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“The child who creeps at an early age is not superior to the child who takes his own sweet time.   Children are born when they are ready.  They creep when they are ready.  They walk when they are ready.  They teethe when they are ready.  But they go to school . . . ready or not, when they are five”  (Grant, 1986).

What Is a Multiage Classroom?

A multiage classroom is an environment where children of more than one grade level are grouped together for instruction.  In this environment the teacher provides a developmentally appropriate curriculum based on each child’s individual needs and interests.  The term “developmentally appropriate” means that each child’s own progress and growth are used to determine what he or she is ready to accomplish.  This philosophy recognizes that students learn and develop at different rates, just as they learn to crawl, talk, and ride a bike at different rates.  Children spend two years with the same teacher and the same core group of classmates, with older students exiting at year’s end and new students joining each Fall term.

Why Multiage?

· Allows for flexible grouping of students according to need, ability, or interest; not just by age.

· Problems associated with the yearly transition from one grade to another can be overcome.  The teacher has a core group of students who remain with her from the previous year and are able to welcome and aid in the transition of the incoming students each Fall.

· Students develop a sense of stability and belonging.

· Teacher is more aware of students’ needs and interests, and is able to form a stronger bond with the student and their families because of her two year commitment to them.

· Children have a broader social experience with increased opportunities to lead and to follow, to collaborate and to make stable peer relationships.

· Younger children are stimulated intellectually by older children.

· Older children benefit from leadership roles and increased personal responsibility.

· A less competitive environment increases self-esteem and creates a sense of community.

· Studies have shown increased academic performance of students in a multiage setting, versus students in a regular graded program.

What Does the Research Say?

The research on multiage education began as early as 1938 (Knight) and has been quite favorable.  Professor Barbara Pavan researched 64 studies of multiage schools and found that 58% of the students in those classes performed better than their peers on measures of academic assessment, 33% did as well as their peers, and only 9% did worse than their peers.  She also found that students in multiage settings were much more likely to have a positive self-concept, high self-esteem, and good attitude toward school.

Parents are often concerned that the older children in a multiage setting will not benefit as much as the younger children.  Research shows, however, that when older students teach information and skills to their younger classmates, their academic performance and even IQ scores dramatically improve.  The research of Arthur Whimbey showed that when students were routinely given the opportunity to teach someone else, their scores on IQ assessments improved by as much as 18 points.

In 1990, the Kentucky Educational Reform Act mandated that multiage classrooms be available for all students in public schools.  The Province of British Columbia began the transition to multiage, nongraded primary education in 1991 and has mandated full implementation by the year 2000.  In our own area the concept of multiage classrooms is also catching on.  In Vermont Ellen Thorton was the 1995 Teacher of the Year for the success she achieved in her multiage 1-2-3 classroom.  In Nashua there are currently four multiage classrooms, with the hopeful potential of adding several more next year.

