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ABSTRACT

Nongraded classrooms were once part of the education
system in thé form of the one—foom schoolhouse. These were
‘simply created because of the low number of children
~ present in a giVen area. However, as America became more
industrialized and immigrants entered the country, there
became a need for more schools and a more efficient
education system.. Thué, graded education was begun.
Nevertheless, some people disagreed with the concept of
graded education. 'Out of this unhappiness came the idea of
nongraded education which recognizes and plans for a wide
range range of pupil:abilities, provides for different
rates of progress, and»adjusts to individual emotionai and
social needs. Today; fesearch has indicated that students
in nongraded classrooms iﬁ general, pefform better not only
acédemically, but socially and emotionally as well (Pavan,
1992). They.enjoy school and are more willing to learn.
‘Connections between what is learned at school and what it
has to do with the rest of their lives are more easily méde
than in a regular classroom.

- Because of these positive effects, more and more
states are mandating the implementation of nongraded
classrooms in their schools. However, some teachers are

not willing or ready to change to a nongraded classroom.
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This project is an easily understood resource for teachers
to use to assist them in changing to a nongraded classroom.
It_includes how to organize the classroom, how to integrate

curriculum, how to assess student progress, and how to

involve parents.
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Chapter One
Introduction and Statement of the Problem
The structure of American education today, graded
education, accepts the idea that students who are the same
age develop and learn at the same level and at the same
pace. However, this is not an accurate assumption.
Children actually vary in their rates of cognitive, social,
and physical growth. In fact, "Children entering the first
grade differ in mental age by approximately four full
years" (Gaustad, 1992, p. 1). Because there is such a
diversity of children and the rate at which they develop,
education is being reevaluated in order to better meet the
needs of children in schools today.

One movement that is being examined to improve
education is the nongraded classroom. Pavan (1992) states
that the nongraded classroom "does not use grade-level
designations for students of classes. Progress 1s reported
in terms of tasks completed énd the manner of learning, nof
by grades or rating éystems"(p.22). In‘addition, students
are not only actively involved in their learning, but in
assessment and evaluation as well. Nongraded i1s used
interchangeably with the terms multiage, mixed-age, and
multigrade just to name a few.

There are several benefits to nongraded classrooms as
addressed in Kasten and Clarke's(1993) book, The Multi-Age

Classroom: A Family of Learners. First, children who are


http:systems"(p.22

in nongraded classrooms benefit academically. For example,
ithey often help each other understand material that cannot
always be explained by a teacher. But, before they can
explain it, they must thoroughly understand a concept in
,;order to teach it. This requires thinking skills beyond
simble memorization. Second, older students in a nongraded
classroon serve as role models for the younger ones. A
younger student who would have been the top student in a
regular classroom progresses even furthervbecause the child
’isvin contact with older students who have higher academic
levels. Because of this, the‘younger student “advances to
his/her best potential and not that of hievagemates"
(p. 19). |

'Besides profiting academically, students inda
ncngraded classroom also benefit socially. Kasten and
Clarkevdiscovered in their research that there is an
increase in self-esteem, maturity, positive attitudes about
school, and better relationships with parents. Some
studies even show that children in nongraded classrooms
tend to assist and support claesmates'more than children in
unit-aged classrooms(Kasten & Clarke, 1993). In addition,
it is easier to promotedthe sense of a community due to the
diversity of strengths; This, in turn, makes children in
nongraded,claSSrocms'mcre.collaborative cooperative.

"Utilizing'the experience, capabilities, and interests of



different‘childfen makes.cbmmunity.participants depend on
- each other for making that commuhity work" (p. 27).

This supportive research has been instrumental in
making the concépt of nongraded classrooms one of the new
trends in education today as they‘proVide children an
opportunity to succeed rather than fail. Although most
schools still utilize traditional ideas and methods through
the use of unit—aged_classrooms, there are more and more

school systems currently implementing nongraded classrooms.



Theoretical Foundation

The nongraded classroom draws on the same set of
assumptions that are a partbof a socio-psychological
pérspective of literacy learning(Weaver, 1994). A more
popular name for this perspective is called the whole
language approach. Whole-language, although difficult to
define, is really a belief that children learn best when
what they are learning is made relevant to their lives.
Whole-language instructors believe that we learn from
active involvement. "Children need to manipulate their
environment in order to understand it" (Shanahan, 1991,
p.2). Because of this philosophy, believers in whole-
language are less likely to use textbooks, skill and drill,
ditto sheets, and pre-written curriculum of any kind.
Instead, teachers recognize learning when it occurs and
respond to it in an appropriate manner.

In a whole-language classroom, the environment is
conducive to active student involvement. Children are
involved in the learning process through the use of hands-
on activities, classroom discussions and projects, and
concrete experiences related td real life. They are
allowed to participate in decision-making as opposed to
having the teacher be entirely in charge. Instead, teachers
are more likely to occupy the role of facilitator,

monitoring, observing, and providing guidance (Davis, 1992).



Instead of isolated learning, as is popular in a
traditional classroom, wholé—language learning is based on
instruction that is integrated. For example, math need not
be limited strictly to computation. Manipulatives are used
to explore, findings are discussed, and conclusions are
written about the discovefies made (Goodman, 1986). 1In this
way, reading, writing, and math are all incorporated into
one lesson.. Thematic units make it easier to integrate
subject areas. Thematic units can be based on science,
social studies,,literature, orban integration of several
subjects. For instance, if a class is studyiﬁg about
water, scilience may be included by learning the states of
water. The discussion of bodies of water and their
location would integrate socialkstudies. Measuring
rainfall or‘snowfail would‘intégrate math while writing
about water integrates language. Art and music COuld also
be easily integratéd into a‘ﬁnit about water.
| Ovérall; a whole—language classroom is one in which
"kids and teachers plan together what they will do..."
(Goodman, 1986, p: 31). It is one where manipulatives and
plenty of books, magazines, newspapérs, and other reading
material are readily available. The use of basal readers,
skill programs, workbooks, and other irrelevant materials

are used sparingly or eliminated altogether. 1Instead,



learning is meaningful to the students and student
involvement is substantiai.

The characteristics 6f a whole-language classroom are
consistent to those found in a nongraded classroom as
illustrated in this project. Since Kentucky, Mississippi,
and Oregon have already mandated nongraded classrooms for
grades 1-3, other states are expected to follow (Lodish,
1992). Teachers who are used to teaching only one grade
level at a time and in a more formalizéd manner than what
is expected in a nongraded classroom, may experience great
difficulty in the transformation. Because of this,
teachers need to be prepared in order to make the
transition into a nongraded classroom eaéier.

Although there are books, journal articles,
conferences, handbooks, and other information available
about the benefits of nongraded classrooms and how to
implement them, a need still remains for a simple and
diréct manual written for the classroom teacher. This
project will pfovide general strategies so that the
frustration and fear that is associated with changing to a

nongraded classroom can be reduced.



Chapter Two
Review of Literature

After reviewing literature on the topic of nongraded
education, many important components have emerged as areas
of éoncern. These include the history of graded education,
failure of graded education, advent of nongraded education,
revival of nongraded education, current perspectives in
nongréded advantages offnongraded educatibn, and changing
to a nongraded classroom.

History of Graded Education

Until the middle of the nineteenth century, schools
mainly consisted 6f avwide variety of ages with one
teachef. ‘They were uéﬁai}y téught in one room with
children working-togéthér to help one another to learn.
NévertheleSs,‘theré:was‘a need:fof'cﬁange andvthus graded
education was founded{ The historyvof graded education,
groﬁping childfen'by ége, originatéd in the mid-eighteen
hundreds by Horéce'Mann, Secretary of the Massachusetts
Boafd of Educatién. It was at that time in history that
the industrial revolution and urbanization came about in
the‘country. The great influx of people meant that a more
efficient education‘system was needed to accommodate large
groups of children. It made sense to Mann after visiting
Prussia in 1843 to cluster these pupils by age. Not only

would classes be segregated by age, teachers would be in



separate rooms. .Public education as most adults know it
today had begun(Gaustad, 1992).

Soon, howevef, there were many faults found in the
idea of graded education. Many argued that individual
needs of students were not being met. For example,
although the chronological age of students may have been
the same, they were learning at different rates and through
the use of various learnihg styles. Consequently, although
a teacher technically taught first grade, in all actuality
the person could be teaching kindergarten, first, second,
third, and maybe even higher grades. Furthermore, with
the diversity of backgrounds, not all children were
learning in the same way. The same teaching technique did
not work for all children. With such a difference in
abilities, some studeﬁts were falling behind, while others
were bored.‘lsﬁudents werebretained if they did not meet
certain expectations and often repeated the same grade
without suécéss. At the Saﬁe time, children were being
promoted without obtainiﬁg needed social, emotional, or
academic skills. It was apparent that the idea of all
children dévéiéping ét thevsamevrate, providing all
children the saﬁe assigﬁments in the same manner, and
assﬁming éll childfen afe equal in abilities was not the

answer to public education(Gaustad, 1992, p.5).



Advent of Nongraded Education

The call for improvement of public education began in
the>1930's and cohtinued through the 1950's and into the
early.l970's. In 1959, the book,'The.Nongraded School, by
Goodlad and Anderson was published. In it contained
studies and rééeaich sﬁpporting thé'idea éf nongraded
brogfams, They arguéd that "grouping children
‘homogeneously on the basis of a single criterion such as
age does not reliably produée a group that is homogeneous
on other criteria‘réleQant‘£Q téaéhing and learhing“(Katz,
1990, p-viii). Thus.began>the-implementation of what ﬁany
schools called ﬁéhgfadédness. ’Team¥£eaching and
individualized instructionfwére seen in some schools as
were other:brograms aSSOCiaﬁed withvnongraded1instruction
such as bpenvédﬁéétion(Miller, i991);

Although sdme.écﬁoolstfiedva‘nongraded approach, in
reality thé idea reaChed only:a'sméii portion of the
American\Schoolchildren. The failure of nongraded
-education was attributed to many things. These include
bpoor definition, insufficient training, lack of support,
and traditién. |

First, perle did not have a true undefstandihg of the
definition of nongradedness. According to Pratt(1986), in
'some cases, graded schools divided age groups into

"tracks", thus providing what was thought to be more



individualized instruction. = In other schools, walls were
removed to allow teachers to team-teach. Furthermore, some
schools eliminated grade distinctions but still practiced
the same philosophies of a graded school. In reality,
although schools were claiming to be nongraded, the
structure of a graded classroom still remained the same.
Another reason for failure was the lack of training
teachers received. First, teachers were trained to teach
to a specific»grade level. By assuming that all children in
the same grade were at the same level, whole classroom
instfuction became‘easy and teachefs only had to learn a
certain amount of material. Teaching, using a nongraded
approach, was not only more.timeéconsuming, it was not part
of any prior'experiehce or training.
| Still, another explanation for failure was the lack of
support that néngraded educatibn receivedf Besides the
extra planhing time,,fhere'were textbook companies and
standardized tésting to encounter. Textbook companies,
thriving on makiﬁg a profit, produced material designed for
each specific grade‘lévél.‘ Téxtbooks, workbooks, and
ditto sheets becéme a mainlbart of determining school
curriculum.__Sgcondly,:étandardized testing, originally
developed to identify retarded children, eventually was put

to use to determine the "normal" ability of children at a
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certain age and grade level. iGaUStad(1992) stated the
following: - | |
The quantitative format of standardized tests
doﬁetails neatly with the concept>of classifying
students by grade‘levels. Unfortunately, the validity
of tests is questionable forbyoung children. Children
are erratic test takers;results can vary greatly
depending on the child's mood, reaction to the test-
taker, and even ability'to control a pencil" (p. 7).
Yet, schdols came to depend on this mode of assessment.
Finally, the fact that'gréded education has existed for
ovér a century is a~stroﬁg reason that it still continues
today. People, incluéing‘parénts, teachers,; and
administrators are familiar wifh it because it was the way
they were taﬁght;. Their philosdphy is that it worked for
‘them so it will wbrk forgothers. in addition, training and
curriculﬁm werevbased on graded education. Again,‘it just
seemed like the hatural way to‘ﬁeach.
Rejival'of Nongraded Education
Despite ﬁhe ﬁnéuécesSful éarly‘implementation of
nongfaded education, it returned in the 1990'5., As more
and more research was‘completed on children and how they
learn, it became apparent to a large grbup of educators
that education reform was needed. The traditional

classroom, with its desks in rows, the teacher in the front
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of the room, and children learning only the material that
the_teaéher chooses to teach them, obviously no longer met
the needs of America's changing population. Instead,
childreh must be seen as unique individuals who grow at
differént rates and learﬁ in a variety of ways.

" Consequently, children learn best in an environment that
includes concrete activities, avdiversity 6f learning
styles, flexibility; énd integrated curriculum. |

According to Swiss psycholqgist Jean Piaget children
_are unable to think in an abstract manner. Instead, they
learn best when they are actively involved in their
learning and are allowed to explore and manipulate
material (Gaustad, 1992). As children grow and chahge, they
~ are constahtly learning about their environment. It is
necessary for them to be able to see and feel‘things in
order to discover. Learhing through games and "play" helps
to dévelop creativity and imagination. Tﬁerefore, the
opportunity fbr hands-on activities must bevavailable_in
school if children are to grasp the concepts that they are
required to learn.

In the past severél years, there has been extensive
.research completed oﬁ the way people learn. It was found
that noﬁ everYbné’learns in.the'same wayl In fact, aé
stated by Armstrong(1994),’sevén’different learning styles

have been identified by‘HoWérd Gérdner, professor of
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education at Harvard University. They include
linguistic (intelligence of words), |
mathematical (intelligence of numbers and reasoning),
mﬁsical(intelligence of tone and rhythm),
spatial (intelligence of pictures and images), bodily-
kinesthetié(intelligence of the whole body),
interpersonal (intelligence of social understanding), and
intrapersonal (intelligence of self-knowledge). Overall,
our traditional education éystem promotes the linguistic
and mathematical intelligences. Unfortunately, not all
children cémprehend concepts in these ways. Some
understand better thrbugh the use of music while others
need to draw in order to make sense of what they are
learning. Furthermore, éome children work well in groups
while others prefer to be alone. |

Flexibility also plays an important part in a
nongraded classroom. When curricuium includes a variety of
activities that are exciting and meaningful, students are
more excited and involved in the learning process. Tasks
that allow students to work in groups and independently are
a part of the nongraded classroom. Not only is the
curriculum flexible, but the physical environment as well.
The latest research suggests that the physical arrangement
of a room affects learning. Comfortable furniture that

includes pillows is part of the decor of the room. The
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room is arranged so that children are able to move freely
from one activity to another,:but yet are able to work both
'in small groups and independently. In addition, the
teacher is able to recognize when change is needed whether
it is in group structure or a lesson itself. Wherever or
whatever the change, the teacher must be aware of what is
going on in the classroom and be willing to modify at all
times. Most importantly, however, is that the teacher
exhibit patience, understanding, and enthusiasm(Wood,
1991) .

Children learn best if what is being taught to them is
integrated throughout the curriculum as opposed to teaching
a concept by isolating certain subjects and skills. It is
important that every concept that is taught integrates as
many subject areas as‘poesible including language arts,
math, science, social studies,_mnsic, art, and physical
education beCanee "an integrated curricnlum helps children
make connections. ;It alsQ reflects the fact that young
children see the whole and then differentiate the
parts"(Granti& Johnaen,i995;p.19). In other words, what is
being learned is motre meaningful and is more likely to be
remembered.‘b | |

Current Perspectives on Nongraded Education

The studies that have been completed on nongraded

education favor it over the traditional education system.
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The primary philosophy of nongraded education is that all
children are individuals who mature at different rates and
in different ways. Nongraded education has many advantages
including academic, social, and emotional.

Research involving the cognitive aspect of nongraded
classrooms produced confusing and inconclusive results.
For example, soﬁe researchbreviewed by Bruce Miller(1990)
indicated that students in nongraded‘classrooms performed
consistently higher in mathematics, reading, and language.
However, in eight other studies, no difference was found
between nongraded and graded classroom academic
performance. As stated by Miller(1990), studies by Rule
indicated that in reading, students from nongraded
classrooms performed signifieantly higher than those in
graded classrooms. However,“iﬁ mathematics, the results
were reversed wiﬁh‘stﬁdents in graded,elessrooms scoring
higher than those in nongradedhqlassrooms. Furthermore,
according to Morris, Proger,land Morrell (1971), studies
eonducted by Rebert Carbone (1961) found that there was
greater achievement in thevstudents from graded classrooms
as compared to those of nongraded classrooms.

Yet, Barbara Pavan(1992) states that after reviewing
sixty-four studies published between 1968 and 1990, she
found that fifty-seven used standardized achievement tests

to compare nongraded and graded classrooms. Of those
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studies, 52 or-él percent iﬁdicated that the nongraded
groups,ﬁerformed‘beﬁﬁef (58‘pe£eeﬁt) or as well as(33
percent) the graded groupsgin the area of‘academic
achieveﬁent. Nongfaded'stﬁdents did worse than graded
etudents ineiny,9 perCeﬁt_of{tﬁelstudies. Likewise,
studies‘showed that>Stﬁdehts\whe were in a nongraded
program fer a nuﬁbér‘of years performed better
academically, while seven studies revealed that students
Who spent all of their eieﬁentary yeafs in'the same
nongraded school rated far better than those students who
wentftova traditional school fer the same length of time.

Even more research suggested that black students,
underachievers, low socioecenomic students, and boys
especielly benefit from being in a nongraded classroom. In
18 of the reports reviewed by Pavan(1992), all but one
showed that boys and black students in nongraded schools
scored higher on achievement tests than those in graded
schools. Furthermore, underachievers and students of lower
socioeconomic status also showed greater academic
achievement when placed in nongraded schools.

Children in nongraded classrooms are more likely to
exhibit several‘social behaviors such as leadership and
responsibility than children who are in a traditional
graded classroom simply because of the variety of ages that

~are present. For example, as stated in Katz(1990), French,
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Waas, Stright, and‘Baker observed childreh in both mixed
and same-age groups during a decision-making process
related to classroom activities. ‘They diScovered that the
older children in the multi;age group tended to exhibit
leadérship behaviors while assisting in group procesées.
In another similar study, according to Katz, (1990),
Stright and French observed seven and nine year olds and
nine and eleven year olds sequencing a set of pictures.
They noticed that the older children in each grbup
organized and encouraged the participation of the younger
children. Stright and French further stated that children
find it difficult to be leaders in a group of peers. Yet,
leadership roles occur naturally when younger children are
mixed with older children.

In addition to Katz's findings, Kasten and
Clarke(1993) observed‘a kindefgarten child who had no
social skills, had no idea that letters or words existed,
and was a potentiél behavior problem. A year later, after
being in a nongraded classroom, the same child was more
responsible and more mature. The teachervbelieved that it
was because the older students did not allow the immature
behavior to continue. Furthefmore, the older children
served as good role models. Consequently, the evidence

suggests that nongraded classrooms provide an appropriate
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environment for increasing leadership skills and
responsibility in‘children.

 Not only does the nongraded classroom benefit children
in social .ways, it has emotional advantages as well.
ACcording to Barbara Pavan, (1992) a mental health section
was included in 42 of the studies she reviewed. Attitudes
toward school, self-esteem, and school anxiety were
measured. It was clear that the students in nongraded
classrooms had a better attitude toward school than those
‘in graded classrooms. In fact, 52 percent of the studies
verified that nongraded classrooms were better for students
while 43 percent found no difference. Only 5 percent
indicated that nongraded schools were worse when it came tQ
measuring attitudes, self-esteem, and anxiety toward
school. 1In concurrence with Pavan is B;uce Miller(1991).
In the studies that he reviewed, 21 measures were used to
assess attitudes toward school. It was discovered that 81
percent of the students preferred the nongraded classroom
over a graded one.

Furthermore, in his article, Miller(1990) stated that
studies by Milburn found that children of all ages in a
nongraded school had a more positive attitude toward school
than those in a school with single grades. In the same
article, Shermaﬁ‘énd Milburn discovered that students in a

nongraded classroom had a better self-concept when compared
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to students of a graded classroom. Moreover; Sherman
determined that students in a nongraded classroom had
‘stronger relationships with each other while Mycock found
‘that students and teachers were closer in a nongraded
situation. For ﬁhe most part, studies indicatéd that
children in nongraded classrooms were more apt to have
better attitudes toward themselves, each other, and school
Miller, 1990). Because of the research, more and more
material was written to assist schools in changing to a
nongraded structure.v
Changing To A Nongraded Classrobm

Becoming a nongraded school or classroom does not
ha?pen immediately. Rather, it is a slow process with
every step of the way needing careful study and
consideration. Some issués that must be examined are
teacher selection, class composition, classroom
organization,;curriculum, assessment, parent involvement,
inservice, and administration.
Teacher Selection

In order for a hopgraded program to have a chance at
being successful, itvis hélpful if the teéchers have the
choice of whether or not they want to participate.
According to Kasten and Clarke, "change is never as smooth
or effective when it is mandated or imposed” (1993, p. 40).

If it is not possible to give teachers the choice, it is
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neéessary that teacheré are aﬁ_least part of the change by
offeriﬁg ad&ice and aiding in décisioﬁ—making. It is the
teachers that will, more than anyone else, not only witness
the successes of_thé nongraded classroom but the concerns
as well simply'because they will'witness firsthand the
nongraded classrbom>on a daily basis. They will be the
ones who are directly involved with the children.

Peer support is also important in selecting teachers
for a nongfaded classroom. For example, if only two
classes are going to be started, they shduld both be in the
same grade level. Starting one in the primary grades and
one in the upper grades would be less effective because the
teachers would have no one with whom to plan, to offer
suggestions, or simply to talk(Kasten, 1993). Still
another recommendation for selecting teachers for a
nongraded classroom is the amount of respect that they have
from parents. Parents are less likely to accept the idea
of a nongraded classroom if a teacher is not well-known or
creditable. On the other hand, parents are more apt to
accept a nongraded classroom if they have confidence in the
teacher (Kasten, 1993). Not only should the selection of
teachers be carefully considered in creating a nongraded
classroom but the placement of children needs'to be

regarded as well.
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Class Composition»
| ‘Views on how to appropriateiy place children‘into a
nongraded classroomS’differ and may be easy or difficult
.depending on the procedure. épecific ways to group
children are by age, compatibility with the teacher, and
peer groups.

Mixing ages is'ohe‘method for selecting children for
| hongraded classrooms. The Kentucky Department of Education
suggests three ways to group children by ages. Multi-year
groups containvchildren who vary in ages from three to four
pyearsv These would be the’former R—Z 1-3, and K-3. Dual-
age classes cons1st of chlldren of two dlfferent ages in
the same two years of the program Examples of these
classes would be the former K- 1, l>2; and 2,3. Single-year
groups are children who;are'indthe‘same year of the program

but'may inolude‘two or three:ages(KentUCRy Department of

 Education, 1991),

The 1dea of grouplng by ages is furthered by other

: teachers. For example, Randa Nachbar(l989) agrees that
classeS'of five and sixfyear 0ld children work well
together. Her principal reoognizes that the children
oompare academrcally to'those who are in nongraded

. classrooms. They also are more cooperative and motivated.
However, others such as Kathleen Cushmah(l990) believe that

five-year-olds should ﬁot be placed with older children
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because they are still in the preoperational stage. Other
schools use the knowledge of developmental change to divide
children into overlapping age groups. Usually betWeen the
ages of six and nine, children move into another cognitive
stage. Examples of these groups are 1-3, 3-6, 6-9, and 9-
12.

A student's compatibility with a certain teacher is
- something to be considered when grouping children in a
nongraded classroom. For instance, does the child need a
warm and supportive teacher or does he/she work better with
a strict and demanding teacher? Would the child perform
better with a teacher who is predictable or one who uses a
variety of techniques and styles? Careful observation can
answer these gquestions and assist in a more appropriate
placement of a child.

Selecting a peer group is also important when placing
a child. Would the child work better with well-known
friends or be distracted by them? Does the child need the
security of old friends or the challenge of making new
friends? Again, observation can answer these questions.
Grouping children in this way is significant because
students learn from their peers as well as from teachers
(Hunter, 1992). A classroom is more likely to be
successful if there is a compatible arrangément of

children.
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" Even after age and compatibility with teachers and
other students afe examined, Nachbar says, "My experience
suggests that random selection works as well as any fixed
criteria" (p.3). Whatever the technique, the Kentucky
"Department of Educétion(1991) recommends that the teachers
should not be the only ones involved in deciding how
children are grouped, but administration, counselors, other
support staff, and parents bevincluded as well. FKasten and
Clarke(1993) suggest that classes should be similar to
other claSses in the school. They should be |
heterogeneously arranged including children with a wide
range of abilities and interests.

Curriculum

Curriculum‘in the nongraded classroom is different
from the curriculum in the graded classroom. Typically, in
the gradedbclassroom certain objective are met in each
grade. For example, addition and subtraction without
regrouping are taught in first grade while beginning
multiplication may be taught in third gradé. Subjects are
taught in isolation and teachers faithfully follow the
textbook and use wdrkbook aétivities to guide them through
their teaching. - Little problem-solving and creativity is
used. Unfortunately, most students view this way of
ﬁeaching as boring and irreleﬁaﬁt. However, as more and

more teachers arerbéihg tfained in whole language,
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Mathematics Their Way, and:cher hands—on approaches, this
approach is'élowly changing; ‘ngé graded classrooms are
" taking on more of é‘nongraded classroom approach to
-teaching. Unlike ﬁast'gfaded classrooms, however, in the
nongraded classréoﬁdthe perfofmance of students is
continuously,aSseésed. By doing that, teachers are able to
more apprdpriately teaéh what the students need to learn.
Sometimes this is not the case in graded classrooms (Hunter,
1992) . |

| In addition, thematic units are often used in a
nongraded classroom. By using thémes, material in each
subject is easily integrated into one project. For
example, a class writes a letter to the school district
asking that a school bus be parked outside of the school.
While it is there, the class walks through it and examines
it.  They learn traffic rules in the classroom and in the
- end build a bus from cardboard. During all of this,
writing, math, social studies, and art were all
integrated(Gaustad, 1992). "Teaching with themes or
concepts that cut across traditional curriculum areas
offers a flexibility that allows children of different ages
and abilities to become involved and to learn at their own
pace" (Grant & Johnson, 1995, p.87). Mofeover, children
ére more enthusiastic about learning and make connections

better if they are involved in creating the activities.
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Learning takes on a whole new meaning for both students and
teachérs. |
Classrqom materials and organization

In generai, the nongraded classroom consists of a
variety of manipulatives and hands-on activities located in
learning or activity centers. An abundance of literature
at a variety of reading levels is present és are materials
such as maps, globes,‘computers, musical instruments, and
1istening equipment. Students are also seen working
together in bothvsmall,and large groups. Because of this,
the desks are usually‘arranged in small groups faciné one
énother'ér scattered around the room. Ordinarily children
do not have‘éssignéd seatsvand areffreevto move around the
- room as needed. The teachér is not found at the front of
"the room lectnring but inStééd,is wandering around the room
assisting and observing or conferencing with individual
students. Studénts‘are‘aware ofﬁthe rules and routines and
'know what the‘teacher éxpects.v They help one another and
themselves. | |

Flexible grouping strategies are a must in a

nongraded classroom. Chiidren often work in groups as they
might in a graded classroom, but the groups are changed as
needed for the purpdse of a specific instruction. Some
ways to group students are homogeneously. This arrangement

consists of students with similar levels of experience and
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achievement and is used when a specific'skill needs to be
strengthened or when a group is working on sémething that
requires similar background such as a neighborhood project.
Heterogeneous grouping, on the other hand, consists of
students who vary in sex,’abilitieé, race, or age. Here
éhildren are able to learn from each other and their
differences(DaVis, 1992). 1In addition, heterogeneous
grouping iends itself to cooperative léarhing, "an
extensively reséarchéd instructional method in which
students are heterogeneously grouped to produce academic
énd socilal gains. Students are individually accountable
for their learning, yet also experience a sense of
interdependency for‘the success of their group"
" (Davis, 1992, p. 22). All in all, no matter how students
are grouped, it is crucial that the groups are flexible and
changed as needed depending on the purpose.
Assessment

"Assessment is the process of gathering evidence and
documenting a child's learning and growth" (Hill & Ruptic,
1994, p.8). Authentic assessment is the term most often
heard in a nongraded classroom. Gong are the standardized
test and other measurements like it. Instead, other forms
of assessment such as surveys, anecdotal records,

conferencing, and portfolios, are used.
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In order for teachers té get to know students and
their interests, strengths, and weaknesses, it is helpful
for students to complete a survey. Types of surveys
include interest and attitude. Interest surveys can
provide the teacher with information about the child's
home, friends, or other interests such as sports. In this
‘way, the teacher can suggest booké for the student to read,
topics for a story, or just about anything Attitude
surveys, on the other hand, tell a student's attitude
toward school or a certain subject. Either survey,
interest or attitude, can provide a teacher with
information in a short amount of time(Hill, 1994).

Anecdotal records are another form of authentic
assessment. They are simply brief notes written about a
student based on observation. They enéourage teachers tQ
become more active observers and 1isteners. Thev
information gathered from the written notes can be used to
evaluate students' learning to determine if they need extra
assistance or extra challenge, help make instructional
decisions for individuals or the class, provide
documentation, monitof patterns in behavior of students,
and evaluate teaching. Information that is recorded might
include specific behaviors in a variety of contexts,
choices of activities and friendé, skills or strategies the

student uses, and’comments the student makes. The teacher
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may alsé waﬁt tovfécord“some,skills or strategies taught to
- a partiéular studént; Anecdotal records may be kept in a
notebook with a‘sectiéhvfor‘eachVChild, in individual
folderé, on iilg-cards;‘on a computer disk. Notes can also
be written on postéit notesfér on computer labels and then
later transferred to f¢lders-Q;,a_notebook. The
éignificant things to reﬁember abbut anecdotal records are
to date everything, be specific, and be brief.
vFurthérmore,‘be cautious not to add opinion to the notes.
Only report whét is observed (Hill, 1994).

In addition to surveys and anecdotal records,
éhecklists can also be used for assessment. Checklists are
convenient when focusing on specific skills or behaviors.
For instance, in assessing reading, an item on a checklist
might be, "uses pictures clues." If the student is using
picture.clues while reading, the teacher would check and
date that column on the checklist. Checklists are an easy
way to assess because the essential comments or stages of
‘development are already recorded. Students can also use
checklists in evaluating their own work. In editing a
paper, for example, a éhecklist might include items such as
"name on paper", "read to yourself", and "names
capitalized." Checklists can be used for just about
anything a teacher'desires.; They are simple, but they are

also an excellent assessment tool (Hill, 1994).
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Conferencing is still another type of authentic
assessment. ‘Conferencing allows the teacher to speak with
and review student progress on an individual basis.
Teachers often use anecdotal records and checklists during
a conference to record information. It is suggested that
teachers who are just beginning with conferences try and
meet with approximately half the class each week. As the
teacher grows more comfortable, however, it is recommended
that this time increase to one time a week with each
conference being 5 to 10 minutes in length. This will
provide an accurate assessméﬁt of a student's progress.

Portfolios are often used in' nongraded classrooms as a
type of assessment. A por;foliovis "an organized
collection ofisfudent Workfand self—feflections that helps
paint a portrait ofutheFWh¢ie child" (Hill, 1994, p.21). It
is not just a collection of work. It is the process of
collecting, sélecting;'aﬁd:reflééting'upon the learning
that has taken placé: 'A portfo1io can show the growth of a
éhild over a:periéd’éf timé."POrtfdiios can include
writing samples, audio or Video tapes, photographs of
projects, reading logs, or ahythiﬁg else that the student
and teacher believe is significant. Cardboard boxes,
scrapbooks, binders, or separate folders for each child
make good portfolios. While some teachers find it easier

to keep only one type of'portfolio, others prefer to use
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several for each child. In the working portfolio, student,
parent; and teacher all coﬁtribute work; In'this way, all
aspects of the student are presented. It shbws samples
that display daily‘progress. ‘On the other hand, the
showcase portfolio is limited to the student's best work.
Procéss pieces are not included. This type of portfolio
does not represent the whole child. Record-keeping
portfolios are used by the teacher who does hot keep a
working portfolio for each student. 1In this type of
portfolio, the teacher keeps assessment and évaluation
samples that are not chosen by the student (Batzle, 1992).
Parent preparation and involvement

‘As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons that
nongraded education was not easily accepted in the past was
because of tradition. Most people, including parents, were
v'taught ih single-grade ciassroomsvand Wanted their children
taught in the same way. However, if change to a nongraded
schooi is occurring, ﬁhere are ways that parents can be
involved in the process to make them feel more comfortable.
First, it is important ﬁhat everyone who works for the
school maintains good relationships with the public,
especially parents. - The philosbphy behind nongraded
classrooms alongIWith decisions and changes should be
explained thoroughly to the public(Anderson, 1993). A

" meeting defining nongradedness and explaining the rationale
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and benefits should be held in the first month of school.
’Parents must know their role in the program. Questions and
concerns ought to be addressed at this time also.  Honesty
"and sincerity are crucial if nongraded classrooms are going
to be accepted.

A school handbook is a must in any school but
especially in a nongraded school. A handbook should
include not only the rules, calendar, map, floor plan, and
other common features of a handbook, but information on its
organization and philosophy as well. This way, the parents
will.have a reference available if they have any questions.

There is probably no better way to get parents toi
-understand nongraded classrooms than to invite them to
volunteer in the classroom. Teachers can simply ask the
parents of the children in their classroom to help in that
certain classroom or the whole school could develop a list
of where help is needed. A survey can then be sent to
parents to completé as to what times and projects are best
for them. 1In this way, talents that might not have been
known can be used to beﬁefit everyone (Anderson, 1993).

As the school year progresses, meetings should be‘held
on a regular basis updating parents on current research and
informing them of other topics and how they can help their
child. Topics could include self-esteem, discipline, and

problem-solving.
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'Seﬁding newelettefe hbmé‘is'yét aﬁother way to include
parents in theirvcﬁildls{edaeatien. Newsletters should be
Written with the parents'binterests in mind. Sections
could include.infOfmatlon:Qn cﬁildxdevelopment, art work or
stories by the chlldren, cuf;ent events at the school, and
interviewélef SEaff»ﬁembefs;' |

Parents should also be involved in homework. Homework
connects what is learned at seheol with the home.‘ It is up
to the teacher to exﬁend the day'S’les$ons into the home.

‘ Students could read to someone at home, write letters or
stories, make puppets, or bake. Parents must‘understand
what is expected of them and their children-and why
homework is important. In some cases, parents do not want
tQ be involved with homework. If this is true, other
alternatives for hbmework would need to be arranged.
However, if homework is shared with the family, there can
be a better understanding of not only what is’learned at
eehbel, but how it is learned as well (Grant, 1995).
Knowledge and inservice

Before changing to a nongraded school, one thing is
apparent. .Just as in any school, there must be many staff
development opbortunities if the nongraded school is going
to succeed; Teachers need to be knowledgeable in whole
- language. Experience with manipulatives, hands-on

projects, cooperative learning, and other related topics is
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necessary. Staff should visit other nongraded schools to
obtain ideas about routines, schedules, room arrangements,
and other logistical matters. They can also get ideas
 about support systems for the teachers and how students and
perents are responding. In addition, this is a wonderful
chance to ask questions about any uncertainties.
Throughout the year, it is recommended thet a certain
amount of time during étaff meetings be devoted to
guestions or concerns pertaining to nongradedness.
Furthermore, it would be_beneficial if teachers attended
workshops on the topic.r Any opportunity to learn more
ebout or to improve upon the nongraded classroom ought to
be taken(Anderson,l993).
. Summaryv

Implementing a nengraded‘elassroom can be.difficult in
the beginning. Tne public may not,be readily accepting of
the idea. Afterall,‘the_nongraded classroom was not
popular in the past and ie net common today. Likewise,
teachers might be‘nesitent to relinqnish old»habits and
traditional ways of teaching. Many years of teaching have
provided them with a comfortable routine. Nevertheless,
because of the diversity of children and the rate at which
they develop, it is apparent that the graded classroom is
not the answer for children of today's society. Instead,

the nongraded classroom, with its span of age groups,
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flexibiiity, hands-on learning, integrated curriculum, and
authentic assessment is more appropriate. In addition,
current research indicateé that most children in nongraded
classrooms perform better academically, socially, and
emotionally. Although the procesé 6f changing to a
nongraded classroom and possibly a nongraded school can be
a long one, it can be successful for everyone involved with

proper preparation.
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Chapter Three

Goals and Objectives
One goal of this project is to make people aware of
ithe fact that children not only come from differént
backgrounds but varybin their stages of development as
well. Some may progress more quidkly or at a slower pace
thén others. Therefore, it is necessary that modifications
‘are made in what is known as public educatién.

Another goal of this prqjectiis to expiain some of the
changes and progress being made in pubiic‘eduCation
including the revival of the nongraded classroom. When
everyone involved in the education field understands the
philosthy that supports the ideas that are becoming more
apparent in the classroom today and are especially part of
the nongraded classroom; students will be taught more
effectively. Teachers and administrators must bé able to
support their ideas with current research so they explain
them to the public. The public will be much more accepting
Of nongraded classrooms ifithe concept is fully explained.

A third goal of this project is to create
enthusiasm for teacheré who are ready and anxious for a
change. So,thén teachersvare frustrated with not only the
number of students they haVevinitheir classrooms, but with
the variety of lévelStaﬁ:which those students learn as

‘well. The information in this projeét will provide
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teachers with answers to sbmé‘of ﬁheir long-time
frustrations and give~them'new resourbes to use in‘théir
~classrooms. |
| In addition tb Eheéengoals; the main‘objective of this
project is to fufnish teachers with a manual on how to
’changé tova ﬁoﬁgraded.claséfooﬁ. This manual will include
informatiqn on how to organize a nongraded classroom,
curricuium ideas, assessment procedures and forms, and how‘
to in&olve parehts.
iLimitations of the Project

Despite the positive research and success involved with
ﬁultigréde clasérpoms, they do have some limitations.
These include age raﬁge, lack of support, and more planning
time. |

One shortcoming is the age range.‘ All of the.research
in this préject indicates that,cﬁrrently multigrade
classrooms are in the‘primary grades. The grades beyond
_the primary years are still accustomed to grade levels
determined by age. Therefore, it would be difficult for
children who have been in classrooms with a variety of ages
to adjust to the traditional school setting and peers their
own age. |

Another limitation is lack of support for the
nongraded classroom. Not everjone agrees with the idea.

There must be total support from the public,
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administration, and teachers if the program is going to
work.

A third limifation is the extra time and amount of
work. Nongraded classrooms are based on the whole language
philosobhy. It takes more time to plan this type of
instruction as compared to paper and pencil or textbook
activities. Furthermore, teachers will have children in
their classes for two or more years. Therefore, curriculum
will have to be different each year. This will be an
adjustment and more work for teachers who are used to

teaching the same thing each year.
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Changing to A NonQraded Classroom
Sheryl Pross has been teaching a nongraded Classroom
for several years. She stated the following:
"Teaching a nongraded classroom is great! 1It's the
best change I've ever made! I was.bqth anxious and
scared to change to a nongraded'classroom; but I hope
I never have to teach anything else. I prefer it to a
traditional classroom because it is more family-
vcentered and I am able to teach.at developmental
levels. The kids also respect each other more. I am
so much happier since I began teaching in a nongraded
élassroom.‘ I feel like I am meeting the needs of the
children more effectively. I was apprehensive about
trying something new, but I am so glad I did" (1996).
This is what a teacher who teaches a'nongraded
classroom has to say about the idea. She agrees, like any
change, that it is frightening and overwhelming at first.
However, if you have been selected to teach in a nongraded
classroom or perhaps you}opted for the change, there are
certain things that will-ﬁélp you ease into the transition.
These include'knowing the hiStory of nongraded education,
current research‘on_nongraded education) how to set up your
own classroom; hqutoﬁprepére'fbr‘reactions from the

public, and how to involve parents in your classroom.
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History of Graded Education

First‘of ali, béfgré‘Yoﬁ can_justify the good of
nongraded eduéation,’you mus;'be able.to explain the
history of gradéd;éduéatiOh‘to'parents and the public.
Remember,;pedpléiin generai are‘resistant to change. Most
learned in a traditional setting and expect their children
~ to be taught in the same way. Knowing how and why graded
education was initiated and why some aspects of it may be
detrimental for sdme childreh will be helpful in defending
your stand for nongraded education. -

Long before our traditional educational system existed,
one-room schools filled with children of various ages were
common . Children learhed from each other as well as the
teacher. It was Horace Mann, Secretary of the
Massachusetts Board of Education, who was seeking a way to
organize schools into a system that could handle the large
number of EUropean immigrants that were flooding into
. America that changed the practice of the one-room schools.
After visiting Prussia, Mann was impressed by the way
children there were organized into grades by their
chronological ages. He believed that thislwas the answer
to making American schools more efficient. Afterall,
teachers did not have any special training. Grouping

children by grades would allow the teacher to teach the
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same thing to each child in turn making the job easier and
more efficient(Grant & Johnson, 1995).

However, throughout the remainder of the 19th century,
it became apparent that graded education was not meeting
the needs of the children. ©Not only did children come from
different backgrounds, they learned at different rates and
in differgnt ways. What worked for one child might not
work for another. Despite the fact that some students were
being reached, others were bored because the material they
were learning was too easy while others were failing
- because the material was too difficult (Gaustad, 1992).

Advent of Nongréded Education

The call for improvement of public education began in
the 1930's and continued through the 1950's and into the
early 1970's. 1In 1959, the_book, the Nongraded School, by
Goodlad and Anderson was published. In it contained
studies and reseérch supportihg the idea of nongraded
programs. They argued that "grouping children
homogeneously on thé basis of a single criterion such as
age does not reliably produce a gioup'that is homogeneous
on other criteria relevant to teaching and learning(Katz,
1990, p. viii). Thus began the implementation of what many
schools called nongradedness. Team-teaching and

individualized instruction was seen in some schools as were
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other programs associated with nongraded instruction such
as open education (Miller, 1991).

Déspite the fact that research promotes nongraded
education, some péople may argue that nongraded education
‘was tried before énd failed. As a teacher in a nongraded
classroom, you may need to explain that nongraded education
was tried before. However, its decline was not because
nongraded education was bad but because of other
éircumstances. The reasons for the failure was attributed
tb many things such as poor definition, insufficient
training, lack of support, and tradition.

First, people did not have a true understanding of the
definition of nongradedness. According to Pratt(1986), in
some cases, graded schools divided age groups into
"tracks", thus providing what was thought to be more
individualized instruction. In other schools, walls were
removed to allow teachers to team-teach. Furthermore, some
schools eliminated grade distinctions but still practiced
the same philosophies of a graded school. 1In reality,
although schools were claiming to be nongraded, the
structure of a graded classroom still remained the same.

Another reéson_for failure was the lack of training
teachers received. First, teachers were trained to teach
to a specific grade 1evél; By assuming that all children

in the same grade were at the same level, whole classroom
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instruction became easy and teachers only had to learn a
certain amount of material. Teaching, using a nongraded
approach, was not only more time-consuming, it was not part
of any prior experience or training.

Still, another explanation for failure was the lack of
support that nongraded education received. Besides the
extra planning time, there were textbook companies and
standardized testing to encounter. Textbook companies,
thriving on making a pfofit, produced material designed for
each spécific grade level. Textbooks, workbooks, and ditto
sheets became a main part of determining school curriculum.
Secondly, standardized testing, originally developed to
identify retarded children, eventually was put to use to
determine_the‘"normal" ability of children at a certain age
and grade level. Gaustad(1992) stated the following:

The quantitative format 6f standardized tests

dovetéils neatly with the concept of classifying

students by grade levels. Unfortunately, the validity
of tests is questionable for young children. Children
are erratic test takers;results can vary greatly
depeﬁdiﬁg on the child's mood, reaction to the test-
taker, and even»ability to control a pencil"(p.7).
Yet, schools came to depend on this mode of assessment.
Finally, the fact that graded education has existed

for over a century is a strong reason that it still
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continues today.. People;vincluding parents, teachers, and
administrators are familiar with it because it was the way
they were taught. fheir philésbphy is that it worked for
them so it will wbrk for 6thers. In addition, training and
ﬁcurriculum were baééd bn’gradéd educatibn.v Again, it just
seemed like the natural way tb teach.
Revival of Nongraded Education

Since the development of graded classrooms, educators
and researchers such_as Maria Montessori, John Dewey, Jean
Piaget, and Howard Gardner have studied child development.
They concluded that childrén learn best if they are
actively involved in What they are‘learning and are able to
explore and discover things by themselves. Furthermore,
notball children progress at the same pace and in the same
way. Educators are now accepting the idea that children
are best served in a group that is heterogeneous with a
variety of interest and abilities. As time goes on, more
and more educators are also agreeing that classrooms be
filled with activity and conversation as opposed to quiet
classrooms where children sit all day and do work with
little or no interaction. Current research further
indicates that nongraded education has academic,‘social,
and emotional benefits (Grant and Johnson, 1995).

Research involving the cognitive aspect of nongraded

classrooms produced confusing and inconclusive results.
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For example, some research reviewed by Bruce Miller (1990) .
indicated that students in nongraded classrooms performed
coﬁsistently higher in mathematics, reading, and language.
However, in eight other studies, no difference was found
between nongraded and graded cléssroom academic
performance. Miller's research also reported studies by
"Rule which indicated that in reading, students from
nongraded classrooﬁs performed significantly higher than
those in graded classrooms. However, in mathematics, the
results were reversed with students in graded classrooms
scoring higher than those in nongraded classrooms.
Furthermore, acéording to Morfis, Proger, and
Morrell(1971), studies conducted by Robert Carbone found
that there was gréater achievement in the students from.
graded classrooms as compared to those of nongraded
classrooms.

Yet, Barbara Pavan(1992)states that after reviewing
siXty—foﬁr studies~published between 1968 and 1990, she
found that fifty-seven used standardized achievement tests
to compare nongraded and graded classrooms. Of those
studies, 52 or 91 percent indicated that the nongraded
groups performed better (58 percent) or as well as (33
percent) the graded groups in the area of academic
achievement. Nongraded students did worse than graded

students in only 9 percent of the studies. Likewise,
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studies showed that students who were in a nongraded
program for a number of years performed better
academically, while seven studies revealed that student who
spent all of their elementary years in the same nongraded
school rated farvbetter than those students who went to a
traditional school for the same length of time.

Even more research suggested that black students,
underachievers, low socioeconomic students, and boys
.especially benefit from being in a nongraded classroom. In
18 of the reports reviewed by Pavan(1992), all but one
showed that boys and black students in nongraded schools
scored higher on achievement tests than those in graded
schools. Furthermore, underachievers and students of lower
socioeconomic status also éhowed greater academic
achievement when placed in nongraded schools.

In adaition to academic benefits, nongraded classrooms
provide social benefits as well. Children in nongraded
classrooms are more likely to exhibit several social
behaviors such as leadership and responsibility than
children who are in a traditional graded classroom simply
because of the variety of ages that are present. For
example, Katz (1990) reports that French, Waas, Stright,
and Baker, Qbservéd childrén in both mixed and same-age
groups during a‘decision—making process related to

classroom activities. They discovered that the older
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children in the multi-age group tended to‘exhibit
vleadership behaviors while aésisting in group processes.
In another similar study, according to Katz, (1990), Stright
and French observed seven and nine yvear olds and nine and
eleven‘year dlds sequencing a set of pictures. They
ﬁoticed that the older children in each group organized and
enCouraged the participation of the younger children.
Stright and French further stated that children find it
difficult to be leaders in a group‘of peers. Yet,
leadership roles occur naturally when younger children are
mixed with oldér children.

In addition to Katz'svfindings, Kasten and
- Clarke(1993) observed a kindergarten child>who had no
social skills, had no idea that letters or words existed,
and wa§>a potential behavior problem; A year‘later, after
being in a nongraded classroom, the same child was more
responsible and more mature. The teacher believed that it
was because the older students did not.allow the immature
behavior to continue. :Fﬁrthermore, the older children
served as good role models. Consequently, the evidence ‘
suggests that nongraded clasérooms provide an appropriate
environment»fér inéreasing‘léadéréhip skills and
responsibility in childréh;" |

Not only does-the nbngraded‘claSSrodm'benefit children

in social ways, it has emotional advantages as well.
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Accordiﬁg to'Barbéfa ﬁaﬁan(1992), a mental health section
was included in;42‘ef the:studies she reviewed. Attitudes
toward schoel, selffeeteem;”aﬁdrschooi anxiety were
measured._ It -was clear ;hatitheustudents in nongraded
elassrooms had a better ettitﬁde toward school than those
in graded classrooms. In fact,'52 perceht of the studies
verified that nongraded classrooms were better for students
while 43 percent found no difference. Only 5 percent
indicated thet‘nongraded schools were worse when it came to
measuring attitudes, self-esteem, and anxiet? toward
school. 1In concurrence with Pavan is Bruce Miller(1991).
In the studies that he reviewed, 21 measures were used to
assess attitudes toward school.‘ It was discovered that 81
percent of the students preferred the nongraded classroom
over a graded one.

Furthermore, in his article, Miller cites studies by
Milburn. He found that children of all ages in a nongraded
school had a more positive attitude toward school than
those in a school with single grades. In the same article,
Sherman and Milburn discovered that students in a nongraded
classroom had a better self-concept when compared to
students of a graded classroom. Moreover, Sherman
determined that students in a nongraded classroom had
stronger relationships With each other while Mycock found

that students and teachers were closer in a nongraded
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situation. For thevmost part, studies indicated that
children in nongraded classrooms were more apt to have
better attitudes toward themselves, each other, and school.
(Miller, 1990). Because of the research, more and more
material was written to assist schools in changing to a
nongraded structure.
Changing to a Nongraded School

Class composition

There are several ways in which a nongraded classroom
can be created. Somevbf these are grouping by age,
compatibility with the teécher and other children, and
random selection..»For a teacher teaching a nbngraded
classroom for the,first time, it may be easier to select
children who you hévevhad.ih youf classroom before. For
example, if you preViouély‘taﬁght kindergarten or first
grade and will”be’teadhing 6; 7, and.8—year—olds, choose
some students that you‘héd in-your'blassroom that you think
would work well in a nongraded claserom. Be sure to
select children with different academic and social profiles
and diverse abilities and interests. Simply choosing thé>
students who you thdught were the smartest and the ones you
liked the best may not be the best idea.‘Instead, select
studenté who work well both independently and

cooperatively.
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You can also rely on teacher recommendation in
creating a nongraded classroom. Again, remind the teacher
that the selected students must be able to work well with
other students and that they should have a variety of
interests and abilitiee. Furthermore, it is important that
the children in the classroom get along with one another
but are not distracted by each other. This could occur if
children who are really good friends are placed together.

. Children who do not get along and continually bother one
another may aleo create problems. Whatever the technique
used to compose the class, the Kentucky Department of
Education(1991) recommends that administration, counselors,
parents, and other support staff sometimes be involved in
the process.

: Claseroom materials and organization

After reading literature, attending conferences, and
observing classrooms, you will be excited about arranging
YOur classroom. Remember, because children learn best by
discovering things on their own and by manipulating, your
classroom should be stocked with a variety of manipulatives
and hands—on‘materials;“ Although, you may be anxious to do
everything and buy everything at once, that may be
overwhelming for both you and the children. It would be
‘smart to begin with a few basic items such as books,

magazines, and ether reading material. Maps, globes, and
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computers would also be helpful if possible. Items such as
'pattérn blocks, unifix cubes, tangrams, educational games,
puzzles, blocks, or other manipulatives can be introduced
one-at-a-time or as needed for specific activities should
be included. These materials are generally stored in areas
on the outside of the room such as on shelves or on small
tables. The middle of the room should be kept clear for
walking as students need to get around to different groups
of activities.

Because your students will be working in both and
small and large groups, desks are usually arranged in small
groups facing one another. Since students are arranged
this way, they are more likely to interact with one
another. Your students need to be aware of what
interaction is acceptable and what is not. It is your
responsibility to make your students attentive of the
routine and rules of the classroqm. By having structure
‘with rules and routines, your classroom will run more
smoothly. Furthermore, ‘it is better if students are
included in deVeloping ﬁhé rules so they sense that they
have ownership of the classroom.

Flexible grouping strategies are a must in a nongraded
classroom. The arrangément of groups will depend on the
activityvyou_are doing. For iﬁstance, if you are teaching

or reinfbréing-a skill that certain students may need or
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doing e\project rhat reqnires srudents to be of similar
_backgrounds'suchvae_a neighborhood’project( then it makes
sense to group the srudents“homogeneously. Heterogeneous
grouping, on}the)other hand,‘oonsists of students who vary
in sex, abilities, race, or age. In this case, children
are able to learn from each other and their»differences.
In addition, heterogeneous grouping lends itself to
cooperative learning, "an extensively researched
instructional method in which students are heterogeneously
grouped to produce academic and sociai gains. Students are
individually accountable for their learning, yet also
experience a sense of interdependency for the succese of

. their group" (Davis,l992,p;22). Heterogenous grouping can
be used for any project that you have planned where you
want students to work together.

As the teacher, you will usually not be sitting at your
~desk. Instead, you willvbe wandering around the room
assisting and observing or COnferenoinngith individual
students. By doing this as opposed to standing in front of
the classroom lecturing, you not only allow the children to
learn and discover on their own, but you also gain
knowledge on how they learn and on their strong and weak
arees. In.addition; throngh observation and conferencing,
you will obtain information about future curriculum

planning. According to Yetta Goodman(1985), the teacher's
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role in a nongraded classroom is a significant one. As a
teacher,‘as you observe, you gain information for planning
new experiences or instructional activities. "Observation,
evaluation, and curriculum planning go hand-in-hand
(Goodman, 1985,p.18). Overall, although it may appear that
the job as a teacher in a nongraded classroom is an easy
one, it is a job that requires a largeramount of planning
and organization.
Curriculum

Developing your own cu£riculum is a necessity in a
ndngraded classrpom. Remémber, what goes on in your
classroom should'bé~fleXible and inﬁolve the children in a
variety of ways. Bécédseﬁchildren'1earn{best through
discovery and hands-on experiences, an abundance of
activities whefebchiidrenvafe abtively involved are
necessary. Whén curriculum includéé a variety of
activities that ére éxciting and meaningful, students are
more exéited-and involvéd'in the learning process. You
must also keep in mind that children have different
learning styles;they do not learn in the same way. In
fact, seven different learning styles have been identified
by Howard Gardner,'professor of education at Har&ard
University. They include linguistic(intelligence of
wprds), mathematical (intelligence of numbers and

reasoning), musical(intelligence of tone and rhythm),
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spatial(intelligencé of pictures and images), bodily-
kinesthetic (intelligence of the whole body),

interpersonal (intelligence of sociai undersfanding), and
intrapersonal(intelliéence of self knowledge)
(Armstrong,l9945. Typically, our traditional educational
system promotes the linguistic and mathematical
intelligences. Unfortunately, not all children comprehend
concepts in these ways. |

One way to increase involvement by students and

teachers is to use thematic units when designing your
curriculum. By usingAthemes, you will not only include a
variety of activities and the differént learning styles,
but students will have the opportunity to learn and use the
skills of learning to learn. They will have more time for
self-discovery and will learn the process of making a
product better. In traditional skill and drill lessons,
this was not often the case. To begin selecting a theme,
consider what has previoﬁsly been taught at each grade
level; Although textbooks may be used as a reference, they
should not be the sole determiner of your curriculum.
Textbooks prOvide'SOme ihformation about a topic, but
information_is_liﬁited. In addition, publishers of
textbooks do'not‘know the children in your classroom or
»their_néédé. The best.éﬁd;éafeSt way to plan what you need

to be teachingfiS»to‘checkiyour school's curriculum guide
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for each grade level. Then, you will need to search and
dig for activities that correspond with the guide. You can
also ask teachers what they have taught before. Ask them
what needs to be taught in subjects‘such as mathematics,
science, and social studies. You can get ideas from them,
but in the end, you-will have to decide what is best for
you.
Assesément

Assessment plays a major part in the nongraded
classroom. Authentic assessment is the term most often
heard in a nongraded classroom. In place of pencil and
paper assessments and standardized tests are things such as
surveys, anecdotal records, conferencing, and portfolios.
Examples of forms on these topics and how to use them are

found in several resources such as Hill and Ruptic's (1994)

Practical Aspects of Authentic Assessment: Putting the-
‘Pieces Together and Rhodes(1993) Liter ment: -
Han ok of T umen

In order for you to bétter know your students'
interests, strengths, and‘wéaknesses, it is helpful for
them to completeva survey. Types of surveys include
interest and attitude:v,Interést surveys can provide you
with inforﬁation abbut'the child's home, friends, or other
interests suchﬁas spdrts or other activities. You can then

use this information to suggest books to read, topics for
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stories, or@just about3anyphing.”‘In some surveys you or
someone else WillfhaVe to cg@pleté them with a younger
child who is not able'tb’féad‘or write. This would be a
good way to uééﬁparént VOluntéérs. When completed,
however, you will gain a lot of useful information from the
survey. In addition to interest surveys, attitude surveys
can also provide you with information about the children in
your class. By having your students complete these, you
will discover the importance that certain subjects have in
Fheir lives. It doesn't matter what type of survey you
use, they both provide information in a short amount of
time (Hill, 1994). |

Anecdotal records are another type of authentic
assessment. They are simply brief notes written about a
student based on observation. They will encourage you to
become a more active observer and listener. By using
anecdotal records, you will be able to evaluate students'
learning to’determine if they need extra assistance or
extra challenge, make instructional decisions, provide
documentation, and monitor patterns in behavior. Anecdotal
records will even allow you to evaluate your own teaching.
Information that is recorded might include specific
behaViors in a variety of contexts, choices of activities

and friends, skills or strategies a student might use, and
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comments that a student makes. You may even want to record
some skills or strategies taught to a particular student.

~ Anecdotal records may be kept in a notebook with a
section for each éhild, in individual folders, on file
cards, or on a computer disk. Notes can also be written on
post-it notes or on computer labels and then later
transferred to folders or a notebook. The-significant
things to remembef about anecdotal records are to date
everything, be specific, and be brief. Only report what is
observed. Do not add your own opinion(Hill, 1994).
Although it may take some time getting in the habit of
writing anecdotal records, once you are, you will see the
benefits immediately and will realize how valuable they
really are. |

In addition to surveys and anecdotal recdrds,

checklists can also be used for assessment.  You may find
that checklists are more convenient when focusing on
specific skills and behaviors. For instance, in assessing
reéding, an item on a checklist might be, "uses picture
clues." If the studént is using picture clues while
reéding, then you Qould check and date that column on the
checklist. Checklists aré an easy way to assess because
thé essential comments or stages of development are already
recorded. Like anecdota}‘recqrds, checklists will allow

you to decide if a_child needs extra help or needs to be
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challenged.» They also provide documentation. You might
find it helpful if the students use checklists to evaluate
their own work. In.editing a paper, for example, a
checklist might inélude itemé such as "name on paper",
"read to yourself", and "names capitalized." Checklists
can be used for just about anything you desire (Hill, 1994).

Conferencing is still another type of authentic
assessment. Conferencihg allows, you to speak with and
review student‘progress on an individual basis. You will
probably use all the-information gathered from your
anecdotal records ahd checklists dﬁring the conference. In
addition, you may use other forms. You might find it
difficult at first to conference with all of your students
once a week. In the beginning, start with approximately
half the class until you are comfortable. After that, it
is recommended that this time increase to one time a week
with each conference being 5 to 10 minutes in length. This
will provide an accurate assessment of a student's
progress.

Portfolios are still another type of authentic
assessment often uéed in nongraded classrooms. A portfolio
is "an organized collection of student work and self-
reflections that helps paint a portrait of the whole child"
(Hill,1994,p.24). A portfolio, however, is more than just

a collection of work. It is the process of collecting,
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selecting, and reflecting upon the learning that has taken
place. A portfolio can show the growth of a student over a
period of time. ‘Portfolios can include writing samples,
audio or Video tapes, photographs of projects, reading
logs, or anything else that you and your students may
believe is significant and helpful in making assessments.
Cardboard boxes, scrapbooks, binders, or separate folders
for each child make good portfolios.

While some teachers find it easier to keep only one
portfolio, you may prefer to use more than one for each
child in your classroom. The three types from which you
may choose are the working portfolio, the showcase
portfolio, and the recbrd—keeping portfolio. In the
working portfolio, the student,(parent,‘and teacher all
contribute wofk. In this way, all aspects of the student
are presented. It éhows samples that display daily
progress. On the other hand, the showcase portfolio is
limited to the studentFS-best‘work. Process pieces are not
included. This type of portfolio does not represent the
whole child. Furthermore, record-keeping portfolios éan
also be uséd. You may want to use these if you do not keep
a working portfolio for each student. 1In this case, you
keep the assessment and evaluation samples that are not
chosen by the student. You might also wish to keep

anecdotal records, checklists, and conferencing forms in
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the record—keéping portfolio(Batzle,'1992). It may take
some timé'to‘find Ehevportfélibs.that work best for you,
but once you do, you will most likély“discover that they
are an excellent way of keeping track of the progress that
a student makeé.
Parent preparation and involvement

As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons that
nongfaded education was not easily accepted in the past was
because of tradition. Most people, including parents were
‘used to single-grade classrooms and saw no reasbn for
change. 1In order for your nongraded program to be more
readily accepted, YOu must involve the parents and the
public in the changé. One of the most important things you
can do is to maintain good relationships with them. The
philosophy behind nongraded classrooms along with decisions
and changes should be explained in depth(Anderson, 1993).
An easy way to inform the public about nongraded education
is to have a meeting at the beginning of the school year.
During the meeting, you or your principal cah define the
term nongradedness and explain the rationale and benefits.
Be prepared to answer questions and address concerns at
this time. You should be very honest and sincere about
beginning a nongraded program. Do not be afraid to voice
some of your conéerns. The parents will more readily

accept you and what you are doing if you are honest. In
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addition to the meetlng at the beglnnlng of the school
year, it would be a good 1dea to hold frequent meetings
during the year to update parents on current research and
infOrm.them of similar topics and how they can help their.
child. Topics could include self—ésteém, discipline,
problemesolving.

Some tYpe of letter or handbook should be sent home by
you at the beginning of‘the year to explain procedures in
your classroom. By sending this, parents will have a
reference‘available if they have any questions.

Probably one of the best ways to involve parents in
the classroom‘and‘to help them better understand YOur
~classroom, is to invite them to volunteer. It is suggested
that a sﬁrvey be sent home for the parents to complete as
to what times and projects are best for them. In this way,
taleﬁts that might not have been known can be used to
benefit everyone. You can use parents to work individually
with students or with small groups who need extra help in
certain areas or to be there to help students while you aré
conferehcing. Parents can also share information that they
have on a certain topic. For axample; if you are studying
about small animals and one of your parents is a |
veterinarian, you may want to have him or her come and
‘speak to the class. Other talents and careers should be

shared as well. Remember, the more parents are involved
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" and the more positive things they see happening in your
classroom, the more‘readiiy they will accept you and your
program!

Another way t§ involve parénts is through homework.
Your hoﬁeworkvshould cbnnéct>What is learned at school with
the home. It ié up to YOuito extend the day's lessons into
the home. Studenté could fead to someone at home, write
letters or:stories( make,puppétS} or bake. These are just
a few suggestions. You might want to start out with just
reading_ahd’writing‘until'you"get'fo know your students
better. Whatever you assign for homework, parents musﬁ
understand what is expected of them and their children and
why the homework is important. If some cases, parents do
not want to be involved with homework. If this in true,
other alternatives for homework would need to be arranged.
However, if homework is shared with the family, there can
" be a better understanding of not only what is learned at
~school, but how it is learned as well (Grant and Johnson,
1995).
Knowledge and inservice

Before changing to a nongraded school, certain steps
need to be taken. The first, to make the entire community
understand the concept of nongradedness was already
discussed. Next, it is recommended that ybu and other

staff visit established nongraded schools to obtain ideas
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about routinés, schedules, room arrangements, and other
logistical matters. When you visit, you may also get an
idea of the support system that is available for the
teachers, how the students feei about the school, how
teachers work together, and how they solve problems.
Taking pictures is always a good idea for things you want
to remember such as learnihg centers or other arrangements
in the room. Be sure to have a list of questions ready
about any uncertaiﬁties you might have.

Besides visiting other schools, there must be many
staff development opportunities if the nongraded school is
going to succeed. First,’téachers need to be knowledgeable
in whole language and how children learn. Experience with
manipulatives, hands-on projects, cooperative learning, and
other related topics are all excellent topics for staff
development. Throughout the‘Year, it is suggested that a
certain amount of time during staff meetings be devoted to
‘questions and answers pertainingrto nongradedness.
Furthermore, it would be beneficial if youband other
teachers wanting to learn more about nongradedness attend
workshops as often as possibie. Any opportunity, to learn
more about br to improve your nongraded classroom,
including reading articles and books, ought to be taken.

The more you are exposed to the topic of nongraded

63



education,,thefmore you will learn. You will be a better

teacher!(Andefson and Pavan; 1993).
Summary

If you are just beginning your nongraded classroom, it
is only naturél to be frightened and ﬁnsure about what you
are doing. Afterall, nongraded education fights the
traditionalvpublic education system. Parents and others
may resist the change and create problems. But, if you are
-educated about the nongraded classroom, with its span of
age groups, flexibility, hands-on learning, integrated
curriculum, authentic assessment, and the current research
that indicates that most children in nongraded classrooms
perform better in all areas, then your transition should go
more smoothly. The most important thing yéu can do is to
continue to learn all about the nongraded classroom that
you can and do not be afraid if something fails. Change
things that are not working. You can be successful if you
are willing to persevere! This project can get you started
and give you some ideas, but in the end, like your
classroom now, you will adapt things for your own

‘expectations and necessities.
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