated, 

and in a noncompetitive environment are more likely to achieve 

success (Gaustad, 1992b). -- I 

Research on mixed-age grouping indicates that there are 

advantages for primary-level children, whatever their age and 

ability. In general, children naturally select friends from a 

wide age range. Interactions between age groups provide 

opportunities for children to practice leadership and 

followership skills, improve social skills, work cooperatively, 
' A  , ' . , ( I - .  _. + - 8 

I _  . . - - , .> - '< 7 
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master problem-solving skills, and learn from each other 

(Gaustad, 1992b). After reviewing studies comparing graded 

and nongraded programs, Miller (1990) concluded that 

multiage or multigraded classes are a s  effective a s  single-grade 



classes in terms of academic achievement and superior in 

terms of student attitudes toward school and self. 

One of the outcomes of the graded educational program is  
-- - - 

tha t  teachers must  make decisions each year regarding the 

promotion or retention of s tudents  for the next school year. 

According to Balow and Schwager (1990), research on the 

effectiveness of retention indicated tha t  promotion h a s  been 

more effective than retention for increasing achievement and  

fostering personal, social, psychological, and  emotional 

development. Regardless of the research and potential for 

negative effects, pupils in single grade classes who have not 

mastered skills are retained due  to grade level expectations 

(Holmes & Matthews, 1984). 

Effective implementation of a successful multiage/ 

nongraded program requires a new se t  of at t i tudes and  skills, 

as well as a n  understanding of how children learn (Bacharach 

e t  al., 1995) and a n  understanding of specific instructional 

and implementation strategies. In order to assure  success of a 

multiagel nongraded program, opportunities for appropriate 

inservice training are necessary before implementation. When 



the state of Kentucky mandated multiage primary classes 

statewide, it also recognized the vital role that professional 

development training plays in innovation implementation and 
_- - - 

"a comprehensive program of professional development 

opportunity was implemented and financed under authority of 

the Kentucky Education Reform Act." (Settle, 1995, p. 2). 

Knowledge regarding the obstacles to successful 

implementation can be used during the planning phase of 

implementation and can therefore be avoided (Grant, Johnson, 

& Richardson, 1995). 

This study was designed to determine the critical 

attributes of a multiagelnongraded program and the 

implementation strategies necessary for a successful multiage 

program. In addition, this study was designed to identify 

obstacles to successful implementation, identify appropriate 

staff development activities, and identify the advantages and 

disadvantages of rnultiagelnongraded programs for students 

and teachers. 



Purpose of the Studv 

The purpose of this study was to obtain information 

relative to teachers' perceptions regarding the factors which 
_- - - 

contributed to the implementation of a successful multiagel 

nongraded program a t  their work site. Specifically, this study 

was undertaken to determine how the decision to implement 

the multiagelnongraded program a t  each participant's work 

site was made, what planning and preparation for 

implementation occurred including staff development 

activities, and what instructional strategies were necessary for 

successful implementation. In addition, demographic 

information about the multiage teachers was gathered to 

determine if there was a relationship between personal 

characteristics, experience, or educational background and the 

implementation of a multiagelnongraded program. 

Research Questions 

The research questions which guided this study were: 

1. What were the critical attributes of a successful 

primary multiagel nongraded program? 



2. What strategies were necessary for the implementation 

of a successful primary multiagelnongraded program? 

3. What problems were encountered during the 
_ _  - -. 

implementation of a primary multiagel nongraded 

program? 

4. What staff development activities were most effective in 

preparing teachers for implementing a primary 

multiagel nongraded program? 

5. What were the advantages and disadvantages of a 

primary multiagel nongraded program for students? 

6. What were the advantages and disadvantages of a 

primary multiagel nongraded program for teachers? 

Population 

The population for this study consisted of elementary 

public school teachers of primary multiage classes as 

identified by school administrators during the 1995-96 school 

year in a large central Florida school district who participated 

in focus groups and who completed a brief survey instrument. 



Data Collection and Instrumentation 

Based on the review of the literature, an  Interview Guide 

for focus groups (Appendix A) was developed to gain 
- 

participants' perceptions regarding the instructional strategies 

they considered to be an integral part of a successful 

multiagel nongraded program and the implementation 

strategies they felt were most necessary for a successful 

multiagelnongraded program. A short questionnaire 

(Appendix B) was developed to gain demographic information 

about the teachers in the primary multiage classrooms. Data 

collection procedures for this ethnographic study utilized a 

series of focus groups, field notes, and audiotape recordings. 

Data from the interviews were categorized, analyzed, 

interpreted, and summarized a s  described by Krueger (1994). 

Organizational Design 

Chapter I of this study dealt with the problem of the study 

and its significance. Chapter I1 presents a review of literature 

and research related to the problem of the study. Chapter I11 

contains the method and procedures used during the research. 

Chapter IV contains the analysis of data received from the 



participants. Chapter V contains the conclusions drawn as a 

result of this study and recommendations for future studies. 



_ _  - CHAPTER I1 

REVIEW O F  RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This study sought to describe the critical attributes of 

successful multiagel nongraded programs and the 

implementation strategies that  contributed to their success. 

In addition, this study was designed to identify obstacles to 

successful implementation, identify appropriate staff 

development activities, and identify the advantages ana  

disadvantages of multiage / nongraded programs for students 

and teachers. 

The review of related literature provides a summary of 

previous research and theory that  formed the basis for this 

ethnographic study. The review of literature and related 

research focuses on the: (a) history of graded and nongraded 

programs, (b) current literature regarding the effects of grade- 

level retention, (c) current literature regardirig'the effects of 

mixed-age grouping, (d) studies comparing graded and 



nongraded programs, (e) current literature regarding the 

critical attributes of a successful multiage program, and (f) 

literature regarding the implementation strategies of 
_. -- - - 

successful multiagel nongraded programs. 

History of Graded and Nongraded Programs in the United 
States 

Instruction in early institutions of learning was highly 

individualized. Classes, and in some cases whole schools, 

usually contained less than ten students. Teachers were not 

properly prepared to teach and the curriculum consisted of 

whatever they were able to teach. 

Most often, the students were from wealthy families. 

Attendance was not required and so learning began where i t  

was last interrupted (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987). However, 

these one-room schoolhouses offered certain attributes that 

were educationallv sound. Children stayed with the same 

teacher and students for more than one year, which provided a 

stable environment. The differences in ages and abilities of 

the students allowed optimum collaboration. The more 

experienced students could assist younger ones and serve as 

role models, challenging them intellectually and socially. In 



addition, there was no apparent ceiling on what content was 

taught, which benefited older students by design and younger 

students more incidentally (Kasten & Clarke, 1993). 
_ -  - 

Due to the low cost of schooling, the movement toward a 

free public education for everyone was encouraged, and the 

graded system was used to provide an orderly means of 

classifying the many children who would be coming to school. 

The driving force behind grade-level designations seemed to be 

efficiency. In addition, since teacher training was lacking, 

grade levels made it possible for each teacher to specialize in 

one grade-level curriculum and not have to learn the entire 

curriculum (Anderson & Pavan, 1993). The routinized and 

systematic approach of gradedness also made it easier to 

supervise teachers. Textbooks, such as The McGuffey Readers, 

which were introduced in 1836 and were graded through six 

levels, also had considerable impact on schools becoming 

graded. 

In 1843, Horace Mann, following the example of apparently 

successful graded schools in Germany, advocated the graded 

school concept. The Quincy Grammar School in Boston 



marked the emergence of the graded school in the United 

States in 1848. However, by 1868, educators had already 

begun to question the graded concept and its appropriateness 
_- - - 

for children (Anderson & Pavan, 1993). Among the most 

prominent of these educators was John Dewey, who challenged 

the graded educational practices by encouraging the use of 

individual experiences and the elimination of arbitrary 

classifications of grades, textbooks, and subject matter. At 

John Dewey's Laboratory School a t  the University of Chicago, 

which opened in 1893, interest-centered curriculum, pupil- 

initiated activities, and avoidance of comparisons of the work 

of children were advocated (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987). 

Over the years, several attempts have been made to break 

down the graded structure. The Pueblo Plan in 1888 

encouraged individual progress. The Batavia Plan employed 

additional teachers to give special help to slow learners, and 

older students were given additional help in Colorado. Both. 

the Winnetka and Dalton Plans used an individualized task 

approach(Good1ad & Anderson, 1987). Anderson (1993) 

stated, "I t  is strange that the graded school, with its 



overloaded, textbook-dominated curriculum, and its relatively 

primitive assumptions about human development and learning, 

has held its ground this long" (p. 73). 
_ - -  - 

The graded structure persisted without much interference 

until 1957 when the successful launch of the Soviet satellite, 

named Sputnik, prompted a reexamination of the United 

States' educational system (Gaustad, 1992a). During the 

1960s, 70s7 and 80s7 nongradedness and open education 

became a bandwagon on which educators jumped in an  

attempt to bring meaning and change to the existing 

educational system (Maling, 1990). The reform failed due to 

an  inadequate understanding of the concept; a 1ac.k of training 

for teachers in developmental theories; a lack of practical 

training; a lack of support from the rest of the educational 

system including grade-level textbooks, mandatory 

standardized testing, and lack of planning time; a lack of 

support from parents and the community; and a move back to 

basics (Gaustad, 1992a). 

The nongraded education movement of the 1990s differs 

from that of the 1960s. More recent research in child 



development and learning theories gave nongraded education a 

much stronger foundation. The "Inventory of Educational 

Beliefs and Ideas" and the "Principles of Nongradedness" 
+ _  - - 

contained in Nongradedness: Helping it to Happen by Anderson 

and Pavan (1993), provided a conceptual framework which 

articulated the goals, organizational framework, and 

operational elements such as curriculum, teaching methods, 

and evaluation in multiage / nongraded programs. These two 

instruments were widely recognized and helped clarify the 

misunderstandings of the earlier attempt. 

In addition, there were many others in the educational field 

who were moving in the same direction. The National 

Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 

supports developmentally appropriate practices a t  the primary 

level (Bredekamp, 1987). The (NAESP) National Association of 

Elementary School Principals (1 990) also supports 

developmentally appropriate practices for primary students. 

Legislation developed in 1990 by the state of Kentucky 

mandated that all primary classes be nongraded. That model 

of primary education was grounded in nearly 5 decades of 



educational research (Settle, 1995). The state of Oregon 

considered implementing nongraded primary education 

(Gaustad, 1992b). Individual schools started pilot programs 
_ _  -- - - 

and integrated nongraded elements into their curricula 

(Gaustad, 1992a). 

Effects of Grade-Level Retention on Students 

One of the premises of graded education is that students of 

the same chronological age are basically a t  the same level of 

development, can be taught in the same way, and will progress 

a t  the same rate. Soon after the implementation of graded 

education it became obvious that some students were ready to 

master the curriculum and others needed additional 

experiences. This latter group caused concern regarding the 

effectiveness of instruction, and therefore retention in grade, 

or failure, was introduced as  a solution. 

The effects of grade-level retention on student achievement 

and personal adjustment have been documented. Evidence 

collected over many years of research demonstrated that 

retention had no benefits for students (Balow & Schwager, 

1990). Holmes and Matthews (1984) found that students who 



were promoted did better than retained students in the areas 

of academic achievement, personal adjustment, self-concept, 

and attitude toward school. In a study to determine the effects 
_ _  - - 

of kindergarten retention, Shepard and Smith (1987) found 

that there was no benefit for retained pupils in the areas of 

academic progress or relationships with peers. In a meta- 

analysis review of the promotion/retention literature, Balow 

and Schwager (1990) found that retained pupils, when 

compared to their control groups, were lower in achievement 

and that retention had a negative effect on language arts, 

reading, mathematics, work study skills, social studies, and 

grade point average. In addition, retained pupils were 

significantly lower than the promoted pupils in social and 

emotional adjustment, behavior, self-concept, and attitudes 

toward school (Balow & Schwager. 1990). 

Research by Balow and Schwager (1 990) demonstrated that 

neither promotion nor retention was beneficial to students if it 

was not accompanied by effective programmatic interventions 

such as  extra year programs. School districts around the 

nation recognized the need for interventions and devised ways 



they thought would help prevent children from failing. Some 

added an extra year before kindergarten (i.e., developmental 

kindergarten or junior kindergarten); some districts added an  
-- - 

extra year after kindergarten (i.e., transitional kindergarten or 

junior first grade); and others added both years. Some school 

districts even labeled these children who needed another year 

of school a s  learning handicapped in order to get additional 

funding (Connell, 1987). However, Shepard and Smith (1987) 

stated that there was no difference between at-risk but 

promoted children and children who participated in an  extra- 

year program. 

Test scores indicated that a wide range in individual 

student ability existed in every class. Yet grade-level 

expectations have made it virtually impossible for teachers to 

implement curriculum and instruction modifications in order 

to meet those individual needs. According to Cuban (1989): 

The structure of the school is not flexible enough to 
accommodate the diverse abilities and interests of a 
heterogeneous student body. Programs are seldom 
adapted to children's individual differences. Instead, 
schools seek uniformity, and departures from the 
norm in achievement and behavior are defined as 
problems. . . .One of the most inflexible of the 
structures of schooling is the graded school. . . .The 



implicit theory underlying the graded school is that 
educational quality comes through uniformity. . . . 
The larger issue and my central point, however, is 
this: the basic design of the graded school has 
trapped both staff members and at-risk students in a 
web of shared-faiture. (p. 781) 

Principals recognized this dilemma. The National 

Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) reported 

that two-thirds of principals responding to a 1990 survey 

believed that abolishing traditional grade levels for the first 

five years of school would be advantageous to restructuring 

elementary education (Davis, 1992). 

One alternative to the graded concept is the multiagel 

ungraded school which supports the philosophy that it is the 

responsibility of the school to meet children where they are in 

their growth process and to provide a developmentally 

appropriate program in which they can all learn and not fail 

(Appalachia Educational Laboratory, 199 1). 

Effects of Mixed-Age Groupinq 

A review of the literature on the effects of mixed-age 

grouping indicated that there are many social and cognitive 

benefits for students. Several disadvantages for students are 



also identified. In addition, several important benefits for 

teachers were noted. The only disadvantage for teachers 

identified in the literature is the large amount of time needed 
--- - 

for planning. A discussion of each of the advantages and 

disadvantages for students and teachers follows. 

Social Benefits for Students 

One of the most obvious benefits of a multiage program is 

that students become members of a group that accepts them 

as  they are and builds on their strengths and weaknesses. 

Because they spend more than one year with their teacher and 

the other students, expectations are constant and bonding, 

meaningful relationships, trust, effective communication, and 

continuity of caring occur naturally. 

Multiage groups provide a wide range of competencies with 

opportunities to develop relationships and friendships with 

others who match, complement, or supplement each 

individual's own needs. In mixed age groups, older children 

are perceived a s  contributing and younger children as needing 

their help. These perceptions create a climate of cooperation 

which minimizes competitiveness and often results in reduced 



discipline problems (Jeanroy, 1996; Katz et al., 1990; & 

Lodish, 1992). Pratt (1986) stated, "The general picture that 

emerges from studies is one of increased competition and 
_. - 

aggression within same-age groups and increased harmony and 

nurturance within multiage groups" (p. 1 12). 

In a multiagelnongraded setting older children exhibit 

leadership skills such a s  consensus-building, organization, 

and decision-making. Also, each child can practice prosocial 

behaviors such a s  sharing, taking turns, giving help, giving 

attention, affection, submission, reciprocation, and facilitating 

interactions (Katz et al., 1990). Older children's acceptance of 

responsibility and self-regulation are also enhanced. For 

instance, if an  older child who is resistant to adult authority 

assists younger ones in compliance, the older child may 

become more compliant (Katz et al., 1990). 

Younger students engage in more interactive and complex 

play when older students are accessible to them. The older 

students operate well in younger children's zone of proximal 

development a s  conceptualized by Vygotsky (Katz et al., 1990). 

According to Katz et al. (1990): 



The zone of proximal development is the distance 
between the actual developmental level a s  determined 
by independent problem-solving and the level of 
potential development as determined through 
problem-solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration -with more capable peers. (p. 18) 

At-risk students are more likely to exhibit prosocial 

behavior and offer instruction to younger children than age- 

mates (Katz et al., 1990). In addition, role models and peer 

pressure by older students may positively impact socialization 

of at-risk students (Kasten & Clarke, 1993). 

Cognitive Benefits for Students 

Optimal cognitive conflict in a child arises from his 

interaction with children of different levels of cognitive 

maturity, which stimulates cognitive growth by challenging 

him to assimilate and accommodate new information. 

Vygotsky maintains that internalization occurs when concepts 

are actually transformed and not merely replicated (Katz et al., 

1990). The interaction between those who hold conflicting 

understandings leads to the restructuring of old 

understandings and the internalization of new understandings 

by the less informed member. The discrepancy between what 
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an individual can do with and without assistance can be the 

basis for cooperative efforts that can result in cognitive gains 

(Katz et al., 1990). 
_. - -. 

In a multiage class, peer teaching often occurs when one 

child takes time to teach another child the very thing with 

which he or she has had difficulty understanding. The benefit 

for the child being helped is obvious. The child doing the 

teaching must bring his or her knowledge to a most conscious 

level and synthesize it in order to teach it. In addition, having 

a role model allows developing children to have a vision of 

where their knowledge and skills are headed. Vocabulary is 

geared toward the upper end of the class, therefore children 

are exposed to more advanced vocabulary (Pratt, 1986). 

A multiage class allows for children's uneven and 

individual development. Young children are not equally 

mature in all areas of development a t  the same time (Milburn, 

1981). The multiple-years relationship that exists in a 

multiage classroom allows teachers to plan effectively for each 

child's individual continuous progress. A multiage class 

allows children's development to  ebb and flow in a natural way 



and gives them the opportunity to succeed rather than fail--a 

situation that can cause emotional, social, or intellectual 

damage (Milburn, 198 1). 
__. _--.- - .  

Disadvantages for Students 

Lodish (1992) noted three possible disadvantages for 

students in a multiagef nongraded setting. The first possible 

disadvantage was that opportunities to develop appropriate 

friendships may not exist if there were not enough students. 

Another possible disadvantage was that there may be a 

tendency to provide fewer challenges to older students. He 

also noted that some competitive young children may be 

frustrated by the perceived gap between their work and that of 

older students. 

Advantages for Teachers 

The most obvious benefit of nongradedness for teachers is 

that they are given the freedom and permission to teach 

students where they are rather than a t  some predetermined 

level based on grade in school. For years, in trying to meet the 

needs of individual students, effective teachers have 



consciously circumvented graded practices by compromising, 

inventing, adapting, and disregarding grade-level standards 

(Goodlad & Anderson, 1987). 
-. 

Miller (1994) found that teaching in an  elementary 

multiage class improved the rewards for teaching because 

students seemed more confident and motivated to learn, and 

therefore the number of behavior problems was reduced. 

Miller (1994) also found that peer modeling and leadership 

opportunities contributed to the reduced number of discipline 

concerns. Overall, there was more time left for instruction. 

Multiage teachers in Miller's study (1994) reported that  the 

continuity of a multiage setting saves time in ways that 

facilitate classroom management and enhance learning. 

Continuity across years is created, enabling teachers to build 

on knowledge learned in the past. Team-teaching also reduced 

the workload, enhanced planning, and allowed greater 

flexibility (Miller, 1994). Another benefit for teachers 

identified by Miller (1994) was that the multiage organization 

of elementary schooling builds healthy, durable relationships 

among students, teachers, staff, and families. 



Disadvantages for Teachers 

The most dominant disadvantage of a multiagelnongraded 

program mentioned by teachers in the literature was the extra 
-. - - . 

amount of time needed to plan for multiple years of curriculum 

and for implementation of the different teaching strategies 

(Miller, 1994). In addition, in situations where team teaching 

is used, time must be provided for the exchange of information 

and cooperative planning (Gaustad, 199213). Most of the 

teacher concerns fell into the category of implementation 

problems. In fact, Kasten and Clarke (1993) stated, "No 

teacher has shared with us any concerns that  result 

specifically from the class being multi-aged" (p. 5 1). 

Studies Comparing Graded and Nongraded Programs 

The results of studies comparing graded and nongraded 

programs are generally either inconclusive or favorable to the 

nongraded approach. Pratt (1 986) reviewed 30 studies on 

multiage grouping in elementary schools conducted between 

1948 and -1983. The results suggested that multiage grouping 

had no consistent effect on academic achievement. However, 



students' in the multiage group had better self-concepts and 

attitudes toward school. 

Miller (1990) examined quantitative research regarding. the 
_ - 

effects of multigrade classroom organization in elementary 

schools and concluded that the data supported the multigrade 

classroom as  an equally effective organizational alternative to 

single-grade instruction and, depending on subject and/ or 

grade level, significant positive differences may exist. In terms 

of students' emotional health, Miller (1990) also found that the 

case for multigrade organization appeared much stronger than 

the case for single-grade instruction. 

In a review of 64 research studies, which were conducted 

in elementary schools and published after 1967, Pavan (1992) 

found similar results. She reported that 58% of the studies 

indicated that the nongraded groups performed better on 

standardized academic achievement tests than the graded 

groups and 33% performed as  well a s  the graded groups. In 

only 9% of the studies did the graded groups do better than 

the nongraded groups. These results are notable because the 

curriculum in a nongraded class is adjusted to meet individual 



needs and may not cover the same content as traditional 

textbooks which is what is tested on standardized tests. 

Pavan (1992) noted that, in general, students in nongraded 
- 

classes scored higher than students in graded classes on 

measures of self-esteem. In 52% of the studies reviewed by 

Pavan, i t  was indicated that nongraded schools were better for 

students in regard to mental health and school attitudes. 

Students in nongraded schools were more likely to have more 

positive self-concepts, higher self-esteem, and better attitudes 

toward school than students in graded schools (Pavan, 1992). 

Of the 64 studies analyzed by Pavan (1992), 17 reported 

data over several years. She noted that more students from 

multiage programs entered fourth grade with their entering 

class (due to lack of retentions in grade level), students in 

nongraded intermediate programs had more positive attitudes 

toward school, and the benefits of nongradedness increased as 

students had longer nongraded experiences. 

The research studies reviewed by Pavan (1992) revealed 

that at-risk students in nongraded classes exhibited better 

self-concepts and attitudes toward school. In these studies, 



Pavan defined at-risk students as underachievers, students of 

low socioeconomic status, black students, and boys. 

Underachievers and students of lower socioeconomic status 
_..-- - 

also showed greater academic achievement when placed in 

nongraded schools (Pavan, 1992). Pavan noted that students 

in schools with high implementation of nongradedness had 

higher academic achievement, more positive attitudes toward 

'school, and better self-concepts than those in schools with low 

implementation (fewer characteristics) of nongraded education. 

Veenman (1995) defined multiage grouping as the 

deliberate grouping of children with different ages into the 

same classroom for educational and pedagogical reasons. He 

summarized the outcomes of 11 studies concerning multiage 

grouping. Veenman (1995) found that students in multiage 

classes did not learn more or less than the students in the 

single-age classes. However, with regard to the noncognitive 

outcomes, students in the multiage classes tended to score 

higher on attitudes towards school, personal adjustment, and 

self-concept, although the differences tended to be small. 



Miller (as cited in Gaustad, 1992a) summarized tha t  

research shows multigraded classrooms to be as effective as 

single-grade classrooms in  terms of achievement and  superior 
_ _  .---- - 

in terms of student attitudes. Goodlad and Anderson (as cited 

in Gaustad, 1992a) made a stronger statement, "There i s  

simply no research tha t  says graded structure i s  desirable" (p. 

18). 

Critical Attributes of a Successful MultiageINongraded 
Program 

Although each multiage classroom will look different from 

the next, certain elements tend to be present in  a majority of 

multiage classrooms. An understanding of the philosophy and  

rationale behind the multiagelnongraded configuration i s  

basic to a successful program (Bacharach, Hasslen, & 

Anderson, 1995). Simply mixing different ages of children will 

not create a successful multiage program. There must  be 

changes in curriculum and  instruction as well. The most 

important reason to implement a multiage / nongraded program 

is to provide developmentally appropriate practices (Black, 

1993) tha t  includes continuous progress (Grant & Johnson,  



1995). Authentic assessment; team teaching and planning; 

and the use of varied instructional strategies such as 

active/ hands-on learning, whole language activities, 
_ _  _--.- - 

cooperative learning groups, peer tutoring, flexible grouping, 

learning centers, and multiple intelligence activities are other 

components of successful multiagelnongraded instruction. 

McLean (1990) stated: 

Ungraded schools follow naturally from other 
developments that have been shaping primary schools 
in recent years. Continuous progress has always 
been a fact of school life, but lately it has been given 
official status and sanction. The idea of curriculum 
keyed to school years is inconsistent with the 
approach to the teaching of reading, writing, listening 
and speaking known as whole language pedagogy, 
and all sit within a still evolving concept called 
activity based learning. Implement these with a 
policy that students with handicaps of various kinds 
will be taught in regular classrooms as much a s  
possible (mainstreaming) , and schooling organized by 
school year must finally be abandoned. (p. 1) 

Developmentally Appropriate Practice 

In response to social, economic, and political forces, 

changes have occurred in early childhood programs that may 

not necessarily reflect what is good for children. The National 

Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 



recognized that the field of early childhood education needed 

to examine its practices in light of current knowledge 

regarding child development and learning. The result of their 
- ___. - .  

reexamination was the 1987 "NAEYC Position Statement on 

Uevelopmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood 

Programs Serving Children from Birth Through Age 8", which 

was edited by Bredekamp (1987). The rationale behind the 

position statement, which is 92 pages in length, stated that 

programs should be tailored to meet the needs of children, 

rather than expecting children to adjust to the demands of a 

specific program. 

A s  defined in the NAEYC position statement, the concept of 

developmental appropriateness has two dimensions: age 

appropriateness and individual appropriateness. Age 

appropriateness is based on human development research that 

indicates there are universal, predictable sequences of growth 

and change that occur in children during the first 9 years of 

life. Individual appropriateness is described as understanding 

that each child is a unique person with an individual pattern 



and timing of growth, a s  well as  individual personality, 

learning style, and family background (Bredekamp, 1987). 

The position statement identifies the components of a 
_ _  - - 

primary educational program and describes practices a s  either 

developmentally appropriate or inappropriate. The position 

statement contains descriptions of appropriate practices such 

as  integrated curriculum, cooperative learning, continuous 

progress, recognition of individual differences, active/ hands- 

on learning, flexible grouping, and authentic assessment 

(Bredekamp, 1987). 

Teachers in a multiagelnongraded class use child 

development knowledge to identify the range of appropriate 

behaviors, activities, and materials for a specific group. This 

knowledge is used in conjunction with understanding about 

individual children's growth patterns, strengths, interests, and 

experiences to design the most appropriate learning 

environment. 

Continuous Progress 

With continuous progress, students are challenged a t  the 

appropriate level, according to their ability to master 



intellectual, physical, emotional, and social tasks a t  

progressively more difficult levels. Continuous progress 

mandates that students should neither spend time on what 
_ _  - 

they have already adequately achieved, nor proceed to more 

difficult tasks if they have not yet learned material or acquired 

skills essential to that new level of knowledge (Hunter, 1992). 

A s  Nachbar (1989) observed, "It's quite simple. I teach 

each child what he or she wants and needs to know next. I 

build curriculum from where each child is, rather than reeling 

it out to all children a t  once from publishers' lesson plans" (p. 

Varied Instructional Strategies 

Multiagefnongraded programs are merely a way to organize 

and group children. The key to their popularity focuses on 

what they allow the teachers to do. They free the teachers to 

pursue individual student differences and to find ways to meet 

the needs of each student. Current best practices such as 

active/ hands-on learning, integrated curriculum/ thematic 

teaching, whole language strategies, hands-on mathematics, 

cooperative learning groups, peer tutoring, learning centers, 



flexible grouping, and multiple intelligence strategies can be 

easily implemented in a multiagelnongraded classroom. A 

more complete description - of each of these strategies follows. 

Constructivist Theory /Active / Hands-On Learning 

One instructional strategy that is a component of multiage 

classes is an  activelhands-on/constructivist approach to 

learning. For centuries, educators assumed that children 

acquired knowledge by internalizing it from the environment. 

Jean Piaget's Theory of Constructivism shows, however, that 

children acquire knowledge by constructing it from the inside, 

in interaction with the environment (Kamii, Manning 86 

Manning, 199 1). Children cannot be given knowledge. They 

must construct it for themselves through continuous action in 

their environment. Each child's construction of knowledge is 

personal and unique. Playful activity is the natural method of 

learning for young children (Davis, 1992). The child in Piaget's 

theory is not a passive recipient who waits to be instructed in 

school. For Piaget, children are producers of knowledge who 

try to make sense of everything they encounter in their 

environment. Connell (1987) contends that any skill in any 



subject can be taught through a child-suitable activity; 

workbooks are nonessentials. 

This theory of how _ _  . - children construct knowledge supports 

the practices of whole language, shared reading, process 

writing, invented spelling, integrated curriculum, hands-on 

mathematics, authentic assessment, and learning centers 

(Kamii et al., 1991). 

Integrated Curriculum/Thematic Teaching 

A second instructional strategy of a successful multiagel 

nongraded program is thematic teaching/ integrated 

curriculum. Bridge, Reitsma and Winograd (1993) defined 

integrated instruction as "a way to organize the curriculum 

around topics, themes, questions, or problems to capitalize on 

the natural connections across content areas" (p. 92). 

According to Kovalik (1994), integrated thematic instruction 

(I.T.I.) is a method of conceptualizing and implementing a 

brain-compatible learning environment for students and 

teachers. In a brain-compatible classroom, the curriculum 

and instruction fit the way the human brain learns. 

Information is more easily learned when it is taught in a 



meaningful context and when it is relevant to the learner. 

Lessons should connect with the students' lives outside of 

school and should involve all their senses and skills. Either 
__.- - 

conceptual or topical themes are appropriate for an  integrated 

curriculum (Gaustad, 1992a). Social studies and science are 

particularly suited to an integrated study. Helping children 

formulate research questions, do research, and present what 

they know provides them with practical applications for their 

basic skills. The skills of reading, writing, and mathematics 

are reinforced through- inquiry a s  children work on integrated 

themes (Politano & Davies, 1994). 

Curriculum integration around a theme allows children of 

all ages and stages to work together and to practice 

individually. The opportunity to participate in group activities 

during integrated instruction leads to a cooperative 

environment in which all students are likely to be successful 

(Bridge et al., 1993). 

Whole Language 

Another instructional strategy utilized in a multiagel 

nongraded program is whole language. Whole language is a set 



of beliefs about the way children learn language and the way 

they learn literacy (Bridge et al., 1993). Literacy is best taught 

in the meaningful context _ _  . - of literature and communication and 

it regards all aspects of language development a s  interrelatea 

and holds that children can learn to read and write naturally 

(Gaustad, 1992a). Teaching subskills (i.e., phonics, invented 

spelling, literacy skills) in context to individual children and 

small groups a s  they are needed is encouraged (Bridge et al., 

1993). Shared reading, self-selection, process writing, 

invented spelling, and independent reading are also essential 

elements of the whole language philosophy. 

Hands-On Mathematics 

Hands-on mathematics is another instructional strategy 

utilized by teachers in multiagelnongraded classes. The 

(NCTM) National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (199 1) 

published guidelines for planning comprehensive mathematics 

experiences for children. Generally, there are three parts to a 

lesson: present the concept, provide guided practice, and 

encourage students to work a t  activities appropriate for the 

current level of understanding (Politano & Davies, 1994). 



Cooperative Learning 

Another instructional strategy utilized in a 

multiage/ nongraded _._ ___.- - .  classroom is cooperative learning. 

Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec (1994) stated that in a 

cooperative learning setting, the focus is on students working 

together to achieve shared learning goals. Cooperative 

learning involves children in face-to-face interaction and in 

sharing responsibility for learning. The .concept of cooperative 

learning also involves shared leadership and positive 

interdependence among group members. Katz, Evangelou and 

Hartman ( 1990) found that individual accountability is also 

crucial in promoting achievement in these groups. 

Johnson et al. (1994) reported that a meta-analysis of over 

375 experimental studies on achievement indicated that 

cooperative learning resulted in significantly higher 

achievement and retention than did competitive and 

individualistic learning. Johnson et al. also noted that 

"cooperative experiences promote greater social support than 

do competitive or individualistic experiences" (p. 22) and "that 



cooperative learning has proven to be an  essential prerequisite 

for managing diversity within the classroom" (p. 22). 

Slavin (1990) noted that "research on cooperative learning 
__.- - 

methods has indicated that team rewards and individual 

accountability are essential for basic skill achievement" (p. 3). 

In addition, he summarized that in a wide variety of studies, 

'the overall effects of cooperative learning on student self- 

esteem, peer support for achievement, internal locus of 

control, time on-task, liking of class and of classmates, 

cooperativeness, and other variables are positive and robust" 

( P O  5 3 )  = 

Peer Tutoring 

Peer tutoring is another instructional strategy utilized in a 

multiagel nongraded program. According to Johnson and 

Johnson (1 994), "considerable research indicates that many 

students may learn better from their peers than from adults 

and that many students benefit greatly from teaching other 

students" (p. 19 1). Peer tutoring is a teaching process in 

which the tutor and the tutee are of the same general academic 

status (Katz et al., 1990). The process involves the active 



participation of both members. Because of the level of 

cognitive closeness, the peer tutor can work within the tutee's 

zone of proximal development described by educator-turned- 

psychologist Vygotsky a s  the difference between an  individual's 

actual developmental level and the potential level of 

development (Moll, 1994). Learning is facilitated because the 

distance between peer tutors' and tutees' understandings is 

smaller than that between children and adults. 

Learning Centers 

Learning centers are an integral part of the multiagel 

nongraded setting. Daniel and Terry (1995) defined a learning 

center as "any focal point or area within a classroom that 

contains activities and/or materials used to educate, reinforce, 

and enrich a skill or learning concept" (p. 18). Learning 

centers contain hands-on experimentation and exploration 

activities which allow children to construct knowledge 

independently through interactions with materials a s  well a s  

cooperatively with other children (Daniel & Terry, 1995). 

Learning centers contain multi-level materials that will 

accommodate a wide range of abilities. Centers promote 



independence and a sense of responsibility (Bridge et al., 

1993). Students work on activities that are part of their 

individual growth plan, which has been developed 
_ _  -- - - 

collaboratively with the teacher. Examples of learning centers 

include: math, art,  reading, writing and publishing, science, 

listening, housekeeping, construction, sand table, drama, and 

research (Maeda, 1994). 

Flexible Grouping 

Another instructional strategy utilized in a multiagel 

nongraded class requires students to be grouped for 

instruction in many ways. The key difference between 

grouping in a graded classroom and a nongraded classroom 

focuses on the flexibility of the grouping in multiage/ 

nongraded classes. Groups in a multiage class are formed for 

specific and temporary purposes and they change frequently. 

'Children may be grouped homogeneously for a skill lesson or 

an interest session or heterogeneously for content exploration. 

Other reasons for grouping students include cooperative group 

projects, learning styles, group sharing, individual challenge, 

or problem solving (Cushman, 1990; Grant et al., 1995). 



Long-term ability grouping or tracking, identified by some 

educators as a precursor to failure for some young children, is 

eliminated in a multiagelnongraded setting (Cohen, 1989). 
- - -  - 

Ability grouping and tracking are forms of grouping children 

for instruction that are characterized by educators making 

some rather global judgment about how smart students are, 

based on IQ and past performance (O'Neil, 1992). According to 

Martin and Pavan (1976) and contrary to common  belie^, 

"Grouping by ability has been found to increase competition 

among students and decrease motivation" (p. 3 12). 

Multiple Intelligences 

Planning instruction that builds upon students' individual 

strengths is another component of a successful multiagel 

nongraded class. Howard Gardner's (1983) theory of multiple 

intelligences emphasized that each human being has all seven 

kinds of intelligence: verbal/linguistic, logical/mathematical, 

interpersonal, and intrapersonal--in varying proportions. 

Traditionally, most of these different ways of learning and 

knowing have been ignored in classroom practice and on 



standardized tests. Rather than measuring every child against 

one fixed standard such a s  IQ,  each should be measured 

realistically and individually. This means assessing students, 
__ - -  - 

determining their intelligences, planning activities to enhance 

those intelligences, giving students freedom to move into their 

discomfort zones, and engaging their full potential (Grant & 

Johnson, 1995). 

Authentic Assessment1 Reporting Progress 

A critical component of multiagelnongraded school settings 

is the use of authentic assessment and alternative methods of 

reporting progress. Traditional standardized tests are skill 

oriented and are used to sort and classify students rather than 

give directions for learning (Heald-Taylor, 1989). J u s t  a s  

traditional multiple choice and fill-in-the-blank tests do not 

always show what students know and are able to do, 

traditional report cards usually do not convey what students 

have actually learned. Traditionally, letter grades have been 

used to give feedback regarding pupil performance and 

progress. Letter grades are competitive and rank order 

students, but they do not necessarily measure knowledge. 



Letter grades are deceptive and dangerous in their simplicity, 

particularly a t  the primary level (Grant & Johnson, 1995). 

Although the use of authentic assessment is not as simple - -- - 

as recording grades, the results are far more accurate and 

productive. Authentic assessment requires a continuous 

evaluation of each child's learning (Grant & Johnson, 1995). 

In a multiagelnongraded class the focus is on individual 

growth, rather than on comparing students' progress. Each 

child must be regarded as  an important individual who has  

social, emotional, and intellectual needs (Calkins, 1992). 

McLean (1990) noted that expectations in a multiage class 

are set by teachers in terms of starting points, benchmarks, 

and cumulative growth for individual students. The essence of 

multiagelnongraded schools is that students start  a t  different 

places and progress at different rates and there are no 

expectations by grade level (McLean, 1990). 

Demonstrations, projects, essays, discussions, 

explanations, tests, and quizzes can be used to show evidence 

of progress (Maeda, 1994). She also noted that portfolios can 

be used to store evidence of progress and may include 



anecdotal records, oral reading assessments, reading response 

journals, writing samples, and project samples. 

Reporting to parents and feedback to students takes on an - - 

individualized approach in a multiagelnongraded class. 

Reports should be narrative, focus on strengths, outline areas 

that need work, and set goals (Calkins, 1992). Reporting of 

student progress in this way encourages collaboration among 

students, parents, and teachers. 

Team Teaching and/or Team Planning 

Teachers in a rnultiagelnongraded program may participate 

in team teaching or team planning activities. Team teaching is 

an organizational plan designed to maximize the effectiveness 

and artistry of each teacher for the benefit of every student. 

Team teaching is simply cooperative learning a t  a professional 

level. 

Martin and Pavan (1976) identified three advantages to 

team teaching. The first advantage was  that children were 

exposed to the strengths of several teachers. The second 

advantage was that teachers saw other types of teaching. And 

finally, the last advantage to team teaching was that it allowed 



a more flexible approach to teaching. Two critical attributes 

are needed for a successful team. First, both members must 

be willing to share skills and materials and to learn new skills. _ .- - 

The second attribute requires both members to be willing to 

share the adulation extended to "my" teacher (Hunter, 1992). 

Team members must be able to work toward shared objectives. 

They must  also be able to share students and space. Team 

teaching also prov / des built-in opportunities for consultations 

regarding individual students. Limited research exists on the 

effects of team teaching on the student. However, Martin and 

Pavan (1976) found that teachers who work in a team willingly 

work longer hours. 

Implementation Strategies for a Successful 
Multiage / Nongraded Program 

Gaustad (1 992a) summarized the elements that  are crucial 

to the implementation of a successful nongraded program as: 

educating teachers and parents, practical training for 

teachers, advance study and planning, flexibility in 

implementation, ownership by s'taff and parents, providing 

ongoing planning time, and administrative and community 



support.  The elements of educating teachers and parents, 

ownership by staff and parents,  and  community support  are  

most relevant when making the decision to implement a 
_- - 

multiage program. Practical training for teachers and advance 

s tudy and planning are most relevant as the change to a 

multiagel nongraded program i s  being planned. Flexibility in  

implementation, providing ongoing planning time, and 

administrative support are  most relevant during the actual  

implementation of a multiagel nongraded program. 

Making the Decision to Implement a MultiageINongraded 
Program 

A key point when determining whether to implement a 

multiage program is  to involve staff and  community members 

in  the decision-making process from the very beginning. 

Anderson and Pavan (1993) proposed tha t  one of the first s teps 

should be to take a n  inventory of the staff's basic beliefs and  

intuitions. If too many teachers are uncomfortable with the 

philosophy and practices associated with nongradedness, 

Anderson and Pavan (1993) noted there was little point in 

continuing the process. 
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Visiting successful multiage programs can be the most 

persuasive and informative staff development activity for 

teachers to gather information (Kasten & Clarke, 1993). Other - -- - 

activities to gain information about multiage programs include 

attending conferences and reading current literature (Gaustad, 

1994). Parent activities include visiting successful multiage 

programs; attending meetings with speakers, panel 

discussions, and videos; and attending conferences (Grant et 

al., 1995). Written materials that are brief and provide key 

information are effective in communicating to parents and 

involving them in the process. Newsletter articles, books, and 

current articles are also effective methods for disseminating 

information (Grant et al., 1995). "Putting parents of new 

students in touch with parents of 'veterans' may be the most 

powerful means for alleviating their fears" (Grant et al., 1995, 

p. 12). 

According to Grant et al. (1995), the decision to implement 

a multiage program must be made because of a desire to be 

student-centered. If the decision is made for financial 

reasons, to eliminate the need for personnel, to equalize class 



sizes, or to be first with the innovation, it will build staff 

resentment and cause frustration for those who have to teach 

in the classes, and -__ the - multiage program will probably not - 

last. 

Planning the Change to a Multiagel Nongraded Program 

Hunter (1992) cautioned, "We will repeat our failures of the 

!past if we plunge parents and teachers into nongrading 

without the necessary preparation" (p. 4). Gaustad (1992b) 

stated, "Changing from graded to nongraded structure requires 

a major investment of time, energy, and commitment on the 

part of teachers and administrators" (p.2). A key point 

stressed by Gaustad (1994) was to allow sufficient time for 

implementation. She noted that change is gradual and 

continuous, and occurs only with understanding, acceptance, 

and support. Gaustad (1994) also found that educators 

needed time to reflect and find meaning, to integrate old and 

new understandings, and to learn and practice collaboration. 

Parents, too, must be involved in the process of planning and 

decision-making in order for them to feel ownership and 

support the multiagel nongraded program. 



Making the transition to a nongraded school takes time. 

Gaustad (1992b) stated that it is a systemic change affecting 

all aspects of the educational system rather than a quick-fix. - 

At least one year should be spent in exploration to build 

awareness and understanding of the concept of multiage 

education. A second year should'be set aside for intensive 

planning and staff development. The third year is the time for 

initial implementation. A t  least another two years will be 

required before teachers become comfortable with the change 

and will feel confident in themselves. An additional five years 

may be needed to develop a mature and smooth-running 

operation. The time frame for implementation should remain 

flexible. The details of implementation should also remain 

flexible. Adding a few new elements a t  a time generally works 

better than attempting to change the entire system a t  one time 

(Gaustad, 1992b). 

Teacher Selection 

It is imperative that those teachers who will be teaching 

the multiage classes be involved in the decision to implement 

the program (Gaustad, 1994). A s  with any change, the 



implementation of the multiage program will be easier and 

more successful if those involved in the implementation chose 

to participate in the program and were also included in the 
_ _  -- - 

decision-making process. 

The role of the teacher in a multiagelnongraded classroom 

is different from the role of the teacher in a graded classroom. 

Daniel and Terry (1995) stated, "Teaching in a multiage setting 

requires a paradigm shift for the teacher. He or she must 

move from the role of giver or dispenser of knowledge from 

textbooks to a curriculum developer and a facilitator for 

children's learning" (p. 12). Teachers in a multiage setting 

create child-centered environments which recognize that each 

child brings to school a different background and level of 

knowledge and experience. 

Bingham (1995) presented a set of 12 beliefs that represent 

a philosophy and a value system that she determined were 

held not only in the head but in the heart of teachers of 

multiage classes. These include: 

"A belief in child-centered learning. . . . A belief that 
active, concrete learning experiences are essential for 
young children. . . .A belief in the whole child. . . .A 
belief in the importance of community. . . .A belief that 
many kinds of learning are essential. . . .A belief that 



human interaction, including conversation, supports 
rather than detracts from learning. . . .A belief that 
continuity in the school setting is of value to young 
children. . . .A  belief that the traditional role of schools 
in society remains -__ - important. . . .A belief that children's 
progress should be assessed by looking a t  their own 
growth rather than by comparing them with others in 
their age group. . . .A belief that the learner can be 
trusted. . . .A belief that the teacher is also a learner 
. . . .A belief that a wider-than-usual range of ages best 
supports these convictions." (p. 15- 17) 

Six preconditions necessary for successful teaching in a 

multiage class were identified by Rathbone, Bingham, Dorta, 

McClaskey, and O'Keefe (1993). The first precondition was 

that the teacher had to believe children can take responsibility. 

for their own learning. The teacher also had to know how to 

set up a classroom for children who want to learn. The next 

precondition they described was that resources must be 

available. Another precondition for successful teaching in a 

multiage class was that the tasks of classroom management 

and organization should be second nature to the teacher. The 

fifth precondition was that the teacher must be a learner a s  

well as  a teacher in the classroom environment. The last 

precondition was that the teacher must have the desire to do 

it. 
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Gaustad (1994) described the ideal nongraded teacher. t-':iLq 1 _ 

Teachers should know how to design open-ended, divergent 

learning experiences-which _ _  -- - are developmentally appropriate. 

Multiage teachers should possess a varied repertoire of 

instructional strategies to draw upon in teaching students with 

different learning styles. They should be able to ascertain 

. each individual student's level of cognitive functioning. 
. . 
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Teachers i n ' a  nongraded &as$ should also kniw content- 

specific strategies such as whole language and how to 

integrate subjects into themes and project work. They should 

know how to design and adapt curriculum and use 

nontraditional materials such as  math manipulatives and 

learning centers. These teachers should be able to use 

different grouping patterns for different purposes and design 

., . l 

cooperative group tasks. They should be proficient in P C  I 

.assessing, evaluating, recording, and communicating student 

' : 

progress using qualitative methods such as  portfolios and 
- 

anecdotal records. Finally, Gaustad (1994) noted that the 

nongraded teacher should know how to create an  environment 



in which children enjoy learning and feel secure enough to risk 

making mistakes. 

Being a teacher _ _  _ in - a multiage classroom is not an 

assignment for everyone. The psychological effects of change 

on each individual must be considered, particularly in the case 

of implementing a nongraded program. Teaching in an  

elementary multiage class is a complex task; the teacher has 

to be truly committed to this kind of philosophical base and be 

willing to take risks and learn new strategies (Miller, 1994). 

Gaustad (1994) warned, "It affects everything from basic 

educational philosophy to details of day-to-day classroom 

activity, and it often clashes with deeply ingrained 

expectations" (p. 6). There are differences in teachers' 

openness to change and their flexibility when faced with new 

situations. These individual differences must be recognized 

and respected in adults just as  they are in children (Gaustad, 

1992b). 

Another consideration when selecting personnel is to 

identify a t  least two teachers who choose to make the change 

together and who will teach the same age levels. Planning 



together and continual professional collaboration provide 

emotional support (Banks, 1995; Grant et al., 1995; Kasten 8b 

Clarke, 1993; Maeda, _ _  1994). 

Inservice Training 

Multiage teachers need to understand the theoretical 

foundations of nongraded primary education. They also need 

more knowledge about child development, integrated 

curriculum, and instructional strategies (Gaustad, 1992b). 

In addition, teachers need to learn about the process of 

change itself and be aware of the stages of change. If teachers 

are not ready for change, the successful implementation of any 

program will be extremely difficult. Hord (as cited in Gaustad, 

1994) stated that, "Change will be successful only if attention 

is paid to the personal concerns of the individuals involved 

and the specific contexts in which they function" (p. 9). 

Several programs designed to facilitate change are currently 

available. The Concerns Based Adoption Model (CBAM), 

developed by Hord, Rutherford, Huling-Austin and Hall (1987), 

is a comprehensive model for change based on the assumption 

that the single most important factor in any change process is 



people who will be most affected by the change. The CBAM 

model includes several tools to help plan and manage the 

change process. 
--.- 

The first training for implementation of a multiage program 

should be offered to the entire staff in order to reduce the 

anxiety of all stakeholders. Teachers need plenty of time to 

work out planning and curriculum concerns with each other. 

Special area teachers will need time to rethink their 

presentations of lessons. In some cases, they may need to 

integrate their lessons with classroom content (Kasten & 

Clarke, 1993). 

Practical training is critically important for success. 

Gaustad (1994) stated "The best place to learn new skills is in 

the context in which they are used--the classroom" (p. 35). 

Teachers must be given opportunities to learn about classroom 

organization; classroom management and discipline; 

instructional organization and curriculum; instructional 

delivery and grouping; self-directed learning; and peer tutoring 

through inservice training, peer coaching, and most ideally, 



through visitations to observe established nongraded 

classrooms (Gaustad, 1992b) . 

Student Selection- - - -  - 

According to Kasten and Clarke (1993), the make-up of the 

multiage classes should be similar to the general school 

population in abilities, handicaps, race, gender, social issues, 

and interests. Kasten and Clarke (1993) suggested that 

students should be heterogeneously grouped because the 

multiagelnongraded pattern of organization is appropriate for 

all students and might be the optimum setting for others. In 

addition, the number of students in the multiage classes 

should be equal to the single grade classes of the same age 

students (Grant et al., 1995). 

There is no agreement in the literature identifying which 

ages or grade levels should be grouped together (Grant et al., 

1995). The teacher's personal philosophy and preference 

should be considered. However, for a teacher implementing a 

multiage setting for the first time, it is advantageous to group 

only two grade levels together and to start out with a core of 

students assigned to that teacher the previous year. I t  is also 



somewhat easier for teachers to add a higher grade level rather 

than adding a lower grade level. Kasten and Clarke (1993) 

explained further: 
__. _--.- - 

In other words, take a second-grade teacher, let 8-12 
of her second graders remain in the class a s  third 
graders, and add new second graders to form a 
composite two-three. . . .It is somewhat easier for 
many teachers to go up in grade level (such a s  second 
grade teacher moving into a twolthree) rather than 
going down in grade level (as in a third grade teacher 
moving into a twolthree). Teachers need time to 
adjust their expectations, and it seems to be 
somewhat easier to look forward. (p. 43-44) 

Although there is no empirical formula for predicting a 

successful mix of older and younger students, it seems likely 

that a disproportionate number can either cause intimidation 

or a change in expectations (Grant et al., 1995; Katz e t  al., 

Curriculum 

The curriculum for the multiage class should be built oaA a 

continuous progress model which supports individual, 

developmentally appropriate practices. Unless the curriculum 

has a significant amount of time allocated to informal group 

work and spontaneous interactive play, the benefits of the age 



spread may not be realized (Katz et al., 1990). The curriculum 

must be oriented toward projects and activities that encourage 

and allow children to work collaboratively, using the 
-- - - 

structures of peer tutoring, cooperative learning, and the 

spontaneous grouping characteristic of young children's play 

settings. 

Teachers must be provided with support and assistance in 

implementing mixed-age grouping because most current, 

sequential academic curricula do not support mixed-age 

grouping. The curriculum needs to identify developmentally 

appropriate benchmarks which can be reached by most 

children a t  the end of a predetermined cycle. These 

benchmarks should include district and state mandates, a s  

well a s  research-based, developmentally appropriate 

benchmarks and teacher-designed benchmarks (Lolli, "n.d."). 

Integrated thematic teaching is an ideal approach to social 

studies and science curriculum in a multiage classroom 

(Bingham, 1995). Topics can be chosen according to children's 

interests, community interests, or current events. In cases 

where district level requirements are required a t  specific grade 



levels, teachers plan to teach them within the long term 

sequence as  a total group and not by grade level. 

Parental Involvem-efifand Communication 

Parents must be involved in the decision-making process 

and the process of planning for implementation of a 

multiagel nongraded program (Gaustad, 1992b; Grant et al., 

1995). They should be involved in meetings, visitations, and 

reading literature (Grant et al., 1995). Taking the time to 

involve parents and communicate with them often is effective 

for gaining support for the multiage program. 

Gaustad (1992b) stated that parents must also be given the 

opportunity to allow their children to participate in the 

multiage program. Kasten and Clarke ( 1993) supported giving 

parents the choice of placing their child in a multiagel 

nongraded setting or in a single-grade class. 

Leadership Support 

The literature is replete with research that describes the 

importance of leadership support for innovations. In a study 

completed by Miller (1994), the results of the interview 



analysis of elementary teachers strongly suggested that  

leadership played a significant role in the success achieved by 

each school in implementing __. ._...- - - its multiage program. Effective 

school leaders were characterized as being facilitative and 

transformational. School-level leadership developed 

relationships and communications that  were characterized by 

openness, trust ,  and mutual respect which encouraged risk- 

taking. In Miller's (1994) study, effective school leaders 

accepted and valued the developmental differences in staff 

members and recognized that  the-re is  no single right model for 

a multiage class. The effective school leaders were patient, 

expressed the belief that  all teachers could implement the 

desired changes, and supported their teachers by finding 

resources such a s  time and money (Miller, 1994). 

Problems and Issues Encountered During Implementation 

Miller (1994) identified the primary problem in 

implementing a multiage program as developing support for 

the change effort. Recommendations to solve the problem 

included educating all stakeholders; striving to learn and 

improve as a group so that all staff members would develop a 
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shared understanding of the change effort; planning well ahead 

of implementation and focusing on slow, incremental changes; 

building trust through _ _  -- - communication among staff members by 

discussing beliefs and reasons for multiage; sharing successes 

and challenges; being persistent; and expecting stress and 

conflict which are natural to change. 

Providing ongoing staff development, financing materials, 

and the need for more collaborative planning time were also 

listed by Miller (1994) a s  implementation problems. Assessing 

program changes with traditional. methods such a s  

standardized achievement tests caused great concern during 

implementation. Another concern listed by Miller ( 1994) was 

difficulty letting go of traditional grade-level thinking and 

instruction. Sustaining the multiage change effort through 

such activities a s  monitoring implementation, keeping abreast 

of new research, keeping the same staff members in the 

multiage program, and ongoing refinement also caused concern 

(Miller, 1994). 



Summary 

This chapter began with a brief review of the history of 

graded and nongr-add education. Although early instruction 

was highly responsive to individual needs, a graded 

organization was introduced in order to efficiently handle the 

large numbers of students who were guaranteed a free public 

education. It soon became apparent that the premise upon 

which graded education was developed--that students of the 

same chronological age are basically at the same level of 

development, can be taught in the same way, and will progress 

at the same rate--was erroneous and the practice of retention 

in grade level was introduced for those students who did not 

measure up. 

Both child development theory and learning theory describe 

practices and policies which are good for children and should 

be utilized in early childhood education programs. The 

multiagef nongraded organization was identified as supporting 

and enhancing these practices and policies. Pratt (1986) 

stated, "the mass of evidence indicates that, for students, the 



multiage environment is socially and psychologically healthy" 

(p. 114). 

The critical attributes - of a high quality early childhood 

program described, but not always labeled, by Bredekamp 

( 1  987) included: developmentally appropriate practices; 

continuous progress; varied instructional strategies including 

hands-on/ active learning, integrated curriculum, whole 

language, hands-on mathematics, cooperative learning, peer 

tutoring, learning centers, flexible grouping, and application of 

multiple intelligence theory; authentic assessment and 

reporting progress; and team teaching and planning. 

There are advantages and disadvantages of the multiage / 

nongraded program for both students and teachers. 

Comparisons of graded and nongraded programs indicated 

that, in general, multiage programs are as effective a s  or better 

than graded programs in terms of students' achievement. 

Evidence also indicated that multiage programs far surpassed 

graded programs in terms of attitudes and self-concepts of 

students. Teacher concerns included sufficient time for 

planning curriculum and learning new teaching strategies. 



Strategies for implementation of a successful multiagel 

nongraded program are divided into three parts: decision- 

making, planning .. . for __,_ - implementation, and actual 

implementation. One model for managing change, the 

Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM), was developed by 

Hord et al. (1987). Gaustad (1994) stated, "In nongraded 

education, the focus is on the needs of the learner--the child. 

In CBAM, the focus of the change process is also the learner, 

in this case the teacher. It seems appropriate that  a 

'developmentally appropriate' process is necessary for the 

success of both" (p. 10). 

The review of related literature and research provided in 

Chapter I1 form the basis for this dissertation on multiagel 

nongraded education. Chapter I11 contains a description of the 

methods and procedures used during this research study. 



CHAPTER I11 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

A multiagelnongraded structure is one way to group 

students for success in school. In the review of related 

literature, Gaustad (1 992a) noted that the resurgence of 

nongradedness during the 1960s.failed due to an  inadequate 

understanding of the concept; a lack of training for teachers in 

developmental theories and practice; a lack of support from 

the rest of the educational system, from parents, and from the 

community; and a move back to basics. This ethnographic 

research study was undertaken to help determine what 

challenges were being faced by educators who were currently 

implementing a primary multiagel nongraded program. 

Findings from the study could help colleagues planning to 

implement a multiagelnongraded program in the future. 

This chapter will begin with a general description of. the 

methodology of qualitative research. A rationale for using 



focus group interviews to gather data for this particular study 

will also be presented. A description of the study and the 

methodology use4 will follow. Explanations of the population, 

survey instruments, data collecting procedures, and the 

processes for analyzing data will also be discussed. 

Oualitative Research Methods 

Qualitative research requires the observation of natural 

situations or settings and an  attempt to interpret phenomena 

in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994; Lofland & Lofland, 1995). Qualitative research 

emphasizes processes and meanings rather than measurement 

and analysis of relationships between variables as in a 

quantitative study (Denzin &i Lincoln, 1994). 

Qualitative research has many labels. The process may be 

called field study, ethnography, case study, or naturalistic 

inquiry (Bogdan 8& Biklen, 1992). Regardless of the labels 

used, the studies are alike in that they share certain 

characteristics. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) also stated that one 

characteristic of a qualitative study is that the data collected 

are descriptive of people, places, and conversations and cannot 



be easily handled by statistical procedures. A second 

characteristic is that the research questions in a naturalistic 

study are written so -- _that a complex investigation of the topic 

can be made. Another characteristic is that field study 

researchers do not approach their research with specific 

variables or hypotheses to test. Finally, Bogdan and Biklen 

(1992) noted that in a qualitative study the researcher collects 

data in the settings where subjects spend their time. 

One of the most popular techniques of qualitative research 

is to conduct interviews. The focus group is one example of a n  

interview technique. In a focus group the interviewer asks 

group members very specific questions about a topic after 

considerable research has already been completed by the 

interviewer (Denzin 8& Lincoln, 1994). According to Krueger 

(1 994), the focus group discussion is particularly effective in 

providing information about why people think or feel the way 

they do rather than how they feel (Krueger, 1994). Focus 

groups also allow the moderator to probe for more relevant 

information. For these reasons, the focus group was chosen as 

the data collection method for this study. 



Statement of the Problem 

This study sought to identify the (a) critical attributes of a 

successful multia-gelaongraded program, (b) strategies 

necessary for successful implementation of the program, (c) 

inservice training needed by teachers to implement a 

successful program, (d) obstacles encountered during 

implementation, (e) advantages and disadvantages of a 

multiagelnongraded program for students, and (f) advantages 

and disadvantages of a multiagelnongraded program for 

teachers. 

Population 

The population for this study was elementary public school 

teachers of primary multiage classes in a large central Florida 

school district. These teachers participated in focus group 

interviews and completed a demographic questionnaire. An 

electronic bulletin board request to identify the teachers of 

multiagelnongraded classes in each school and the grade 

configuration for each class was sent out to all public 

elementary schools in the school district in September 1995. 

Classes were to be identified a s  multiage by each administrator 



of the elementary schools. The teachers' names were reported 

back to the researcher by the building administrators. Only 

teachers in regular _ _  - basic - multiage classes in the school system 

were considered for this study. Teachers in special areas such 

a s  music, physical education, media, or exceptional education 

were not included in this study. 

Instrumentation 

A comprehensive review of literature related to multiage/ 

nongraded programs included viewing videotapes; reading 

books and articles written by practitioners, theorists, and 

researchers; talking with other doctoral s tudents  who were 

currently writing dissertations on the topic; and attending 

conferences and seminars. Based on the review of related 

literature, this researcher developed a list of topics to be 

covered in the focus group interviews. The list of topics was 

reviewed by this researcher to ensure that the topics related to 

the concerns addressed in the literature and also focused on 

the research questions for the study. Categories, based on the 

research questions, were established in which to group the 

topics. After the categories were finalized, the researcher 



generated a list of questions to be used during focus group 

interviews. A focus group Interview Guide (see Appendix A) 

with 7 open-ended ., questions emerged. The focus group 

Interview Guide contained probes for each question so that 

this interviewer could obtain specific information on each 

topic. 

Krueger (1994) identified five types of questions to use with 

a focus group. Question 1 of the focus group Interview Guide 

served as an  introductory question intended to give 

participants an opportunity to reflect on past experiences with 

multiage grouping. Questions 2, 3, 4, and 5 of the focus group 

Interview Guide served as the key questions for each focus 

group. Questions 6 and 7, the ending questions, were 

designed to allow participants to reflect on previous comments 

and to bring closure to the discussion. A n  opening question as 

described by Krueger (1994) was not used in the focus group 

Interview Guide because the participants were already familiar 

with each other. A transition question as identified by Krueger 

(1994) was also not needed. 



In addition to the focus group Interview Guide, a brief 

questionnaire (Appendix B), completed in writing by each focus 

group participant, -- was developed to obtain demographic 

information. To save time, all participants were asked to 

complete the questionnaire a t  the end of each focus group 

interview session. 

Focus Group Interviews 

In December 1995, principals were notified by letter 

(Appendix C) that the teachers of multiage classes would be 

contacted by this researcher in order to schedule small group, 

interviews. The purpose of each small focus group was to gain 

information regarding the implementation of multiage classes. 

Principals were given the opportunity to object if they did not 

want their teachers to participate. Two principals sent letters 

that indicated their support of the research and gave 

permission for their teachers to be interviewed. One principal 

called to verify that only teachers who volunteered to be 

included would be expected to participate. The remainder of 

the principals did not respond. 



All teachers of multiage classes were notified by letter 

(Appendix D) in January 1996 that they would be contacted in 

order to schedule _ _  a -- sonvenient focus group interview time at 

each school. In those schools where there was more than one 

multiage teacher, the assistant principal was contacted by the 

researcher to coordinate the scheduling of focus group 

session(s) a t  each school. The assistant principals arranged to 

have other school personnel teach the participants' classes if 

additional time was needed to complete the interviews. In 

schools where there was only one multiage teacher, this 

researcher contacted the individual teachers to arrange a 

convenient individual interview date and time. 

Krueger (1994) suggested that focus groups should be 

composed of between 6 to 10 people in order to give everyone 

the opportunity to share. He.also stated that participants 

should be unfamiliar with each other. However, constraints 

such a s  the lack of common times to meet other than before 

and after school or during teachers' planning times made it 

impossible to ensure that persons were unfamiliar with each 

other. Therefore, focus groups for this study were arranged 



according to worksite and for the convenience of participants. 

The number of participants in each group was determined by 

the number who were _._ - available at the scheduled time. 

From January through April 1996, a series of focus group 

interviews was held. Fifteen of the focus group interview 

sessions were audiotaped and field notes were made during all 

interviews. Two telephone interviews and five face-to-face 

interviews were made in those instances where there was just 

one multiage teacher at a school site. Wri t ten  field notes were 

recorded during each individual interview. One of the 

individual interviews was also audiotaped. 

Table 1 contains a summary of the focus group interview 

sessions with multiage teachers. A total of 58 teachers in 18 

elementary schools in a large central Florida public school 

. district participated in the focus group interviews. Fifteen 

.focus group interview sessions and seven individual interview 

sessions were conducted to gather data. Focus group 

interviews were held before school, during planning times, or 

after school. 



Table 1 

Focus Group Interviews of Multiage Teachers (N-58) 
-- 

Focus Group -. --. - Number of When 
Identification Participants Held 

After School 

Planning Time 

After School 

Planning Time 

Planning Time 

Planning Time 

After School 

Planning Time 

Planning Time 

Before School 

Planning Time 

Planning Time 

After School 

Before School 

Planning Time 

Individual 7 Various Times 



The interviews began with a brief statement by this 

researcher welcoming the participants and giving an 

explanation regarding the purpose of the interview, the 

procedures to be followed, and an explanation of how 

information would be reported. Participants were encouraged 

to honestly share their opinions and experiences regardless of 

whether they agreed or disagreed with others in the group. It 

was noted that an  awareness of opposing opinions and 

experiences could provide valuable information to those 

planning to implement a multiage program. The participants 

were asked if they objected to having the session audiotaped 

for this researcher's reference. All groups supported the tape 

recordings. The participants were assured that all information 

would be confidential. Field notes of this researcher for each 

of the focus group sessions were also recorded on the Interview 

This researcher ended each session with an expression of 

thanks for the participants' time and involvement. This 

researcher also assured the participants that they would have 

access to a copy of the results of the study. 



Role of the Researcher 

The role of this researcher in this study was to create an 

open environment. that nurtured different perceptions and 

points of view, without pressuring participants to vote, plan, 

or reach consensus. This process followed research 

procedures advocated by Krueger (1994). The emphasis was on 

the individual participant, and the researcher was not in a 

position of power or influence but encouraged both positive 

and negative comments. In the permissive environment of the 

group interviews, this researcher brought focus to self- 

disclosures obtained through open-ended questions. 

This researcher served several functions in each focus 

group. Those functions, identified by Krueger (1994), were 

moderating, listening, observing, and analyzing. This 

researcher exhibited a friendly manner and a sense of humor, 

in addition to communicating clearly. This researcher was 

comfortable and familiar with group processes and exercised a 

mild, unobtrusive control over each group. 
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Analysis of Data 

The analysis of data for this study relied primarily on this 

researcher's field-..no&es made during each focus group 

interview. In addition, most of the focus group interviews were 

audiotaped and the recordings were used to verify specific 

quotes as suggested by Krueger (1994). The tape recordings 

were also used to clarify this researcher's field notes. 

The field notes and audiotapes were first analyzed a s  raw 

data. Responses for each of the seven questions on the focus 

group Interview Guide (Appendix A) from all focus groups were 

categorized and recorded. This researcher began by grouping 

together all focus group interview field notes for each question.. 

Categories of responses were established based on the probes 

under each question of the focus group Interview Guide. For 

instance, one category was instructional components. 

Subcategories under this heading included: continuous 

progress, developmentally appropriate activities, authentic 

assessment, whole language, integrated curriculum cooperative 

grouping, ability grouping, flexible grouping, manipulative- 

hands/ on approach, and multiple intelligence strategies. 



After analyzing the field notes, which contained general 

concepts and thoughts expressed by the participants, this 

researcher reviewed-each --.- audiotaped focus group session and 

noted significant quotes to be grouped with the field notes. 

The purpose of the accumulated raw data analysis was to 

provide exact statements of focus group participants as they 

responded to the topics. 

This researcher used this raw data to develop a descriptive 

summary with illustrative quotes. Quotes were selected to 

provide insights of representative, common, or usual ways in 

which participants responded. The purpose of the descriptive 

summary was to provide a simple summary of the data 

(Krueger, 1994). Building on the descriptive summary, this 

researcher concluded with an interpretive analysis of what the 

data meant based on trends and patterns that occurred across 

the focus groups (Krueger, 1994). The purpose of the 

interpretive analysis was to provide an in-depth understanding 

of the data. 

While analyzing data, the researcher took into 

consideration the choice of words and the tones used by each 



participant; the context of the situation; the nonverbal clues; 

the consistency, frequency, specificity, and intensity of 

responses; and the __. __-.- big - ideas offered by the participants 

(Krueger, 1994). 

This chapter described the research methods utilized in 

this study. A total of 58 teachers of primary multiage classes 

in 18 elementary schools in a large central Florida school 

district was involved in this ethnographic study. The purpose 

of the study was to gather data regarding the essential 

elements of a successful multiage program and the factors that 

contributed to the implementation of a successful multiage 

program. In addition, this study was designed to identify 

appropriate staff development activities for successful 

implementation, obstacles to avoid during implementation, and 

the advantages and disadvantages of multiagelnongraded 

programs for students and teachers. 

All  participants in the focus group interviews volunteered 

to participate in the research study. The procedure for 



developing the focus group Interview Guide was described and 

a systematic approach to data analysis was explained. 

Chapter IV contgins _ _ _  a brief history of the growth of 

multiage programs in the school district as well as a profile of 

a multiage teacher in the district. A n  analysis of the focus 

group interview data by research question is also presented. 



CHAPTER IV 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

This study sought to describe the critical at tr ibutes of a 

successful primary multiagel nongraded program and  the 

strategies tha t  contribute to i ts  successful implementation. In 

addition, this  study sought to describe the problems 

encountered during implementation of a primary multiagel 

nongraded program, the staff development activities necessary 

for successful implementation, and  the advantages and  

disadvantages of a primary multiagelnongraded program for 

s tudents  and  teachers. The context was a large central Florida 

-public school district of approximately 7,100 employees and  

65,000 students.  

History of Multia~elNongraded Programs in School District 

In this  school district a n  interest in implementing 

multiagelnongraded programs became apparent in  the early 



1990s. A district-level administrator sponsorea the attendance 

of several school-level administrators and teachers to the Phi 

Delta Kappa Gabbard _ _  ._--- Institute on nongraded schools. This 

institute was led by Robert Anderson and Barbara Nelson 

Pavan, who were well-known proponents of nongraded 

education. 

During the 1995-96 school year, 18 schools in the district 

were implementing a primary multiagel nongraded program. In 

this school district the decision to implement a multiage 

program was made a t  the school.level and the district's 

responsibility was to support the schools' implementation 

efforts. District support consisted of providing financial 

assistance to several teachers and administrators who 

attended conferences with a focus on the multiage concept. In 

addition, a district Multiage Support Group met informally 

during the 1992-93 school year. During the 1993-94 school 

year, the Multiage Support Group was officially formed. 

Members of the support group met approximately 6 times 

during that year and 6 times during the 1994-95 school year. 

This support group continued to meet during the 1995-96 

school year a s  part of a general support group for all new 



educational initiatives in the school district. Administrators, 

teachers, and district level personnel were invited to attend 

the monthly meetings, __ which were held a t  the end of the school 

day. The purpose of these meetings was for participants to 

share their successes and to seek solutions to the challenges 

associated with implementing new instructional programs. 

District support also included the provision of gummed 

labels to affix to students' cumulative records to identify those 

students who had participated in a multiage program. In 

addition, a district-level task force aligned the school district's 

curriculum requirements into a skills continuum. Although 

the continuum was arranged by grade level, the natural 

progression of skills could be seen and multiage teachers could 

adapt the continuum to meet their needs. 

A Composite of a Multiage Teacher in School District 

All focus group interview participants in this study were 

asked to complete a brief questionnaire (Appendix B) a t  the 

end of the interview session in which they participated. The 

questionnaire focused on demographic information related to 

each participant's age, sex, highest level of education, total 



years of teaching experience, number of years of teaching 

experience in a multiage setting, and areas of teaching 

certification. In addition, the questionnaire contained _ _  - 

questions regarding the make-up of the multiage classes in 

which the participants were currently teaching. The final 

question encouraged each participant to take a position 

regarding his/her preference for teaching in a multiage or 

single-grade classroom. 

The first question on the demographic questionnaire 

required the respondents to indicate their age a t  the time of 

the survey. The next question required the respondents to 

indicate their sex. The ages of the teachers of multiage 

programs who participated in the study and their sex are 

reported in Table 2. A comparison shows that more of the 

primary multiage teachers in this study (24 or 41%) were in 

the category of "less than 30 years of age" than any other 

category. The 16 participants in the category "40-49 years of 

age" represented 28% of the total group. When respondents 

were asked to identify their sex, the results indicated that 53 



of the multiage teachers (91%) were female and 5 (9%) were 

male. 

Table 2 

Age and Sex of Focus Group Participants (N-58) 

-- 

Number of Number of Percentage 
Age Male Female of 

(In Years) Participants Participants Participants 

Below 30 2 22 4 1 YO 

Over 69 0 0 

Totals 5 53 100Y0 

Table 3 contains information regarding the highest 

educational degree attained by the participants in the study. 

The data revealed that 38 of the participants (66%) had a 

bachelors degree. Twenty of the participants (34%) held a 

masters degree. None of the focus group interview participants 

had received a specialist or doctoral degree. 
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Educational Degree Level of Focus Group 
Participants (N=58) 

_. -- - - -- 

Number of Percentage of 
Degree Participants Participants 

Bachelors 38 66% 

Masters 

Specialist 

Doctoral 0 0 YO 

The total years of teaching experience of each -participant in 

the study are reported in Table 4. An analysis of the data  

indicated that  22 of the teachers of multiage classes (38%) had 

from 1 to 5 years of teaching experience. Nineteen of the 

respondents (33%) reported they had taught from 6 to 10 

years. Six of the participants (10%) revealed they had 11 to 15 

years of teaching experience. Five of the participants (9%) 

noted they had from 16 to 20 years teaching experience. Three 

of the participants (5%) recorded they had from 21 to 25 years 

of teaching experience. Three additional participants (5%) 

reported they had 26 to 30 years of teaching experience. No 



participants had 31 to 35 years of teaching experience. Only 1 

of the participants (2%) indicated that  she had more than 35 

years of teaching experience. 
-- - __.- - 

Table 4 

Total Years of Teaching Experience of 
Focus Group Participants (N=58) 

Total Number Percentage 
Number of of 
of Years Participants Participants 

Over 35 1 2% 

The number of years of teaching experience in multiage 

classrooms as the teachers reported are displayed in Table 5. 

The data  showed that  20 of the participants (34%) reported 



they had two years experience in a multiage setting. A total of 

16 of the participants (28%) indicated they had only one year 

of teaching experience __. __-.- - in a multiage classroom setting. 

Another 16 of the respondents (28%) also indicated they had 

three years experience in a multiage classroom. The data also 

showed that 4 of the participants (7%) reported they had four 

years experience teaching in a multiage classroom. Only 2 of 

the respondents (3%) indicated they had five years experience 

teaching in a multiage classroom setting. 

Table 5 

Number of Years of Teaching Experience in a Multiage Setting 
of Focus Group Participants (N=58) 

Number Number Percentage 
of years in a of of 

Multiage Setting Participants Participants 



Table 6 contains the data indicating the areas in which 

multiage teachers were certified. Twenty-six of the teachers 

(45%) were certified in elementary education. Twenty-five of 
_ _ .  .--.- - . 

the teachers (43%) were certified in both early childhood 

education and elementary education. Six of the participants in 

this study (10%) were certified in early childhood education. 

One participant (2%) was certified only in the area of middle 

grades. 

The analysis of the data indicated that 57 of the multiage 

teachers in this study (98%) were certified in elementary 

education, early childhood education (primary, kindergarten, 

nursery, preschool), or both. I t  was notable that there were 

almost as  many teachers who were certified in both areas as 

there were teachers certified in elementary education. 



Table 6 

Areas of Teaching Certification of Focus Group Participants 
(N=58) 

_ _ _  _--.- - 

Area(s) o f  Number of Percentage Of 
Certification Participants Participants 

Early Childhood 

~ l e m e n t a r y  Ed. 

Both 

Neither 1 2% 

The traditional grade level designations that were contained 

in the multiage classrooms of the participants are displayed in 

Table 7. Fifty-one of the multiage teachers in the district 

(88%) had two grade levels in one classroom. Twenty-two of 

the teachers (38%) indicated they had kindergarten and first 

grade students in their classes. Twenty-one of the teachers in 

this study (36%) responded they had second and third graders 

in their classes. -Six of the teachers (10%) noted they had first 

and second graders in one class. One teacher (2%) responded 

that kindergarten and transitional kindergarten students were 



assigned to her classroom. One other teacher (2%) indicated 

that third and fourth graders were in her multiage class. 

Six of the teachers (1 1%) indicated they had three grade _ _  _--.- - 

levels in their classes. Five of the teachers (9%) responded 

their classes were composed of first, second, and third 

graders. One teacher (2%) responded that kindergarten, first, 

and second graders were in her classroom. 

Only one teacher (2%) indicated that her class was 

composed of four grade levels. There were kindergarteners, 

first, second, and third graders in her class. 



Table 7 

Traditional Grade Levels Taught by Focus Group Participants 
(N=58) 

- 
~radi t iona l -  Number of Percentage of 

Grade Levels Participants Participants 

The final item on the questionnaire allowed participants to 

choose between teaching in a multiage classroom or a graded 

classroom. Respondents were asked to indicate a choice. 

Table 8 shows a correlation of the responses from the interview 

participants and their field of certification. 



Table 8 

A Comparison of the Areas of Teaching Certification and the 
Choice to Continue in a Multiage Setting (N=58) 

-- _ _  -- - - 
Number Number Number 

(Percentage) (Percentage) (Percentage) 
of of of 

Area(s) Participants Participants Participants 
of Answering Answering Who Were 

Certification Yes No Undecided 

Early 
Childhood 

Elementary 
Education 

Both 

Neither 

Totals 38 (66%) 14 (24%) 6 (10%) 

Nineteen of the participants (33%) who were certified in 

both early childhood education and elementary education 

indicated they would seek another multiage position if their 

position was no longer available. An additional 13 

participants (22%) who were certified in elementary education 

also indicated they would seek another multiage position. Five 

of the participants (9%) who were certified in early childhood 



education and one participant (2%) who was certified in 

neither area responded they would continue in a multiage 

position if their position was no longer available. 
.--.- - 

The largest number (9) of participants (16%) who chose not 

to seek another multiage position if their position was no 

longer available were certified in elementary education. Four 

participants, certified in both elementary and early childhood 

education and one participant (2%) who was certified in early 

childhood noted they would not seek another multiage teaching 

assignment if their multiage program was discontinued. 

Four of the participants (7%) who were certified in 

elementary education and two of the participants (3%) who 

were certified in both elementary education and early 

childhood education were undecided regarding their preference 

of teaching in a multiage classroom or a graded classroom. 

The totals show that 38 of the participants (66%) preferred 

teaching in a multiage class a s  opposed to a single-grade 

class. Several participants "enjoyed working with the students 

for more than one year" and thought "having the children for 



two years is wonderful for assessment and relationship 

building." 

A participant in focus group J wrote, "It is developmentally _ _  -- - - 

appropriate. All children benefit from this program. I love it!" 

Another participant in focus group M recorded, "The multiage 

program is excellent for children. They are successful a t  their 

own rate. The children 'blossom' in the program." In focus 

group C ,  one teacher who preferred the multiage concept 

wrote, "I am teaching and meeting the needs of the individual 

child." In focus group G ,  a participant wrote that the multiage 

program was preferred over the traditional "because of non- 

threatening child deyelopment activity." In focus group B, one 

participant wrote that the multiage program was preferred due 

to its "continuity." Another participant in focus group B 

wrote, "We are family; the students seem to make good 

academic progress; the teachers plan everything together; the 

students have good self-concepts; continuity." One participant 

in focus group A indicated a preference for the multiage 

program "because I could not be happy teaching in a 'test- 

driven', sit-down, worksheet environment! I love IT1 



[integrated thematic instruction] and cooperative grouping, ad- 

hoc grouping, etc. n 

Fourteen of the __._ participants - (25%) indicated they preferred 

a traditional classroom setting. Reasons for their choice 

included lack of adequate planning time and the restrictions 

they perceived were being placed on them by the school 

district. One respondent in focus group C wrote that "lack of 

time to plan and successfully implement the program" was the 

reason that a graded concept was preferred. A participant in 

focus group 0 wrote, "I feel for me this [single graded] is a 

better way because of restrictions put on u s  by the county." In 

focus group D, a participant wrote that a graded concept was 

preferred "because our county is reverting to a skill-oriented 

system." After a focus group discussion regarding the large 

amount of time needed by teachers on a daily basis to 

adequately plan for multiage teaching, a teacher in focus 

group F wrote, "I am choosing to teach a 'graded' class next 

year to have time to develop curriculum for [the] brain 

compatible education model we are currently working on. I 

plan to teach my 'graded' class the same way I taught my 



multiage class." A teacher in focus group E indicated tha t  she 

preferred a graded concept "because I can  have a multiage 

philosophy in a straight grade classroom with less work." 
_--.- - 

Six participants (10%) were undecided when asked to 

indicate their preference for teaching in a multiage or graded 

classroom. Two participants in focus group C were undecided 

and  one teacher wrote, "I see many benefits to the multiage 

program; however, i t  is  very time consuming and planning time 

tha t  i s  allotted now i s  not  adequate." The other teacher wrote, 

"I do like the multiage concept. I have a family now and  I want 

to devote my extra time to them." One participant in focus 

group 0 echoed the comments of several of the focus group 

participants, "I feel tha t  this  [multiage] is  a worthwhile 

concept; bu t  with all the restrictions the county puts  on us ,  i t  

i s  not advantageous to the teacher having to cover two 

curriculums. n 

When analyzing the da ta  from another perspective, the 

results  indicated tha t  the 24 participants who were certified in 

early childhood education or who were certified in early 

childhood and elementary education were more likely to seek a 



multiage teaching position than the 13 who were certified in 

elementary education. 

In summary, _ _  a __-.- typical multiage teacher in this large central 

Florida public school district tended to be a female who was 

below 30 years of age. This teacher had a bachelors degree 

and was certified in elementary education, early childhood 

education, or both elementary and early childhood education. 

This multiage teacher had between 1 and 5 total years of 

teaching experience with 2 years teaching experience in a 

multiage setting. She taught either a K, 1 or 2,3 multiage class 

and would seek another multiage teaching position if hers was 

discontinued. 

Results 

The summary of results in regard to the six research 

questions for the study follows. 

Research Question 1 

What were the critical attributes of a successful 
primary multiagel nongraded program? 

One of the one most common concepts expressed during 

the focus group interviews was that, although there were many 



of the same critical attributes in all multiage classes (i.e., 

integrated thematic teaching, whole language, hands-on 

mathematics, and _ __.- learning - centers), there was not one 

preferred method to organize a multiage class or one preferred 

style in which to function as  a multiage teacher. Participants 

noted that multiage teachers had to identify what worked best 

for each of them. After attending professional conferences, 

visiting other schools, and reading literature, one participaht 

in focus group H described it this way, "Everybody's idea of 

multiage was different. An&, so we came back and what I said 

was, 'Well, I like that about that one and that about that one, 

but I couldn't stand to do that and I wouldn't really care to do 

that'. What I think we decided is that each school is so unique 

and different that each multiage has to be unique and 

different. . . .[There] might be common threads throughout it 

but the makeup is utterly different for each [multiage class]." 

One participant in focus group L remarked, "They [teammates] 

went to one workshop; we went to another and then we kind of 

sat  down and said, 'This is what we think would work for us'. 



. . .and kind of almost made our own philosophy. . . .took a 

little bit of both. . . .what we thought might work." 

Team teaching and/or  - team planning, or cooperative 

learning at the professional level, were noted as being one of 

the most necessary attributes of a successful multiage 

program. A teacher in focus group D stated, "That's number 1. 

Find yourself one other person you're compatible with." 

Several participants agreed with a teacher in focus group C 

who commented that she was involved in the multiage program 

because "the people I wanted to work with were doing it." 

Participants - also indicated that they felt comfortable as part  of 

a team and that  teammates provided support in a risk-free 

environment during challenging times. For instance, a 

participant in focus group H recalled a n  occasion when a 

. change in classroom strategies was needed but she was 

reluctant to try. Her teammate encouraged her by saying, 

"C'mon, c'mon. J u s t  try it. We just  have 3 days. What can we 

lose for 3 days?" Another participant in focus group I 

commented on the sharing that happens with team teaching, 

"We get different ideas just from the 4 of us; just  after school 



talking and someone will have tried something in  their room." 

One participant in focus group L responded, "Our strongest 

thing i s  having each _ _  _ - other as a teammate." A participant in 

focus group H succinctly reflected, "The support  [from the 

teammate] needs to be great." During focus group F, a 

participant said, "I think we, in our  pod, work well together. 

We were able to bounce things off each other--cry on each 

others' shoulders and jus t  help." A study participant in  focus 

group E felt strongly enough about the team teaching comment 

to state,  "If I was not able to team teach I would discontinue 

with multiage." One participant from focus group I added 

that ,  although working with a teammate is  critical, "working 

with somebody when you've never had to agree with somebody 

before" can be a problem. 

Developmental appropriateness, which means tha t  

activities for s tudents  are age and individual appropriate, was 

also mentioned as a key concept for multiage settings. One 

participant in focus group J shared, "I got into i t  [multiage] 

because I was having a real complex teaching first grade and 

my classrooms have always been very developmental and  I've 
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always run into the curriculum that is not developmental and I 

knew there had to be a better way fm these little first graders 

that were developmentally young and also meet the academic _ _ _  - 

needs." A member of focus group P concurred, "That's first 

and foremost for u s  because if it's not developmentally 

appropriate, they're not going to learn it." 

Using a Whole Language philosophy, which emphasizes a 

literature-based curriculum taught in a natural and 

interrelated manner, seemed to be one of the most popular of 

the teaching strategies brought up during the focus group 

interviews. One participant felt, UI think that's very important 

for a multiage teacher to be [a whole language teacher]." A 

participant in focus group P expressed that it's "no way to 

teach out of the same text," [you need a] "good literature-based 

program." Participants noted that shared reading, guided 

reading, and process writing all needed to be part of the 

language ar ts  instruction. 

Thematic teaching, in which the curriculum was organized 

by a common theme, topic, problem, or question, was a 

second, but almost a s  strong, teaching strategy often 



mentioned by participants. Teachers appeared comfortable in 

developing thematic units and integrating science and social 

studies with language arts. In fact, discussions regarding the 
-.- 

use of thematic teaching were spontaneous. In almost every 

focus group, thematic teaching was mentioned as the most 

effective means of teaching in a multiage class. When 

specifically asked about integrated thematic teaching, one 

participant in focus group E nonchalantly responded, "We were 

doing thematic teaching before." However, a teacher in focus 

group P noted, "We are doing it [integrated thematic teaching] 

but not a s  much a s  I'd like because [of] the time factor." 

Mathematics seemed to be the hardest subject area to 

organize in a multiage class. Many of the participants noted 

that they reverted to grade level instruction in mathematics 

due to grade-level expectations a t  the county level 'and on the 

SAT (Stanford Achievement Test). One participant in focus 

group P commented, "I'm a big proponent of Marilyn Burns and 

her ways of teaching math--manipulatives based. I love to do 

math and literature together, just provide a creative 



environment for kids to learn in, but it's difficult now with 

SAT." 

Cooperative learning, where the focus is on working 
__. - 

together to achieve shared goals, was also listed a s  a critical 

teaching strategy in a successful multiage program. Teachers 

indicated that without cooperative learning groups it would be 

difficult to meet the diverse needs of all students. One 

participant in focus group M reported that she believed 

"children learn better from each other--modeling from others." 

A participant in focus group E reported, "We do a lot of 

cooperative groups, but you have to and we do it all the time 

and the kids get so good at  it that we don't even think of it as 

cooperative groups because with the multiage you have to." 

Peer tutoring and pairing students are teaching strategies 

that encourage two students who are a t  the same general 

academic level to work with each other in a learning situation. 

A respondent in focus group E mentioned, "We'll pair our kids. 

. . .everybody's getting what they need. They're learning as 

they teach." A participant in focus group E elaborated, "As a 

kindergarten teacher I couldn't do all those things before, 



because they didn't have a good model." A respondent in focus 

group F felt, "there is so much growth from peer teaching." 

A continuous _ _  prggress and/or individualized instruction 

component whereby students move from easier to more . 

difficult materials a t  their own rates and a t  their own levels 

was another critical attribute of a successful multiage program 

mentioned by participants during the focus group interviews. 

A participant in focus group K noted, multiage "allows the 

children to grow and develop a t  their own rate." However, 

several participants indicated that, with the current grade 

level requirements for promotion, retention, and administrative 

placement, it was impossible to implement a true continuous 

progress component. One participant in focus group U 

volunteered, "I'm not sure that there's a clear definition or 

understanding of continuous progress. . .by teachers and 

administrators. If there was, we could unite more." A 

participant in focus group P noted, "You have to do that 

[continuous progress]." A participant in focus group K replied, 

"Even though we see a tremendous growth, it's still not what 

it's gonna have to be. . .to be successful in a graded 



classroom." A multiage teacher in focus group U shared that 

her dream was to have a one-room schoolhouse and "be able to 

keep the kids and _ _  h-ave them really on a true continuum." 

Authentic assessment and portfolio assessment were also 

noted as critical attributes of a multiage program that allowed 

for continuous evaluation of individual progress using direct 

examination of student performance in real-life, relevant 

situations. However, the focus group participants in this 

study noted that they continued to use the school district 

report card. A participant in focus group I commented, it's 

"difficult when we're looking a t  judging a child from within, on 

his own, and then we have to turn around and judge them 

against the whole group." One participant in focus group H 

reflected that she had to ask herself, "Who are we basing this 

child against. . .themselves or that imaginary, wonderful first 

grader?" when completing the report card. However, most of 

the participants also communicated in other ways. A member 

of focus group P noted that, in addition to report cards, "we 

also use the telephone and send notes, or individual progress 

plans, depending on the students." Most of the participants 



indicated that they "keep portfolios" and use running records 

to record student progress in authentic ways and to report to 

parents regarding the students' growth. 
_--.- - 

Flexible grouping of students throughout the day according 

to skill needs, interests, and/or  learning styles was noted as 

an effective way to work with students in a multiage 

classroom. A member of focus group C described grouping for 

mathematics, "It varies.. Sometimes kids are better in one 

aspect of math than another, so we. flip flop them back and 

forth." A participant in focus group F shared the feeling that 

"At first, I thought it was wrong to group by ability." Another 

participant in focus group C stated, "My kids can be grouped 

in 3 or 4 different ways in a day--definitely there is a time for 

ability grouping." 

Multiple intelligence strategies were identified a s  a critical 

component to a successful multiage program by participants in 

several focus groups. An interviewee in focus group J offered, 

"I think that's the real key. . .the multiple intelligences and 

teaching around the 4mat wheel. . . .You almost have to teach 

them and that way you're meeting all the needs." Other 



participants suggested that although they have "not looked a t  

it formally," they are doing it naturally. 

A participant _. __...- in - focus group H narrowed the critical 

attributes of a multiage class to two: "integrated thematic 

teaching and team teaching." A participant in focus group F 

concurred and summarized the critical attributes of a multiage 

program in this way, "You know, if we all, in every classroom, 

internalized Jim Grant's philosophy [which focuses on 

developmentally appropriate practices and continuous 

progress] along with the integrated thematic instruction 

method and we all did that, we wouldn't have to call it 

multiage, ungraded. . .it would just be the way that children 

should learn." 

Research Question 2 

What strategies were necessary for the successful 
implementation of a primary multiagelnongraded 
program? 

In the review of related literature, it was established that 

those teachers who would implement the multiage program 

should be part of the decision-making process. In this study it 

was noted that almost all of the focus group interview 



participants stated that the original decision to implement the 

multiage program a t  their school was made by the teachers for 

the teachers. Some of the participants stated that their 
_ _  - - 

principals may have initiated a discussion regarding the 

implementation, but it was the teachers and teacherlparent 

groups who discussed, researched, and made the final 

decision. A participant in focus group C offered, "The 

principal brought it up and it grew from there." In other 

cases, the teacher may have had the desire to implement a 

multiage program and presented the concept to the principal. 

One participant in focus group L added that she and her 

teammate "made up a package for the administrators and gave 

the pros and cons." A member of focus group F stated, "I 

mentioned it one day and then, the next thing I know, I have a 

stack of books to read." 

Many of the participants in this study were not available to 

be involved in the original decision to implement the multiage 

program a t  their schools. Therefore, an analysis of the 

reasons for participants in this study becoming involved in the 

implementation of a multiage program was made. The analysis 



revealed that there were various reasons ranging from belief in 

the multiage concept to job security. Several respondents 

noted that  they liked the philosophy of the multiage program 
__. _--.- - 

and therefore wished to implement it. A participant in focus 

group F summarized, "I don't think you can talk anybody into 

it. They either feel it here [in the heart] or they don't." 

Another participant in focus group C responded, "I think it 

started with trying to find a way to. meet the needs of some 

children who seemed to be falling between the cracks." A 

teacher in focus group L offered, "It appealed to me." She 

added she felt it was "just a different way of learning and it 

was good for kids." The participant in focus group F 

elaborated, "The mother in me came out because it just seemed 

so logical that you would teach children from where they are 

and go forward. It just seemed like the way children or people 

should learn. . .in a normal way. . .the whole person." Another 

participant added, "We knew in our hearts and minds multiage 

was the right thing to do for children." Nine of the 

participants in this study indicated their choice to teach in a 

multiage setting was related to job security rather than a belief 



in a multiage philosophy. Three of the participants noted that 

they had been hired into an  existing multiage position vacated 

by another teacherand _ _  the choice might have been between 

being offered a job or having no job. Two other focus group 

participants stated that they had taken their multiage teaching 

positions to escape other, less desirable, assignments. Four of 

the teacher participants stated that the multiage program had 

been implemented a t  their school due to uneven enrollment in 

specific grade levels. 

Extensive planning and preparation seemed to be a n  

imperative first step in the process of implementing a 

successful multiage program. In this study, it was found that  

the amount of time allocated to planning the implementation of 

the multiage program ranged from several days to several 

years. During the discussion on planning to implement a 

multiage program one participant in focus group C suggested 

that  teachers needed to have access to research and that  

"collecting materials needs to be done a year ahead of time." 

She also stated that the teacher should "know what you want 

to do the first year. . .you can build for the following year." A 



participant in focus group K noted, "[You need] lots of 

planning. I mean I would advise anybody who was going to try 

this--see multiage .__.- c_lassrooms. . . .I would give i t  two years 

planning going into it. I mean the first year, thinking about  it, 

viewing it. The second year, coming u p  with your curriculum. 

. . .I mean the way you want to run  things. Just don't come in 

lind. Go hear the speakers, J im Grant,  and everybody else 

does it. . Check o u f . f 3 q ~ ~ t h ~ g ~  g@ii!$!$; . + -.- people do it. Have your 
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goals u p  in front of you before you begin." A teacher in  focus 

group 0 said she and  a colleague had tried to mesh their two 

grade-level curriculums together and suggested tha t  "before 

you do this  [multiage], you need to si t  down and decide how." 

Several participants noted tha t  the concept of looping to 

the next grade level with their current  s tudents  appealed to 

them as a starting-off place before fully implementing a 

multiage program. A participant in focus group D replied, 

"Give them a chance to loop; to see the relationships tha t  

build." Looping may have solved the problem for the 

participant in focus group C who indicated that  "lack of 

experience with a particular age level and their curriculum" 



was an implementation obstacle. She added, "I had to become 

familiar with what was expected of them, the curriculum, the 

materials, what _ _  a -- - first grader could and could not do. I mean, 

it was just a nightmare--it was awful." 

An interesting trend noted throughout the focus group 

interviews was that many of the participants stated they were 

teacher in a multiage setting. A teacher in focus group J 

recalled, "I didn't do anything different because I teach this 

way in a regular class." She elaborated, "When I observed, it 

just validated what I was doing in my classroom." One 

participant in focus group C reflected, "Looking back, if I had 

to do it over again, I wouldn't try to do multiage and integrated 

thematic instruction all a t  one time. . .we tried to do it all a t  

once and it was [too much]." 

Participants noted that the selection of students was an  

important part of the implementation process. Participants 

commented that multiage classes needed to contain equal 

numbers of students in terms of grade levels. If classes were 



not balanced, a multiage teacher in focus group 0 commented, 

"you spend more time with the majority." One participant in 

focus group M stated, "The main reason I didn't want to do i t  _ _  _--.- - 

[multiage] next year is  the uneven numbers." Participants also 

noted the multiage class make-up should be as heterogeneous 

as possible and reflective of the total school population in  

terms of gender, race, and/or  disability. A participant in  focus 

group E stated, "some of the kids were pu t  in our  class to 

make sure  we had enough" of a particular type of student.  A 

member of focus group R responded tha t  they limited the  

number of s tudents  to be equal to the rest  of the school bu t  

they "didn't limit the types of children." 

Parental consent seemed to be another focus of s tudent  

selection. Many school principals asked parents to apply for 

admission of their children into the multiage program for a 

two-year commitment. While discussing parental involvement 

in the implementation process one participant in  focus group 

D offered, "I think that's very important. . . .We only did it 

with parent's permission. n 



Research Question 3 

What problems were encounterea during the  
implementation of a primary multiagel nongraded 
program? _.. - 

When asked about  obstacles tha t  were encountered during 

implementation of their multiage programs, one participant in  

focus group H suggested, "a lot of them were obstacles tha t  

were not truly there, bu t  we pu t  them in front of ourselves. 

We should have written them down; they're gone." Another 

participant in focus group I stated she had thought, "I taught  

this  way for the  last 10 years by golly; it's hard to break ou t  of 

my mold." 

I t  was notable tha t  the most often stated obstacle to the 

implementation of a successful multiage class was the lack of 

understanding and support  from other teachers in the school. 

This concern was stated by the participants in a t  least twelve 

. of the focus groups. In many of the focus groups the 

participants noted tha t  the other teachers perceived the 

multiage teachers were assigned the smartest kids, best- 

behaved kids, more money, more planning time, more 

resources, and  were the principal's pets. For instance, a 



participant in focus group K noted, "They were jealous. They 

thought it was this wonderful program that only special people 

got. . .they don't .__.- se-e me pulling my hair a t  the end of the day." 

A teacher in focus group D reported that the other teachers 

thought "only the top-choiced, non-behavior [no behavior 

problem] kids got into multiage classes." One participant in 

focus group C found, "There was some resentment. They 

[other teachers] thought we got all the best kids." The 

participant further stated that the principal "bent over 

backward to try to make things. fair, but I think there was a 

perception anyway that it wasn't fair." Another participant 

added, "Administrators have to be careful about, you know, 

creating that little prized group." A teacher in focus group I 

noted, "some people had to change grade levels so we could 

implement it [multiage classes] and they did not really want to 

do that." A participant in focus group A wrote, "It is too 

difficult to teach without the support of your co-workers!" 

Participants in the focus group interviews often identified 

curriculum a s  a major obstacle to the implementation of a 

successful multiage program. One participant in focus group I 



noted tha t  there was "no true curriculum." A partic-pant in 

focus group C stated, "[The] hardest thing [is] to make sure  we 

cover what we need to cover." Another member of focus group - 

C elaborated, "We were so overwhelmed with how much 

curriculum, we didn't know what to do first." From focus 

group J, one participant offered, "We're not to the point of 

being able to have the essential elements out  over 2 years 

because like some of my olders (my first graders this  year) 

were not in the program last  year so I cannot assume tha t  

they've had  it, so I'm having to do the essential elements each 

year." She added, "You can't assume we're going to have these 

same children for two years." A multiage teacher in focus 

group 0 summarized, "You need to do a curriculum tha t  i s  

based on multiage." 

Another curriculum problem identified by several teachers 

was the lack of materials and books in classroom sets.  A 

participant in focus group L noted, "It would be hard to try to 

bring a kindergartener u p  [to the first grade group]. . .because 

whatever is  offered for first grade, we don't each get a se t  [of 

workbooks]. We [my teammate and I] get one se t  and split 



them." She added, "It would be ideal tha t  I had a whole 

kindergarten se t  and a whole first grade set." She finished 

with this  statement, "Sometimes that's a problem, too, with _ _  -- - - 

changing our  numbers [in groups]. We have this  many 

workbooks, we have her  9 and my 9; we have 18 workbooks, 

that's what we have. If we s t a r t  pulling kids up ,  we don't have 

a workbook for them." 

A serious obstacle to the implementation of a multiage 

program was the perceived lack of support  from the  district. 

These concerns centered on standardized testing requirements 

and  grade-level curriculum requirements. For instance,  while 

discussing ways to overcome the obstacles to the successful 

implementation of a multiage program, a participant in focus 

group M stated,  "Throw out  the SAT. . . .We feel tha t  they're 

telling us tha t  these programs are wonderful and  we're seeing 

tha t  they work if you let them work but,  then they're telling 

you 'you better score 50 or higher percent on the SAT'." A' 

participant in focus group P also stated,  "but it's different now 

with SAT. . . .There are  some things we're doing now tha t  we 

don't particularly care for. . .but  we're doing them so the  kids 



won't go into culture shock come the end of March." A 

participant in focus group C stated, "getting them ready for 

SAT. . .takes away from the [multiage] program." Another _ _ _  .--.- - 

participant in focus group P noted, "[The] hardest is math 

because there are some things the second graders need to 

know for SAT." 

While discussing district support, a respondent in focus 

group C stated, "With reading and math I need to cover what 

the county thinks a second grader needs and if the kid's 

working on grade level, I'm trying to kind of cover everything, 

and I feel like we haven't gotten any support from the county." 

A multiage teacher in focus group 0 said, "We're doing the 

county guidelines because we have to cover in first grade all 

these essential elements; in second grade all these essential 

elements have to be covered." A teacher in focus group 0 

summarized, "If you truly did multiage, a t  some point, you 

would cover. . . what needed to be covered in first grade and 

needed to be covered in second grade. I don't feel a s  if I'm 

truly doing multiage." 



One participant in focus group U indicated she felt that the 

district was in agreement with the multiage philosophy by 

stating, "I mean __. __-.- thg county's philosophies, when you listen to 

them, fall along those continuous progress lines but what the 

state is telling u s  to do [isn't continuous progress]." She 

added, "They're [district] being the messengers; I think it's 

ultimately coming from the state." 

Another serious concern to multiage teachers was the 

amount of time needed to properly facilitate a multiage 

program. Planning time, too much work, and stress were 

concepts most often used by participants to describe their 

concern regarding the extensive planning and preparation 

needed in order to properly facilitate a multiage class. One 

participant in focus group I commented on working with a 

teammate and the amount of time it took, "Everything we did 

had to be negotiated and discussed." One participant in focus 

group G noted that burnout was a good possibility for a 

multiage teacher. She stated, "I didn't want to do two sets of 

lesson plans but I didn't know I was gonna get burn-out trying 

to do one set for both." 
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Participants in three separate focus groups discussed the 

concern of having the multiage classes become a dumping 

ground for student_s --.- with problems. An interviewee in focus 

group L concluded, "We don't want to end up being the 

dumping ground either for the other first grade classes or 

kindergartens who say they are not really ready so we'll put 

them in multiage." A participant in focus group K expressed a 

similar feeling. She stated, "It still seems to be a dumping 

ground in my opinion. . .kids, say, in another second or third 

grade class, if they weren't doing well, put them in multiage. 

If it doesn't work in multiage, where else to go, keep them 

there." This was an  interesting comment because it was the 

opposite perception of some of their colleagues. This comment 

came from a focus group L participant, "[The other teachers] 

just assumed we had the cream of the crop. . .that we had 

everything." 

One other obstacle noted by the teachers was the concern 

they might not be meeting all of their students' needs. Some 

of the participants were concerned about the transition of 

multiage students to a non-multiage program either during the 



school year or a t  the end of the multiage program. Their 
_ _  .-- - 

concern centered on whether or not their students had missed 

something. A multiage teacher in focus group 0 offered, 

"That's why I'm doing both curriculums. It's not fair to the 

child; if they leave our school that they have missed something 

oecause they were in multiage." A 2,3 multiage teacher in 

focus group E stated, "We'd be remiss if we sent them [to 

fourth grade] not having a clue about multiplication." 

A participant in focus group L who was concerned about 

her first graders stated, "We've got to make sure they're getting 

what they need." Participants in a t  least two focus groups 

indicated that, in the past, when kindergarten students left 

school after 5 hours, it allowed the teachers to use the 

remaining time exclusively for reading instruction with first 

graders. The participants' concern was that, with the 

kindergarten students staying in school all day, they had lost 

some of the instructional time for the older students. One 

participant in focus group L placed great emphasis on this 

problem by stating, "The biggest obstacle was finding out 

kindergarten would be going all day." While discussing the full 



day kindergarten a participant in focus group M said, "It's 

hard to give them [first graders] the extra time they need." 

Some of the __. pagticipants _.- noted that lack of parental 

support also caused distress in implementing the multiage 

program. Participants in focus group D offered these 

comments, "They [parents] really didn't understand the 

concept and the program." She continued, "[We] decided that  

it was really a communication problem with the parents and 

that if you don't have the support of your parents with your 

program. . .no matter how good a teacher you are, they're 

going to pull their kid out of there." 

Several minor obstacles that were mentioned included 

problems with identifying children's grade levels for the school 

office, field trips or special events (such a s  the symphony 

performance or guest speakers that might be designated by 

grade level), not having another class with the same grade 

configuration to identify with, being "stuck with" a particular 

student, and physical distance of team teachers' classrooms 

from each other. 



Research Question 4 

What staff development activities were most effective 
in preparing teachers for implementing a primary 
multiagel nongraded program? 

A small number of participants in this  s tudy indicated they 

had no training at all to help them implement the multiage 

program. One participant in focus group I reported, "I jus t  

came in  and  tried it." The participant also wrote, "I have not 

had any multiage training. I do not feel as comfortable as I 

would like to be meeting the needs of both grade curriculums." 

However, the majority of the participants indicated tha t  they 

had the opportunity for some training in implementing 

multiage programs. Several of the participants noted they had 

training while in college, either in classes or through 

internships. Others indicated the majority of the training 

occurred while the decision to implement the program was 

being made. Many of the participants in  this  study had the 

opportunity to at tend workshops sponsored by the Society for 

Developmental Education. A large number of the participants 

also noted tha t  they had the opportunity to visit other 

classrooms and other schools, within the county, as well as in  



other counties and outside the state. One participant in focus 

group U recalled, "We all went on the school visitations. I 

think that helped-the -. . most." One participant in focus group 0 

commented, "I went to the [district] support group a couple of 

times." 

Another activity strongly supported by the participants was 

that of reading current literature. Participants in several 

groups indicated that their principals had purchased reading 

materials such a s  Nongradedness: Helping It to Happen by 

Anderson and Pavan (1993). Others noted that they had 

purchased their own reading materials a t  conferences. Still 

others found articles in professional journals to read. 

A common thread that seemed to be addressed during 

almost all of the focus groups was  a desire for more training 

regardless of the background, experience, or personal 

characteristics of the respondents. A participant in focus 

group P commented, "I would like to have seen, listened, and 

heard more." While discussing her attendance a t  a 

professional conference she added, "The gal was good. . .she 

was geared to her centers and we were looking more for 



classroom management, how to work with groups." She 

further elaborated on visitations, "You have to have a lot of 

visitations to confelences - or even people to gather a s  much as 

you can to sort through what you feel is good." 

Research Question 5 

What were the advantages and disadvantages of a 
primary multiagelnongraded program for students? 

Participants overwhelmingly identified the social factors of 

" security," "belonging," "continuity," "bonding," "trust," 

"community," "self-confidence,!' and "self-esteem," as benefits 

of a multiage setting for students. One participant in focus 

group H stated, "You can ask any child. . .in this class, what 

this group is built on and any one of them will tell you 'trust'; 

. . .That this whole thing we've developed is based on trust." 

Also from a participant in focus group H came this comment, 'I 

. like the meshing of so many abilities. I like the family feeling. 

I like the cooperation I see between the children." 

Participants also described the multiage environment as 

being a place where children are free to take risks. One 

participant in focus group L noted, "I see more risk-takers." 



One respondent in focus group K added, "They're happy kids 

and that makes it a better environment for them to learn. 

They're happy andJhey're _ -- risk-takers. . . .They're not afraid to 

ask 'why' or 'what if' or 'I'd like to try it this way.'. . .They're 

always like, Yeah, we can do that'." During the focus group R 

session, one interviewee commented, "there's a lack of 

pressure. . . .I really provide a risk-free environment. . . .I've 

created an  atmosphere where these kids really believe in 

themselves." In focus group H, a participant noted, "The 

children are self-motivated and directed. They take 

responsibility for their learning. They can more freely work a t  

the level they are comfortable." 

Advantages for younger students in a multiage class 

included the fact the students were exposed much earlier to 

some needed skills and essential concepts. An interviewee in 

focus group M answered, "All my kindergarteners are higher 

than any kindergartener coming in before--from all the 

modeling of the first graders." A multiage teacher in focus 

group M noted, "the reinforcement/practice the older kids get 

from helping the younger has been extremely beneficial." 



Participants noted that in multiage classes, teachers were 

very sensitive to the needs of all students. A participant in 

focus group J statgd, - -- "We look a t  them differently. I know that 

I have children in my room, that if they were in a traditional 

class, they would be in detention every day." 

Academically, participants noted that there were no upper 

limits on what learning was taking place. A participant in 

focus group J reported, "You aim for the high and teach to the 

high. . . ." One 2,3 teacher in focus group I replied, "The 

boundaries are taken away. We're doing multiplication and 

we're doing all the multiplication facts." She expanded on this 

statement by adding that whatever each student was ready to 

master was what he or she worked on. A participant in focus 

group L noted, "[I was] more open to challenging my kids." In 

focus group M, a teacher wrote, "The children are star- 

reachers--never settling for anything less--the enthusiasm to 

learn has seemed larger in a multiage class versus a 

traditional! The children are always seeking knowledge." In 

focus group J, a multiage teacher noted, "The learning among 

children is incredible." 



Disadvantages of the multiage program for students 

appeared to be hard to identify. When asked the question, 

most participants-took time to think and concluded that they 

couldn't identify any that were inherent in the multiage 

structure itself. One participant who did respond mentioned 

that sometimes the older students' behavior regressed or 

sometimes the younger students saw inappropriate behavior 

from the older students. Due to the emotional bonding which 

occurred, the difficulty the children and their teacher had in 

separating when students moved to another class was 

mentioned by the participants in one group as a slight 

disadvantage of the multiage program. 

Research Question 6 

What were the advantages and disadvantages of a 
primary multiagelnongraded program for teachers? 

Good discipline seemed to be the primary advantage of a 

multiage class for teachers. In focus group J, one teacher 

stated, "the behavior problems are minimal." Many of the 

participants noted that it was perceived by other teachers that 

multiage classes had the best- behaved children. However, the 



participants in this study firmly stated tha t  they worked very 

hard to create a feeling of "family" or "community" and  tha t  

was why the cla_sses seemed to operate so smoothly. 

Participants in focus group H discussed how they had spent 

the whole first week of school "building community." One of 

the participants noted, "All day long, we [my teammate and I] 

point ou t  behaviors tha t  the children are  doing. . .point out  

examples of what our expectations are." While discussing the 

positive behavior in the multiage class during focus group J, 

one participant offered, ". . .it's cooperative learning and  the 

whole way the class is  se t  up.  Because it's developmental and  

meeting their needs, you don't have the off-task behavior tha t  

you might have in a traditional classroom." Another comment 

from a focus group J participant was, "A key is  tha t  we've 

removed the competition from our  rooms. . . .We're there to 

help teach others in a family, community [setting]." 

Several participants noted tha t  a multiage setting gave 

them permission to do what they feel is  right for students.  

One interviewee in focus group J expressed, "I taught D K  

[developmental kindergarten] and I've always felt I was being 



made to run first grade inappropriately and it was like when 

multiage was here, it was like. . .this is appropriate." A 

multiage teacher-in focus group U noted, "Multiage has  allowed 

me to feel okay about doing my thing; starting with them 

where they are and working with them and getting them as far 

a s  they can go." 

One participant in focus group M reflected about the 

rewards of teaching in a multiage class, "People read the 

stories my second grade kids write and they're just in awe. I 

mean I'm in awe. Sometimes like I'm reading it and like 

getting teary-eyed thinking, 'How did you do this?' I t ' s  so 

rewarding." In focus group C, a participant wrote, "[multiage 

is] lots of work but so exciting to see the growth in students 

over the 3 year span." 

Another advantage that was mentioned by multiage 

teachers in their classes was the decreased amount of lost time 

a t  the beginning of each year usually spent getting to know 

each student's personality and academic needs. A s  one 

participant in focus group L reflected, "I didn't spend the first 

three weeks explaining every single detail. I had half the kids 



who already knew. For the first graders, I knew exactly where 

they were. I knew what they needed." A participant in focus 

group F concurred, "It's wonderful to have those children again 

the second year. . .and knowing where those kids are and not 

having to evaluate and go through that 9 weeks process getting 

to know them and they know what you want and they can help 

those kids coming in. . .it really makes the beginning of the 

year much faster." 

The amount of time needed for planning and preparing 

materials seemed to be the most frequently mentioned 

disadvantage of multiage teaching for teachers. When asked 

about disadvantages of the multiage program for teachers, one 

participant in focus group P responded, "Time. . .for planning; 

time for conferring with each other." A participant in focus 

group C stated, "It takes an enormous amount of planning." 

Another participant in focus group C added, "adequate 

planning time. The hindrance that I see right now, that  I 

would love to have more time is that I do not have a set 

curriculum in front of me to enhance. . . .We're planning and 

creating all brand new things every year and we're on a 3-year 



cycle." A participant in focus group C recorded simply, "It is a 

lot of extra work outside of the classroom--planning time." 

Summary 

A composite of the participants in this study showed that a 

multiage teacher in this large central Florida public school 

district tended to be a female who was less than 30 years of 

age. This teacher had a bachelors degree and was certified in 

elementary education, early childhood education, or both. She 

had between 1 and 5 years total teaching experience with 2 

years teaching experience in a multiage setting. She taught 

either a K,1 or 2,3 multiage class and was likely to seek 

another multiage teaching assignment if hers were 

discontinued. 

The results of this study indicated that the multiage 

classroom did not look the same for all schools or teachers; 

however, many of the same critical attributes were found in 

successful programs. Team teaching, whole language 

strategies, cooperative learning, peer tutoring, authentic 

assessment, and continuous progress were components 
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identified by participants as  critical attributes in successful 

multiage classrooms. 

When discussing implementation strategies, participants 

commented on the importance of involving teachers in the 

decision to implement the multiage program. Other strategies 

included parental involvement, student selection, time to plan 

for implementation of the multiage program, and teacher 

preparation. 

Teacher preparation activities most often mentioned a s  

beneficial were attendance a t  professional conferences, 

visitations to other schools, and reading current literature. 

Participants also noted that implementing the multiagel 

nongraded program was easier if the critical attributes (such 

a s  integrated thematic teaching and whole language 

instruction) had already been implemented in the traditional 

graded setting. 

Benefits to students noted by focus group participants 

were in social -and academic areas. Social benefits expressed 

by focus group participants included a feeling of belonging as  

in a family or community, the ability to work cooperatively a s  



part of a group, and the acceptance of individual strengths and 

weaknesses. Academic benefits noted by teachers included the 

exposure to skills and concepts more often and a t  an earlier 

age. An important benefit to teachers was an improvement in 

student discipline. A disadvantage to teachers indicated by 

the study was the lack of adequate planning time. 

Chapter IV described the data analysis of the results of the 

focus group interview sessions. Chapter V presents a 

discussion of the results of the study and recommendations for 

practice and further study. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Statement Of The Problem 

This study sought to identify the (a) critical attributes of a 

successful multiagel nongraded program, (b) strategies 

necessary for successful implementation of the program, (c) 

inservice training needed by teachers to implement a 

successful program, (d) obstacles encountered during 

implementation, (e) advantages and disadvantages of a 

multiagelnongraded program for students,  and ( f )  advantages 

and disadvantages of a multiagelnongraded program for 

teachers. 

Population 

The population for this study consisted of public school 

teachers of primary multiage classes in a large central Florida 

school district who participated in focus group interviews and 

completed a demographic questionnaire. A total of 58 



teachers of multiage classes in 20 elementary schools 

participated in this study. 
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~ a t a  Collection and Instrumentation 

Data for this study were obtained during focus group 

interviews. A focus group Interview Guide, which served as 

the protocol for each focus group interview session, was 

developed by this researcher after a thorough review of related 

literature. Question 1 on the interview guide served as an 

introductory question. Questions 2, 3, 4, and 5 focused 

heavily on the research questions of the study. Question 6 

brought closure to the interview sessions by allowing each 

participant one final opportunity to offer additional 

information the participant felt the researcher might need. 

Question 7 served a s  a summary question. 

In December 1995, principals in schools with multiage 

classes were notified of this researcher's intent to interview 

teachers regarding the implementation of multiage programs. 

Principals were given the opportunity to object to the 

researcher contacting teachers in their schools for interviews. 

All principals supported their teachers' participation. In 



January 1996, teachers of multiage classes were sent a letter 

stating the researcher's intent to contact them to set up  an  

appointment for t-h-e focus group interview. Focus group 

interviews began in January 1996 and concluded in April 

1996. 

In addition to participating in a focus group interview 

session, participants completed a brief questionnaire. 

Responses on the questionnaire allowed the researcher to gain 

demographic information about the teacher and his/her class. 

The final question was intended to allow respondents to 

identify their program of choice--multiage or graded--ana ro 

offer supporting reasons. 

Summary and Discussion of the Findings 

A summary and discussion of findings in regard to the 

questionnaire and six research questions follows. 

Questionnaire 

Results of the demographic questionnaire indicated that a 

multiage teacher in this large central Florida public school 

district was most likely to be a female who was less than 30 



years of age. This teacher had a bachelors degree and was 

certified in either elementary education, early childhood 

education, or boa ,  This multiage teacher had between 1 and 

5 total years of teaching experience with 2 years of teaching 

experience in a multiage setting. She would be teaching either 

a K,1 or 2,3 multiage class and would seek another multiage 

teaching position if hers were discontinued. 

Research Question 1 

What were the critical attributes of a successful 
primary multiagel nongraded program? 

Participants in this study noted that, although there were 

many of the same critical attributes in all multiage classes, 

there was not one preferred way to organize the class or one 

preferred way for the teacher to function. Participants stated 

that each teacher needed to identify what worked best for each 

individual. Participants further stated that each individual's 

idea of multiage was different. 

Many of the participants identified team teaching a s  a 

critical attribute of a successful multiagelnongraded program. 

It was noted that, in some cases, participants were teaching in 



multiage classes because the teachers with whom they wanted 

to work were involved in a multiage program. Participants 

indicated that  it --.- wgs important to have someone else with 

whom they could take risks. Most importantly, they indicated 

that  having a teammate provided support to them as multiage 

teachers. 

Two other critical attributes of a successful multiagel 

nongraded program were developmental appropriateness and 

continuous progress. Although these two concepts were 

responsible for many of the participants becoming involved in 

the program, i t  was noted that  these two components were 

probably the most difficult to implement. Grade level 

expectations and standardized test requirements identified a t  

both the state level and the local level became obstacles to 

teaching students a t  their individual developmental levels and 

in a continuous manner. 

One of the most popular teaching strategies mentioned by 

the participants was integrated thematic instruction. Several 

participants noted they felt that  the two most critical 



attr ibutes of a successful multiagelnongraded program were 

team teaching and integrated thematic instruction. 

Another instructional strategy named by participants in 

almost all groups as being critical to the success of the 

multiagel nongraded program was whole language. One 

participant, representing many, who felt very strongly 

regarding this  component, noted she felt Uit was very important 

for multiage teachers to be whole language teachers." 

Cooperative learning, peer tutoring, and flexible grouping 

were noted as being critical to the success of the multiage 

program. Due to the differing ages and abilities of students,  

teachers felt tha t  these strategies were crucial to the efficiency 

of a multiage class and allowed the teacher to enhance each 

student 's strengths. 

Research Question 2 

What strategies were necessary for the successful 
implementation of a primary multiagel nongraded 
program? 

In the review of literature i t  was noted tha t  those teachers 

who would potentially be involved in teaching multiage classes 

should be involved in the decision to implement. However, 



many of the participants in the study indicated they had not 

been available during the decision-making process. Therefore, 

the reasons they-wre  involved in the program were analyzed. 

The reasons ranged from a belief in  the multiage concept to job 

security. One teacher noted tha t  "you have to feel i t  here [in 

the heart]." Another noted tha t  the multiage teaching position 

was the only one available a t  the time. 

Extensive planning was noted by participants as a n  

important implementation strategy. Participants in this  study 

noted tha t  the amount of time to plan for implementation of 

the multiage program ranged from no time to several years. At 

least one participant noted tha t  the concept of looping might 

be a way to gradually implement a multiage program. A n  

interesting trend noted throughout the focus group interviews 

was tha t  many of the participants stated they were already 

implementing many of the components (i.e., integrated 

thematic instruction, whole language, and hands-on 

mathematics) that  make a multiage program successful before 

they were in a multiage setting. This seemed to be very helpful 



in gradually having prepared them for implementation of a 

multiage program. 

Participants..-also noted tha t  the selection of s tudents  was 

a n  important par t  of the implementation process. They felt 

tha t  multiage classes needed to reflect the rest  of the  s tudent  

body in terms of race, gender, ability, and  number in the class. 

Research Question 3 

What problems were encountered during the 
implementation of a primary multiagelnongraded 
program? 

The most often mentioned obstacle was the lack of support  

from other teachers in the school. Other teachers not assigned 

to multiage classes erroneously perceived tha t  multiage 

teachers were assigned the best-behaved and smartest  

s tudents  in the school; they also felt tha t  multiagelnongraded 

teachers received more money or planning time. 

Curriculum appeared to be a major obstacle to the 

implementation of a successful multiagelnongraded program. 

Participants reported tha t  there was no multiple-year 

curriculum. Teachers' wished to ensure tha t  s tudents  were 

prepared for the next grade level; thus ,  they taught  a t  the 
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students '  instructional levels and then introduced other skills 

for which s tudents  were not developmentally ready bu t  would 

be expected to perform when they reached the next grade level 

in a traditional system. A lack of books and materials was 

also named as a n  implementation problem. 

Multiage teachers named lack of support from the district 

as a serious obstacle to the implementation of a successful 

multiage/ nongraded program. Of critical concern was the 

emphasis tha t  had  been placed on SAT scores. 

A final serious obstacle to the implementation of a 

successful multiage program identified by multiage teachers 

was the large amount of time tha t  was needed in  order to 

implement the program properly. Participants reported they 

spent  many unpaid hours planning and preparing for 

instruction in their multiage program. 

Research Question 4 

What staff development activities were most effective 
in preparing teachers for implementing a primary 
multiagel nongraded program? 

Participants indicated tha t  attendance a t  workshops, 

visitations to other schools, and reading current  literature 



were considered essential staff development activities for the 

new multiage teacher. The focus group interviews revealed 

tha t  a combination - ___ - of all of the inservice activities were 

necessary in order to give the new multiage teacher as much 

information as possible. These professional development 

opportunities supported participants as they implemented the 

individual critical components of a multiage program before 

a full implementation of the multiage program. One 

participant expressed the feelings of many when she  noted 

that ,  even though she had received much training, she  wanted 

more. 

Research Question 5 

What were the advantages and disadvantages of a 
primary multiagel nongraded program for students? 

Social factors were the most often mentioned benefits of a 

primary multiage / nongraded program for students.  

Participants overwhelmingly noted factors such  as "family," 

ucommunity," "trust," "self-esteem," and "risk-takers" as 

benefits of the multiage class for students.  Academic 

advantages were noted because there were typically no upper 



limits on the learning that takes place in a multiage setting. 

In addition, skills and concepts were often introduced earlier 

in a multiage s-etting than they would be in a traditional 

graded class. 

Disadvantages for students in the multiage setting were 

hard to identify. One participant, who had spent a s  many as 

three years bonding with her students, noted that it was 

difficult to separate when it was time for the students to move 

to a different class. 

Research Question 6 

What were the advantages and disadvantages of a 
primary multiagelnongraded program for teachers? 

Good student discipline was noted as the most obvious 

FS ;ww7d 7 ;a 
advantage of a multiagelnongraded setting for teachers. 

Though other teachers perceived that the multiage classes did 

not have discipline problems, multiage teachers indicated they 

worked very hard on a daily basis to establish "family" and to 
b 

eliminate competition. Both efforts appeared to improve 

discipline. In addition, participants noted that the use of 

developmentally appropriate activities which afforded children 



opportunities to experience success was a deterrent to off-task 

behavior. 

Several participants noted that multiage teaching gave 

them permission to exercise their professional judgement as it 

related to appropriate content and learning activities for their 

students. Participants also cited their familiarity with 

students at the beginning of the school year a s  an  advantage 

in that less time was used in identifying students' needs than 

would have been in a traditional classroom. 

The single disadvantage to teachers identified by 

participants was the extensive time commitment that was 

required of multiagelnongraded teachers for planning and 

preparing materials. Participants commented that daily 

planning, scheduling, and coordinating for an  environment 

which included thematic teaching, whole language instruction, 

cooperative learning, hands-on activities, developmentally 

appropriate practices, and the other critical attributes of a 

multiage program took more time than planning for a 

traditional classroom setting. Participants also noted they 



were willing to spend the extra time to plan because the 

rewards of teaching in a multiage setting were great. 

Conclusions 

This study sought to identify the (a) critical attributes of a 

successful multiagel nongraded program, (b) strategies 

necessary for successful implementation of the program, (c) 

inservice training needed by teachers to implement a 

successful program, (d) obstacles encountered during 

implementation, (e) advantages and disadvantages of a 

rnultiagelnongraded program for students, and ( f )  advantages 

and disadvantages of a rnultiagelnongraded program for 

teachers. Based on a review of the literature and research 

findings, the following conclusions were determined: 

1. The strongest conclusion that was revealed by the data 

was the fact that, in general, those who were 

comfortable teaching in a multiage setting and who 

would seek another multiage position if theirs was no 

longer available believed in the philosophy of the 

multiagel nongraded concept. However, the challenges 



to implementation were strong enough to cause even 

the most devoted to return to a single-grade classroom. 

2. The greatcst obstacle seemed to be in dealing with the 

limitations placed upon teachers and students in the 

form of district and state accountability mandates. 

These mandates included: retention, grade-level 

curriculum requirements, below grade-level labels, 

standardized testing, and traditional reporting of 

student progress. 

3. Teachers also commented on the lack of acceptance of 

the multiage concept by other educators a s  a strong 

obstacle. This lack of understanding could result in 

sabotage of the program by non-multiage teachers. 

4. Although mentioned frequently a s  a disadvantage to 

teachers and an obstacle to implementation, the 

additional time teachers spent planning and preparing 

did not seem to be a deterrent to their desires to 

continue with the program. 

5 .  Participants overwhelmingly related that the multiagel 

nongraded program was advantageous to students in 



regard to their self-concepts, acceptance of others, and 

ability to participate as a contributing member of a 

group -.. - - 

6.  Participants in this study also noted that the critical 

components of a successful multiage program included 

those noted in the review of related literature, 

including, but not limited to, developmentally 

appropriate practices, continuous progress, integrated 

thematic instruction, whole language, hands-on 

mathematics, and peer tutoring. Participants noted it 

was easier to implement the total multiage program if 

the individual critical components had already been 

implemented in a previous setting. 

7.  It was concluded that a combination of all types of 

inservice activities, including attending conferences, 

going on visitations, and reading current literature, 

was necessary to give new multiage teachers the 

knowledge and time to implement the critical attributes 

of the multiage program before implementing the total 

multiage program. These inservice opportunities 



also allowed participants sufficient time to plan for 

the implementation of the multiage concept. 

8. The only-disadvantage of the multiage program tha t  

was noted for s tudents  was a n  apparent difficulty in  

leaving the class to move on to the next level due to the 

strong bonding tha t  had occurred among the 

classmates and the teacher. 

9 .  I t  was concluded tha t  a large amount of time was 

needed to plan for the implementation of a multiage 

program. Teachers need time to at tend professional 

development activities, implement the critical 

instructional strategies, and communicate with other 

staff members and parents regarding the multiage 

concept. 

10. It was concluded tha t  the behavior of s tudents  in the 

multiage classes was positive because teachers worked 

hard to promote a "community" feeling and because 

s tudents  were working a t  their own appropriate 

instructional levels. 



Implications and  Recommendations for Practice 

Based on the findings of the present study and  supported 

by a review of the related literature, the following 

recommendations are made: 

1 .  A multiage program should be implemented based on a 

belief in its developmentally appropriate philosophy 

and continuous progress component. 

2. Adequate time for implementation of the multiage 

program must  be provided in  order to involve all 

stakeholders, including teachers, parents,  and  

students.  

3. The majority of the critical components (i.e., 

continuous progress, developmentally appropriate 

practices, integrated thematic teaching, whole 

language, hands-on mathematics, and  team teaching) 

of a successful multiage program should have been 

implemented by teachers in other classroom settings 

before implementation of the multiage program. 



4. Teachers must  be provided with as many professional 

growth activities as needed to ensure successful 

implementation of the multiage program. 

5.  Teacher teams must  be composed of teachers with 

compatible teachingllearning styles and with teachers 

who have chosen to implement the program. 

6.  Multiage classes should reflect the rest  of the school in 

regard to the number of s tudents  in the class, the 

number of minority students,  the number of boys and 

girls, the number of s tudents  with disabilities, and  the 

number of s tudents  in each grade level. 

7 .  Looping should be considered as a possible first s tep 

toward the total implementation of a multiage program. 

8. Parents should be offered a choice of placing their 

children in a multiage or single-grade class. 

9. District and state mandates and curriculum which are 

grade-level based should be waived or modified to meet 

the intent of the developmentally appropriate practices 

which are  the essence of the multiage concept. 



Recommendations for Future Research 

During the course of this research, several ideas for 

further research--emerged. Based on the findings and 

conclusions, the researcher offers the following 

recommendations for future study. 

1. A study could be undertaken to determine the long- 

term effects of multiage grouping on students' 

standardized test scores. 

2. A study is recommended to determine why multiage 

configurations appear to be accepted, as well a s  

successful, in exceptional education classes. 

3. Further research could be undertaken to determine the 

high school graduation rate of students who had 

participated in primary multiagel nongraded programs. 

4. A study could be undertaken to identify the strategies 

necessary to successfully implement inclusion of all 

students in a multiagel nongraded setting. 

5 .  Further study could be undertaken to identify the 

obstacles encountered by special area teachers (i.e., 

music, art,  physical education, computer, guidance, 



and media) when implementing the multiagel 

nongraded concept. 

6.  Additionalstudy could be undertaken to identify the 

most successful grade and /  or age combinations for 

multiage / nongraded configurations. 

7. Another study could be undertaken to replicate this  

research in the intermediate grades (4, 5, and 6). 

8. Research i s  recommended to determine the relationship 

between teachers' beliefs about how children learn and  

their successful implementation of multiagel nongraded 

programs. 

9. Further study should be undertaken to determine the 

advantages of implementing the looping concept which 

would minimize the effects of a major organizational 

change and yet maximize the continuous progress 

attribute of a multiagel nongraded setting. 

10. A study should be undertaken to determine how to 

apply the Florida Department of Education curriculum 

frameworks entitled "Sunshine State Standards" to the 

curriculum component of the multiage program. 



1 1. Research could be undertaken to determine the 

personal characteristics of successful multiage/ 

nongraded-teachers. 

12. A study could be undertaken to determine the role of 

the classroom teacher in a multiagelnongraded setting. 

13. It is recommended that further study be undertaken to 

determine the role of the building administrator in the 

successful implementation of a primary multiagel 

nongraded program. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 



I N T E R V I E W  G U I D E  

1. Let's talk about  __._ - how you became interested in the 
multiage concept and  how it  was decided tha t  you and /or  
your school would begin the multiage program. 

(Probes: philosophy of child growth and development, 
beliefs about  how children learn, personal visions of a 
multiage setting, beliefs about retention, voluntary 
participation, administrator/ faculty/ parent input  and  
support ,  etc.) 

2. How did you prepare for the implementation of the 
multiage program? 

(Probes: length of time for planning, inservice 
opportunities, activities/ meetings, suggested changes, 
etc.) 

3. What obstacles did you encounter in implementing the 
multiage program? 

(Probes: other teacher's attitudes, support,  curriculum, 
mandates, time, money, etc.) 

4. What do you feel are the most important instructional 
components of a successful multiage program? 

(Probes: continuous progress, developmentally appropriate 
activities, authentic assessment, whole language, 
integrated curriculum, cooperative grouping, ability 
grouping, flexible grouping, manipulative-hands/ on 
approach, multiple intelligence strategies, project 
approach, etc.) 

(continued.. .) 



5 .  What advantages and disadvantages for students have you 
observed in the multiage class? 

(Probes: peer tutoring, role models, patience, acceptance, 
flexibility, individual pace, positive attitudes toward 
school, self, and others, etc.) 

6. How has teaching in a multiage program changed your 
teaching and/ or planning? 

(Probes: amount of planning time, team-teaching, team- 
planning, schedule, organization, etc.) 

7 .  I s  there anything else you'd like to discuss? 

(Please note: This is a condensed form of the interview guide. 
The actual interview guide was set up  so that each question 
was on a different page which contained lines for ease in 
taking field notes and in handling the data analysis). 



APPENDIX B 

QUESTIONNAIRE 



Dear Multiage Teacher, 
Thank you for agreeing to share your interest and experience in 

multiage programs. Your input  will be valuable to those who are 
gathering data  and planning for implementation. 

Please complete the brief profile below before vou leave our 
meeting. _ _  - - 

Thanks! 
Vicki 

1. What i s  your age? 
0Below 30 030-39 040-49 050-59 060-69 OOver 69 

2. What is your sex? 
0 M d e  0Female 

3. What is your highest educational degree? 
0Bachelors 0Masters OSpecialists ODoctorate 

4. What ages do you currently teach? 1- .- 

0 5  0 6  0 7  08 0 9  0 1 0  011 0 1 2  P13+ 

5. What traditional grade levels do you currently teach? 
OK 0 1  0 2  a3 04 0 5  06 

6.  How many years experience do you have in  the  field of 
teaching (including this year)? 

7. How many years experience do you have teaching in a multiage 
class (including this year)? 

8. In what areas do you currently hold teaching certification? 

9.  If your multiage program were discontinued would you look for 
another multiage teaching assignment? a Yes 0 No 

If yes, why do you prefer the multiage program? 

If no, why do you prefer the graded concept? 



_-_----- -- 
APPENDIX C 

MEMORANDUM TO PRINCIPALS 



Cg4QU[NA ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
-----*- -----* 

850 Knox McRae Drive - T i t u s v i l l e ~ ~ ~ 8 , O - 6 4 0 7  

(407) 264-3060 FAX (437) 264-3062 ---- -- --*--.-.--- - 
Vicki H. Osborne, Principal Patricia C. Mudrak, Assistant Principal 

December 8, 1995 

__.. - M E M O R A N D U M  

To: Selected Elementary Principals 

From: Vicki Osborne 

Re: Interviews of Multiage Teachers 

Although the concept of teaching in a multiage setting is 
not new, many questions regarding the implementation of a 
successful multiage program still exist. 

I am currently doing research on the topic of implementing 
a multiage program and have found tha t  those in the field have 
many wonderful suggestions that would helpful to their colleagues 
who wish to begin. 

I would like to contact your multiage teachers to discuss 
such topics as how they became interested in teaching a multiage 
class, how their classes are organized, how they make curriculum 
adjustments to meet state and district mandates including 
curriculum frameworks and standardized testing, what inservice 
activities are  most beneficial to them, and what obstacles they have 
encountered during implementation. Al l  information will be strictly 
confidential. Only group data will be analyzed. No reference to 
any school or individual will be made in  the analysis of data. 

If you object to my meeting and/or talking with your 
teachers, please notify me by Friday, December 15, 1995. Due to 
the amount of time it will take to meet with all of the multiage 
teachers in the district, I hope to begin as early in January as 
possible. 

Thank you in advance for your help. I would be delighted 
to share my findings with you and/or your staff. 

I hope you enjoy the holiday season. 

ii. 
-.. - l i ly-  

... . -.. . . 
. . 



APPENDIX D 

LETTER TO TEACHERS 



Cg4QU(NA ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

Vicki H. Osborne. Principal Patricia C. Mudrak, Assistant Prirrcipal 

December 15, 1995 

Dear Multiage Teacher, 

You are among the growing number of teachers across the 
country who has chosen to become a teacher in a multiage 
class thereby demonstrating your understanding of how 
children learn and grow and your deep commitment to do what 
is developmentally appropriate and educationally sound for 
children. Congratulations! 

Please help spread the word. I am currently involved in 
conducting research on the factors that contribute to the 
implementation of a successful multiage program. Your 
responses during group interviews will provide valuable 
information. More importantly, the combined responses from 
all Brevard County School District multiage teachers will help 
make future colleagues successful too! 

Your input will be strictly confidential. Only group data 
will be analyzed and no reference to any school or individual 
will be made in the analysis of data. 

I will be contacting you during the next few weeks to 
determine the most cdnvenient time for u s  to get together. I'm 
looking forward to our discussion- 

Sincerely, 

Vicki H. Osborne 
UCF Ed.D; Candidate 

Dr. George E. Pawlas 
UCF Professor 
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