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Mixed-Age/M ultiage Grouping
Definition:

Mixed age/multiage/nongraded grouping in primary education is the practice of teaching
children of different ages and ability levels together, without dividing them or the curriculum
into steps labeled by "grade-level" designations. Rather than passing or failing at the end of the
year, children make continuous progress through curriculum at their own individual rates.

Resear ch Findings:

Comparisons of graded and nongraded classes are generaly either inconclusive or
favorable to the nongraded approach (91% of studies, Anderson and Pavan). Pratt reviewed
thirty studies conducted in elementary schools in the United States and Canada. No consistent
difference was found between multiage and conventional classrooms in terms of academic
achievement. However, multiage grouping tended to be associated with better self-concept and
more positive attitudes toward school. Pratt noted that "many of the studies suffer from imper-
fect control of differences between teachers and schools which elected or rejected multiaged
grouping.” This problem may have contributed to the frequency of inconclusive results.

Miller (1989) reviewed twenty-one studies of multigrade classes, with results similar
to Pratt's. In terms of academic achievement, there were no significant differences between
single-grade and multigrade classes, but in terms of emotiona factors, results favored the
multigrade classes. Students in multigrade classes had more positive attitudes toward school
and toward themselves, and more positive social relationships.

As Miller (1991) summarizes, research shows multigraded classrooms to be as effective
as single-grade classrooms in terms of achievement, and superior in terms of student affect.
Goodlad and Anderson (1987) make a stronger statement: "There is Smply no research that
says graded structure is desirable.”

A most compelling reason for adopting multiage grouping can be summarized in the
following basic principle: "Diversity enriches and uniformity impoverishes (Pratt, 1986).

Benefits of M ultiage Grouping:

>

Accommodates individual differences in learning rates and styles.

Fosters self-esteem, risk taking, and decision making.

Develops leadership ahilities in older children.

Fosters development of prosocial behaviors: reduced aggression, increased harmony,
and nurturance within among students.
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Fosters positive attitudes toward school.

Reduces retention rates. Improves teacher-student interaction, and increases positive
parent attitudes toward school.

Prepares students for living in a democratic society.

Provides time for students to become more involved and engaged in learning.

Allows teachers to use what they have learned about the child/family in the first year for
planning learning experiences the next year.
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Consider ations:

Multiage grouping cannot be viewed in isolation from other aspects of curriculum and
instruction such as team teaching, flexible grouping strategies, peer tutoring, integrated curricu-
lum, and authentic assessment. It should be considered a choice based upon study and mutual
agreement of school and community.

In schools where multiage grouping has been most favorably received and implemented,
teachers, administrators, and parents have aready developed a continuous developmental per-
gpective on all aspects of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. The curriculum provides a
broad framework with options to accommodate many developmental levels. Likewise, the
concept of assessment must change from categorization and leveling to an on-going process of
description and prescription to guide learning experiences for individual children.

The curriculum must be modified to provide a variety of activities in which children work
together on projects and other activities, preferably in small, multiage groups in which each
individual can contribute in different ways to the total effort. Teaching strategies likely to result
in children's realizing the benefits of a wide age range include encouraging more knowledgeable
and experienced children to assist less able ones, regardiess of age, as needed; encouraging
younger children to request assistance from more competent classmates, and encouraging older
and more experienced children to take responsihility for helping the others. Multiage grouping
lends itself to the use of cooperative learning and cross-age tutoring. It also provides opportuni-
ties for individual students of all developmental levels to become engaged in long-term, self-
motivated projects which lead to development of personal interests and goals.
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