























MULTIAGE TEACHERS BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

dents’ needs, delivering direct instruction
to small groups or individual students. 4)
Teachers also organize content so that
meaningful connections are made among
the content areas and, when possible, make
connections relevant to their students’ lives.
They organize material to allow for student
interest. Instructional practices include
allowing students to make content more
personally meaningful by taking a concept
in a different direction.

Table 3 contains a summarized list of the
observed or noted practices that the par-
ticipants carried out in their classrooms,

Additional Findings and Discussion
Other findings from the study concerned:
1) the common practice of team teaching
and the physical space of the classrooms
facilitating or impeding this practice, 2) the
special education backgrounds of three of
the teachers, and 3) the numbers of chil-
dren with special needs in these four
multiage classes.

All four teachers had experience with
team teaching. In Teacher A’s situation at
the time of the study, he did not share a
classroom with his team partner, but they
did share the students and the planning.

alongside the categories of beliefs these
practices reflect.

More common was the team teaching situ-
ation that Teacher B and C had, and that

Table 3
A Summary of the Observed Findings: Participants’ Beliefs and Practices

Multiage Practices Reflecting Teacher Beliefs

(1) Student seating provides for heterogeneous group-
ings where interaction and collaboration are encour-
aged and expected. When some other groups are
formed for instruction, as in the example of reading
groups, teachers still feel heterogeneity is important
and provide for such in the formation of the groups.

(2) Instructional and organizational practices also are
intended to encourage student-directed learning.
Students are provided with opportunities to make
choices that reflect their interests and learning
styles. Student independence also is supported by
student-accessible materials and independent use of
resource materials, including use of technology.

(3) Instruction and organization in the classroom are
built on accepting and celebrating diversity among
students. Practices that meet the needs that this
diversity implies include flexible grouping, differen-
tiated instruction, and promotion of social collabora-
tion. An important key to these practices is the
teacher’s role of monitor, facilitator, or coach.
Teachers in this role support student-directed
learning and are able to meet all of their students’
needs, delivering direct instruction to small groups
or individual students.

(4) Content is organized so that meaning{ul connections
are made with the content areas and, when possible,
connections are made relevant to students’ lives.
Material is organized to allow for student interest.
Instructional practices include allowing students to
make content more personally meaningful by taking
a concept in a different direction.

Social Collaboration

Student Interest

Teacher’s Role of Facilitator

Flexible Grouping
Differentiated Instruction
Social Collaboration

Teacher’s Role of Facilitator

Student Interest

Integrated Curriculum
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Teacher D had with her partner (Hoffman,
2000). During the pre-observation inter-
views, Teachers B and C mentioned team
teaching as an advantage for their multiage
approach. They believed they were better
equipped to meet the needs represented by
the wide range of abilities among the stu-
dents in their classroom. They also ex-
pressed the opinion that team teaching
helped foster a positive classroom commu-
nity. However, the biggest advantage to
team teaching they mentioned was the op-
portunities it afforded to model how to re-
solve conflicts. Students learned to
compromise through working collabora-
tively and from watching their teachers
compromise. Recent support in the litera-
ture for this advantage of team teaching can
be found. As Jones (2003) states, “One of
the greatest relationship benefits that team
teaching offers the children is the model-
ing of secure and happy friendly partner-
ships between two adults [who] are very
important to them, and encountered on a
daily basis” (p. 7).

However, the physical design of the school
space used for the multiage classrooms in
the study varied widely. Teacher A’s class-
room situation was not conducive to team
teaching. His team teaching partner was
across the hall, yet they shared a class of
38 students. Teacher A found it to be a dif-
ficult situation. In Teacher D’s case, she
and her partner struggled with inadequate
classroom space and a single door between
the two classrooms. They knew that they
were to move to a bigger, double classroom
the following school year, and so accepted the
insufficient room situation under these condi-
tions. In contrast, Teacher B and C worked
in a classroom that was large enough to fa-
cilitate team teaching.

A second interesting finding was that
three of the teachers were once special edu-
cation teachers. This was not any part of
the criteria for selection of participants; the
researcher did not know of their teaching
backgrounds (except for having at least two
years’ experience as a multiage teacher)
prior to the first interview with each. The
special education perspective that the
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teachers brought to their classrooms may
have been instrumental in the choosing of
amultiage classroom, as well as to how they
managed their multiage classrooms at the
time of the study.

Finally, both in Teacher A’s class and in
Teachers B and C’s class, several students
were classified as learning disabled.
Teacher A had the largest percentage and
the least amount of support; yet, he de-
scribed that other teachers in his building,
including those connected with special edu-
cation, felt the multiage program was
“elite.” Teachers B and C also had a large
number of classified students; because
theirs was an inclusive classroom, however,
they had a full-time aide and other part-
time support staff. Their administration
and the Child Study Team were philosophi-
cally committed to the multiage inclusion
model. Teacher D, on the other hand, had
to fight to have a classified student placed
in her class. The special education staff in
her school provided little support for the
multiage program.

Grant (1993) and Grant and Johnson
(1994) have identified overburdening a
multiage classroom with children with spe-
cial needs as a potential obstacle to the suc-
cess of a multiage program. All three of
these teachers, however, considered their
programs to be very successful, and this was
due to their abilities and backgrounds as
special education teachers. In Teacher A’s
case, he was adept at modifying curriculum
and differentiating instruction, and he en-
couraged heterogeneous groupings to in-
clude classified children. Teachers B and
C’s classroom was an inclusion model and
several supports were in place, as well as
practices similar to those employed by
Teacher A.

Limitations of the Study
There were two limitations to the study.
One limitation was the time frame. Time
and resources made it prohibitive to spend
more days with the participants. Ideally,
a once-a-month visit over a longer period
of time would have been beneficial. Nev-
ertheless, the interviews and observations
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of these multiage teachers and their active
classrooms provided the data needed to
define and compare their beliefs and class-
room practices. The interviews provided
data about the teachers’ beliefs, and the ob-
servations provided data about their orga-
nizational and instructional practices.
Clearly, these classrooms operated with
fully established routines and expectations.
Extending the study over a longer time pe-
riod would have provided a richer, more
complex description of the teaching perfor-
mance, and might well have determined a
stronger relationship between beliefs and
consistent practices.

Another limitation of the study involved
generalizability. Generalizing the findings
from one case study to a broader popula-
tion is inappropriate; however, a clear,
multicase design with detailed accounts of
data collection procedures was offered.
Comparing the details of responses and con-
texts to findings from other multiage class-
rooms using the same methods of collecting
and presenting data in similar detail would
be feasible. As Erickson (1986) suggested,
with interpretive research it is effective to
study a specific case in great detail and then
compare the results to other cases studied
in detail.

Implications for Practice

All teachers in today’s schools are faced with
an ever-increasing range of academic, social,
cultural, and linguistic diversity among the
student population. In multiage classes, the
diversity can be even greater. The teach-
ers participating in this study demon-
strated practices that met the wide-ranging
needs of their students. These practices
included instructional practices such as dif-
ferentiated instruction, flexible grouping,
social collaboration, student choice, and
adaptive curriculum that can be ap-
proached from different levels of interest
and ability. This study provided insight into
these teachers’ classrooms, revealing how
their instructional beliefs were operation-
alized in their classrooms.

Single-grade teachers often approach
their students as members of a particular

grade with expectations of similarity rather
than expectations of diversity. They often
rely on whole-class teaching situations and
sameness in curriculum and assessment.
This study provided descriptions of prac-
tices that were successful in meeting the
needs of students in multiage classrooms
where there was an expectation of diver-
sity. Knowledge of these practices is rel-
evant to single-grade teachers as well, as
they, too, struggle to meet the ever-widening
range of cultural and cognitive diversity
present in today’s classrooms.

In addition, some contextual features of
the multiage programs involved in the
study may have implications for multiage
practices, in that they appear to have had
either inhibited or facilitated the partici-
pants in their multiage endeavor. First, as
discussed in the findings, all four partici-
pants supported the practice of team teach-
ing; however, the physical design of the
school space used for the multiage class-
rooms in the study varied widely. One im-
plication of the study for multiage settings
may concern the need for adequate school
space when team teaching. When schools
are not equipped with double rooms, as in
Teacher A’s older neighborhood school, it
may be advantageous to have self-contained
multiage classrooms with one teacher.

A second contextual feature that may
have implications for practice was the ex-
tent to which 1) multiage teachers had spe-
cial education backgrounds, and 2) multiage
programs had the support of Child Study
Teams and special education teachers. One
implication for multiage practice may be
that it might be wise to gain the support of
the special education staff, including the
Child Study Team, when offering multiage
programs. Another implication might be
that teachers with special education expe-
rience may be a better match for teaching
in multiage classrooms.

The third contextual feature that might
have implications for multiage practice is
the extent to which the teachers were cur-
riculum creators. In this study, all teach-
ers helped write the curriculum for their
program; however, each had to separate by
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grade level for one part of the curriculum
that was grade-level specific. Three of the
participants found this situation to be frus-
trating. An implication might be that the
more empowered teachers are in the cur-
riculum planning process, the more frus-
tration they feel when mandated
curriculum is imposed.

Implications for Future Research
One of the problems in multiage research
has been trying to understand what vari-
ables affect the relationship between stu-
dent learning and multiage settings.
Findings from this study are congruent
with survey research done in Oregon and
Kentucky that indicates common practices
in those states’ primary multiage class-
rooms. However, further observational re-
search in elementary multiage classrooms
is needed so that we can more fully under-
stand the practices implemented to meet
students’ individual differences and deter-
mine the ways student learning is affected
by multiage settings.

Future research also should investigate
how practices in multiage primary class-
rooms characterized as developmentally
appropriate (Gaustad, 1994; Miller, 1994)
are translated into intermediate elemen-
tary multiage practices. Evidence such as
student choice and self-directed learning
that was coded under the category of stu-
dent interest during this study seems to
be similar to constructs identified as de-
velopmentally appropriate practices for
younger children (Bredekamp & Copple,
1997; Chapman, 1995; Chase & Doan,
1994; Gaustad, 1994; Lloyd, 1999; Miller,
1994). Are these the constructs behind de-
velopmentally appropriate practices as
they continue into the intermediate el-
ementary years of schooling and beyond?

Researchers have argued (Delpit, 1988;
Lubeck, 1985, 1998) that generalizing de-
velopmentally appropriate practices as
suitable for all children fails “to capture the
nuances, ambiguities, and complexities of
teaching young children in a wide diver-
sity of communities” (Lubeck, 1998, p. 3).
As Lubeck argues, educators’ practices
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need to address diversity among young
children and refrain from categorizing
practices as being either developmentally
appropriate or inappropriate. She encour-
ages educators to accept that there are
many ways of teaching, since teachers of-
ten mix methods based on previous expe-
riences or particular contexts. In light of
what we have learned about multiage prac-
tices, another possible area of future re-
search would be to investigate if some
children are not suited for learning in
multiage classrooms.

Another area of inquiry that this study
examined was how multiage teachers’ be-
liefs were reflected in their instructional
practices. Findings from each case in this
study reveal that beliefs were closely
matched to classroom practices. Further
research with these participants could con-
tinue to document consistent practices, as
well as examine why this occurred. More
widespread research should explore if the
same pattern of consistency between beliefs
and practices exists among other multiage
teachers, and, if so, what conditions and
variables account for this tendency.

Finally, future research should examine
the practice of team teaching in the
multiage classroom. This is an area of in-
quiry that seems to have potential benefits
for both teachers and students. Team teach-
ing appears to help teachers meet students’
instructional needs and provide students
with a model of collaboration and compro-
mise. Students seem to benefit from indi-
vidual and small-group access to teacher
instruction and from experiencing the spirit
of enhanced cooperation.
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