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ABSTRACT

‘ Although the nongraded school idea has had widespread
publicity, there is little general agreexent regarding criteria for
identifying a nongraded school. There is also little available
evidence regarding the permanence of the nongraded q:ganization among
schools that adopted the innovation., The project considered here
developed and validated criteria for the nongraded school idea.
Nongraded schools in every State were surveyed as to the extent to
vhich the criteria were present in their programs. Data were also
collected relating to the organization, implementation, and
persistence of the idea. Additionally, perceived reasons for
" discontinuing a nongraded program were surveyed and analyged.
Outcomes of the study offer clarification of the nongraded concept,
~ the extent to which this form of school organization exists, and B
. reasons. for apparent success or discqntinuancetmihgthgfgw;,”4Mw_..“_m_wwquM
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There is considerable evidence that 1ncreaslnglnqmbers?bf séhobl
systems are instituting programsklgbeled as '"'nongraded", Sincq the first
modern nongréded schools were deQeloped inithe early 1930’3; éach subsequent
report indicating survey data has - found more schools r;porting use of

s L

this particular organizational plan. This study has found schools being
‘ b

, b,
identified as nongraded in all fifty states and the District of Columbia

with one state reporting over a thousand nongraded schools. . The. evidence .

seems rather convincing that large numbers of school systems are indeed

using plans which are considered nongraded,

There has also been considerable evidence that many schools are
only nominal ly nongraded and that‘it may not_be tos uacommon for schools

to develop prdpramq with ability grouping or the IopI{n Plan but label 1t
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must meet to Indeed be a fully functioning nongraded school. Thus 1t
has not been uncommon for school personnel interested {n this type of
program to bocome confused when stulylng the literature and, even so, when T

visiting so-talled nongraded schgols.

It was felt that a strong case could be made for the devélopment
of rather clear-cut definitive criteria which educators and lay pebplé‘a‘
alike could use when studying séhools or considering changes in the
organizational scheme of their own schools. This is not to suggest that
all communities would want or should have’a nongrade@ school; norlis
fhis to suggest that all other organizational structiures are not good.
Rather, the purpose of daveloping criteria is to §erve'as a base or guide-

line for those educators and laymen interested in this type of program.

It was also felt that ihere existed a strong need for a broad-based
survey of schools which went beyond just identifying so-called nongraded
schools. As mentioned carlier, there were schools identified as nongraded e
in every state. When surveyed, it was also discovared that\there were
‘schools in every state which met the criteria, ‘Thus it is reasonablé fo -
conclude that the nongraded tdea feally has caught on nationally and ﬁhht
peoplc*nnywhere,tn the gouhtry can tast thase séhuois ngainst‘é sei 66
Cfitefiﬂf s | s ; A»‘ T '«';,'

 Early in the period in which the authors have been actively involved

with norgraded schools . which now goes back more than ten yem:é, one
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schools bhut there has been almost a total lack of attention to specific

criterfa which a school nmust meet to be truly nongraded,

further, it- secemed quite apparcent that some valid criteria had to
>ho develépgd if, on the oge hand, the 1dea was to reach its potentiél
and not be prostituted, and, on the other, educators and laymen interested
in the concept were fo have essential guldelines in the'develoément aqd/or

i

evaluation of such programs,

It became clear quite some time ago then, thru stﬁdy of stated
philosophies of nongraded schools and critical analysis of the characteristics
of truly nongraded schools that certain features were implied, . From his
study, a tentative list of criteria was first developed in the midfSixties.
These were uséd by the authors in thefr many contacts with so-called
'nongraded schools. Considerable informal feedback was received and cdnsidered

in the on-going evaluation of the criteria. The proposal for thi§ project

included the most recent tentative list of eight criteria. After the. . .. . ..

project was funded, a panel was selected which included representativeq
of tedchers, school principals, curriculum consultants, school supetr-
intendents and university personnel, all of whpm had had direct experience
with nongraded schooals and who represented all geographic areas of the

nation,
}

Ihn pxnel wae nqked to rcspond tn each oE tho orlglnal critorin and

f' to sugvcsl additional crituria if Lhey wishod.ﬁ On lho bnsi ‘of their

‘Zrc5ponqce a final s rfoE ten crlterlf wqq dovolopvd |heso at
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Subsequent positive reaction to the criteria by school personnel
throughout the country has added further support to the nced for criteria

and the vatidity of the criteria selected.

Two questionnaires were developed for use in this project. One was
for usc with schools identified as nongraded and one for use wlth schools
A ‘ S

identified as former nongraded schools.*

It was decided that the questionnaires should seek information
relative to two Ffactors. One, of couréé;*dgalt with the criteria and
was concérned with dotermining how many séhoois identified as nongraded
ware nongraded and how many schools identified as former uongraded schools
ever were really nongraded. The second sought information reluftve to
key fnctots contributing to or detracting from successful implementation

and/or operation,

The questionnaire for schools identifieé as ﬁongradcd consisted of
two parts. The First part !isted the ten criteria and a brief explanation
and asked the respondent to indicate whether his school met the criteria
ana for any explnnatotyﬂcommnntsmf~The¢seéond part asked for €our additional
.. lists of information. Three open-endc& responses wate sought Eor'each of

these [our”questions;

1. rnist the three 1actor¢ whlch were Lhc most hL]plUl in- implomenlingf;
. ~your. pr0°ram.f : s
» List the three f nctorq wh1ch were problem nroas 1n implomon(ing‘
your program. . 4 ‘ s
st the throa factors

‘”Jprobram.
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nongraded schools also had two parts. The first listed the ten criteria

aﬂd asked the respondent to respond to the Collowing open-ended quest{on-
list the tuntors which were nost responsible for the term{nation
of vour program,

Identitication of schools which were nongraded from throughout the counlry

was a key objective of the study, It was decided to use three major

sources of information,

The fifty State Departments of Education were considered the best
source to insure broad based national éoverage. 1t was declided to
backstop that source by using two additional lists of schools which seemed
philosophically very compatible with the nongraded idea.) These were the
Individually Guided Kducation-Multi-Unit School, Elementary (IGE-MUSE)
developed in cooperation with the Wisconsin Research and Development
Center and the schools affiliated with the 1/D/E/A Program of the Ketteriné

Foundation.

Accordingly, letters were segt to the Chief State School officer ih
each of the fifty states. Follow-up contact was also made where’necesséry
to'insﬁre responseé from allyfifty states. {In addition, a lettét was sent
to the Superintondent of Schools in Washington, D.C.. 1ach officer was
asked to identify ten qchnblq in his state wﬁo'wwru nongfﬁdod and had
;demonglralud thé ahil1ty to miintnin quch ar pro-rnm nvux (imc;; Jhoy   l :
S were: dlso asked to idenLiFy schnolq in Lhoir stato which had oncv becn

' "{znungr‘ukx] hul }uul sinao <n)nndonod tﬂu, progrnnn‘j,;g



In those cases where the State Department of Education fdentified
ton nongraded schools, a questionnaire was routinely sent to each school
with a covering letter explaining the project and how the schaol had

been identified,

v

‘Ip, those cases where large numbers of schools were {dentified, a

P

random sample of schools were selected to receive the questionnalre.

se

For the schools in the IGE-MUSE and 1/D/E/A programs, a random sample

-

was selected and questionnaires sent accordingly.

Schools responding wﬁo seemed to cléarly meet the criteria and thus
meet the standard set here for nongraded schools were sent a follow-up
request seeking information relative to ény evaluation which had been
doné of their program. This request sought either a copy of any evaluation
report or in lieu of that, the name of the investigators, the design of

the evaluation and the findings.

For schools identified as former nongraded schools, all such schools

so identified were sent a copy of the appropriate questionnaire.

As was mentioned carlier, it was felt that selected schools‘should‘
be paid an ons qite v:eit to va]idate the criteria through indepth discussions

wlth practioncrs in nongraded echoolq and to insure LhuL respondents welo -

7<1nterpret1ng the criterla tn a mnnngr consiqtent with our intcrpr;tations.




geographic location, different size, different. age groups served and

included schools in rural, urban and suburban areas. ' 5

Alter schoéls were identified for on-site visits, personaf contact
. was made with ecach principal to plan for eaéh visit., For the actuat |
vislt, emphasis was placed on dlscuqqing ‘the schools program, the key
factora in beginning the program and keeping it going, problem areas and
any suggestions for others with key staff members. School personnel 1n i  1

all the schools visited were most gracious, and straight-forward.

One result of this study which might te one of the most helpful to
the practicioner and the laymen alike is the validation of criteria which

a nongraded séhool must meet to be worthy of the label,

Below are listed the ten criteria, a brief explanation and rationale

for each,

CHARACTERISTICS OF A NONCRADEQSC};QQL, N

1. No arade labels. This implies that other types of labels will
not be substituted for grade labels...Many so-called nongraded
schools merely replaced grade labels with other labels equally
as rigld; such as P+<1, P-2 to mean first semester of first
arade and sccond semester of flrst grade. There is con§1derable
evidence that failure to remove all such labels seriouely
impcdcq the dovclopmenL of a truly nongraded Q(hool

2. A _continuous progross course nf stgﬂz in Ehg_skill aroas...
A course of study in rending “and mathematlcs based on gradod
materlals Is not consistent wlth the philosophv of the -

_nongraded school and presents many impedinents to the

jsuccossful 0peration oE H nongraded program. TN
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CnntinuoueﬁgngiglgEqL_Lpoprcssion of all pupils. There are

no grade taflures and/or retentions,..The research on retention
continuous and consistent for over Cifty years. The only
reasonable conclusion is that retention does not pay. What

is needed 1s more Flextbllity of time dimensions to provide for
a vartety of learning styles and paces. But rcetention or

grade-Caflure is not consistent with a nongraded program,

CPlexilbility in pupil prouping which provides for the creation

uf _proups Lux sp‘xll:c~ngggig§. This should include intraclass
and interclass groups..,..lkvery good program includes a certain
amount of grouping. - Obviously, if there are four children who
all need help with the same skill, they should be grouped
together for work on it, The key, howaver, is on grouping for
specific purposes with frequent regrouping as need of children
change.,

Multi-age grouping. Pupils of different ages are grouped together
using planued hetcrogeneity....There is reason to believe that

the most successful programs are those in which all grade labels
are removed and children are placed together in mitlti-age groups
as the basic grouping pattern with planned heterogeneity as

the guiding force.

Qlﬁﬁlbilt£l~iﬂ instructional program to provide for intrapersonal
ariaﬁf[itioq. This means the instructional program is adjusted
to the ohild, not the child to the program....Simply stated,

when a e¢hild and the instructional program are not in conecinnity,

the program is the thing that gives,

Some type of staff oggpnization to facilitate flexible grouping

Eﬂgggzgi (.. Flexibility is one of the key factors in successful

programs. Some type of team teaching or diffeventiated staffing
can provide needed flexibility in grouping children.

An_abundance of multi-media materials available. These should

be designed to meet a variety “of pupil's learning styles and
rates....To meet the demands of a continuous progress course of -
study in the skill areas and the coneept approach in soctal studies
and seience, a great amount of mulLi-mvdin naterials ave csgential,

A written qLaLomnnl of Lhe school's objectives. Tho<o'ctodmly'

f,qtatc what tho Tscliool 's ‘gouls ara. ... A statement ol the school's
; objoctivoq is very hclptul to staff and parents to koop the
~progran on tdrgo

;”‘abnut‘ s

and to underetand whdt thc ptogram ls all

o &8/ of,Lho nongradéafscupplg?sﬁEVeyéd[éLéaéty;mét ihertfttegia""
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The analysis of the responées relative to key Eactors'contrlbuting
to the successful implementation of a nongtaded school showed that the
most tmportant factors Cairly consistently were, in order of frequency,
alstaff that wanted to develop a nongraded propram and were able to
codﬁﬁnicntu well with cach othef. parents and comhuni£§ tﬁat sﬁppoftéd
the idea, and board of education and central office personnel that backed
the program, Other frequently mentioned factors were inservice education

for the staff particularly that done by outside conéultants; a dynamie

principal who exhibited a lot of leadership ability; materials, facllities

and budget to provide added flexibility; team teaching; a curriculum
consistent with the nongraded philosophy; not moving into the program
too quickly; and a number of miscellancous factors which‘sgemed to be

peculiar to specific‘situations.

An analysis of the rc¢sponses relative to the key factors contributing

to the successful on-going operation of the program found, perhaps not

~too suprisingly, that the.threc most.frequently listed factors were.also ... ... .

staff commitment, support of parents and community, and backing by the

board of education and central office staff, A close contender in fourth

place was inservice education for the staff. After those foue, thore were
a wide variety of factors which nppufently ware significant in eertain

situations but not Significant'On any large scale basis,

e Autanqusis;pfithdjfnc:0r§ créat1ng the;most prohléms'{h‘lhé‘,"

Latton of the progran shos
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An analysis of the factors creating the most problem in the on-golhg
. operation of the program reflect simlla} ;;ncerns; teacher inflexibility
and non-support, lack of adaquate iﬁ-sorvice education, lack of’parent
support and insufficient materials. Other factors. included lack of

adequate support personncl (aldes, etc.), lack of time and money, and

difficulty of some pupils to adjust to a freer environment.

If one can assume that insufficient materials, lackiof funds and
dnadequate in-service programs are directly relatéd to the level of central
office support, there emerges a very sharp pattern when key factors
contributing and creating problems are considered together; namnely,
the commitment of Eaculty and suppqrt of parents aﬁd centrai office

staff are clearly the most crucial Factors.

Schools using the I.G,E.-MUS/E plan and materiels or affiliated
with I/D/E/A scem to reflect developmental stages much as schools not
- go affiliated, That is, some of the schools so identified scemed.to be
well along on meeting all the criteria and being a truly nongraded school.
~On the other hand, some‘of the schoqls did not abpear to be defecto

nongradad at this time.

EXS

This would secem to sugpest that there are certain crucial Eactors
~ which greatly aEEéctVthe succeSS 0€~afndngraded progtnm,kthdt~the'l G E%} e

*f;MUS/l(And l/D F‘A modals Lucorpnrate moqt of thoso~fact0rs, but lt 19
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likewise did not.ldentify League affiliation as a key factor to'hny

slzeable propbrtlon.

Less than 17 of the schools mecting the criteria who were surveyed
reported any tybe of prozram cvaluation and less than ten schools rcported
evaluation studies dealing with objective quantitarive data. Although
a number of schools reported a lack of proper evaluation to be a key
problem, apparently with nongraded schools as-with'schools iﬁ general,

there is very little concern on the part of educators with evaluation,

>The questionnaire réceived from schools identif;éa as geing former
nongraded schools seemed to fall into three general categories. The first
groﬁp responded that they had never been a nong;aéed school. The second
reported that, as far as théy were concaerned, they were still nongfaded.

The third reported that they indeed had been nongraded at one time.

Not much can be said about group one. The questionnaires returned

[ 4

by. group two tended-to - support their'contentioh that thcyfwere>hongradedafwf~-»¥~~F~~u

Most of these schools did indeed meet the criteria,

The fespoﬁses from the former nongraded identified many of the same
problems listed carlier) 1{.e., lack of staff support, problem with parents,
'dr Iack of centrql offfce commitiment, ‘Two additional ttoms did nppeur; ‘
: h§wévcf.1 0ﬁe‘Qaé4staff‘éihauét50ﬁ" thé taék‘ﬁns,IWSL Lob'domdndihg;1 ﬂ"
‘,‘rhc Othur was'%tatn neerLment of bducation anJ tuntral oEEtco demandéf'

rithat TOPO?th on pupt1s be done byrprady lovb ;;ﬁ;} aondera iE this might

ot h ve been Just. the ftnn1 s:rqw hut at 1¢ast~ e ¢ -thc;rqsnond‘




