Multi-age Groups

Why Do We Need Them?

Queensland
principals, TERRY
BALL and BRUCE
JONES, recommend
thetl schools move
coary from ‘batch
processing’ based on
chronological age,
cand acknowledge
that learning needs
dre not tied to
specific age ranges
I THIE BEGINNING of every
school vear, almost every child
whe will turn sis vears of age in
thaat vear. begins Yeur 1 Students
then continue with a chronologically-ulike

group for a further twelve vears. The educa-
Lona] ofTermes are designed around the needs

al the nugorits of the age cohort tor cach of

hwse twelve vears, rrespective of ditferent in-
dividaals needs o abihhes
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OUR NEW STUDENT APPEARS T6 BE INTEGRATING
H /| VERY WELL INTD THE MULTI-AGE GROUP SCHEME.
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CAPOTICICeS 10 grouping students in three
broad bands such as %3, 4-5 and 6-7, or alter-
natively 1-3, 3-5, 5-7, or sometimes only two:
I o 3 and 4-7

A relifed practice 12 now also begmmmg o
extend into secondary schowls through verti-
cal timetabling and urnntised curnculum otter-
s,

What is a Multi-age
Classroom?
Cune sonply . amult-aee chass s enc i which
the teacher i responsible for students in
feast bwer consecutive vear levels, with teach-
ers teachimg that class
proup ever d penod of sev-
wrtl vears. Inoa single s car
les ol class, the chironologd-
l.:.:|] :I.H_L' I'iJI'I;:!‘L' Lalll 2Tl b=
pass almost 1w years.

DIbv iousiv. o iulli-ugy
chiss will extend this range
comsiderably Inoa simyule
sour lev el just the spelling
FANLE Ol Gl v pal s
group will vary b a<much
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A omulti-age class i
lormed as w Jeliberate ¢du-
cattoml strategy amd ditfers

\oll

considerably in itent from a compaostle cluss.
which 15 fonmed for adnnmstirative conven-
lenee (usully beciuse there are insufficient
student numbers to form snele veur level
Clusses)

In i muli-age elass, the teacher s respon-
sible for students over a longer period of fime
Again, this s unlike o composite cliass, which
may be dishanded when the administranve
need prompring it formition no longer cxists

A multi-age classroom is clearly an or-
ganisational system which is based upon a
student-centred developmental philesophy
of learnimg.

‘Classroom management
also benefits from the multi-
age set-up. Discipline
problems tend to be negated
by the sharing, caring

atmosphbere of the
classroom.’



It has continuity as its underpinning plat-
form, and addresses such contemporary secial
justice ssues as inclusivity, behaviour man-
agement in a supportive school environment,
and many aspects of human relationships edu-
cation

What is the Philosophy
Behind Multi-age
Classrooms?

Conventional school organisation involving
single vear elasses has had the student fit the
curriculum olfered. Multi-age classrooms, on
the other hand, demand that weachers foeus
maore on needs-based teaching, thus adapting
the curriculum to it the student. This, cou-
pled with a more developmental approach to

‘... educational offerings are
designed around the needs of
the majority of the age cobort
Jor each of those twelve

years, irrespective of

different individuals’ needs

and abilities.

teaching, ensures that students reecive highly
relevant instruction based on individual needs,
all of the time

How are Students Taught in
a Multi-age Class?

A variety of organisational patierns is nee-
essary for effective instruction in multi-age
classes. Groupings may include ability groups
iy such skill arcas as language and maths,
Iriendshup groups for activities like arl, or
mixed ability groups where a variely of roles
s reguired,

The 1ype of grouping is determined by the
mature of each activity, and can be nepotiated
by both students and teacher. A wider reper-
toire of teaching strategies 15 alse essemial in
arder o fully meet the needs of students,

Spectalist teachers, Religious Education
personnel and other “visitors” who interact
with the cliss also need o focus on the needs
ol the class group, rather than an offering
which s delivered o o sear fevel A vearly
FOLALION AVET LW o I0TE VCUrs ass1sts 1 the
cilective provision of such programs.

Making Tcaching More
Effective

[hie intimate koo ledee ahout students” abili-
tes and needs that o teacher aecummbines oS
nob Lost s easitly e g muli-age clissroot
This is because the student returns to the
teacher for a second or third yvear. There
are no end-of-year stops, then several weeks

Ject, i leuciiers e

(or longer) at the beginning of the year to
re-establish classroom learning patterns
and behaviours. At least half of the students
return Lo the classroom each vear, with the
older students plaving an active leadership rule
1o induct new students inlo ¢lassroom routines.

Cne of the great advantages thal multi-age
vlassrooms cnjoy 15 the opportunity for stu-
dents to engage in peer tUoring practices as a
nalural, and not contrived. learing stratepy.,
Children have a wide range of older, younger,
yuicker, slower other children with whom Lo
practisc their skills and share their learning,
and on whom they can lean for support. The
altitudes to learning, and 10 cach other. are
quite different.

Implications

Ay stated previously, there is
an increased responsibility
placed on teachers in multi-
age classrooms. This extends
Lo ensuring that an effective
and continuous program is
provided, ensuring that all
students are learning from
their instruction for the
whole time they are under
the teacher’s care. Strategic
planning at all levels is im-
portant in multi-age class-
rooms, and this usually re-
fuires time and commit-
ment.

Since continuity of programming becomes
motre of the teacher’s responsibility, there is
less need at a school level W prescribe what iy
taught in each vear level. There is an in-
creased responsibility, hawever, to focus on
student outcomes, both individually and col-
lectively, at a school level, Such outcomes
nced to be carefully monitored. When the
results of school level monitoring are provided
o teachers, their class programs should be
maodified accordingly. 8o that students are nun
lowcked into a learning environment where they
may not be leaming elfectively. a need for
regular ‘placement reviews' cxists. This is
best done at the end of each semester, with
the majority of changes eccurring at year's
end when other students are also moving
from one class to another,

Multi=age grouping. as an educational strat-
epy 15 hecoming more common in schools in
ucensland, As this
syslem s somewhat
dilferent from the ox-
periences thal many
parents muay hive had
when they attended
primary school, 1l s
advisable to heep an
ppet mind on i sub-

willing o "prve sl po
the support and edne-
Lom of parents s cs-
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The next issue of ‘Prime Focus’
STRUCTURES’. What structural changes to curriculum
delivery and lcarning have you made at your school?
Please share your experiences with primary colleagues
across Auvstralia. ldeas, both grand and humble, can be
faxcd to the Executive Editor on 03 © 888 2744,
Contributions to “Prime Focus™ range from 250 word
snippets to 1,500 full length articles.

Advantages of Multi-age
Classrooms

Multi-age classrooms offer advantages in many
wiays, Teaching to difference (i.e., meeting
the individual needs of students) is one hig
advantage, As there is no fear of repeating a
vear, students can take an exirad semester,
sometimes two, to achicve their poential
There is also greater flexibility with enrolment
changes and transient students, In addition,
a teacher's evaluation of a student’s per-
formance is geared towards achievement
levels, and not a grade level.

Continuity is another important benetit
Class stability can be maintained over a 40()-
6IH) day learning period, or longer. There are
na cnd of year stops, then several weeks (or
longer) Lo re-establish classroom learning pat-
terns and behaviours. The focus is on learn-
ing stages, which are developmental, rather
than year level stages.

(Classroom management also benefits from
the multi-age set-up. Discipline problems tend
10 be negated by the sharing, caring atmos-
phere of the classroom. Children become more
tolerant of the abilitics of olhers and there is a
greater chance ol developing a sharing, caring
atmosphere in the classroom. In the upper pri-
mary school, the less desirable effects ol the
peer group arc effectively negated. In the muiti-
age classroom, peer litoring has more mean-
g and greater individualisation of learing
oceurs. ['here 15 o greater shanng of plannimg
and resources amaongst teachers, and better use
of the physical resource offered by double
teaching spaces.

Relationships tend 1o be strengthened by the
multi-age classroom structure, There 1s ne
wauma on the first day back al school. Stu-
dents and parents know where they are going.
urid all are welcomed by a familiar fuce. There
is greater opportunity for parent involve-
ment as contact with individual teachers
extends over a longer periad of time, Chil-
dren at all levels are more aceepting of their
classmates, based on mulual admiration, rther
than on age hierarchies. There s greater
awareness by teachers and parents as 10 what
education really entuils, and how better to go
abouwt n. O

Reprinted from School Talk Magazine @
February 1995, with kind permission
fram the author,
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