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Review of Educational Research 
Summer 1999, Vol. 69, No. 2, pp. 187-212 

Multi-Age Classes and High Ability Students 

Linley Lloyd 
University of New England 

This article reviews research on multi-age classroom organization as 
an option for high ability students. Studies of both cognitive and af
fective factors in multi-age contexts have consistently shown positive, 
sometimes significant, effect sizes. Studies of different types of ability 
grouping have shown that arrangements most likely to have positive 
and significant results are those where the curriculum is differenti
ated. Teachers of multi-age classes may be more likely to see their 
students as diverse than as similar and to provide developmentally 
appropriate (that is, differentiated) curricula. Multi-age classes are 
discussed as an alternative to self-contained classes and pullout pro
grams for high ability children. 

If the explosion in recent decades of theories about intelligence, language, 
and culture has been nothing short of exciting it has also contained a core of 
despair-for, given the forces of inertia and vested interest plus constraints on 
resources, how can we possibly ensure that all our children are educated in a 
stimulating environment which will allow development of all facets of their 
being, including their multiple intelligences and their social/emotional selves 
(whatever the circumstances of their home life)? Arguments about what it means 
to promote "equality" and "equity" have changed to emphasize the crucial fact 
of diversity, and "positive discrimination" has entered our language as a de
scription of a means of trying to reduce the less desirable effects of diversity. 
Thus we no longer believe that everyone should be treated the same, thereby 
being given an equal chance to succeed. The idea that to encourage equality (of 
opportunity) we need to treat children unequally is no longer a foreign concept. 
Diversity is now actively promoted and officially sanctioned. "Appropriate" 
education has become a banner under which different types of schooling provi
sion are evaluated. 

Talented and Gifted (TAG) programs exist in various guises; examples in
clude full-time self-contained classes, pullout programs (within-grade and cross-
grade), within-class clusters, after-school provision, various enrichment options, 
acceleration and grade skipping, early entry, dual programs (such as high school 
and college), and mentor schemes. In many schools, however—and for reasons 
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as diverse as population density, unease about identification, concerns relating 
to equity, community opinion, and resource difficulties—whole class or within-
class provisions are seen as the only acceptable options. In these cases, empha
sis on differentiating the curriculum is necessary, with the possible adjuncts of 
curriculum compacting (Reis & Renzulli, 1992) and individual educational 
programs (IEPs). 

Multi-age classes could be a low-cost, mainstream restructuring particularly 
advantageous to such schools and their high ability students. Multi-age classes 
are not a new idea (see, e.g., Pratt, 1986). Is a call for an increase in such classes 
just another example of the swinging educational pendulum? The pendulum 
model of viewing change is a familiar but not, arguably, an accurate one. 'Re
visiting' of old ideas is never an exact repetition. More often, an idea is resur
rected because some circumstance has changed and the potential appropriate
ness of the old idea in the new situation is recognized. Perhaps a zigzag meta
phor is more appropriate than that of a pendulum—the ideas of "revisiting" 
things from the past, of returning always to the present/future, and at the same 
time of movement forward are all implied in the image, whereas a pendulum 
stays in the same place, slowly dying perhaps but not venturing forward. In the 
same way, the move between "black" and "white" views implied by a pendulum 
is not as powerfully suggested by a zigzag motion which allows for movement 
forward as well as from side to side, into "gray" areas rather than simply be
tween the "black" and "white" poles. So having "zigged" from multi-age classes 
to an age-grade determination, why consider a "zag" back to multi-age? 

The lock-step progression of children, sometimes solely on chronological 
grounds, is easy to attack from many vantage points yet, as one writer expressed 
it, "the awful truth is this—what is mostly wrong ... is an old fashioned mindset; 
a notion that links classes strictly with ages" (Parker, 1994). The explosion of 
theories and research studies related to "advanced", "talented", "high ability", 
"extraordinary", "above average", "gifted", and "high achieving" children has 
been extremely influential in emphasizing the lack of any necessary correlation 
between chronological age and "mental" or intellectual age. A classroom orga
nization that openly breaks such a nexus and focuses instead on children as 
individuals should, on the face of it, be an attractive option for parents and 
teachers of high ability children who are dissatisfied with the "appropriateness" 
of the educational experiences of these children. Does the published research on 
multi-age schooling provide any evidence to suggest that such a classroom 
organization would be advantageous for high ability children? 

Terminology 
In education nothing is ever clear-cut and multi-age schooling is no excep

tion. In my part of the world, Australia, very little has been published at all; in 
America there have been many studies but not always of the same thing or, just 
as relevantly, of the same time period. There was, in both countries, a "zig" in 
the early 1970s, with a proliferation of "open" schools; there is currently a 
"zag" of nongraded schools. In-between, in both countries, there has been an 
increase in the number of combination classes (called composite classes in Aus
tralia) and some nostalgic yearnings for the warm and simple one- or two-teacher 
"rural school". Differences in terminology, usually (but not always) reflecting 
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differences in organization, and differences in time make comparisons and con
clusions tenuous. In spite of all this, there do seem to be some consistent find
ings, and these will be reported below. First, it may be useful to look briefly at 
the different arrangements reported in the various studies. 

Combination class/composite class/split class/mixed-age class: Students from 
two or more grades are housed in the same classroom but taught, at least some of 
the time and commonly for most of the time, as separate grades. The classes are 
usually formed on a yearly basis to cope with uneven grade enrolments, that is, 
for administrative rather than educational reasons. Class members are often cho
sen on the basis of their mature work habits, most commonly the ability to work 
independently. 

Multi-grade class: Children from different grades form one class. Whereas 
combination classes are commonly two-grade classes, multi-grade classes are 
commonly three or more. The term implies nothing definite about classroom 
organization, that is, whether or not the teacher primarily teaches each grade 
separately, but the most common situation is one resembling a combination 
class. The children are seen as members of a particular grade and are separately 
taught grade-specific curricula. Some authors use the terms "combination class" 
and "multi-grade class" interchangeably. The common defining characteristic 
of both terms is that they describe classes formed for administrative and/or 
economic reasons rather than because of philosophical preference. 

Multi-age class: Children of different ages form one class. The range is 
commonly three or more years. The teacher does not see the children as mem
bers of a particular grade though for administrative reasons the classes are usu
ally referred to as, for example, K-l-2, 2-3, 3-4, 5-6-7. Some grade-specific 
teaching may occur because of State-mandated curricula and testing but cross-
grade teaching is the norm, based on the teacher's judgement of the develop
mental level of each child. Children usually stay with the same teacher or teach
ers for several years (team teaching is also common). This term is used to de
scribe a class formed by choice, not necessity, though it is also sometimes used 
(especially in older references) as an umbrella term to cover all classes that are 
not age-segregated. 

Nongraded: Children of different ages form one class and are seen as mem
bers of that class, not as members of a particular grade. Progress is dependent on 
development, not time-children take as little or as long as is necessary and 
work at different levels in different subjects. The focus is on a 'developmentally 
appropriate' curriculum. It is common for children to stay in the class for several 
years with the same teacher. The term "multi-age" is commonly but not univer
sally used to refer to a nongraded setup. 

Family group or class: A multi-age arrangement, often with siblings in the 
same class. Children usually stay in the same class for several years. The class 
may be formed to house all the "leftovers" after classes have been formed for 
each grade or because a particular teacher does not desire to teach within the 
grade structure of the rest of the school. The teacher may or may not divide the 
children along grade lines for much of their learning. 

Open education: The arrangement which was popular in the 1970s where 
large numbers of children (several classes under previous arrangements) were 
team-taught in spaces that could be partitioned or opened up as necessary. The 
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underlying philosophy of open education is quite similar to that of 
nongradedness. 

Horizontal groups: Children are put into classes on chronological (age) 
grounds. Thus, for example, 9-year-olds are in 3rd grade. 

Vertical groups: Children of different ages/grades are put into a single class. 
Sometimes this is done for pragmatic reasons, such as better utilization of re
sources. At secondary level, some subject areas have been designed to fit a 'core 
plus electives' model and students choose their preferred electives after having 
completed the core. Depending upon when they did the core, students in any 
particular elective may, for example, be nominally in 8th, 9th, or 10th grades. 

When trying to make sense of the literature, then, a reader first has to make 
sense of the terminology, a task which is frequently difficult (see Goodlad & 
Anderson, 1987, p.xiv). The situation is complicated by the fact that most class
rooms are not static and most teachers not entirely rigid in their approach. Thus 
a teacher of a multi-age class may separate the children along grade lines for 
some subjects and teach them as a single group for others; s/he may form within-
grade small groups for some activities and across-grade groups for others (and 
for reasons of either homogeneity or heterogeneity); and s/he may or may not 
vary the process demands (i.e. what is expected) for each child doing a common 
activity. While such flexibility is commendable in educational terms, it makes 
any causal relationship between "multi-age" and achievement, development, 
contentedness, or any other variable difficult to promote, though the existence 
of correlations raises tantalizing questions. 

In this review the broader term "multi-age" is generally used and should be 
interpreted as follows: classes which are formed deliberately because of a philo
sophical commitment that such classes are educationally preferable. The accep
tance of "philosophical commitment" in turn implies that at least some cross-
grade grouping and whole-class teaching (i.e. cross-grade instruction) occur, 
with a focus on individual progress through a developmentally appropriate 
curriculum. If the studies discussed use clearly defined terms such as "non-
graded", then these terms are maintained in the discussion. "Multi-grade" should 
be interpreted to mean the classes were formed for some sort of necessity rather 
than philosophical commitment—a necessity related to fluctuations in enrol
ment or more efficient use of resources (including the available number of teachers 
and classrooms). 

Reviews of Research Relating to Multi-Age Classes 

In spite of the difficulties mentioned above, many good studies have been 
done and many conclusions offered. Perhaps the least controversial way of ex
pressing any overall tendency is that there is no evidence of any disadvantage 
to a child who is a member of a multi-age class. Tests of academic achievement 
consistently show either the same or slightly improved scores from children in 
multi-age classes (Goodlad & Anderson, 1987; Gutierrez & Slavin, 1992; Milburn, 
1981; Miller, 1991; Pavan, 1992; Slavin, 1992; Veenman, 1995). In addition, 
there seems to be a benign positive (though small) effect in terms of social/ 
emotional development—children seem to like school better and be more ad
vanced in "interpersonal intelligence" than their peers in age-segregated or 
'straight' classes (Anderson & Pavan, 1993; Goodlad & Anderson, 1987; Pratt, 
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1986; Veenman, 1995). Results are more clear-cut for nongraded programs, and 
are more likely the longer a child has been in such a class. 

A common reason proffered as an advantage of a multi-age class, using the 
definition above, is the teacher's ability to respond to individual differences, 
especially to children at both ends of any particular spectrum, without having 
to resort to "remediation" or "acceleration" in their conventional sense. (Any 
proponent of nongradedness would proclaim this view. Three examples are 
American Association of School Administrators, 1992; Anderson & Pavan, 1993; 
and Goodlad & Anderson, 1987.) The focus of this discussion is what the multi-
age literature says about high ability children. Note that "gifted", "talented", 
"high ability" or any other such term suffers from the same difficulties of not 
having a precise and universally accepted definition as do the various descrip
tors of class organization. "High ability" has been selected here because it is 
somewhat less rigid, covering underachievers and others whose talents may not 
always be exposed. Where authors of the various studies have defined such 
children as "the top 5%" or "the top third", then their terminology has been 
retained but the question of a precise definition of "high ability" is one which 
is beyond the scope of this review. 

The lack of precision in relation to use of these terms adds another layer of 
complication. Therefore there can be no necessary comparability across studies 
and many studies need to be examined for even tenuous conclusions to be 
drawn. But in recent years several authors have tried to control for such difficul
ties by preparing overviews of research findings using one of two methodolo
gies—either a meta-analysis or a best-evidence synthesis. These overviews pro
vided the starting point for this review. Other studies were selected according to 
whether they added any new element to the current knowledge base or whether 
they specifically referred to high ability children. Library and internet searches 
were used to locate potential material. 

Most of the overviews published using meta-analysis or best-evidence syn
thesis have been concerned with looking at ability grouping as a criterion for 
class formation. Any relevant results for multi-age are thus frequently contained 
within other categories. For example, a multi-age group may be formed for 
reading or mathematics only, but formed on the basis of perceived homoge
neous ability and consisting of children from several different "home" classes. 
Any group so formed is thus an ability group and also a multi-age group. 

Reviews by Slavin 

An early synthesis of studies on ability grouping and achievement in elemen
tary schools was carried out by Robert Slavin (1987). His conclusion was that 
the evidence did not support assignment of students to classes on the basis of 
ability—that is, streaming or tracking. In relation to high ability students, he 
reported one study which specifically grouped children across a range of ability 
groupings, including homogeneous IQ (1-decile classes) and heterogeneous IQ 
(5-decile classes). He concluded that the patterns of findings in the study "con
sistently favor broad, heterogeneous grouping plans for all students except for 
the most gifted (130+), who did equally well in broad- or narrow-range classes" 
(1987, p.3O5). 

Slavin concluded that the studies reported "unequivocally refute" (1987, 
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p.307) any relationship between ability-grouped classes and achievement in the 
elementary grades. He did find, however, that forming multi-age, cross-grade 
groups for one subject (usually reading or mathematics) was particularly sup
ported in terms of achievement. This arrangement is called the Joplin Plan, and 
was an innovation of the 1950s/early 1960s in Joplin, Missouri. It requires 
constant reviewing of the groups and reassignment where necessary to maintain 
as much homogeneity in the groups as possible. One consequence of this is that 
each temporarily formed "class" (for reading or math) consists of only one or 
two different groups or levels, allowing the teacher more time with each group 
than in a more heterogeneous class. (Slavin, 1987, p.295) 

If the claim is accepted that high ability children benefit from ability group
ing (Hannon, 1995; and see next section), then this arrangement would seem to 
have obvious applicability to high ability students, especially those who are 
talented in the area of language development or mathematics. A concern of 
many teachers, and some parents, is that a child may not be socially or emotion
ally ready to join with older children, especially only for some lessons (since 
joining the class only for mathematics, say, denies any opportunity to settle in 
and feel accepted as a member of the class). Although the research on accelera
tion and grade skipping is on the whole positive (Southern & Jones, 1991), 
many children are never given the option because of expressed fears relating to 
"immaturity" in some form other than a specific intellectual capacity. Often 
such temporary promotion is difficult because of timetabling difficulties (with 
different grades having, say, mathematics at different times). If the acceleration 
is done by the child joining a higher-grade class, the intellectual benefits may 
be minimal anyway, or at least short-term. A cross-grade, multi-age, ability-
grouped class formed for reading or mathematics (the most common options) 
could help high ability children, who would be amongst the youngest members 
of the class, feel less like the isolated intruder (since the whole class is formed 
temporarily). 

Slavin did not review special classes for high achievers, such as TAG classes, 
because the formation of such classes implies significant changes in curriculum, 
teacher approach, and resources, thus making it difficult to attribute any changes 
to the ability grouping per se. One reason for the success of the Joplin Plan may 
also be related to such factors as change in curriculum and teacher approach 
(there was less likely to have been any significant change in resources), and the 
delivery of appropriate instruction could easily be a significant factor in the 
success of the arrangement. Wherever there is little likelihood of expansion of 
special classes for high ability children, implementation of cross-grade groups 
for one or perhaps two subjects could be a low-cost but beneficial initiative, 
especially for children with high ability in the particular subjects. Such an 
arrangement does, however, require whole-school support with regard to 
timetabling, a difficulty which can potentially be overcome by the alternative 
of a more autonomous multi-age class (with, perhaps, a cluster group of high 
ability children) and within-class ability groups for math or reading. 

The positive results of Joplin Plan arrangements led to an interest in "cross-
grade" classes, that is, multi-age classes, and in nongradedness as a form of 
organization. A teacher of a multi-age class, it was believed, had increased 
flexibility in terms of forming appropriate, homogeneous groups based on per-
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formance or demonstrated outcomes rather than on age. Thus since the early 
1960s studies of achievement related to (ability) grouping practices in the el
ementary school have included nongraded programs. A retrospective review of 
nongraded elementary schools and achievement was published by Gutierrez 
and Slavin in 1992. 

This review, another best-evidence synthesis, in general confirmed the posi
tive findings for multi-age cross-grade classes hinted at in Slavin's earlier re
view of different forms of ability grouping in the elementary school. Four cat
egories of nongraded programs were distinguished, programs which form a tem
poral sequence in terms of median publication date of the various studies (p. 10): 

1. Nongraded programs involving only one subject (Joplin-like programs) 
The subject was most commonly reading; in one study it was mathematics. 
Median publication date for these programs is 1962. 

2. Nongraded programs involving multiple subjects (comprehensive programs) 
These programs emphasized individual progress and flexible, multi-age 
groupings but without a major emphasis on individualized instruction. 
These programs are not as clearly limited to a particular time-frame, with 
studies reported from the late 1960s to the early 1980s. 

3. Nongraded programs incorporating individualized instruction 
These programs emphasized individualized instruction, learning centers, 
learning activity packages, programmed instruction, and/or tutoring. Me
dian publication date for these programs is 1969. 

4. Individually Guided Education (IGE) 
This program grew out of the emphasis on individualized instruction but 
its implementation had effects that were more far-reaching because they 
went beyond flexible groupings and included as well preparation of indi
vidualized plans for each student, development of comprehensive instruc
tional models, and organization of students and a team of teachers into 
instruction and research units of 100-150 students. Most studies of IGE 
programs were reported in the 1970s. 

Results from the first category of Joplin-like nongraded programs consis
tently showed "substantial positive results in favor of the nongraded program. 
The median effect size (ES) for the four best-quality studies is +.50; for all 
studies from which effect sizes could be estimated, it is +.46" (p. 13). Most of the 
reported studies compared nongraded children's achievement with that of their 
chronological peers in graded classes. One study of third graders who had spent 
three years in a nongraded program, however, specifically mentioned results for 
different IQs, stating that the increased achievement in reading of students with 
IQs of 125 or higher was particularly large, with an ES=.9l. 

In the second category of nongraded program, comprehensive nongradedness, 
results also consistently favored the nongraded program, with higher positive 
differences correlated to increase in duration of the program. A crucial factor in 
the success of these programs seems to be the change in instructional practice of 
the teacher. Frequent and flexible regrouping in order to reduce the heterogene
ity of the groups, particularly where sequential learning was relevant and impor
tant, was a feature of the nongraded programs, a feature with obvious advan-
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tages for an "advanced" student (as suggested by other studies which confirm 
that those students with most talent/ability need to be grouped at least some of 
the time with their intellectual peers; e.g. Rogers 1991). 

In the third category of nongraded programs, those incorporating individual
ized instruction, results were remarkably consistent but showed no significant 
differences in academic achievement between these programs and ordinary 
graded programs. "As the nongraded plans became more complicated in their 
grouping arrangements, they apparently lost the comparative advantage Joplin-
like or comprehensive nongraded programs had" (Gutierrez & Slavin, 1992, 
p. 18). Two other trends in the data, however, are notable. Firstly, the longer the 
duration of the nongraded program, the better the results were in terms of higher 
academic achievement. Secondly, in these programs with individualized in
struction, more positive effects were obtained with older than with younger 
children. "It may be that students need a certain level of maturity or self-organi
zational skills to profit from a continuous program which includes a good deal 
of independent work" (1992, p. 18). 

There seem to be implications here for the success of individual education 
programs (at least those which assume a significant amount of independent 
work by the student) and mentoring schemes, two arrangements commonly ad
vocated for those children with advanced development in at least one area of 
intelligence. Development of a child's intrapersonal or "emotional" intelligence, 
which includes self-motivation, needs to reach a certain level if an individual 
(independent) program has a chance to succeed. Whereas with most children the 
ability to set goals, work alone, and monitor progress develops over time, with 
exceptionally high ability children such abilities may already be well-devel
oped, at least in relation to their area of expertise. In such cases, an individual 
education program may indeed be suitable. Where such abilities are immature a 
mentoring scheme may be a better alternative. Successful adults commonly had 
supportive relationships when they were young and some sort of expert tuition 
or guidance (Bloom in Alvino, 1985, pp.137-8; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). When 
development in the "personal intelligences" has not kept pace with develop
ment of an intellectual ability, a mentor might succeed where "individualized 
instruction" (where this means independent work) in an otherwise large-group 
situation rarely can, as suggested by these findings of Gutierrez and Slavin. 

Studies in the last category of nongraded programs, those incorporating Indi
vidually Guided Education (IGE), generally support these conclusions. Whereas 
overall results do not support individualized instruction, it should be noted that 
the degree of implementation of IGE varied across studies and in fact must 
always do so, since IGE emphasizes individual differences and specialized cur
riculum programs. Several studies did report significant differences in favor of 
IGE schools, one with an ES of +0.80. All studies which did report significant 
differences were evaluations of schools with clear differences from each other. 
Gutierrez and Slavin conclude: 

It seems that schools which are closer to a full implementation of IGE con
cepts supply students with a wider range of instructional possibilities for their 
specific needs: small groups, one-to-one tutoring, or independent work. This 
finding supports the argument that selective use of individualized instruction 
can yield positive results for children's academic performance. (1992, p.2O) 
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It is clear from this best-evidence synthesis that "nongradedness" may be too 
broad a term and that studies of multi-age classrooms need to be categorized by 
the type of instruction used. The studies analyzed supported other research 
which shows that student learning is enhanced by interaction with teachers (see, 
e.g., Brophy & Good, 1986). Flexible cross-age groupings, which are a feature 
of multi-age programs, may work because they allow the teacher to teach a 
small group rather than one individual, as is often the case with the "misfit" in 
a more narrowly age-defined class; alternatively, multi-age arrangements may 
increase the number of possible "teachers" in the class. In this latter arrange
ment, both the "teacher" and the taught benefit. Peer tutoring can be a favorable 
influence on high ability children both intellectually and socially (Lou et al., 
1996, p.449). For either or both reasons, placing a high ability child in a multi-
age classroom could increase the opportunities for that child to be part of a 
group learning situation rather than being condemned either to inappropriate 
instruction or isolation. 

As hinted above, one difficulty which should not be ignored in trying to 
make sense of studies of multi-age classrooms is the difficulty of imputing any 
positive effects to the multi-age organization rather than to some other variable, 
such as the change in instructional approach which so often accompanies such 
an organizational change (Gamoran, 1992, p. l l ; Wheelock, 1992, p.9). Teach
ers of TAG classes typically have a different approach to teaching from that of 
traditional teachers (for an interesting vignette, see Brown, 1993, pp. 104-11). 
Similarly, most teachers who are committed to a multi-age setting are certainly 
not committed to a hierarchical structure of learning related to age or grade 
level. In other words, they are more likely to see the children in their class as 
individuals with different developmental needs rather than with similarities based 
on age. To this extent they are more likely to provide developmentally appro
priate learning situations. And to this extent, high ability children are more 
likely to have satisfying learning experiences. "Multi-age" may not be a cause 
in any identifiable way, but it may be a strong enabling factor. 

Slavin's conclusions have sometimes been dismissed, especially by those 
whose research interests focus on high-achieving students. Statements such as 
"Research clearly shows that gifted students learn best in a homogeneous class 
setting" (Hannon, 1995, p. 13) are certainly not uncommon in the TAG litera
ture. Yet in all his syntheses—covering elementary, middle, and secondary 
schools—Slavin concluded that full-time ability grouping is not supported by 
research studies. In his synthesis of secondary schools, for example, he found 
that "overall achievement effects were found to be essentially zero at all grade 
levels ... This finding contrasts with those of studies comparing the achievement 
of students in different tracks, which generally find positive effects of ability 
grouping for high achievers ..." (1990, p.47l). 

One critic of this "secondary school" synthesis claimed a bias in terms of 
selection of experimental studies and the ignoring of survey and case studies 
(Hallinan, 1990, p.502). What such qualitative studies show, according to 
Hallinan, is "distinct differences in instructional techniques, teacher interac
tions, reward systems, student motivation, effort and self-esteem, student behav
ior, disciplinary measures, administrative load, role modeling, and peer influ
ences by level of ability group" (p.503). 
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The enormous growth in qualitative research in recent decades has under
lined the complexity of all cultural processes, including education. Dissatisfac
tion with purely quantitative measures, which often seem to acquire statistical 
credibility at the expense of intuitive credibility (because they only tell part of 
the story), is likely to increase rather than decrease. Quantitative test scores, for 
example, which are used in experimental studies as the criterion for measuring 
change or the effectiveness of an intervention, will only ever tell (within the 
ceiling imposed by the test) what happened under controlled conditions of 
instruction (see Allan, 1991, pp.60-1). 

Slavin seems to have taken this point, at least, to heart. In an adaptation of 
his synthesis related to secondary schools, "Ability Grouping in the Middle 
Grades" (1993—4), he concluded that "there is a need for descriptive studies of 
schools" (p.548) and "there is a need to study tracked and untracked classes 
using a variety of affective and cognitive measures, including measures more 
sensitive to curriculum and instruction than standardized tests" (p.549). Such 
descriptive approaches would, of course, focus on the sorts of variables dis
cussed above in relation to multi-age classes, that is, change in instructional 
approach, differentiated curriculum, developmentally appropriate education; and 
would provide a means of comparing, for example, multi-age classrooms with 
TAG classes with graded classes whose teacher used differentiated curriculum. 

One could add that more descriptive studies should also help overcome the 
problem of definition which can make interpretation of research studies so nebu
lous. In this context, the perennial problem of how to define "high ability" or 
"talented" or "high achievers" is relevant. For in his "middle school" adapta
tion of the synthesis of research on secondary schools Slavin admits: "Few if 
any benefits of ability grouping have been found for the top 33% of students, 
but for the very highest achievers the evidence is less clearcut" (1993-4, p.548). 

Review by Rogers and Survey by Marshall et al. 

Karen Rogers has also published (1991) an overview of studies of grouping 
practices but with a specific focus on their suitability for high ability learners 
K-12. Her analysis is more encompassing because it includes secondary stu
dents and also focuses on social and psychological effects of various practices, 
not merely on their academic effects. 

According to Rogers, high ability learners benefit from ability grouping— 
full-time ability grouping, cross-grade grouping (both across the school for a 
single subject or as can occur across subjects in a nongraded classroom), cluster 
grouping and pullout enrichment grouping all produced substantial academic 
gains and a moderate gain in attitude towards subject (pp.vii, x, 11-18). As 
well, high ability students in nongraded classrooms showed substantial aca
demic gains when grouped for acceleration (pp.vii, xi, 21-24). These findings 
can be interpreted as (qualified) support for multi-age settings since: 

• Cross-grade grouping is by definition multi-age and pullout enrichment 
grouping is commonly multi-age (when only a small number of students 
from each grade are withdrawn for a common enrichment experience). 

• Full-time ability grouping is often not an option in schools for several 
reasons, including a small number of similar ability students (as must be 
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the case with those of very high ability), the uneven distribution of talents 
in any student (making a global assessment meaningless and continual 
regrouping essential), and concerns relating to equity (classes of low achiev
ers are not usually seen as desirable, either for teachers or the students 
themselves). Other ways of short-term grouping must therefore be found. 
The least disruptive option is multi-age classes. 

• Cross-grade grouping and cluster groupings are more likely to be effective 
if appropriate groupings can be formed, however "appropriate" is defined. 
A multi-age pool enlarges the number of possibilities, or it should if there 
is any credence at all to the opposite argument that children of a particular 
age are more likely to be similar in their development. A multi-age setting 
should have a wider range of development on any particular variable, thus 
increasing the possibility that any particular child, with any "non-stan
dard" profile, can find another child who "matches" in terms of some char
acteristic relevant to the particular learning situation. 

• "Mixed-ability co-operative learning should be used sparingly for students 
who are gifted and talented, perhaps only for social skills development 
programs" (p.xiii). Since schools are not concerned only with academic 
development, grouping high ability students by academic achievement or 
potential is not likely to be universally accepted as a desirable option. In a 
multi-age setting, there can be opportunities for both grouping on the basis 
of ability and grouping on the basis of mixed-ability or mixed-develop
ment. 

Any conclusion of support for multi-age or nongraded programs per se should 
again be tempered by the acknowledgement that teachers who are committed to 
such an organization are likely to change their way of teaching. Rogers also 
recognizes this: 

The major benefit of each grouping strategy for students who are gifted 
and talented is its provision of the format for enriching or accelerating 
the curriculum they are offered...It is unlikely that grouping itself causes 
academic gains; rather, what goes on in the group does (p.x). 

Other authors have made this point: "how teachers teach and how they work 
with children is more important than any single feature of organization" (Otto, 
quoted in Goodlad & Anderson, 1987, pp.xxii-xxiii) and "these studies suggest 
that the form of grouping itself does not significantly affect student achieve
ment either positively or negatively" (Veenman, 1996, p.335). 

One widely perceived benefit of multi-age classes is the opportunity to accel
erate students without the disruption implied by changing classes and being the 
"odd one out" in the new class of older students. Rogers herself carried out a 
study of the effects of various acceleration options for high ability students, and 
one such option was the nongraded classroom. For the studies she analyzed, she 
reported a significant effect size of +0.38 for academic achievement, an insig
nificant but positive effect size of +0.02 for socialization, and a larger positive 
but still insignificant effect size of +0.11 for psychological adjustment (Rogers, 
1991, p.23). These results clearly show an academic advantage of a nongraded 
classroom and no negative social and emotional effects. One common objection 

197 

 at University Library Utrecht on November 6, 2010http://rer.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://rer.aera.net


Lloyd 

to acceleration is perceived negative consequences related to social and emo
tional adjustment. Rogers' analysis suggests that a nongraded class is unlikely 
to cause such problems—indeed, since an accelerated child would change groups, 
perhaps, but not change classes, this suggestion is unremarkable, especially if 
the teacher regularly re-formed the small groups. 

Among the recommendations drawn from her synthesis of research studies 
were several of direct relevance to a multi-age setting. Guideline Three is worth 
quoting: 

In the absence of full-ume gifted program enrollment, gifted and talented 
students might be offered specific group instruction across grade levels, 
according to their individual knowledge acquisition in school subjects, 
either in conjunction with cluster grouping or in its stead. ... Full-time 
'cross-grading' might also be considered Nongraded Classroom experi
ences, which for the gifted have been found to produce a mean academic 
Effect Size of +.38. ... Putting these sets of findings together makes a good 
case for the strength of this form of educational provision for the gifted. 
(Rogers, 1991, p.28) 

Other guidelines can also be interpreted as support for multi-age classrooms. 
Guideline One recommended that students "who are academically or intellectu
ally gifted and talented should spend the majority of their school day with 
others of similar abilities and interests" (p.27). Since the number of such chil
dren in any school may be small, and since full-time ability grouping is fraught 
with problems relating both to classification and ethical convictions, a more 
acceptable option could be a multi-age classroom with judicious selection of 
members. Guideline Two recommended cluster grouping as a "second choice" 
option. The same comments apply—there is more likelihood of being able to 
select a particular proportion of the class (say, one-third) to be of similar ability 
in some domain if the available pool includes children across the school. Guide
line Four suggested giving high ability children a variety of acceleration-based 
options. The five options which gave substantial gains were nongraded class
rooms (ES = +.38), curriculum compaction (ES = +.45), grade telescoping (ES = 
+.56), subject acceleration (ES = +.49), and early admission to college (+.44). 
Curriculum compaction, grade telescoping and subject acceleration are the norm 
for high ability students in a nongraded classroom where developmentally ap
propriate curriculum is the focus, and are easy to provide in a multi-age setting 
by having a high ability child work with (usually) older classmates or by adapt
ing work from a higher grade. Once again, a potential reason for the encourag
ing findings from multi-age is probably related to other changes which occur, 
apart from the simple regrouping—a teacher committed to a multi-age setting is 
likely to approach learning and teaching in a way which includes focus on each 
child as an individual, flexible and frequent regrouping for the specific task in 
hand, and selection of activities which can be completed at different levels of 
complexity by the different children in the class. All these features should ben
efit a high ability child. 

Although Rogers' synthesis of studies of acceleration covered both elemen
tary and secondary, she did not distinguish between the levels when reporting 
on the nongraded classroom as an acceleration option. Since such an arrange
ment is most common up to and including 8th grade, it is likely that the studies 
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covered elementary and junior high/middle schools. Studies reporting results of 
some sort of multi-age arrangement at secondary level are less common than 
studies at primary or elementary level but one Australian study suggests that a 
multi-age organization might be beneficial for high ability secondary students 
as well (Marshall, Walton, Maxwell, & Laird, 1988). The study investigated two 
patterns of curriculum organization in New South Wales secondary schools. 
Years (Grades) 7-10: (a)vertical grouping and (b)alternative length courses (i.e. 
full-year courses which have been repackaged into two or more semester-length 
courses). A significant number of schools (about one-third) reported using one 
or both organizations, with 15% overall involved in vertical grouping (p. 14). 

The reasons for introducing vertical grouping were ranked by frequency of 
response. The second-highest ranking was the reason "respond to students' ex
pression of interest in particular areas" (92% rated this reason "high or very 
high" in importance); the reason ranked fifth was "meet the needs of students 
with special talents" (70% rated this reason "high or very high" in importance). 
Schools were then asked to judge the effects of introducing vertical grouping. 
Of particular interest to advocates for high ability children is the result that 
100% of responding schools with vertical grouping alone reported an increase 
in their ability to meet the needs of more able students (pp.29, 33). Total en
dorsement is a rare result and is thus suggestive that vertical grouping, that is, a 
multi-age option, should be seriously considered as an arrangement which could 
benefit high ability students. Seventy-one per cent of schools with both vertical 
grouping and alternative length courses also reported an increase in their ability 
to meet the needs of more able students. 

Effects reported more frequently by schools with vertical grouping were a 
decrease in discipline problems, both in the classroom and schoolwide; an in
crease in the quality of pastoral care (the arrangements made to support student 
welfare); an increase in academic standards; and an increase in application to 
schoolwork (p.38). All these effects are encouraging for all students but their 
relevance to high ability students in particular should be obvious. 

Review by Kulik and Kulik 

Several other meta-analytic reviews have appeared since Rogers examined 
the literature for her 1991 summary. In 1992 Kulik and Kulik investigated the 
findings from published studies of different grouping programs. Their conclu
sions generally support those of Slavin discussed above; that is, that putting 
children in any particular grade into supposedly homogeneous classes on the 
basis of a general categorization of their ability (streaming or tracking) has little 
or no effect on student achievement. Cross-grade grouping, however, produced 
clear positive effects, as did within-class grouping when adjustment of curricu
lum to ability was made. Similarly, enrichment and acceleration options pro
duced moderate to large effect sizes. Their conclusion was "that effects of group
ing are a function of program type" (p.74) and "that the key factor is the degree 
to which course content is adjusted to group ability in the programs" (p.76). 

Review by Lou, Abrami, Spence, Poulsen, Chambers, and d'Apollonia 

Lou et al. (1996) conducted a meta-analysis of the effects of within-class 
grouping on both achievement and noncognitive variables such as self concept 
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and liking for school. Their general conclusion was that 'there are small but 
positive effects of placing students in groups within the classroom for learning. 
On average, students placed in small groups achieved more, held more positive 
attitudes, and reported higher general self-concept than students in nongrouped 
classes' (p.446). 

Their conclusions in relation to achievement were in agreement with those of 
Kulik and Kulik; that is, that instructional methods and materials need to be 
adapted for different groups if significant differences in achievement are to be 
realized. They also analyzed the effects of small group instruction for students 
of different ability, concluding that, in relation to achievement, students of low 
ability benefit from heterogeneous groups, students of middle ability benefit 
from homogeneous groups, and for students of high ability, group composition 
makes no significant difference. Two tendencies probably contribute to this 
finding for high ability students: "High ability students may benefit from being 
placed in heterogeneous groups to the extent that they are often called upon to 
provide elaborated explanations by their less able peers" and "high ability 
students may especially benefit [from homogeneous grouping] without compro
mising their aspirations or pace of learning to accommodate the lower-ability 
students" (Lou et al., 1996, p.449). 

If the type of grouping for high ability students needs to be varied in relation 
to instructional objectives, then the classroom structure must facilitate such 
regrouping. Although the authors did not specifically isolate studies of multi-
age classrooms in their analysis, their findings certainly do not detract from the 
benefits perceived by advocates of multi-age for the simple reason that frequent 
and flexible groupings are fundamental to the multi-age approach. 

Review by Veenman 

In 1995, Veenman published a best-evidence synthesis of the cognitive and 
noncognitive effects of multi-grade (usually combination) classes and multi-age 
classes in elementary schools. His definition of multi-age was not "nongraded"; 
rather, in these classes the children maintained their grade identity but spent 
several years in the same classroom with older and younger classmates. Multi-
grade classes are usually formed on a temporary basis, for economic and admin
istrative reasons, whereas multi-age classes are deliberately formed for perceived 
educational benefits. In his review, Veenman generally excluded studies of non-
graded classes on the grounds that nongradedness "involves more than the 
vertical grouping of students for learning" (p.325) and implies a whole-school 
philosophy of education. 

Although he excluded studies which specifically focused on "gifted students", 
Veenman did report studies where some assessment of the students' ability was 
made. For example, in one study published in 1981 a reported result was that 
students with high intelligence scores in multi-grade classes performed as well 
as students with high intelligence scores in single-grade classrooms (ES=+.O8). 

Unlike other authors, Veenman included information from around the world, 
including from developing countries. The breadth of his review makes it worth 
examining in some detail. A wide range of studies was reported, but a descrip
tion of the conditions operating in the various countries gives the impression 
that comparisons should be treated with caution. For example: 
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• studies from two African countries included classes with up to 150 students 
• a study from the USA (Virginia) included the information that more than 

half the principals had selected their better teachers to teach the multi-
grade classes 

• a study in The Netherlands mentioned that students in the multi-grade 
classes were not grouped on the basis of similar ability for any of their 
work 

• a study in rural Colombian schools compared multi-grade classes where 
attempts were made to integrate the schools into their communities with 
traditional classes where little effort was made to differentiate instruction 
according to the interests and abilities of the students 

• a study from Pakistan included teachers who were assigned to teach out
side their ethnic or linguistic area 

• another study from the USA (California) included the information that par
ents had volunteered their children for the multi-grade classes. 

These examples alone indicate that, even after careful examination of every 
study and exclusion of those which do not meet the prespecified criteria (which 
are usually to do with validity and reliability), a best-evidence synthesis can be 
fraught with uncertainty. [Veenman himself admitted, in a "reconsideration" 
(1996) prompted by a critique of his article (Mason & Burns, 1996), that such 
factors "need the attention of investigators in future research"; p.323.] An um
brella label such as "multi-grade" can be used to control for obvious organiza
tional features but it will not necessarily lead to comparisons of like with like. 
What goes on inside the classrooms (and at home) is at least as important as how 
the classes were formed. 

As much as possible, Veenman took note of such differences by categorizing 
the studies by quality (and calculating effect sizes for each category) and by 
taking account (in an unspecified way) of differences between developing and 
Western countries and of location effects (e.g. between urban and rural schools). 
The results across all categories were quite consistent with respect to achieve
ment (i.e. cognitive effects) of both the multi-grade and the multi-age classroom 
and led him to conclude that "students in multigrade classes learn as much as 
their counterparts in single-grade classes" (1995, p. 350) and "multi-age classes 
appear to be generally equivalent to single-age classes" (1995, p.362). 

Results for noncognitive effects were similar though effect sizes were slightly 
higher. In the case of multi-grade classes, they were "so small that they did not 
translate into higher academic achievement scores" (Veenman, p.357) but were 
high enough to suggest "that in affective areas such as attitudes towards school, 
self-concept, and personal and social adjustment, students are sometimes better 
off in multigrade classes than in single-grade classes" (p.367). Effect sizes for 
multi-age classes in relation to self-concept and attitudes towards school were 
higher, suggesting "a small positive effect for students in multi-age classes" 
(p.366). 

Veenman's results are, on the face of it, less supportive of multi-age classes 
than those discussed earlier, though he did not look specifically at multi-grade 
or multi-age from the point of view of their suitability for high ability children 
and he did not include nongraded examples. The review was interesting be-
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cause it was broader than previous reviews have been. In this case, however, 
more was not necessarily better because including studies from countries with 
widely varying approaches to teaching and learning within the classroom does 
detract from any conclusions that can be drawn about the relevance of the class 
organization itself, whether multi-grade, multi-age, single-grade, or single-age. 
And this point is crucial even when looking at schools which are matched on a 
wide range of variables. It is unlikely that the way classes are formed will be, by 
itself, a determining factor in influencing a student's achievement or self-con
cept. In the case of individual students the class organization may indeed have 
far-reaching effects—a common claim by proponents of multi-age classes is that 
the "misfits" are not so obvious and find it easier to be accepted into a class 
with pronounced and acknowledged diversity. Overall, however, the studies did 
not provide evidence that multi-age grouping is sufficient to affect either achieve
ment or social-emotional development. 

Within each of Veenman's categories there was some disparity amongst the 
results of individual studies, and the more interesting question becomes one of 
explaining why some results could give such positive effect sizes for multi-age 
or multi-grade classes. There is little evidence provided in the studies but it is 
relatively easy to speculate on reasons why, especially when the conclusions of 
Slavin, Gutierrez and Slavin, Rogers, and Kulik and Kulik are considered. Re
call that, collectively, they concluded that there was a definite advantage to 
cross-age grouping and that achievement effects were a function of program 
type. The more successfully a teacher grouped children into homogeneous 
groups, the more likely was the effect size to be significant. In Veenman's 
studies there is almost no discussion of how the teachers arranged the chil
dren—"most studies provide no information whatsoever on the instructional 
practices employed in the classroom" (p.370). It was clear from some studies, 
however, that teachers of a multi-grade (combination) class were likely to see 
the children as members of a particular grade and to teach them separately. In 
this case any potential benefits of a multi-age grouping are lost and it is not 
surprising that the results did not favor a multi-grade arrangement over a single-
grade one. If anything, it is surprising that the effect sizes were not negative, 
that is, did not favor the single-grade arrangement. 

In relation to this last remark, other authors have, in fact, concluded that 
multi-grade classes do lead to at least small negative effects. In a response to 
Veenman's review, Mason and Burns (1996) have suggested that the result of 
"no achievement difference" between multi-grade and single-grade classes is a 
zero sum result which occurs because positive and negative factors balance 
each other out. The positive effects result from selection bias in the formation of 
the classes: "There is considerable evidence that principals, in an effort to re
duce the burden on multigrade teachers, place more able, more independent, 
and more cooperative students in multigrade classes" (p.3ll) and "In addition 
to evidence that principals create favorable class compositions in multigrade 
classes, there is evidence, though more sketchy, that better teachers are assigned 
to these classes" (p.312). The negative effects result from the lower quality of 
instruction which the authors claim is a feature of multi-grade classes: 

...the two curricula that are part and parcel of these classes require more 
preparation, more grouped instruction, and more teaching time on the 
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part of teachers. With grouped instruction, teachers generally provide less 
instruction (per grade-level group) and less attention to individual stu
dents than in single-grade classes, and they contend with greater class
room management demands. Consequently, teacher stress is exacerbated, 
and curriculum coverage and adaptive assistance are diminished, with 
negative outcomes. (Mason & Burns, 1996, pp.313, 315) 

In his rejoinder to Mason and Burns, Veenman summarizes the findings of a 
reanalysis of the data and claims the results "provide little support for the as
sumption that the quality of instruction in multigrade classes is lower than in 
single-grade classes" (1996, p.323). Significantly, Veenman also emphasized 
that "the students in the multigrade classes and the students in the single-grade 
classes did not spend their learning time differently" (p.324). This comment is 
tantalizing because it is somewhat at odds with (a)the statement quoted above 
(from p.37O) about the lack of information on instructional practices employed, 
and (b)the conclusion offered by Veenman when discussing the between-study 
analyses in relation to various ways of comparing the studies—such as by coun
try of publication, (sub)urban/rural location, socioeconomic status of the stu
dents, number of years students spent in multi-grade classes, and grade levels 
studied. Veenman states that the "studies concerned with lower grades (K-2) 
show a small positive effect for multigrade grouping; the effect for intermediate 
grades (3—4) is essentially zero; and the studies directed at higher grades (5-6) 
show a small negative effect" (p.333). What is arresting is not this finding itself, 
interesting as it is, but Veenman's interpretation of it: 

It can be hypothesized that the intellectual abilities of the students grow 
further apart as the students enter the higher elementary grades, and that 
the teachers in single-grade classes can deal with these differences better 
than teachers in multigrade classes (p.333). 

Both the premise and the conclusion are arresting (and questionable) but what 
is not arguable, as Veenman recognizes, is that the influence of factors such as 
grade level of the students (as well as location effects, socioeconomic status, 
and number of years spent in multi-grade classes) "need the attention of inves
tigators" (p.323). Until that happens, the conclusion that institutional practices 
might differ from grade to grade is at least as valid an hypothesis as that of 
changing intellectual abilities. 

The situation with multi-age classes is less clear but almost all the studies 
reviewed were carried out in America at a time when individualized instruction 
was in vogue. The lack of significant positive effects for multi-age classes in 
Veenman's review could be explained by this fact alone, if the findings of 
Gutierrez and Slavin have validity. In sum, then, although Veenman's review is 
not proselytizing in its support for a multi-age arrangement, it can nevertheless 
be interpreted as indirect support for the earlier reviews. 

Individual studies continue to be published and the results continue to sup
port multi-age programs, especially nongraded developmentally appropriate 
programs at the K-3 level (see, e.g., Cantrell, 1994; Shaeffer & Hook, 1996; 
Tanner & Decotis, 1995). Despite all the problems associated with extrapolating 
from research studies (see, e.g., Rogers, 1991, p.25), authors continue to see 
value in the multi-age concept and to find compelling reasons why effect sizes 
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were not even more favorable. 

Discussion 

Many authors have expended an enormous amount of effort in conducting 
meta-analyses of studies related to some form of mixed-age (multi-age or multi-
grade) schooling. Some of these reviews have been examined here with particu
lar reference to multi-age classes and high ability students. No author has drawn 
negative conclusions about the value of a multi-age organization. All have 
recognized the difficulties of making comparisons when little was known about 
what went on in the actual classroom. Yet the findings have been remarkably 
consistent, ranging from (qualified) support to the avuncular statements of 
Veenman: 

In conclusion, parents, teachers and administrators need not worry about 
the academic progress or social-emotional adjustment of students in 
multigrade or multi-age classes. These classes are simply no worse, and 
simply no better, than single-grade or single-age classes (1995, p.367). 

The question remains as to whether a multi-age arrangement is a neutral option 
for high ability students or whether it might have real benefits. 

There are too many consistently positive studies for the option to be dis
missed but the advice that "oversell should be avoided" (Tanner & Decotis, 
1995, p. 142) is apposite. The lack of overall negative conclusions for multi-age 
classes is encouraging in this regard, and the studies which did report conclu
sions specifically related to high ability students tended to be positive. The 
following discussion is offered to draw the various threads together. 

In view of the earlier reference to "black" and "white" options, "multi-age" 
should not be seen as a panacea. Any radical reorganization of the structure of 
schooling is not a practical option without within-school agreement as well as 
community and government support, financial as well as ideological and/or 
legislative (see, e.g., Sarason 1996). But multi-age classes should be seen as one 
potentially effective option, especially where they are formed as a permanent 
option and taught by teachers committed to and able to support each other in 
this form of organization. If such teachers are a subset of the total number in any 
school and if the school is large enough, then an option is to structure classes 
into a graded stream and a multi-age stream. If a particular child seemed not to 
be thriving in the multi-age arrangement, s/he could be moved into the graded 
stream. The existence of a graded stream and a multi-age stream opens up the 
number of choices for all stakeholders—teachers, students, and parents. The 
amount of reorganization required to set up two streams in a school would not, 
perhaps, be minimal but it would not necessarily be highly stressful either and 
there would be few, if any, insurmountable resource implications. The existence 
of choice implies flexibility and less reluctance caused by feelings of "imposi
tion". No teacher should be forced to teach a multi-age class (just as no teacher 
should be forced to teach a single-grade class). 

It is interesting to note here that a recurring complaint by practicing multi-
age teachers who air their views on a listserv subscribed to by the author 
[multiage@mail.connect. more.net] is that single-grade teachers in their schools 
are hostile to the multi-age teachers, for various reasons but commonly includ-
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ing their perceived amount of parental support. Such problems are perhaps ines
capable in a school where conflicting philosophies are openly practiced; never
theless many schools do exist with only a proportion of the classes structured in 
a multi-age format. 

One school which introduced elements of choice and flexibility by structur
ing into two streams is the Germantown Friends School in Pennsylvania. Writ
ing in the early 1980s, the Principal of the Lower School discussed the evolu
tion over a ten-year period of the school's present structure, from graded classes 
to a combination of graded and vertically grouped, so that at every level parents 
and teachers can choose their preferred option. By increasing the choices avail
able, the school increased its flexibility—children and teachers can be moved 
to a different structure as and when the need arises. Thus some children progress 
through their elementary (K-6) schooling entirely in graded classes, some en
tirely in a "multi-age" setting, and some moving between the two, in both 
directions, on one or more occasions. 

Introducing an element of choice should mean that only teachers with some 
commitment to or interest in the concept of 'multi-age' would volunteer to 
teach such a class. (In one state in Australia, Queensland, teachers who apply to 
the Department of Education for employment in a government school are spe
cifically asked to indicate their willingness or otherwise to teach in a multi-age 
school. This item was added to the application form following pressure from 
principals of multi-age schools who had found that employing teachers without 
a commitment to the multi-age philosophy was an untenable situation.) Under 
normal circumstances this commitment would suggest either a particular ap
proach to learning, such as a developmentally appropriate approach, or at least 
an openness to such an approach. This fact alone is enough to explain why 
many multi-age classes, including here combination classes or multi-grade 
classes, are so successful. The experience of a school which did introduce multi-
age classes is relevant in this regard: 

What became increasingly evident was that introducing multiage class
rooms was more than an organizational innovation. It provided an agenda 
for reconsidering the nature of teaching and learning processes. In a real 
sense, the organizational change was not really important; what was sig
nificant was the fact that it presented new challenges, produced new 
thinking, and gave an opportunity for putting theory into practice (Maehr 
& Midgley, 1996, p. 147). 

These changes are what Blount (1995) calls genuine restructuring as opposed 
to mere cosmetic changes. 

By extension from this point, a teacher of a multi-age class cannot, by defini
tion, have similar expectations of all the students in the class. Thus a focus on 
individual differences is more likely in practice rather than simply in theory. 
Such a focus would imply that the teacher would be much more likely to use 
small groups in his/her teaching and to form and reform these groups on a 
regular (and probably frequent) basis. 

An approach which was based on frequent regrouping would imply some 
thought on the teacher's part as to whether a homogeneous or heterogeneous 
group would be more suitable for the particular activity or desired learning. In a 
multi-age setting, the opportunities for both types of grouping should, on aver-
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age, increase because of the increased range of development/diversity in the 
class. A talented child is therefore much more likely to be able to find a class
mate who "matches" on some variable or in one of Gardner's intelligences. 
Although many authors support the claim that full-time ability grouping pro
duces substantial academic gains for high ability students (e.g., Hannon, 1995, 
p. 13; Rogers, 1991, p.x), there have been many studies which also support 
heterogeneous grouping, as one part of a flexible arrangement if not as a stand
alone alternative. One Australian study, for example, reported the results of an 
Academic Enrichment Initiative developed by a consortium of five elementary 
schools. The Initiative included some ability-grouped activities and some mixed-
ability (chronologically grouped) activities, and the advantages of both forms 
of grouping were confirmed (Varley & Vialle, 1994). 

The research literature, in general, suggests that high ability children should 
spend at least part of every day with their intellectual peers. The probability of 
being able to provide in this way for such a child may be increased in a multi-
age class. There is little chance of an exact match, or of a match across a range 
of variables, but there is more chance on average of a match in some area than 
there would be in a same-age class, especially if the high ability child is amongst 
the youngest. 

Although many authors recommend multi-age classes because of their in
creased options for homogeneous grouping, there are strong arguments for het
erogeneous groups as well. A reviewer of doctoral research in 1993 concluded 
that co-operative learning "is generally useful as a strategy for gifted students to 
advance their studies" (Geffen, 1993, p.298) and is viable in both homogeneous 
and heterogeneous settings provided appropriate learning tasks are the focus. 
Anderson and Pavan (1993) reviewed the literature on grouping and disagreed 
that "gifted children ... are best served in special, separate classes" (p.25 and 
passim). All children, no matter how they are classified in terms of intelligence, 
need to learn to work productively with others (Australian Commission for the 
Future). The evidence of social/emotional development in a multi-age class, 
which is anecdotally extremely strong and in the literature suggestive of being 
strong, would seem intuitively to be of particular relevance to high ability 
children who often have problems with self-esteem and with feelings of "not 
fitting in." Again, "flexibility" and "choice" are the watchwords, and a multi-
age class provides many opportunities for both types of grouping, and for cog
nitive as well as affective reasons. When special classes for high ability children 
are either not feasible or not thought to be desirable, a multi-age class might be 
a more readily acceptable option. 

A multi-age mixed-ability class may also have decided advantages, in rela
tion to self-concept, over a class organized on the grounds of similar ability 
(Goodlad & Anderson, 1987, pp.xxiii-xxiv). The role of affective experiences 
in relation to learning has not been studied to the same extent as the role of 
perceptual and psychomotor development. It has long been known that children 
will not learn effectively if they are unhappy but research into "emotions" has 
only recently shed new physiological light on the interplay between emotional 
regulation and cognitive processes (see, e.g., Blakeslee, 1996; Brunt, 1996; 
Cytowic, 1995; Goleman, 1995). Vygotsky (1962) and Sacks (1990) have writ
ten persuasively of the fundamental importance of social conditions in stimulat-
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ing learning. One educational psychologist, writing of the importance of the 
affective domain to good learning experiences, has called for teachers to be 
more aware of affective taxonomies as well as cognitive ones: "Unless teachers 
begin to understand this affective domain associated with teaching the gifted, 
and indeed all children, it will be extremely difficult to establish successful 
programs that can be said to meet the needs of gifted children" (Smee, 1996, 
p.25; see also Brunt, 1996). To the extent that children have a broader social 
experience in a multi-age class, and to the extent that they feel more contented 
and have a liking for school, then their cognitive experiences should also be 
enhanced. 

Some studies have focused on affective outcomes, such as on the effect on 
self-esteem of moving a student from a traditional school to a selective school 
(i.e. a school where students are offered enrolment on the basis of a competitive 
examination). The results have not always been encouraging, with many stu
dents suffering a loss of self-esteem, and therefore an increase in negative emo
tions, because of what has been labeled the Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect (BFLPE)-
that is, an individual student moves from being a top student to being perhaps 
only average or below in terms of the immediate context in the selective school 
(Craven & Marsh, 1994, pp.13-14; see also Allan, 1991, p.64). And the effects 
of being only average have been shown "to have implications for other aca
demic outcomes such as selection of less demanding coursework, lower aca
demic self-concepts, lower grade point averages, and lower educational aspira
tions" (Craven & Marsh, 1994, p. 13). These results have been observed for 
students across the spectrum of ability, leading these authors to conclude that 

Even though the disadvantages of attending higher-ability schools may 
not generalize to all higher-ability schools and to all individual students, 
the results of BFL,PE studies demonstrate that it is unjustifiable to assume 
that attending higher ability schools will necessarily result in any aca
demic advantages (Craven & Marsh, 1994, p. 13). 

If affective factors are also felt to be important, then further judgements need to 
be made about the desirability for any particular student of a permanent, sup
posedly homogeneous grouping as opposed to an alternative such as a multi-
age class. 

In addition, the diversity in a multi-age class could prove beneficial to an 
underachiever. There are many reasons why a child chooses to underachieve, in 
terms of someone else's assessment of potential, but one common reason is 
inappropriate curriculum. A teacher committed to a multi-age class is more 
likely to have different expectations of different students and consequently to 
be less rigid in his/her approach to activities. The freedom to explore in ways 
which might be different from the ways of others could encourage underachiev-
ers to be more motivated. 

The existence of multi-age classes in a school, and the individual-centered 
philosophy that multi-age implies, would mean that a high ability child could 
move through the curriculum at an appropriate pace. Parents are commonly 
reported as being happier when their child is one of the younger members of the 
class (see, e.g., Harkins 1982; Lloyd 1996) because of the increased opportuni
ties for stimulation from the older students, even where the teacher is fairly rigid 
in keeping to grade placement. (A bright child has no trouble keeping one ear 
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on the other grade.) In a multi-age arrangement, when a child has achieved the 
desired outcomes, say for primary level, s/he can simply move up to the next 
multi-age class (for an interesting proposal along these lines, see Osin & Lesgold, 
1996). Some problems can be foreseen under this arrangement because there 
must come a time when the child has achieved all the desired outcomes for the 
particular level of institution. If acceleration to the next level of schooling is 
not an option, some comfort can be taken from the finding by Gutierrez and 
Slavin that older children cope better with individualized programs. A good 
teacher can find many ways to extend and enrich, one of which might be indi
vidual research projects which are presented ("taught") to the rest of the class. 

Conclusion 

All the above reasons suggest that a multi-age class could well be a desirable 
option for any particular high ability child. If the class is formed by choice and 
the teacher is committed to the concept, it is likely that the sorts of activities 
which are carried out in the class are different from those in a single-grade class 
or multi-grade class where the teacher approaches the students as members of a 
particular grade and with expectations of similarity rather than difference. Com
monly, continuous-progress approaches emphasize "individual progress and 
higher-order thinking skills" (Tanner & Decotis, 1995, p. 141), qualities too 
often lacking in traditional classrooms. For parents and students who are frus
trated with their current options, a multi-age arrangement could prove reward
ing. Indeed, with a genuine focus on developmentally appropriate curriculum, 
why would any parent hesitate? 

This conclusion begs the question of whether the multi-age structure is a 
necessary condition for delivery of developmentally appropriate curriculum or 
whether a more fruitful approach would be to ensure teachers of single-grade 
classrooms adopted the practices of good multi-age teachers, such as a focus on 
diversity/individual differences and continuous progress, differentiated instruc
tion and developmentally appropriate curriculum, curriculum which can be en
gaged in at different levels of complexity, flexible grouping, and collaborative 
learning. While there is some evidence from published resources, professional 
development courses and changes in government mandates that teachers are 
more aware of the importance of not relying exclusively on whole-class teach
ing and sameness or equivalence of curriculum delivery and assessment, there is 
little likelihood that such changes will become widespread quickly enough to 
be the norm for contemporary students. As well, the mindset of age-related 
assumptions about development is likely to prove resistant to widespread change. 
Unless this happens—that is, unless there is a zigzag of lightning speed—multi-
age classes are probably more likely to offer the perceived benefits discussed 
above. There is no guarantee but the odds do seem, on present evidence, to be 
worth serious consideration. 
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